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Prologue

He started by breaking into houses. Not to steal. Although he was not averse to the idea, and never hesitated to pocket something valuable or an object that appealed to him if the opportunity presented itself. But, back then, he earned a good living in the merchant navy, and his salary was more than sufficient to meet his very modest needs.

He was incited to creep into these houses by other reasons. Enforced idleness, for the most part. Logistical problems meant that the cargo ship on which he was due to embark for Brazil was stuck in Plymouth harbour for nine days. He could have signed up with another freighter, but he decided to wait.

He was not much interested in cities: only the ocean truly fascinated him. He quickly made a tour of Plymouth old town, whose attractions left him indifferent, and began taking long walks out in the suburbs. Alpha was never really bored, accustomed as he was to retreating into solitary reveries since childhood.

The night drew in early on those January evenings. The suburbs far from the city centre were lined with almost identical semi-detached houses. Here, many women lived alone with their children for much of the year while their husbands were at sea. On certain streets, Alpha could watch these mothers through their windows. Make out their shadows as they bustled about the house. One of them had piqued his interest: a pretty, dark-haired mother of three sons, who expertly took her little men in hand. With a good-humoured vitality, she whirled around her home, giving ample attention to each of her sons while also carrying out various household chores. Unobtrusively stationed on the road after nightfall, Alpha would watch the young mother as she worked tirelessly, helping the boys with their homework and popping in and out of the kitchen to prepare their dinner.

He had spent two nights watching her. On the first, Alpha noticed that she spent a long period upstairs, bathing her sons, putting them to bed and probably reading them a story. During this interval – which lasted at least twenty-five minutes – the ground floor was deserted and relatively dark. Later, the mother came back downstairs alone and lay on the sofa watching television.

Alpha had returned the following night and watched as the same scene played out: at the appointed hour, the woman and her sons disappeared upstairs. Alpha stepped over the small garden gate, crept through the unlocked front door and closed it soundlessly behind him.

He stood, motionless, inside this stranger’s house; he could hear them upstairs going about their lives: the floorboards creaking as the boys scampered around, water rushing through the pipes . . . He could hear their shrill cries, their voices; the mother attempting to restore order, her calm authority ensuring she was obeyed.

He listened to them; they were oblivious to his presence . . . Alpha felt powerful.

The ground floor was comfortably warm and pervaded by a pleasant smell. Alpha shrugged off his coat, kept his shoes on and explored the house. He was not afraid that the woman might come down and surprise him: he knew that if she did, she, and not he, would pay the price.

He spent a long time studying the framed photographs; opened cupboards and drawers and carefully closed them. He did not want the woman to become aware of his visit too quickly. Or to find that money or valuables were missing, which would suggest a motive for his actions. Alpha wanted her to be afraid, to feel terrified every time she had to go upstairs, alone with her children.

So he picked up the smartphone the mother had left on a table: he had noticed it the moment he came in. From his pocket, he took a black balaclava he had brought along just in case, having no clear idea what he might use it for. He knew now. He pulled the balaclava over his face, tucked in his long hair and set the camera phone to take a selfie. His masked face filled most of the screen, but in the background, the shadowy living room of this slut was clearly recognisable. Eyes wide, he stared into the lens and, as he pressed the button, he was dazzled by the flash.

Alpha lowered the phone and stood motionless for several minutes, listening to the sounds from upstairs. Then he got up and walked across the room: a large mirror hung on one wall, and he pointed the phone at his reflection, tightly framing his tall, thin body dressed all in black; again, the flash blazed brightly in the dark living room, creating the same ominous contrast.

Purposefully, he lingered in the room for several minutes more to take another photograph; he pushed down his trousers, took out his penis and immortalised it in an image.

Having cleaned the phone of prints, he set it back where he had found it and silently crept out of the house. The whole operation has lasted twenty minutes. Some day – it was impossible to know when – the English woman would find the pictures on her phone, tagged with the date and time; she would realise that an intruder had been in her house while she and the children were upstairs. She would not know who he was, whether she knew him, nor, most importantly, his motive. She would know only that he had taken his time, and that much worse could have happened.

Surprising as it may seem given the events that follow, the thought of raping the woman did not even cross his mind that night. He had come for something else, for a different kind of thrill. Yet, in hindsight, Alpha felt that the excitement he had felt that night was the spark that inspired the great project he would later implement.

His thrill was further enhanced when the story was reported in the media: two days later, a short article in the local newspaper described the terror and panic of the young mother when she discovered the photographs of a stranger on her phone. The journalist described her as being ‘in a state of shock’; he added that the police had no leads, and had issued an appeal for witnesses.

Reading the article, Alpha felt a surge of pleasure course through him; a sensual, sadistic, narcissistic pleasure unlike anything he had ever felt, but which he would now actively seek out.

He often recalled this incident during his Atlantic crossing. Whenever he had a moment free, he would go to his cabin and take out the press clipping. The victim, who claimed she was ‘traumatised’, said that she had not slept a wink that night, and only a few hours the following night.

*  *  *

In the Americas, he committed several similar offences. São Paulo, Montevideo, Buenos Aires. He worked at night, taking advantage of the fact that his hosts would be asleep so he could work in peace. He had the ability to gain access to any property he wished, even to apartments located on upper floors, even through locked doors and windows. In addition, he had a gift for moving slowly and silently through dark rooms without waking anyone. The presence of a boyfriend or a husband did not trouble him. He would systematically find the woman’s mobile phone and, unhurriedly, take menacing photos of himself in various rooms.

The last apartment that he visited, in Boston, was fitted with surveillance cameras everywhere. There was even a small camera hidden in the bedroom so Alpha, having quickly spotted it, had no need to take selfies. For more than an hour, he stood at the foot of the bed, staring at the sleeping couple. The video – which terrified those people who stumbled on it on the internet – showed him in night vision, motionless, staring at the woman and her husband as they slept. He ogled the woman, who was naked, her bare hip clearly visible. Then he studied the man lying next to her. Alpha could have broken every bone in his body with his bare hands had he wished.

It was here that his plan finally came to him in all its clarity, like the pieces of a jigsaw he had owned for years and only now managed to assemble.

People would talk about it. It would be a blaze of glory that would doubtless put paid to his own life. There could be no question of operating in random locations, as he had done until now: he would have to go home. France, the country that had given birth to him. There, his actions would have meaning.

*  *  *

Rain beat relentlessly against the windows of his Paris hotel room.

It was already 10.30 p.m.; he would not venture out tonight. Alpha was lying on the bed, face turned to the glow of the television, using the remote control in his hand to click through the channels.

He happened on a talk show on which the guests were discussing how the penal system should deal with serial killers and sex offenders.

Suddenly, they began talking about Alpha.

The Lizard . . . The Lizard . . .

Alpha had already seen and heard this fatuous nickname. The media had unanimously decided to attribute it to him. A lizard . . . An ugly, graceless reptile with stubby legs and a darting tongue . . .

He was familiar with one of the guests on the programme, having previously heard the man ranting and raving about him some days earlier. A cop, whose earlier interview to camera had been endlessly re-broadcast on every news channel. Tonight, live in the studio, the cop sounded faltering, even bitter, stumbling over his words as beads of sweat rolled down forehead.

His tirade was little more than a series of invectives designed to offend Alpha. A deliberate provocation. He described him as a pathetic loser. A mindless slave to his sexual urges. He went so far as to extrapolate about Alpha’s childhood and his relationship with his mother. An endless torrent of insults; meanwhile Alpha sat, seething, not moving a millimetre, unable to tear his eyes from the screen.

Pathetic half-wit, you dare to judge me when you are the mindless fool, thought Alpha, Sitting there sweating like a pig and squealing in that shrill falsetto . . .

Alpha observed the man more closely.

He had intuited something during the endless re-runs of the first interview. Something familiar that he could not quite understand, the cop reminded him of someone, but who? It took some time before the penny dropped.

He studied the man’s gestures, his form, his features.

His breath . . . like gusts of hot air.

Gusts of hot air?

A voice almost devoid of a bass register. Not unpleasant, and not as high-pitched as a woman, though there was a degree of affectation. His face was smooth . . . his body a little strange, the torso slightly narrow, the hips somewhat rounded. A gynoid morphotype. ‘La Poire’ - Pear shaped.

Jean-Marc. Alpha suddenly made the connection; he could not believe it.

The same symptoms.

Alpha leapt from his seat and brought his face closer to the screen. He could turn away from the curious little man who was still blustering angrily. Was it possible that his fellow officers had not noticed anything? That they had missed the signs? Or perhaps they did know? True, the treatment was not available in France, but it was available in a number of other countries.

Jean-Marc . . .

His face almost pressed against the screen, Alpha studied Captain Rauch: there was nothing effeminate about his manner or his clothing; one the contrary, he affected a certain virility.

He was like Jean-Marc . . . Except that he hid his true nature.

The hatred Alpha had felt a moment earlier gave way to a joyous excitement. The more he stared, the more certain he was.

So, you’ve created a persona for yourself? Gynoid? What wiles have you had to learn to go unnoticed? Do you hunt what you once were? What are you hiding from everyone?
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The young woman opposite had bruises to her face and neck. She had obviously been crying, and her pale, washed-out complexion was red in patches.

She was Déborah Joubert, a twenty-eight-year-old district nurse. She was tall, very tall, almost six feet. As beautiful as the two young women who had visited previously, one week apart. Despite her evident exhaustion, she showed no hostility or impatience towards the police officers; on the contrary, she seemed eager to cooperate, and regularly punctuated her story with a nervous smile. Now and then she turned her head, assessing the place in which she found herself: a typical police incident room, equipped with computers that were all-but obsolete; the dilapidated walls were covered with movie posters and various forms and paperwork. At this late hour, it was almost deserted.

Earlier that evening, Déborah Joubert had gone to the police station closest to where she had been assaulted in the eleventh arrondissement of Paris. Officers had taken her statement and then taken her to the Accident and Emergency department at Hôtel-Dieu. Fortunately, one of the officers had made the connection with an open case file little reported in the media, known as the lift rapist. He had telephoned the dedicated squad for information. His call was taken by the only officer on duty, a Captain nicknamed la Poire – the Pear.

It was vital to work quickly, so la Poire asked the officer to immediately refer the presumptive third victim to them, so they could interview her. Long hours had passed since the attack before she finally arrived at the commissariat in the twelfth arrondissement.

As soon as he got off the phone, la Poire had called Marion, who had only just arrived. With no preamble, he said:

‘We’ve got another one. I need you to come in.’

‘I’ll be right there,’ she said, and hung up.

They had both known that there would be others; the only thing they did not know was when.

*  *  *

As soon as Déborah arrived, Marion offered her a cup of tea which she politely accepted. She took a sip, then cupped it in her hands; la Poire glanced at her long, immaculately polished fingernails as they trembled constantly. At five feet three, Marion looked very small as she stood next to the woman.

‘Has anyone explained to you what we do here?’ Marion asked at length.

Déborah shook her head.

‘You’ve been brought to the headquarters of the Police Judiciaire Second District. Some people call us the rape squad, we deal exclusively with sexually based offences, including serial rapists. Your account of what happened may allow us to connect it to other open cases.’

Marion nodded to la Poire:

‘The squad has some of the finest specialist officers in France: Captain Rauch here is one of the best.’

Déborah seemed curiously surprised when she heard the captain’s surname, something that Rauch immediately registered. Her eyes scanned his face, as though studying him. Then her curiosity faded and she bowed her head, her shoulders sagged.

*  *  *

‘I was visiting a patient, Monsieur Robert. He’s elderly and can’t get about much anymore, so I drop by once a week to take a blood test and check his clotting factor.’

‘Do you always visit on the same days every week?’ asked la Poire.

‘Usually, it’s Monday, though it varies.’

‘But always at the same time?’

‘No, not always, though it’s usually late afternoon.’

‘What time was it when you got to his building today?’ said Marion.

‘It was 7.45 – I know because I’d just got a text from my boyfriend.’

As she said this, Déborah fished her phone out of her bag, tapped in the code and showed the text message to the officers.

‘What happened next?’ prompted la Poire.

Déborah was silent for a moment, then said, ‘I keyed in the door code: I have it saved on my phone. As I pushed the door open, a man jostled me from behind. It was a biker wearing a helmet who seemed to be in a hurry. The door was already open, so I did what most people would do: I held it open for him – I mean, I could hardly slam it in his face.’

There was a note of bitterness in Déborah’s voice as she said this. She fell silent again. La Poire, who was clumsily tapping on his computer keyboard, noticed her distress and stopped.

‘You mustn’t blame yourself,’ he said reassuringly, ‘It’s a common tactic used by offenders; we’re all taught to be polite from an early age, and they take advantage . . . Obviously, it makes sense to be wary, but you could not have known that he would attack you.’

Déborah nodded, clearly upset. La Poire gave her an avuncular smile and encouraged her to carry on.

‘He thanked me,’ said Déborah, ‘then followed me down the hall . . . He seemed a bit lost, he was looking around him, though he kept his helmet on. Thinking back, he probably did it so I’d walk on ahead and he could follow.’

‘He didn’t take the helmet off at any point?’ asked Marion pointedly. ‘Could you see anything of his face?’

‘He never took it off . . . I only caught a glimpse of his eyes, later, in the lift. He was wearing leathers so, unconsciously, I suppose I assumed he was a courier delivering or collecting something. He seemed rushed, agitated, but actually all he wanted was for me to call the lift so he could get in with me. The lift arrived . . . he walked right to the back . . . I pressed the button for the fourth floor; he hesitated for a second, then pressed the fifth. The lift wasn’t particularly big. I was in front of him, slightly to one side. I wasn’t looking at him, but he seemed calm.’

Throughout the statement, Marion kept her great blue eyes focussed on the young woman and nodded regularly. Like la Poire, she was motivated by two conflicting desires: to treat the woman with care and compassion, and to get as much information as possible so that they could catch the offender.

‘The lift started and, as soon as we reached the fourth floor, everything happened really fast. As soon as I moved to get out, he pushed past, grabbed me by the shoulder and held a knife to my throat. He said if I screamed, he’d kill me; then he punched the STOP button. He wasn’t very tall, but he was a lot stronger than he seemed at first. He grabbed me by the neck and forced me back into the lift. I made a noise, and he ran the blade across my cheek, his other hand gripped my throat and he started strangling me and shaking me, and all the time he was muttering threats and insults.’

‘What precisely did he say to you?’ asked la Poire.

‘Stuff like . . . “If you don’t shut your trap, I’ll kill you . . . Stop struggling, you fucking slut . . . Dirty whore . . .”’

Déborah shuddered, her eyes fixed on the middle distance.

‘You said he was shorter than you?’ Marion prompted.

‘I think so, yeah . . . Yes,’ Déborah said decisively. ‘But he had a knife and he was choking me, I was scared . . .’

‘There was nothing you could do,’ said la Poire. ‘He had a weapon. Even an experienced officer wouldn’t take the risk. Did you see him pull the knife? Could you describe it for us?’

‘No, he took it out when I had my back to him, so I never really saw it,’ the young woman said regretfully. ‘I don’t think it was a kitchen knife . . . or a hunting knife, either . . .’

‘Don’t worry,’ said la Poire as he typed her words. ‘We’ll show you some photos, maybe something will come back to you.’

‘He kept telling me to stay calm, even while he was strangling me and hurting me . . . he kept saying that if I screamed he’d kill me . . . If I wanted to live, I just had to do what he wanted, then everything would be fine and he’d let me go . . . He pushed me onto my knees. At that point, his tone changed, he sounded almost gentle when he saw me kneeling there in front of him. He was staring at me, but he still had the knife to my throat. He started stroking my hair. He said I was beautiful, said it over and over.’

‘Did he keep his gloves on, or did he take them off?’

‘He kept the gloves and the helmet on the whole time . . . Then he took out his . . . penis.’

Déborah wanted the interview to be over now: she spoke more quickly as she described the assault.

‘He took a condom out of his pocket, gave it to me and told me to put it on him . . . I refused, and he got angry and slapped me across the face. I hit my head against the side of the lift, which made a loud bang. He quickly put his hand over my mouth so I couldn’t scream. It practically covered my whole face, he squeezed so hard it was painful. Then he grabbed my throat and started choking me again, he said the next time I refused to do as he said, he’d kill me. Then he let me go . . . I was crying and trying to catch my breath. He balled his hand into a fist right in front of my face and told me if I didn’t put the condom on and open my mouth, he’d break my nose and kill me. So, I did what he said.’

‘When he first took his penis out, was he erect?’ asked la Poire, still tapping at his keyboard.

‘Yes.’

‘You managed to get the condom on without any help?’

‘Yes. He told me to be careful not to tear it,’ said Déborah, her voice now muffled and hoarse. ‘He was still threatening to hurt me, to kill me . . .’

‘What happened next?’ asked Marion.

‘He ordered me to suck him, so I did.’

‘Okay. Did he forcibly penetrate you, either anally or vaginally?’

‘No.’

‘Not even with his fingers?’

‘No. Though he touched my breasts once or twice.’

‘While you were fellating him, did he do or say anything that you can remember?’

‘He told me to stop crying, to carry on. In the beginning he hit me and insulted me when I refused to do something. I nearly threw up more than once and that annoyed him. Sometimes he grabbed my head and hit it against the side of the lift. I was desperately trying to think of a way out, but I couldn’t, so I did what he told me. I was terrified of the knife, terrified that he’d kill me even if I did what he said.’

‘Did he ejaculate?’

‘Yes, into the condom.’

‘Did you see him take it away . . . the condom?’ Marion leaned closer to the young woman.

‘When he let me go, I just crumpled on the floor . . . I wasn’t paying attention. But he must have done, because when I picked up my things, I didn’t see it.’

‘Do you have any sense of how long the attack lasted?’

‘I don’t know,’ Déborah hesitated. ‘Maybe ten minutes, but to me it felt like an hour.’

‘Did he leave immediately after the assault?’

‘He opened the lift door and ran off . . . But before that . . .’

Déborah suddenly trailed off, clearly still distraught; she stared at the two officers:

‘. . . before he left, he grabbed my handbag and emptied it onto the floor. He picked up my wallet, opened it right in front of me and took my money. There wasn’t much, it doesn’t really matter, I don’t care . . . but what scared me was the way he stared at my ID card . . . I saw him do it. He knows my name, where I live, he can find me anytime he wants.’

*  *  *

‘You don’t need to worry about him assaulting you again. It’s not going to happen,’ Marion said gravely.

She had moved her chair close to Déborah and now held her as she dried her tears. The interview was over.

‘What you’ve just told us means that we can establish a link from your case to a serial rapist that the squad is already investigating . . . He varies his M.O. the kind of victims he chooses, the area where he operates; he is very careful, so I can be pretty certain that he would not target the same victim twice . . . If he does, if you see him, let us know immediately and we’ll deal with him.’

La Poire had also moved and was now perched on the edge of his desk.

‘How many other women has he attacked?’ asked Déborah.

‘You’re the third,’ said Marion. ‘Unless there are women who have not reported their assaults.’

‘How long has he been doing this?’

‘About two weeks.’

Déborah had stopped crying, and her eyes suddenly flashed with fury.

‘Will my statement help you catch him?’

‘Your statement is a vital piece of evidence,’ said la Poire. ‘We’ll do everything we can. One of the problems is that the biker does everything possible to ensure we have no DNA, something that is crucial in a lot of cases these days.’

‘Always assuming that the offender has a police record,’ said Marion.

‘Given how careful he has been, I’m pretty sure he has a record,’ said la Poire. ‘One way or another, we’ll find a flaw, sooner or later he’ll make a mistake; maybe he already has.’

Déborah was listening attentively, but could not resist the urge to ask: ‘I know he had a knife, but . . . do you think I should have fought back, I don’t know, tried to scream or to struggle . . .?’

‘You were trapped in a lift.’ La Poire hesitated. ‘Look, we don’t usually give out information about open cases, but I can tell you that one of his other victims tried to resist . . . Obviously, I’m not going to show you the photos, but he brutally attacked her. Her nose and her jaw were broken, her family barely recognised her. So, yes, she managed to avoid being sexually assaulted . . . but she’ll need extensive surgery. I’m only saying this to prove that he wasn’t bluffing when he threatened you.’

‘Don’t start doubting yourself,’ said Marion. ‘Captain Rauch is right, you had no choice.’

Déborah nodded vigorously, shocked by what she had just been told. But at this second mention of the captain’s surname, she looked up at him again, as though studying his rather plump features.

‘I’m sorry, did she say your name is Rauch?’

‘Yes.’

‘The name rings a faint bell.’

La Poire looked down at her gently. Though unsurprised, he seemed reluctant to discuss the matter:

‘My mo—’

‘Your father . . .’ Déborah interrupted him, ‘is your father Joseph Rauch?’

La Poire looked stunned, but visibly relaxed.

‘Yes. Yes, he is.’ He smiled.

‘I’m one of his nurses!’ Déborah said, her cheerful tone sounding almost affected. ‘I often visit him at home.’

‘Oh, really? I didn’t know. I don’t see much of my father these days, but I try to keep informed about how he’s doing . . .’

‘He’s in pain, but he’s a fighter,’ said Déborah.

She glanced at Marion who said nothing, though she was watching the two of them intently.

‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have brought it up,’ said Déborah, ‘I just wanted to say I’m very fond of your father.’

Déborah smiled a lot, a forced, nervous smile. La Poire thanked her and she said nothing for a moment, then her face brightened and she said:

‘So you’re little Anthony? Your father showed me photos of you.’

Though he did his best to hide it, la Poire felt cold sweat run down his spine, as he always did whenever he met anyone – besides his mother and his father – who knew him before.

‘He’s very affectionate when he talks about you. You’re such a cute little boy in the photos. I don’t think I’d have made the connection if it wasn’t for your surname . . .’ Déborah said without a hint of malice. ‘But looking at you now, I can see the resemblance.’

La Poire decided it was time to bring the interview to a close, especially as Marion had not missed a word. And, besides, he knew that this manic episode was symptomatic of Déborah’s state of shock, and would quickly fade. So, tactfully, he told her that she looked exhausted and suggested she go home to rest a little. Déborah immediately became more withdrawn; her voice more sombre. La Poire gave her his card and told her she could call him anytime, and that they would see each other again soon.

Then he asked if she had a friend or relative with her, and, since she was alone, Marion offered to take her home. Reassured, the nurse allowed herself to be persuaded, and the two women left the incident room together.
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Commandant Euvrard stood at the far end of the table in the meeting room. He made no attempt to hide his impatience as he waited as the members of the Sexual Offences Unit filed in. La Poire and Marion had already arrived and were sitting next to each other.

Neither had slept a wink that night. After escorting Déborah home, Marion had met up with la Poire at the crime scene on the rue Amelot in the eleventh arrondissement. The forensics team had just finished, so they were able to explore the layout of the building and the lift.

Along the rue Amelot, they spotted CCTV cameras that might have caught the suspect as he arrived and as he left. One of the local duty officers showed them the surveillance footage.

By the time they’d headed back to the station at 80, avenue Daumesnil, the first rays of dawn were already peeping over the rooftops.

‘I’d like to go over everything we’ve got from the first two victims, and cross reference with the current statement,’ said Commandant Euvrard in a stentorian voice.

The head of the squad remained standing as he glared at the half-dozen officers from the OPJ. He was a tall thin man in his fifties.

‘I want you to check whether they had anything in common, sport classes or memberships – current or lapsed – at the same gym, whether they ever worked for the same company, studied at the same university, or took similar subjects, whether there is anything that connects them: pubs, restaurants, nightclubs, cafés, bridge clubs, wife-swapping clubs, Zumba classes, the parks where they went jogging, clothes shops, supermarkets, car mechanics . . . Everything, you check everything, because right now, we’ve got nothing,’ he said then paused for a beat. ‘Feel free to correct me.’

La Poire was taking notes somewhat distractedly, not that he was uninterested in the case, quite the reverse, but after so many years on the job, he had little faith in such broad-brush tactics. When he looked up, he realised that the commandant was speaking directly to him and waiting for an answer. La Poire sat up in his seat, cleared his throat and did his best to project his voice:

‘It’s true, we don’t have much. No viable DNA, which is pretty impressive given there have been three assaults. Even in mid-summer, he wears gloves, a crash helmet and full leathers, and always uses a condom. We don’t yet have any DNA results for last night’s assault, but there was nothing at all in the first two. Oh, there were lots of samples, far too many, from all the people who had taken the lift since it has last been cleaned. The one thing we know for certain is that none of these matched any known sex offenders, in fact not one of them was listed on the National DNA Database. Most importantly, there were no DNA samples that matched both the first and second assaults. We’ll see what we get with the third . . .’

‘Was the victim who was assaulted last night able to give us any further details of what he looked like?’

‘Well, given what the guy was wearing, we’re no closer to creating an identikit, all we can say is that he’s Caucasian, average build, between five foot six: and five foot eight. Two of the victims said he had blue eyes and the third insists they were brown . . . So, as far as what he looks like goes, we’ve got nothing. But, the victims might well recognise his voice.’

‘Yes, Marion?’ Euvrard said, seeing her raise her hand.

‘We need to discuss how we’re going to deal with the media,’ Marion said forcefully. ‘Because if we don’t catch this guy soon, he’ll obviously attack again . . .’

‘The incidents have already been reported in the media,’ said Euvrard.

‘Maybe so, but they don’t have the full story. Right now, we know we’re dealing with a serial offender with a very specific M.O. Every woman in Paris needs to know that, before she politely holds the door open for some biker in a crash helmet.’

‘Making that public risks creating mass hysteria, and the offender could change his M.O., which would only slow any attempt to catch him . . . that said, I tend to agree, it is very specific, and that information needs to be out there. I’ll handle it. Okay, what have we got from the CCTV, anything?’

‘We were able to track his bike through the eleventh arrondissement, but we don’t have footage from the neighbouring districts yet. Me and Anthony,’ Marion nodded at la Poire, ‘have already issued warrants, and we’ll get the hard drives later today.’

‘I worry that we’re going to find ourselves in the same situation we did before,’ said la Poire, ‘This guy obviously knows exactly how we work, and he’s familiar with every blind spot in Paris, so he can appear and disappear at will. He’s not choosing the buildings where he attacks at random, and I think that’s our best line of investigation.’

‘What do you have in mind?’ said Euvrard.

‘Study the crime scenes. He must have visited each building, probably not long before the assaults. We need to do a more exhaustive search, go back through older footage.’

‘And another thing, all three lifts were older models fitted with a STOP button,’ said Marion. ‘That’s pretty uncommon these days. And the streets he picked are all quiet, not much foot traffic.’

‘That sounds pretty compelling, let’s focus on that,’ said Euvrard.

He studied la Poire for a moment, then said: ‘What about you, Anthony, have you found any connection between the cases?’

‘Not yet. I’ve dug out some old case files – assaults, robberies, burglaries where a biker, or a guy dressed as a biker, was involved . . . I’ve also been through the list of convicted sex offenders for anyone focused on fellatio . . . Right now, it hasn’t thrown up anything, I’ve mostly been eliminating possible leads rather than opening up new ones.’



3

It was stifling in the Jardins de Bercy shortly before 1 p.m. The park was close to la Poire’s apartment, and only a few minutes from the commissariat.

Shattered after a double-shift, the captain was heading home intending to sleep all afternoon. Théo, a fellow-officer, had insisted on walking with him since he was on a break, so both men strolled through the gardens looking for an empty park bench. The park was filled with clusters of Parisians, sitting on the grass, enjoying a picnic lunch; teenagers moped, alone or in groups, while stray tourists explored the Jardins de Bercy while trying to get their bearings.

They found an empty bench next to a modern architectural construction, where a canal ran between stone paths lined with columns wreathed in wisteria. The August sun, at its height, beat down savagely.

On their way here, la Poire had bought a slice of thick-crust pizza, which looked delicious and dripping with cholesterol . . . While he enjoyed the view, he was now ravenous, so decided to bite into it.

‘You really need to stop eating that shit,’ Théo said, as la Poire sank his teeth into the pizza.

This was unexpected.

Having already started chewing, la Poire decided to carry on, though with less enthusiasm and more shame than he had anticipated . . . Turning to Théo, he realised there was not a hint of irony in his words.

Théo was a handsome guy of thirty-two, a good cop, sometimes a little impulsive, but totally committed to the work. La Poire quite liked the guy . . . the only problem was Théo’s obsession with physical fitness, healthy living, sports and the like . . . He worked out every day, and was proud of his – admittedly, magnificent – ripped and toned body, which he invariably showed off with skin-tight sleeveless T-shirts. Somewhat blinded by the sun, la Poire could just make out Théo’s right bicep, which looked like a muscular thigh. Théo had previously buttonholed la Poire for twenty minutes to offer detailed advice on his health . . . Once he got started, there was no stopping him, and la Poire had no desire to repeat the experience.

He knew that, although Théo respected his professionalism, he was dismayed by the captain’s physical fitness. The two men were much the same age, but the captain’s sagging buttocks, flabby biceps and pitiful condition secretly outraged his fellow officer. Théo was the only member of the squad to give him a hard time about his health, though always sympathetically. And la Poire let him rant, because it suited him for Théo to believe that his weight and his physical weakness were due simply to idleness and inactivity; it put him off the scent.

‘Cut out the fat,’ said Théo. ‘You’d feel much better, take my word for it.’

‘So, you don’t eat pizza?’ la Poire said, still chewing.

‘Not really. And when I do, I make up for it, I work it off . . .’ Théo said with sudden enthusiasm, he was on a roll now. ‘Mostly, I avoid shit like that. I’ve noticed you snack at lot at work . . . You know sugar’s not good for you. And there’s a shitload of sugar in that,’ he nodded to the pizza.

‘So, what do eat to keep your strength up?’ said la Poire, intent on shutting down this line of conversation.

‘Between meals? A piece of fruit – a banana, an apple . . . that’s all you need!’

La Poire nodded, setting the cardboard plate with the half-eaten pizza on his lap; he would finish it later.

‘I need to get home, I’m completely shattered,’ he said.

He patted Théo’s shoulder and made to get up.

‘Anthony, hang on . . .’ Théo stopped him.

Shit . . .

‘There’s something I wanted to talk to you about . . .’

‘Sure . . . fire away.’

Théo dropped his voice and said in a hesitant, confiding tone:

‘I’ve got a friend in the force, André Maret, we worked together in the seventeenth arrondissment. He’s stationed in Lyons these days, and he worked the Bucher case – you remember it?’

‘No,’ said la Poire.

‘Sure, you do – the guy whose wife was in their garage with a bullet in her head. The suicide note was typed and the angle of the shot didn’t make sense . . . Everyone assumed the husband did it.’

‘Oh yeah, that rings a bell.’

‘Anyway, the husband was convicted eight months ago. There was nothing his lawyers could do. Not that they were bad, but his story just didn’t add up.’

‘Yeah, and . . .?’ said la Poire, who had no idea where this was going.

Théo paused for a moment. He looked the captain up and down, trying to think of the best approach.

‘Look, nothing’s been confirmed, but André told me the husband is looking for a new lawyer . . . And it seems like your mother might be taking over his case.’

The penny suddenly dropped. Thinking about it, la Poire realised that he never really talked to Théo about his mother. He rarely talked about her with anyone, except Marion, and sometimes Commandant Euvrard . . . But he wasn’t naïve; most people knew who his mother was. Pretty much everyone in France knew her name, and that was especially true on the force. Most cops had a pretty hostile view of her; one that la Poire found completely justified.

‘I’m going to stop you there,’ he said good-humouredly. ‘I never talk to my mother about her work. Actually, I try to avoid talking to her at all.’

Théo seemed disappointed.

‘Really? It’s just that, well . . . she’s got a reputation. She’s managed to get a lot of people acquitted . . .’

‘Yeah. She’s a good lawyer . . .’

‘So, well, obviously, the prosecution are a bit worried that she’ll shaft them . . .’

‘My mother may be brilliant, but she’s not a magician,’ said la Poire. ‘She’s got a gift for finding and exploiting any holes in a case . . . If your friend’s really worried, maybe there are holes his case?’

Théo swallowed hard, unsure whether the captain was being sarcastic. Seeing his confusion, la Poire said: ‘Look, from what I know, its and open-and-shut case, but they need to make sure that they’ve followed procedure, otherwise she’ll eat them for breakfast.’ He paused. ‘And, for the record, I don’t really have much time for the woman, even if she is my mother.’

‘Why?’ said Théo, somewhat surprised.

‘Let’s say our family history is . . . complicated. I’m completely capable of admiring her professionalism without feeling that she’s a good person. But as far as this case goes, I don’t know anything, and I don’t want to know anything.’

‘No sweat, I get it,’ said Théo.

He gave the captain a pat on the shoulder that was intended to be comforting; la Poire was a little surprised, but touched.

After a moment’s thought, la Poire said: ‘Will there be TV crews at the appeal?’

‘You mean will it be a media circus? Oh, yes, no question . . .’

‘Well, then my mother will definitely take the case,’ said la Poire with a hint of amusement.



4

It was just before 8.30 a.m., the captain was walking down the corridor to the incident room when he saw Marion coming towards him.

‘I was about to phone you,’ she said quickly, ‘Euvrard has been looking for us . . .’

Just then, the commandant stormed out of his office, his jacket in hand.

‘Don’t get too comfortable, Anthony, the three of us are leaving together!’

‘Where exactly are we going?’ said la Poire as Euvrard pushed passed them and headed towards the stairwell.

‘I’ve just had a call from an officer at the Central Directorate . . . A guy called Thompson.’

With surprising agility, Euvrard raced down the stairs while the two officers struggled to keep up.

‘They’re working on a brutal assault in an apartment in rue de Malte last night.’

‘Rue de Malte?’ said la Poire. ‘That’s a stone’s throw from our rapist’s latest attack.’

‘Precisely. As soon as they made the connection, they asked us to come over to see whether it might be same guy.’

‘Was is a sexual assault?’

‘Yes, but it there more to it than that, according to Thompson. He said they’ve never anything like it . . .’

As he said this, the commandant pushed open the heavy doors of the commissariat, and all three emerged into the bright early-morning sunshine. There was something odd about the commandant’s last phrase, and la Poire thought he had misheard. Panting for breath, he turned to Marion and saw that she, too, was puzzled.

*  *  *

From the moment he stepped into the building, and saw the scene of the crime, la Poire knew that their perp had nothing to do with this case. In the first instance, the assault had not begun in the lift. Obviously, it was not unknown for a serial sexual offender to change his M.O., but the more evidence he discovered, the more certain he became.

The fourth-floor apartment was home to a young couple: twenty-eight and thirty-three, no children. It was tastefully decorated, the walls were painted in a harmonious palette of bright colours and hung with framed posters of rock bands, the rooms were dotted with potted plants and there were numerous photographs of the couple surrounded by friends and family.

The perfect love nest.

The bedsheets were drenched in blood. In the centre, a large stain created by prolonged bleeding was surrounded by a cast-off pattern of small spatters. Although inured to such horrors, the three officers were initially shocked by what had evidently been a savage and prolonged assault. A moment later, they noticed that there was a large stain, not on the bed, but on the floor next to it: a large, dark crimson pool of coagulating blood. There had obviously been significant bleeding, and there were signs of a struggle.

‘The blood on the bed is from the wife,’ Thompson said. ‘The pool on the floor is from the husband.’

The break-in had occurred in the early hours, sometime around two o’clock. The person responsible for these atrocities had still been in the apartment at dawn.

In addition to Thompson, there were two other officers from the Central Directorate present, meanwhile four forensics officers were gathering evidence from the crime scene.

Looking around the bedroom, la Poire’s attention was caught by a newly framed photo on the chest of drawers. The young couple smiled into the lens, apparently on holiday by the sea. The woman, petite with dark hair, hazel eyes and bronzed skin, was beaming happily, she seemed utterly in love with her husband, a tall man with pale eyes and a candid smile.

‘You’d barely recognise him from the photo,’ Thompson whispered to la Poire’s back. ‘Multiple fractures to face, arms and chest; when the paramedics arrived he was semi-comatose and unable to speak. He’s been transferred to the Hôpital Saint-Antoine.

‘What about the wife?’ Marion said, stepping closer.

‘There was no damage to her face. Most of the wounds are around the genital area, though there are also abrasions to the wrists and ankles where she was tied up. Needless to say, she was in a state of shock, almost catatonic. But she was able to give us an account of what happened; the only thing she didn’t know was how her attacker gained access to the apartment, which is a little worrying, because we don’t know either . . .’

‘Why couldn’t he have got in through the front door?’ la Poire said.

‘Because it was double-locked,’ Thompson said wearily, his wide eyes ringed with dark circles. ‘There were no signs of forced entry and, according to the wife, there are only three keys. Her mother keeps one in a drawer at her home – it’s still there, we checked. The keys belonging to the couple are still there. That leaves the idea of the perp making a copy – no idea how – and besides, would he really have taken the trouble to lock the door behind him when he left?’

‘It takes two minutes to copy a key – and the landlord or the estate agent might have kept a copy,’ said Marion.

‘We’re checking now. The wife didn’t hear him come in and she didn’t hear him leave. Now, it’s hardly surprising she didn’t hear him come in, since he surprised them while they were asleep. But she didn’t hear him leave either: no footsteps in the hall, no closing door. Nothing. The guy just vanished.’

‘What are you suggesting?’ said Marion.

Thompson nodded to the bedroom window, which was open.

‘It was a hot night; they didn’t close the window . . .’

‘Are you kidding? We’re on the fourth floor!’ said la Poire as he strode over to the window.

He popped his head out and stared down at the street, thirty meters below. Although he did not suffer from vertigo, the sheer drop was dizzying. The façade was smooth, there were no balconies, no visible footholds. Looking up, he saw that the roof was another two floors away.

‘And who do you think could climb a wall like that?’ la Poire said, turning around.

‘A rock climber? Superman? A lizard? How the fuck do I know?’

‘So what makes you think that’s how he got in?’ said la Poire.

His tone was so bitterly ironic it surprised even him. But his sarcasm masked the fact that, deep down, he thought it was a plausible scenario.

‘It’s just a question of eliminating the possibilities. The evidence suggests he didn’t come through the door and the window was open.’

Thompson paused, then said: ‘The husband was out for the count, the wife had her back to the assailant. He untied the wrist restraints before he vanished. “Disappeared into thin air,” was how she put it.’

La Poire shrugged and nodded towards the window again.

‘The ropes he used to tied her up, I don’t suppose they weren’t climbing ropes?’

‘Apparently they were the sort of knots used by people who are into bondage. But that’s obviously what he used them for . . . Personally, the design and the colours made me think of the kind of ropes used in sailing. They’re at the lab right now being examined. If you take over the case, you’ll get the results. So, what do you think? Any parallels with your serial sex offender?’

‘None, If I’m honest,’ Euvrard said, speaking on behalf of the three. ‘The guy we’re looking for is fixated on oral sex and he’s never tied up any of his victims.’

‘That said, the primary motive here was clearly sexual,’ la Poire interrupted, spreading his hands to indicate the room. ‘The intention was clearly rape, not murder. Obviously, the examining magistrate will make the final decision, but I think our squad should take the case.’

Thompson stared at the blood-spattered sheet and nodded.

‘Could you give us a chronological rundown on events? asked la Poire.

‘It’ll have to be quick, because I need to get back to Quai des Orfèvres,’ he said, looking at Thompson said clanking at his watch as he took out his notebook. ‘This is what we know from the wife’s preliminary statement: she and her husband were sound asleep. She was woken, shortly after 2 a.m., probably by a noise. She claims that she . . . sensed that there was someone in the room, she sat up in bed and peered into the darkness: she didn’t switch on her bedside lamp so as not to wake her husband. She saw a shadowy figure, very tall by her account, standing motionless . . . a man dressed all in black standing, staring at them. She screamed, her husband woke up, and the assailant leapt on him and started beating seven bells out of him. The assailant quickly overpowered the husband, partly thanks to the element of surprise, but it wasn’t just that, according to the woman, the attacker seemed to have incredible strength. “Phenomenal” was the word she used. He beat the husband – most of the facial fractures happened during that first attack. Once he’d knocked him out cold, he turned his attentions to the wife, who was still screaming, and vainly trying to help her husband. He dragged her onto the bed, grabbed her by the throat and throttled her: she thought she was going to die, but it seems he was simply trying to intimidate her: he let her go before she passed out.’

‘Oh, one more thing,’ said Thompson, ‘the assailant wasn’t wearing a mask.’

He hesitated a little, flicked through the pages of his notebook. La Poire and Marion were meticulous jotting down what he had just told them.

‘According to her statement, he had shoulder-length dark hair. She said he was good-looking, but with a vicious expression in his eyes. Like I said, he was dressed in black. He rolled the woman onto her stomach and ripped off her nightdress. He took out the ligatures, which must have been in his pocket because she didn’t see them until then. He used them to bind her wrists and ankles, then used some elaborate knot to tie the two together. It would have been impossible for her to free herself. Like I said, it was S&M stuff. Next, he tied up the husband, who was still barely conscious. He told the guy that he’d kill his wife unless he opened his eyes and watched . . . Then he assaulted the woman, taking her from behind. He raped her vaginally and anally.’

‘There was no oral-genital contact?’

‘No,’ Thompson said, rubbing his eyes. Sweat was starting to trickle down his face. ‘Shit, it’s like a fucking sauna in here.’

‘Did he use a condom?’ said Marion.

‘No.’

‘Then you’ve got DNA,’ she said.

‘We will have . . . Forensics are conducting tests. Preliminary results suggest he didn’t ejaculate, but we don’t need that to get a sample. Besides – no gloves, no hat, the dumb fuck will have left trace evidence all over the place . . . If this guy has a record, we’ll be able to identify him pretty quickly!’

‘You said he didn’t ejaculate? Do we know whether he was interrupted?’

‘Not as far as we I know.’

‘No nosy neighbours?’

‘They didn’t hear a thing – at least that’s what they’re saying. And . . . it’s not implausible given that, after he tied the woman up, he wound a rope around her throat and used something – we don’t know what – to make a kind of garotte. He tightened and loosened it, used it to control her breathing while he was assaulting her. She thought she was going to die, but actually he was torturing her. Sounds to me like the sort of stuff people into bondage get up to. Not that I know much about it, but I’m assuming that, being a specialist squad, you’re rather better informed?’ Thompson looked at them inquisitively.

‘Yes, it sounds a little like an extreme form of breath control play,’ said la Poire. ‘But it’s also a form of torture used by serial killers, in which case it’s usually fatal.’

‘Well, this psycho clearly thought it was just fun . . . He sexually assaulted her, using the garrotte to muffle her screams. And simultaneously torturing the husband by forcing him to watch. The poor bastard had multiple fractures, there was nothing he could do to help his wife.’

*  *  *

Forensics technicians where crawling all over the lift, so the three officers took the stairs. They had already noticed that the cabin had no STOP button when they arrived.

Four fucking floors, Jesus! la Poire was thinking as he shambled down the stairs. Although in theory he accepted the idea that the perp could have scaled the wall, in practice he found it difficult to believe. What kind of man would attempt such a climb with no help and no equipment?

La Poire found the extent of the assault on the young woman and her husband chilling. An offender who was capable of such atrocities had already developed a very particular fantasy life. Unless he was stopped, the attacks would continue, the savagery would escalate. Until eventually, he killed a victim.

*  *  *

As the three officers emerged into the blinding sunshine of the street, la Poire’s phone pinged to indicate a missed call and a voicemail. No signal in the stairwell, probably.

On the screen, it said the voicemail was from Louisa.

Marion approached la Poire as he was staring at his phone. He asked her to give him a minute; he would see them back at the car.

La Poire pressed play and heard the unmistakable tones of his mother’s voice. Though she spoke without any particular emotion, the words hit him like a sledgehammer:

 

‘Anthony, it’s maman. Listen, darling . . . your father had another seizure, and he died this morning at the American Hospital. I was listed as his next of kin, so they called me at about eleven o’clock. As you know, he was in a great deal of pain, so perhaps it’s better this way . . . At least you were expecting it . . .

I’ll need you to contact the undertakers, though I‘m pretty sure he made all the necessary arrangements before he died. I’m afraid I won’t be able to help much, darling, I’ve just landed in Corsica and I’ve got a major trial that’s likely to go on for at least ten days, and I can hardly abandon my client . . . But I’ll do my best to make a quick round-trip on the day of the funeral.

One more thing, Anthony, I need you to contact your father’s solicitor and deal with his estate. You’re his sole heir. You’ll have to take an interest in it now! Right, I have to go, darling, the hearing is going to start again any minute now. Let’s talk soon, okay? Call me . . .’
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She recounted the assault as though she had been a witness. She seemed to recall every detail as though she had been a bystander, as though the attack had been played out before her eyes. As though it was not she who had suffered but some other woman. Some other Déborah.

They told her this was not unusual, it was something that happened to many victims of sexual assault, that the trauma of the attack is often so overwhelming that, to protect itself, the body becomes numb. The mind attempts to dissociate itself; it is still aware of what is happening, but observes the situation with a cold detachment so that it can focus on protecting itself, on finding some way out, on survival. Déborah had recounted the ten minutes of her assault to various police officers, to doctors, to her mother and to Jérôme.

Jérôme. The morning before she was assaulted, she had been wondering whether she still loved him, whether they had a future . . . That night, when she fled the building, Jérôme had been the first person she telephoned. She had called in a panic, trying to calm herself so she would be intelligible. When he took the call, Jérôme sounded as though she was bothering him.

He was in Avignon, in the middle of a business dinner with partners and clients. Déborah told him that something bad had happened. Told him how she had just been assaulted . . . that she had been raped. For a moment, Jérôme said nothing; he could not seem to get his head around the idea. He was with clients, he said. He seemed irritated by her call. Was she sure?

Déborah wandered along the busy boulevard like a ghost, hugging the walls and dropping her voice to a whisper whenever someone passed by. Maybe he had a point; was she sure? It all seemed utterly unreal.

What a stupid question! she thought finally, flanking around, terrified that her attacker would reappear. Was he still in the area? Perhaps he hadn’t run off . . . perhaps he had followed her?

‘Are you still there?’ she said, breaking the silence.

‘Yeah, I’m still here,’ Jerome said in a whisper, then trailed off into silence again. ‘What are you planning to do?’

‘I need to go to the police . . . There’s no point me going home – apparently you’re not supposed to shower . . .’ said Déborah, as though talking to herself.

‘Are you sure you don’t want to go home and rest? I can call back in an hour, we’ll be finished here by then.’

‘I have to go to the police, Jérôme . . .’

There was another long silence; as she walked, Déborah stared at the screen of her phone to make sure Jérôme was still there.

‘This is such a hassle!’ he said suddenly, no longer trying to keep his voice down. ‘I’m in Avignon, you do get that, don’t you? Even if I set off now, I wouldn’t get back to Paris until the early hours.’

‘I know. And you have a meeting tomorrow.’

‘Yeah. So what do we do now?’ he said, relieved though still unsympathetic, frustrated by this unexpected turn of events. ‘What can I possibly do from here?’

‘Nothing,’ Déborah said softly. ‘I just wanted to let you know.’

‘So, you’re you going to the police?’

‘Yes, I’m heading there right now. I’ve got to go, Jérôme.’

‘Keep me posted, yeah? Give me a call later. I’ll be home tomorrow, okay?’

‘I know. Tomorrow afternoon.’

‘The train leaves at 1.57 p.m.’ he said. ‘My poor baby,’ he added, more gently, ‘This is awful. I love you . . .’

‘I’m outside the commissariat now,’ Déborah interrupted, ‘I’ve got to go.’

She slowed her pace and glanced around. She had no idea where to find the nearest commissariat.

She should have dumped him there and then. She had thought about it a hundred times before. As she ended the call, she knew that what little affection she had for Jérôme had just vanished . . . but at this moment, she could not bear the idea of breaking up, of any kind of change, of an argument.

*  *  *

At the hospital, they recommended she have three separate blood tests. Even if her attacker had worn a condom, they wanted to rule out any possibility of infection. They took the first sample that night to confirm that she was not HIV positive before the assault. They scheduled the second for two weeks later, to check whether she had been infected. The third would take place after three months to check for antibodies.

The doctor signed her off sick for a week. Was it a little or a lot? She had no idea. She had no visible wounds, no fractures, only bruises to the face and torso, together with the potential psychological problems they said they would ‘keep an eye on.’

The very idea of sitting at home doing nothing for a week was horrible. She imagined Jérôme coming home from work every night, not knowing what to say or do . . . Some nights, he might take her in his arms and awkwardly try to comfort her, some nights he would feel the urge to tell her to pull herself together.

He had tried to call back several times that night. Seven missed calls. She spent the morning trying to sleep as she waited for him to get home. There was a curious look of terror on Jérôme’s face when he finally let himself into the apartment. Déborah had already packed her suitcases. Calmly, she told him that she was going to stay with her mother, in Élancourt. She could have blasted him for the way he had reacted the night before, she could have screamed and shouted, but she did not have the energy; she wanted things to go as smoothly as possible. She would be back soon, she said, they could talk then. Jérôme made little attempt to persuade her to stay.

In recent years, Déborah had found she no longer really enjoyed spending time with her mother, but now she felt the urgent need to see her. To get away from the crowds and the clamour of Paris. Élancourt might be only thirty kilometres away, but the atmosphere was so different it was like being in the countryside.

Her mother had never had another partner, and didn’t seem to want one. She was perfectly fine on her own, she told Déborah, she didn’t need some man she would probably have to cook and clean for cluttering up her little house. Although there had been good times during the years when she and Déborah’s father were together, for the most part they had been marked by endless quarrels. While she had not ruled out the possibility of being in a relationship again, right now, she was happy as she was.

Her mother wept copiously while Déborah, for her part, did not shed a tear. When her daughter first called to say she was coming to visit, her mother assumed that she and Jérôme had broken up, something she had felt had been on the cards for some months. At first, she was thrilled at the prospect of seeing her daughter, who had been reluctant to go into detail on the phone, and had done her utmost to conceal her distress. But when Déborah stepped out of the taxi, her mother saw the bruises on her face, sensed her heartache and realised something terrible had happened. As soon as they were inside, Déborah sat her mother down and told her what had happened, doing her best to remain calm and collected, and to spare her mother as much as possible.

Déborah’s mother was distraught. Her daughter had been attacked, violated, brutalised. She tried her best to be strong, but it was all too much. Déborah felt obscurely guilty for the pain she was causing her mother. She had deliberately postponed this moment, even though it had meant doing without her support for almost twenty-four hours. Something that her mother gently reproached her over.

Did she do it so that her daughter would know that she truly understood? Or to finally be free of a secret that seemed suddenly unbearable? As she dabbed ineffectually at tears, Déborah’s mother confided that she, too, had been raped. As a teenager. By two boys.

Déborah found this sudden confidence misjudged. But she understood why her mother felt the need to tell her and had no other choice but to listen. As soon as the conversation was over, she went up to her room, set down her suitcase and quickly closed the door.

Nothing had changed. Her trophies – or at least the most important ones – were still lined up on a shelf. The others filled a whole cupboard in the basement. Being back in her childhood bedroom felt reassuring, and Déborah decided to stay here until morning.

Although it was only 5 p.m., Déborah drew the curtains, took off her shoes and crawled under the duvet. There were no nightmares, only a few moments when she half-woke. From time to time, her mother popped her head around the door to see whether she was asleep, or whether she needed anything.

When she woke the next morning, she felt rested. She was a strong woman, she told herself, she would get through this.

She ate a good breakfast, then went to fetch the skateboard that had been her passion as a teenager. She had spotted it before going to bed the day before.

There was a vast network of cycle paths in Élancourt, and every morning Déborah set off like an athlete in training. She was trim and fit, and could pace her breathing as she skateboarded for miles and miles. The exertion did her good. As did the pain.

During her time at home, her mother rarely referred to her assault, which suited Déborah perfectly. She would simply ask whether Déborah had heard anything from the investigating officers. Or from Jérôme.

A week later, having given her mother a long hug, Déborah headed back to Paris.

*  *  *

On Monday, she went back to work, determined that nothing would change, that she would get her life back. She had always been a fighter, she had fought for every victory on the tennis courts back when she played as a professional. She had learned never to give up, not even in the most difficult moments. When you felt your knees buckle . . . When years of brutal training suddenly seemed to desert you.

When her tennis career ended, she had picked herself up, she had adapted, had carved a new path for herself. She decided to study nursing, a discipline she respected and one she knew all-too-well from the men and women who had cared for her when she had been at her lowest ebb, both physically and mentally.

Déborah steeled herself for her first day back at work, determined. Her diary was filled with home visits, most of them in apartment buildings that had lifts . . . She would take every lift, determined not to allow her fear to become a phobia. Determined to fight.

On the first visit, everything went without a hitch. She did it! She was still the same person; the bastard had not undermined or weakened her. She would not give him that power . . .

On subsequent visits, however, things were more complicated. Even when she was alone in the lift, she felt claustrophobic. She felt a rising panic in her chest, she could barely breathe. She felt as though she were suffocating . . . She tried to control this irrational feeling . . . but it was futile. Though it took every ounce of strength, Déborah managed to hold out, even as her legs buckled and she felt the blood drain from her face. By the middle of that first afternoon, she accepted that she would have to take the stairs.

In Élancourt, she had felt safe since she rarely encountered a pedestrian. In Paris, she found the crowds oppressive. She constantly felt that she was being followed, being watched. She was plagued by fears that she would bump into her assailant on the street; she could not stop herself from glancing around, looking this way and that in case she saw a biker, a man in a crash helmet who looked like him.

He was still at large. The police had made no arrest. At any moment, he could might attack her again.

Whenever she travelled on the métro, whenever she was in a crowded meeting room, she found herself studying every man, like an undercover agent. Sometimes they would catch her looking and she could see shock on the faces of these men who used to smile at her. They seemed ill at ease with the way she looked at them. Having previously been self-assured, she gradually began to fear men. Even being in the presence of her male patients, men she knew and cared for, was becoming increasingly uncomfortable. It was not a conscious reaction, it was visceral. But she struggled to hide her feelings, to remain professional.

If she spotted a man walking along on a deserted street, Déborah crossed to road; if she saw a man approaching as she entered a building, she quickly closed the door even if it meant shutting it in his face. She could see it in their eyes: they though she was a lunatic.

Politeness. Phobia. She blamed herself for allowing her attacker into the building. For politely holding the door. For allowing him to get into the same lift . . . She had followed his orders. He had told her to kneel, and she had. To open her mouth. She had obeyed because she’d feared for her life, but she hated herself for not putting up a fight. Every day, the guilt gnawed at her a little more.

She should have sunk her teeth into him. She was tall and strong; she should have struggled. Gouged his eyes out.

On Tuesday night, she went home utterly exhausted. Her first two days back on the job had felt excruciating and interminable. Even the standard of her work had slipped, because she was constantly distracted. Less attentive. How long could she carry on? Yet still she did not cry, she could not find it in herself.

*  *  *

On Wednesday, she got a call from the hospital to let her know that Joseph Rauch had died. This meant the end of her weekly home visits.

Déborah was saddened by the news: she had been particularly fond of the old man who, despite his illness, had always been cheerful and pleasant. She had originally started caring from him at his office, back when he was still able to work. Although he had been diagnosed with pancreatic cancer, he still went in to the office every day, determined not to give up the fight. Joseph Rauch was a rich and powerful man, but in his dealings with others he was always simple and sincere. He was naturally affable, and liked to joke. He took an interest in Déborah – one that was neither flirtatious nor domineering. He was genuinely curious about her past career as an elite sportswoman, and often asked about how she got started, her victories, her gruelling training regime. He felt a real empathy for her thwarted career as a tennis champion.

Rauch was a sports fanatic. He had never been a sportsman, but he avidly followed a number of sports, including tennis. Every day, he read L’Équipe from cover to cover – usually sitting on the loo after lunch, he jokingly told Déborah, since it was the only place where he could get any peace. He sometimes claimed that, if he had his life to live over, he would have pursued a career in sport. As a coach, a physiotherapist, a commentator . . . anything. As a young man, he said, he had heeded his mother’s advice, he had done what was expected of him, and now he regretted it. He had no passion for the work he did, he had never enjoyed it. Still, mustn’t grumble . . . he would say with a smile, he had had a wonderful life. One that many people would envy.

His condition quickly deteriorated and he was no longer able to go to the company offices in eleventh arrondissement. Having decided to sell up, he set about finalising the terms of his estate at his home in Neuilly-sur-Seine, where he spent much of his time in bed. The house was quite some distance outside Déborah’s area, but Rauch had appealed to her and contacted the hospital so that she could continue her home visits, and take over those of the agency nurses, usually on Fridays. He would pay her travel expenses, he insisted; money was not a problem.

The house was an imposing two-storey townhouse set in magnificent grounds that were tended by a gardener. It was furnished with understated elegance, undeniably tasteful if a little dated, as though frozen in time. Joseph Rauch lived alone. Déborah was surprised to discovered that this kindly, benevolent man lived a lonely life in a vast mansion utterly devoid of joy. On Déborah’s weekly visits, he was invariably droll and animated, even as his pain grew so intense it was visible, and he always thanked her for coming so far. Déborah would change the ampoule in his morphine pump, and take a blood sample. Then they would chat for a while, mostly about sports. About Roland-Garros, Wimbledon, about the great female tennis players, those before Déborah’s time who had become legends. Déborah’s father had never taken an interest in tennis when he was alive. Joseph Rauch, on the other hand, had an even more encyclopaedic knowledge of the sport, and of women’s tennis, than Déborah, who had read every book she could lay her hands on back when she still nurtured great ambitions.

She never watched the clock; her visits with Rauch were a pleasant respite from the eleventh arrondissement, which she sometimes found oppressive.

Joseph Rauch’s former wife was the celebrated criminal lawyer Louisa Rauch, who regularly appeared on television talk shows. Déborah had read a brief account of the marriage online; it was not something she would presume to ask about, and her patient never brought it up either. The only person in his family who Rauch ever mentioned was his son.

Several framed photographs of Anthony as a boy had pride of place in the vast living room. A beautiful child, Déborah thought, with blonde hair and blue eyes. An angel, with a dazzling smile.

He looked very like his mother in the photos of her Déborah had seen online, wreathed in victories, in her barrister’s robes.

Almost all of the pictures were of Anthony Rauch as a child. In the few that showed him a teenager, he was tall, unsmiling, almost sinister. There was not one picture of him as an adult.

Noticing Déborah’s interest, Joseph Rauch had occasionally talked about his son, and never dwelt on the subject. She could hear the difference in his voice. Regret. He blamed himself for being absent, for failing Anthony in so many ways. ‘He is in a lot of pain. We don’t talk enough, he and I.’ Déborah did not press the matter.

She had not recognised him straight away, she had been so distraught that she had not even registered when she heard his name. He seemed so different. There was nothing of the angelic child in the photographs, and little of the adolescent beyond those melancholy eyes. He was plump and heavyset, though as a teenager he had looked athletic. But when she looked closer, she recognised the piercing blue eyes, and blond hair.

Of all the people she had met during her endless ordeal, Anthony Rauch had been the one whose presence she had found most reassuring. The doctors had seemed impassive, almost mistrustful. The officer who had taken her initial statement had been attentive and approachable, but Déborah had sensed the woman’s awkwardness, an unease that served only to aggravate her own . . . The female officer who worked with Captain Rauch had been very professional and competent; but she had seemed agitated, less composed than her boss. Despite his awkwardness, Déborah had felt a stronger connection to him. He was tall and unruffled; he made her feel safe. He exuded a quiet strength and an evident compassion. There was nothing affected about him, he was not playing a role, he was professional. He listened to her and he understood, or at least this was how she felt.

*  *  *

The funeral took place on Friday afternoon, at Saint-Jean-Baptiste parish church in Neuilly-sur-Seine. When Déborah entered the church, the funeral mass was almost over. She had done everything she could to leave work early and get there as quickly as possible, but the service seemed to have been unusually brief. There were few mourners in attendance, given Joseph Rauch’s standing. Déborah had expected a large crowd, but the church was half-empty.

She saw Anthony Rauch in the front pew. To his right sat an old man who was clearly overwhelmed. To his left, Déborah was surprised to see his colleague, Captain Marion Mesny.

Is she his wife? Déborah wondered. It was not something that had crossed her mind during the interview, despite the fact that the younger woman was obviously in awe of her colleague. They didn’t share the same surname, but that meant nothing . . . Perhaps she had an unrequited crush on her boss? Déborah thought her quite pretty, if a little short. She touched Anthony’s arm and supported him in this ordeal. From time to time, Captain Mesny would turn and look at him as the priest spoke. Captain Rauch sat motionless, dry-eyed.

*  *  *

When the Mass was over, Déborah took her place in the line of people waiting to pay their respects. She watched Anthony Rauch and the old man next to him stand and accept the proffered condolences. Marion Mesny also got to her feet, and was never far from her colleague.

Marion was the first to spot her as she surveyed the queue of mourners. At first, she looked puzzled, racking her brains trying to put a name to the face. Déborah gave her a discreet wave and Marion finally made the connection. Realising why Déborah was here, her deadpan expression instantly gave way to a smile, and she waved back. Déborah had already noticed that Marion’s face was particularly expressive. Unlike Captain Anthony Rauch, she had no filter and her feelings – sometimes visceral – were instantly apparent on her face.

Marion whispered a few words to Anthony, who turned and nodded to Déborah.

*  *  *

When she reached the coffin, Déborah made the sign of the cross and bid a fond farewell to Joseph Rauch as she sprinkled holy water on the coffin.

The septuagenarian next to Anthony was saying something to a woman of about the same age. As Déborah walked past them and stopped in front of her former patient’s son. Antony Rauch smiled at her gently as she said in a faltering voice: ‘I wanted to come because I was very fond of your papa.’ She could feel tears welling in her eyes.

Seeing that she was upset, Anthony Rauch nodded and thanked her. On impulse, she made to hug him, and he let her.

As she held him tightly, Déborah suddenly felt a wave of emotion. Something brutal and inexplicable. As she felt the officer’s arms around her, she burst into tears.

The shame of it! she thought, mortified; but there was nothing she could do . . .

And this brief moment made her feel better . . . So much better.
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When working to solve a case, never, never, overlook the element of chance. It was a phrase la Poire had often heard in his early days as a detective, and he’d made his personal motto.

Three days after the funeral of Joseph Rauch, the suspect attacked again. A nineteen-year-old medical student named Leïla. Having spent an evening with a friend, she had parked in the underground car park of her apartment building. A leather-clad biker had appeared as she was waiting for the lift. By now, the case had had extensive media coverage, so Leïla decided not to get into the lift and instead took the stairs. The attacker caught up with her, drew his knife, beat and threatened to kill her before knocking her to the ground in the concrete stairwell.

After he had assaulted her, he searched her handbag and took what little money was in her purse: less than ten euros . . . Disappointed by the sum, the attacker escalated his approach: he took her debit card and demanded that she give him the PIN code, which she did before he fled.

He withdrew three hundred euros, the maximum possible amount, from a nearby ATM. Ever cautious, the attacker wore his helmet and his biker’s leathers, so the CCTV offered no further information to the investigating officers. They asked the victim not to cancel her debit card in the hope that her attacker might slip up and attempt to use it again. The next withdrawal took place the following weekend.

From Leïla’s bank statements, the officers discovered – somewhat after the fact – that the stolen card had been used to buy a train ticket at Gare de Lyon in Paris. Enquiries to the SNCF revealed that the attacker had used a self-service machine. He initially purchased a one-way ticket to Annecy (Saturday, 10.51 a.m.), then changed his mind and bought one to Dijon (11.16 a.m.). Perhaps worried that the card might be declined, the biker had requested a refund, feeding the Annecy ticket back into the machine to obtain the one for Dijon.

By the time a warrant was issued and officers had managed to coordinate information from the bank and the SNCF, the suspect had long since reached Dijon and probably left again. He never used the card again. Officers studied the CCTV footage from both stations . . . which proved futile since the man had once again concealed his face, this time with a baseball cap. Next the officers focussed on the self-service ticket terminals: the touchscreens could not be operated while wearing gloves, so for a while, there was talk of checking for fingerprints, but the idea was abandoned because of the sheer volume of daily commuters.

A request was submitted for the Annecy ticket that had been returned for a refund. This duly arrived on Monday, and the ticket was sent to the forensics team for examination. Some hours later they came back to say they had found a fingerprint – a viable fingerprint – on the magnetic strip of the ticket. Running the print through the database, officers found a match.

The mugshot of Steve Bouchard showed him at the time of his first arrest, aged eighteen, with close-cropped hair. In spite of the acne scars and the hostile glare – he was doing his best to play the hard man – he had rather soft features, and la Poire thought he looked like a decent kid. Not a face most people would think of as a threat to society. Bouchard had trained at a catering college. He had been arrested, shortly after his eighteenth birthday, on charges of actual bodily harm and sexual assault against a sixteen-year-old girl. He had been sentenced to four years, and released after serving twenty-eight months. Since then, he had been working as a sous-chef at a restaurant called Les Alouettes.

*  *  *

‘Don’t you think maybe we should wait a couple of days?’ Théo said to the assembled officers. ‘We could set up a trap, put a trace on his phone . . .’

Marion, Commandant Euvrard, la Poire and Théo’s partner, Hervé were all gathered in the incident room. It was now 7.30 p.m., and confirmation of Bouchard’s identity had come an hour earlier. La Poire had immediately phoned the investigating magistrate to let him know they had identified the suspect and wanted to arrest him and bring him in for questioning; the magistrate had granted the warrant.

‘You do realise we’re talking about a serial sexual offender who works at night?’ Marion said shortly. ‘His most recent attack was a week ago . . . it’s entirely possible he plans to offend again tonight, right after he leaves work . . .’

‘I’m well aware of that, thanks . . .’ said Théo, propping his elbows on the desk. He spread his hands wide, accentuating his striking biceps. ‘But the fact remains that, aside from a single fucking fingerprint, we haven’t got shit! We might be convinced that he’s our guy . . . but if we take him before a judge, one fingerprint on a train ticket is going make a pretty flimsy case . . .’

‘He’s got a record for sexual assault, it would be tough for him to talk his way out of it,’ la Poire said coolly.

‘Tough, but not impossible . . . All I’m saying is, now we know the guy’s name, a couple more days would give us a chance to come up with more evidence. At the very least, we need to catch him in his biker’s leathers.’

‘We can’t afford to take risks with a violent offender,’ Marion said angrily.

‘But we’d put a tail on him.’

‘And you’ve never had a suspect give you the slip? Come on, it’s happened to everyone. It’s hard to keep a tail on a motorbike, especially with a rider as good as this guy seems to be from the CCTV footage.’

Although not entirely convinced, Théo listened attentively.

‘So what would you do if he got away? What would you do if, tomorrow, another woman shows up to say she was attacked in a lift or a stairwell? No, I’m sorry, we can’t take that risk, it’s outrageous.’

Théo rubbed his temples then raised his hands in a gesture of appeasement.

‘We know who he is, we arrest him right now; that’s what I think,’ said Marion.

‘What about you, Laurent, what do you think?’ la Poire asked his superior.

Having listened dispassionately to the arguments, Commandant Euvrard finally offered an opinion:

‘The sad thing is, you’re both right. We could hold out until we get more evidence, if we pick him up tonight, we might have to run with what we’ve got. But we’re talking about a dangerous offender, and there’s every chance that we’ll find evidence when we execute the search warrant on his apartment. It’ll be up to you guys to make it stick, to squeeze him until we get a confession. Anthony, Marion, you’ve working this case from the start; you decide.’

*  *  *

Les Alouettes was a boutique restaurant with only twenty-five tables. It was loved by customers and revered by critics. It had already been awarded a Michelin star.

The maître d’hôtel was flustered at the sudden appearance of four police officers, led by la Poire, waving his warrant card and demanding to be shown to the kitchen.

As soon as he burst in, la Poire shouted to the chef that they were looking for Steve Bouchard. There were about a dozen staff – commis-chefs and stewards – all dressed in white. One of them, a young man with a knife who was standing with his back to them, made a sudden move. He looked to be in his twenties, with cropped, fair hair. Théo and his partner rushed over, grabbed him and pinned him to the ground.

‘That’s not him! That’s not him!’ said the chef.

La Poire glanced around and saw Marion at the far end of the kitchen, approaching someone who fit the description of their suspect, a terrified young man who was slowly backing away.

‘Steve?’ said Marion. ‘Don’t do anything stupid . . .’

The commis-chef spun around and ran for the back door which opened onto a small courtyard.

‘STOP!’ Marion roared as she raced after him.

La Poire followed to ensure she had backup.

Meanwhile Théo, realising he had got the wrong man, scrabbled to his feet and ran after them, spluttering curses, while his partner, Hervé, drew his service revolver and told the remaining staff to stay exactly where they were.

La Poire ran through the small courtyard into a narrow alleyway. In the distance, he could see Marion chasing the suspect. Both were much faster than la Poire, but he did his best to keep up. Before his treatment, he could easily have outrun them: he had been one of the fastest runners on his rugby team at university. Marion, meanwhile, was completely in control, and Bouchard was probably wondering how to shake off this woman who was as single-minded as a pitbull. She had her gun drawn, but was reluctant to use it; as much because she was determined to take the suspect alive as fear of an internal investigation.

‘I just hope the fucker hasn’t got a knife . . .’ muttered la Poire, now panting for breath.

The narrow alleyway emerged onto a busy street. La Poire watched Marion as she took down the fleeing suspect, sending him sprawling onto the tarmac as bewildered passers-by looked on. As Théo raced past him, la Poire decided to leave them to it; he stopped to catch his breath and watched the unfolding scene. Bouchard managed to struggle free of Marion. He got to his feet and turned, apparently intending to take her on. Bouchard could not know that Marion was second dan in taekwondo, so was extremely surprised by the roundhouse kick to the head that felled him. Nor did he know that Marion was skilled in jujitsu so, when he struggled as she was putting him in an arm lock, she brought down her full weight on him, slamming Bouchard’s head onto the pavement and shattering two of his teeth.

La Poire finally strolled over as Théo was cuffing Bouchard’s hands behind his back while the suspect lay face down on the ground. Marion stood, waiting for her partner, her expression a mixture of frustration and insolence.

‘I didn’t do it on purpose, honest,’ she said.

Bouchard lay groaning on the ground, blood gushing from his mouth as rubberneckers took photos with their phones.

‘Swear to God,’ she insisted, with the wide-eyed smile of a child who knows she has been naughty, but is secretly proud of herself.

A mischievous charm that somehow suited her.

*  *  *

The search warrant for Steve Bouchard’s home was executed while he was being treated in hospital. Bouchard lived in an attic studio on the rue de Lancry, in the tenth arrondissement. Aside from a black motorcycle helmet broadly matching that of the suspect, officers found no other evidence. There was no sign of the stolen debit card or anything else that might link him to the young women, nor were there any newspaper cuttings about the case. His computer and other electronic equipment were placed in Faraday forensics bags and sent for analysis.

His shift rota over the past month did not overlap with any of the earlier attacks, and could not rule him out as the attacker.

Bouchard insisted he was in excruciating pain from his shattered teeth. There were no other serious injuries beyond a large bruise on his cheek. He was given analgesics, released into police custody and transferred to the twelfth arrondissement commissariat.

His defence was simple: he denied everything. When confronted with his fingerprint on the train ticket, Bouchard admitted having used the stolen debit card, but denied stealing it, claiming the card and the PIN code had been given to him by another man. Part-payment in a minor drug deal. While he strenuously denied any part in the sexual assaults, he admitted that he occasionally dealt a little weed to make ends meet. Needless to say, he did not know the name or address of the man who had given him the card, but was more than happy to describe him. He seemed all-too eager to cooperate . . . He had put his criminal past behind him, he insisted, the only reason he had made a run for was because he had panicked, assuming it has something to do with his dealing.

‘He’s got a brass neck!’ Théo said, having spent his shift interviewing Bouchard. ‘Being banged up the first time round has made him canny. It’s going to be tough to get a confession out of him. Couldn’t get a word out of him, even during cigarette breaks.’

‘Let’s put him in the “Tenderiser”, give him a little time to think,’ said la Poire.

They called the holding cell the ‘tenderiser’, because ‘there was nothing like a two-by-four to soften a man up.’

‘Besides, he’s due a rest, and so are we.’

*  *  *

At 5.30 a.m., Bouchard was taken from his cell and brought back to the interrogation suite; he drank the coffee and ate the croissant offered. That done, la Poire told him to put on the motorcycle helmet and read a dozen lines of printed text into a tape recorder. The suspect was instructed to say each line twice, once in a loud voice, then in a whisper. The phrases had been taken directly from the victim statements: ‘Scream and I’ll cut your throat, I’ll fucking bleed you’; ‘Open your mouth, bitch’; ‘Do what I said and blow me . . .’

It was pointless putting Bouchard in an ordinary line-up, since the victims had never seen his face, so la Poire hoped they’d bolster the case with an audio line-up, using recordings by Bouchard and a number of other men.

*  *  *

La Poire emerged from his office with Leïla, the most recent victim, and led her back down the long hallway. She was a tough, hard-headed young woman, but even she had not been able to suppress her tears as she listened to the tapes.

On the way out, they passed Déborah, who was sitting in the corridor waiting. The two women did not speak, but la Poire saw Déborah study Leïla carefully.

When he came back for her, Déborah was already on her feet. At almost six foot, she and the Captain were face to face.

‘That girl, said Déborah, ‘is she one of the victims?

‘Yes. The attacker stole her debit card. That’s how we were able to track him down.’

‘My God, the poor thing . . .’ said Déborah, genuinely moved. ‘She looks so young?’

‘She’s nineteen . . .’

Déborah stared down the now-empty hallway. It occurred to la Poire that she felt more pity for the stranger than she did for herself.

*  *  *

Déborah did not respond to the first two recordings. But when they played the third, she visibly tensed. She raised her index finger, signalling to la Poire that this might be the man.

‘It’s difficult to say, because obviously the motorcycle helmet distorts his voice, but I’m pretty sure. And his intonation was the same.’

None of the subsequent recordings elicited a similar response, which reinforced her conviction.

‘I think it’s number three . . . it could very well be number three.’

Number three was the voice of Steve Bouchard, and Rauch informed her that she had identified the suspect.

‘So, what happens now?’ she asked, palpably relieved that she had picked the right recording.

La Poire glanced at his watch.

‘We’ve already had him in custody for over thirty hours. We don’t have much time left, but we’ll keep trying to get a confession. One way or another, he’ll be placed on remand and the investigating magistrate will take over.’

Déborah seemed pensive, she was in no a hurry to leave the commissariat.

‘Have you contacted a lawyer?’ asked la Poire.

‘Not yet.’

‘You need to do it, it’s important. Otherwise your only opportunity to be heard will be as a witness in the criminal case.’

‘I know, that’s what I was told,’ Déborah said in a small voice.

‘You need to file a civil suit,’ said Rauch. ‘You need to sue for the physical and emotional distress you’ve suffered. You’re entitled to it.’

She nodded.

‘So, is everything clear?’ Rauch said with a smile.

She nodded. He gestured and she got to her feet and walked her to the door of his office. Suddenly, Déborah stopped and turned. The two were standing close together.

‘When will I see you again?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘I’d like to see you again . . . if that’s alright with you . . .’

She had said this on impulse.

‘What for?’ la Poire said, puzzled.

‘I don’t know, to talk. To thank you for everything you’ve done . . .’

‘You don’t need to thank me, Déborah. I’m just doing my job . . .’

Déborah’s eyes bored into him, something he found a little intimidating. For the first time, he noticed how beautiful they were, her pale green eyes.

‘If I’m honest, I feel better when I’m with you. Don’t read anything into that . . . I just feel, I don’t know, I feel safe, I don’t know why . . . Maybe it’s because I knew your father, but, honestly I don’t know. Anyway, I thought maybe we could get a drink one day, if you’re free . . .’

She was flirting with him, la Poire was almost sure, though he did not understand why. He needed to find a way out of this situation, and fast. Déborah was stunning, all the more so when she was being forward. But while he found her attractive and appreciated her beauty, la Poire did not feel a scintilla of desire. To make matters worse, she risked putting him in danger.

Escape route appeared in the person of Hervé, who knocked on the door. Théo’s partner looked nervous and agitated.

‘Can I have a quick word?’

‘Sure,’ said la Poire, excusing himself for a moment.

*  *  *

He stepped out into the hallway. Hervé leaned close and whispered.

‘Steve Bouchard has requested a new lawyer.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Rauch said sceptically. ‘He’s already been appointed a lawyer by the court, he doesn’t get to pick and choose.’

‘His new lawyer isn’t court-appointed,’ Hervé said, staring at him intently. ‘She showed up out of the blue and Bouchard agreed to meet her. They’re in an interview together right now . . .’

‘When did this happen?’

‘Ten minutes ago. The thing is, we’re not talking about some random lawyer here . . .’ Hervé trailed off.

Rauch’s face darkened. From Hervé’s expression he knew what was coming, but he asked the question anyway:

‘Who?’

Just then, where was a clatter of high heels and a rich, deep voice echoed down the hall:

‘Hello, darling!’

La Poire turned and saw his mother bearing down on him, clutching her Hermès bag, the padded shoulders of the Escada jacket draped over her robes made her look like a conquering hero. As she reached her son, Louisa stopped and smiled, her eyes shining.
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Captain Rauch often heard his colleagues bitch about his mother, saying that they couldn’t understand why she insisted on defending the scum of the earth. Usually, la Poire simply nodded and declined to join in the discussion; but deep down he knew why.

Although his mother had many faults: she was narcissistic, cynical and selfish, to name but three, she was no fool. Being outraged at the fact that she defended people the gutter press described as monsters was like being surprised that an elite mountaineer was planning to climb Everest. For a courtroom diva, it was no longer enough to exonerate the innocent; she believed that nothing was indefensible.

If Adolf Hitler had been put on trial, Louisa Rauch would have offered to defend him was a cliché her son had often heard. Nor would anyone assume she shared his views, since she was famously a left-wing humanist.

Her goal was to defend, only to defend, and the more difficult the task, the greater the glory. Moral scruples were something that Louisa left to the weak; as far as she was concerned, every defendant was entitled – entitled – to the best possible defence. In this, she had a point that la Poire readily understood. His mother was a consummate professional, and but for the fact that her every decision was Machiavellian, he might have admired her.

In this particular case, his mother’s interest seemed a little more surprising: Steve Bouchard was undeniably a piece of shit, but all in all a fairly mediocre specimen. This was a far cry from the great criminal cases that Louisa Rauch had defended. But la Poire had not doubt as to her real motivation: while his mother was invariably absent whenever he needed her, she had a habit of being clingy when it was least appropriate.

She had been following the case in the media, and when she’d heard that Steve Bouchard had been arrested, she’d instantly offered to defend him. Pro bono. Unsurprisingly, Bouchard jumped at this unexpected offer and dismissed Maître Paindavoine, his stammering twenty-eight-year-old court-appointed lawyer.

La Poire decided he had to immediately release the suspect. Although his mother might not yet know every detail the case, he could be certain that during their brief consultation, she had advised Bouchard to answer every question with ‘no comment’. Just now, the investigating officers would not get another word out of him, so the remaining time that they could hold him before reaching the maximum might be more useful to them later.

Louisa made no attempt to hide her frustration at her son’s tactic. She duly escorted her client to his first court appearance, while insisting on seeing her son again very soon:

‘It’s been so long since we’ve had a good natter, let’s have lunch. Now, if I suggest we meet somewhere, I know you’ll find some excuse to postpone, so I shall come here, there are some lovely brasseries in in the area . . .’

Then, without giving Rauch time to think of an excuse, she said:

‘I’ll see you tomorrow at 1.30 p.m. sharp. Don’t be late.’

*  *  *

The waiter stood, motionless, waiting to take their order. La Poire chose duck confit with Sarlat potatoes; Louisa opted for a rare rib steak with gratin dauphinois. His mother insisted on selecting the wine: a Pommard Premier Cru.

They were seated on the terrace of an elegant yet understated brasserie. The waiter’s departure was followed by an awkward silence. Until now, they had merely exchanged pleasantries.

‘How is your client bearing up?’ la Poire launched the first offensive. ‘Doesn’t he find it a little odd being defended by the mother of the cop who arrested him?’

‘He’s being defended by the best lawyer in all of France, that’s all he cares about him. He doesn’t have to worry about the rest.’

‘That famous modesty!’ Anthony gave a wry smile and sat back in his seat.

‘Do correct me if I’m wrong . . .’ Louisa Rauch taunted, smiling back.

Rauch’s mother had always had an extremely high opinion of herself and never missed an opportunity to flaunt her skills, whether in court, at society dinners or on television, though her witticisms were often accompanied with a theatrical wink. La Poire suspected that, deep down, his mother knew she was overacting . . . She had always enjoyed the hoopla, during her early days in court she had played a character, but over time the character she played became the real Louisa Rauch.

‘So, do you plan to try the case yourself, or hand it off to one of the many underlings in your chambers who get lumbered with ninety percent of your “minor” clients?

‘Do you really think that someone can rise to this level without assistance, Anthony? Every great lawyer has a select coterie of associates.’

‘In your case, the select coterie is more like a sweat shop.’

‘When I appear for the defence, I am alone, utterly alone,’ Louisa said, completely unruffled. ‘And let me tell you, I intend to handle this case personally. And from what I heard yesterday, your case is riddled with flaws. Maybe even some of those procedural mistakes to which you are so prone. You really should be more fastidious, Anthony. It is a trait I rather hoped you might inherit from . . .’

‘The only trait I inherited from you is cynicism.’

‘I’m not cynical,’ his mother replied with unfeigned surprise.

‘You are the living, breathing definition of a cynic!’

‘You talk such nonsense sometimes,’ Louisa murmured with a wry, sidelong glance. ‘You sit in judgement over me about trivialities, while you ignore my successes, the cases I have won, the not-inconsiderable contribution I have made to society.’

‘Getting a bastard like Steve Bouchard off will be a real contribution to society,’ said la Poire.

‘There is always a defence, even for those who are guilty – always assuming he is,’ Louisa said, her tone now grave and trenchant. ‘To defend someone is first and foremost to show that he is a human being and not the monstrous caricature people have been led to believe. It is important to show that his reprehensive actions may stem from many complex reasons that may be found in his past or in his psychological makeup.’

‘Spare me the humanist rhetoric, maman, I’ve heard it all before,’ said la Poire drumming his fingers on the table.

‘I make no apologies for my humanism: it defines me.’

‘Of course it does, maman,’ he said wryly. ‘Just one question: are you in favour of the death penalty?’

He had lobbed the arrow gently, but now stared intently at his mother. Louisa, who usually had a ready answer, opened her mouth to say something, then changed her mind. The blood drained from her face.

‘I am not going to discuss that with you,’ she said once she had regained her composure. Then, she said irritably: ‘All you ever do is quibble. You’re a bitter man, always looking for revenge . . .’

‘It’s a simple question.’

‘Simple, perhaps, but it’s a loaded question. I am not entirely sure what you are implying,’ she stressed the last word. ‘But . . . if I did make a radical decision – and I did so only once in my life! – I made it in your best interests. To protect you.’

‘Are you quite sure?’

Louisa rolled her eyes to heaven and nodded in an expression of pained frustration la Poire knew only too well and found profoundly infuriating.

‘So, I’ve been a terrible mother, have I? I’m the worst mother in the world, as far as you’re concerned.’

‘Oh, please! Do you really think that what you’re doing right now is normal? What mother defends the man her son has just arrested, and attempts to undermine his work?’

‘Very well, now you tell me something. What kind of son destroys his body the way you have?’ Louisa flared, suddenly angry.

‘I don’t see the connection.’

‘Well, I do,’ she said, raising her voice for effect. Then, after a brief pause: ‘Besides every suspect has the right to the best defence, damn it! I can’t understand why police officers cannot get that through their thick skulls.’

‘The only reason you took this case is because it was my case,’ la Poire said, leaning across the table. ‘Every time I try to break away from you, you do everything in your power to hold me back.’

‘Trying to break away from me, are you sure about that?’

Her voice was suddenly softer and more bitter.

‘Might I remind you that you chose to be a police officer, a profession where our paths were bound to cross. Then you accepted a post here in Paris, where I work, when you could have picked anywhere in France.’

‘I work in Paris because that’s where the most interesting cases are.’

‘Forgive me if I’m sceptical,’ said his mother with a smile.

He looked at her for a moment, unsettled by her poise. Then he shook his head and looked away.

‘Trust me, I’d much rather you didn’t stick your nose into my cases,’ he said, at length, ‘but what really rankles is you refusing to show up for the funeral of my father – your ex-husband.’

‘What did you expect me to do? A man’s life was at stake; your father was already dead.’

La Poire flinched at his mother’s rancorous tone.

‘I didn’t need to go to the funeral to remember your father,’ she said gently. ‘He will always be in my heart. Funerals are for the living; the dead don’t care.’

Seeing her son sit, mutely staring into space, Louisa said softly:

‘Were there many at the funeral?’

‘Not really, no. Mostly business colleagues.’

‘No family?’

‘Uncle Georges came. And a few cousins, that’s all.’

‘And they weren’t surprised when they saw you looking like this?’

She had said it with a mocking smile, nodding at his pear-shaped figure. Louisa seemed satisfied by the sullen look on her son’s face, and was about say something else when the waiter brought their food.

Suddenly, la Poire saw Marion coming towards them. She weaved her way between the tables, smiling.

‘I thought I saw you,’ she said. ‘Everything alright?’

‘Yes, I’m just having lunch with my mother.’

‘Good afternoon, maître,’ Marion said, holding out her hand. It was the standard term of address for a lawyer in France.

‘Good afternoon, Captain Mesny,’ Louisa said shaking her hand ‘. . . and may I congratulate you.’

‘What for?’

‘For your professionalism,’ Louisa said with heavy sarcasm. ‘I would have expected less brutality from a female officer, but no . . . you left a pretty smile on my client’s face.’

La Poire sipped his wine and watched as Marion blushed, shocked by this jibe. He knew she had a short fuse and was visibly struggling to keep her temper.

‘With all due respect,’ Marion said, ‘your client was fleeing the scene. It was he who made it necessary for me to use force.’

‘You’ll earn my respect when you respect professional ethics, instead of playing cops and robbers to try and impress your male colleagues.’

The two women glowered at each other, then, deciding discretion was the better part of valour, Marion turned to the Captain.

‘Have you finished your shift?’

‘Not yet,’ he said, with a look that indicated she should not take offense, that this was standard behaviour from his mother.

‘I just wanted to remind you, we said we might have dinner tonight and catch the new Woody Allen movie?’

‘Absolutely, of course,’ la Poire said eagerly. ‘I’ve been meaning to see it.’

‘You’re interested in cinema?’ Louisa interrupted, suddenly sounding perky.

‘Of course,’ said Marion, a little guarded, ‘like most people.’

‘Well, then, I have a little something for you.’

Louisa picked up her handbag and rummaged through it, took out a wad of ten invitation tickets.

‘The Cinémathèque is staging a retrospective of the films of Pierre-Yves Sully. Did you know?’ she turned to her son with a little laugh. ‘Pierre-Yves Sully was my husband,’ she said to Marion. ‘A magnificent filmmaker, utterly brilliant. But a rather odious human being.’

Marion was listening more attentively.

‘And, as his widow, they sent me these tickets. Obviously, I have no use for them, so I would like to give them you. You can give some to your colleagues. What do you say?’

Marion gratefully accepted the offer and thanked Louisa, commenting that she had long been an admirer of Sully’s work.

‘And the Cinémathèque is just nearby, isn’t it?’ Louisa glanced at her son, pleased at her little coup.

La Poire was slumped in his chair, looking miserable.

*  *  *

‘You’re going out with her tonight?’ said Louisa, tucking into her rare rib-eye steak. ‘Honestly, I don’t believe it . . .’ she added, throwing up her hands.

‘She’s just a friend.’

Louisa nodded, slicing another piece of meat.

‘You do know she’s hopelessly in love with you, or are you completely blind? This is only the third time I’ve met her, and it seems patently obvious. The poor girl will waste away if you don’t give her what she wants . . . I’m assuming she doesn’t know that you’re incapable of fulfilling her desires?’ his mother said viciously.

Her son slowly savoured his duck, his expression resolutely impassive. With a sudden flash of amusement, Louisa continued:

‘She looked mortified when I criticised her work. She doesn’t seem to have decided whether to treat me with outright hostility, which I assume is how she feels, or the phoney politeness of a prospective daughter-in-law . . .’

‘Did you say that out of spite, or because it’s what you really think?

‘Because it’s what I genuinely think, of course. You know better than anyone that I have very little respect for the police force.’

‘Don’t worry, they feel the same way about you.’

Louisa snickered then pensively sipped her Pommard.

‘To get back to Marion – I really think you should consider it. I have to admit that she has taste. Although, given what you’ve done to your body I can’t help but wonder what she sees in you. But you can’t afford to pass up someone who’s prepared to accept you in your state.’

La Poire set down his knife and fork; he had lost his appetite.

‘Would you care for dessert?’

‘No, thanks, I’m fine.’

As she devoured her steak, his mother studied him closely. She has the wizened face of an old ape, thought la Poire; the much remarked-upon-beauty of her early years was now a distant memory.

‘How long do you plan to keep this up, Anthony? Just look at yourself!’

La Poire eyed his mother gravely.

‘You used to be so handsome, darling!’ she said, leaning forward. ‘You’ve turned into . . .’ she hesitated for a moment, struggling to find the words: ‘. . . into this bizarre creature. How do you think it makes me feel to see you like this? I carried you for nine months, I raised you for all those years, and this is my reward.’

‘I feel more comfortable this way.’

‘I don’t believe it,’ said Louisa said, shaking her head. ‘You’re not in a relationship, you’re not really a man. You were such an intelligent young man, you got that from me. You could have done so much with your life! If you were determined not to be a defence lawyer, you could have been a judge . . . you could have done anything! But to become a police officer . . .’ She spat these last words with a contempt verging on disgust. ‘To side with the autocratic stooges I have spent my career fighting.’

‘I’m not like you. I love my job, and what’s more, I’m good at it.’

‘What do you plan to do with your inheritance, Anthony? So much money is an extraordinary luxury. You don’t ever need to work again if you don’t wish to. You could move to a different country, make a new start. Leave the police force, start up your own business . . . Become who you truly are. It’s something I think you should consider.’

La Poire thought for a moment.

‘I’ll never be the man I used to be. You might as well accept that, because I’ve made my decision.

‘Change your life!’ Louisa said, a sudden urgency in her voice. ‘Stop punishing yourself, you can’t blame yourself for everything! MOVE ON! There’s no such thing as a full-life sentence, and if there were, you don’t deserve it.’
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Towards the end of the day, Rauch texted Marion to let her know he’d be at least an hour late leaving the commissariat. She texted back to say: no problem, that they could catch a later screening or go a different night; there was no hurry, she wasn’t doing anything in particular.

Rauch went home to shower and change, then headed to Marion’s apartment, which was only a hundred yards away. When she opened the door, he was dazzled: she had changed into a long floral-print dress and a pair of sandals, put on a little eyeshadow and lipstick, and pinned her hair up to reveal her face. La Rauch was flattered and amused by these coquettish displays which he knew were intended for him. It was a stark contrast to the clothes she wore at work; she could be very feminine when she tried. Marion was one of those slender women, who, at thirty-five, could still pass for a girl of nineteen.

They both lived on near Cour Saint-Émilion, a neighbourhood close to Bercy. The apartment buildings looked out onto parks dotted with pools and lakes, and casual strollers. It was close to the commissariat, but also to a pedestrianised street dotted with a variety of modern but not swanky restaurants, and a multiplex.

Cinema was Rauch’s one great passion outside his work. It offered an escape. Another world. One he had invited Marion to enter as they became friends. Their visits to the cinema had grown so frequent they were almost a ritual. On their days off, they liked to take long walks together, got for a meal, catch a movie – or even two – and talk about what they had seen. Although they both enjoyed ambitious, challenging films, in practice, they went to whatever took their fancy, from blockbusters to art-house films. They enjoyed American films as much as French and European cinema. Deep down, La Poire knew that it was his passion, really, one that Marion happily shared in order to spend more time with him.

*  *  *

It was Rauch who first raised the idea of Marion moving to Cour Saint-Émilion, telling her he had noticed an empty apartment a few blocks from his own. It would mean a shorter commute to work, and they would be neighbours. Marion pretended to consider the idea for a moment, then quickly contacted the landlord. She visited the apartment that same evening, and moved in shortly afterwards.

Rauch knew she had made assumptions, that she had wondered about his motives. But his considerations had been purely practical: he would be able to see her more conveniently and more often. Without sleeping with her. He loved the time they spent together; she was his closest friend. She had confided in him, told him her most intimate secrets, while he told her as much as he felt he could. He found her presence soothing, without creating any ambiguity for him.

*  *  *

‘I know you, don’t I? I’m sure I do. Your face is familiar . . .’

They were sitting on a restaurant terrace in the Cour Saint-Émilion. The manager, an affable woman in her forties, had been taking their order when she suddenly stopped and looked at Marion, racking her brain to make the connection.

‘Maybe,’ said Marion. ‘I live nearby, so . . .’

‘It’s not that . . .’ The woman said uncertainly. ‘You remind me of someone . . . like a childhood friend. Someone I haven’t seen for a long time . . .’

‘I don’t think so,’ Marion smiled. ‘I’m not from Paris, I grew up in the Rhône-Alpes region.’

‘Really? I’ve usually got a good memory for faces . . . But I’m sure it’ll come to me,’ the patronne said, with a smile, moving to another table.

Marion slowly turned to Rauch and flashed him a smile. He gave her an affectionate wink. He and Marion had immediately realised why the woman remembered her face. But Marion had had no desire to trigger the woman’s memory for fear of seeing a look of embarrassment – or, worse, of morbid curiosity. She picked up the conversation where she had left off, ignoring this awkward moment, and Rauch respected her decision.

This was something else he liked about their friendship: the tacit understanding.

They both ordered a cheeseburger with bacon and French fries. La Poire never stinted on his food when he was with his colleagues: it made it easier to keep his secret by offering a plausible excuse. It was easier to let them think that his fondness for junk food was responsible for his sagging buttocks, his paunch and his man boobs.

*  *  *

They were just getting ready to order dessert – a cheesecake for Marion and an ice-cream sundae for him – when he suddenly felt it. A hot flush. This one was more intense than usual. They came at random. It was one of the more unpleasant side-effects of his treatment.

Rauch knew only too well how pathetic he looked when this happened. He had often seen it reflected in the puzzled stares of other people.

Disappear, as fast as possible.

La Poire excused himself and hurried left the table, telling Marion to order for him. He headed to the back of the restaurant and locked himself in disabled toilet, which afforded more space and greater privacy.

He pictured his mother, smirking and saying that, given the state of him, he was entitled to use the disabled toilet.

He could feel himself burning up. Quickly, he unbuttoned his shirt; he was drenched in sweat. Fucking hot flushes, he raged silently.

He picked up an old newspaper lying on the floor and fanned himself as he splashed cold water on his chest. After a moment, he felt better. He had become used to it by now, it no longer really bothered him, but the fewer people who saw him in that state, the safer his secret.

He glanced at his reflection in the mirror, then dabbed the sweat and cold water from his chest. This chest was as hairless as his face. On most of his body – except his groin – the hair had fallen out and grown back differently; the hair on his head was finer and silkier than before. In his late teens, he had noticed his hairline beginning to recede – something that, by now, should have been pronounced, since he took after his father, who had lost his hair at an early age. Instead, he now had a shock of blond hair which, with his pale blue eyes, were his only attractive features. The only remaining aspects of himself that did not make him wince when he looked in the mirror; mostly what he saw was the pear-shaped body he despised.

*  *  *

A few moments later, he went back out to the terrace. The hot flush had subsided and he felt much better. As he threaded his way between the tables, he glanced at Marion and realised something was wrong. She looked troubled and anxious.

‘You’ve got a message,’ she said as he sat down.

La Poire noticed that his phone was turned towards her. Though the phone was locked, his messages appeared on the lock screen.

I’d love to invite you to dinner, to spend the evening with you. We didn’t really get a chance to talk last time, so we could finish our conversation. D x.

Rauch looked at Marion, who studying him, waiting for his reaction. He couldn’t help but smile. She could do nothing to hide it: jealousy oozed from every pore.

‘It’s from Déborah Joubert.’

Marion was so surprised that, for a moment, she said nothing.

‘I don’t understand . . . what does she want?’

‘I’ve no idea. Nothing, I suspect, just to say thank you. But you saw how she was at the funeral. I think maybe she’s got a little crush on me.’

‘You really shouldn’t see her socially,’ Marion said quickly. ‘It’s not a good idea to get close to a victim.’

‘Of course, I know that.’

‘You can’t let her be part of your life.’ Marion sounded peremptory.

‘She’s suggesting dinner, not marriage . . .’

‘Anthony, you know as well as I do that she’s in no fit state to make decisions.’ Marion was staring at him, wide-eyed; it was difficult to know whether her advice was guided by jealousy or hard-headed pragmatism.

‘She’s suffering from post-traumatic stress. It would be a nightmare – for you and for her. It’s crucial that you maintain a strictly professional relationship.’

‘I wasn’t planning to do otherwise!’ la Poire reassured her.

‘Showing up to your father’s funeral and crying on your shoulder is one thing. Inviting you for cosy dinners is a different matter.’

‘I know, I agree with you.’

‘It’s transference. She’s convinced herself that you can give her the support she needs, but she’s wrong. She’s not herself right now, she won’t be for months, maybe years.’

Rauch made no move to agree or disagree. Marion was still staring at him. In an almost bitter tone, she added:

‘She is pretty, I suppose, though she’s a bit tall.’

‘And your point is?’ said la Poire.

‘Nothing,’ said Marion with a shrug.

‘You of all people should know that I don’t bring my work into my private life.’

‘I know, I know.’

*  *  *

The late-night screening ended just before 1.00 a.m. Rauch and Marion were strolling back through the cobbled Cour Saint-Émilion with a small group mostly made up of others who had just come out of the cinema. Some were heading for the métro, others to their car or to hail a taxi. The shops and restaurants were all closed now, and the glow of the few streetlamps was muted.

They had both enjoyed the film; it was, they agreed, a pretty good Woody Allen though – in terms of humour and romance – was no match for Manhattan, which was their favourite, despite the fact that Allen had briefly disowned the film. And it wasn’t quite up to the standard of Match Point, said Rauch, a film that had a special place in his heart as in Allen’s filmography.

They drifted away from the crowed and walked to the entrance of Marion’s apartment building, next to the park, whose vast expanse seemed dark and ominous at this hour. Marion suggested he come up for a while, before heading home. Rauch accepted; the prospect of a stiff drink and a little music was tempting.

*  *  *

Sprawled on the sofa, he sipped the whiskey Marion had poured him. He liked the fact that she always took charge of picking the music; she often surprised him. The Doors seemed a perfect soundtrack to the evening. Marion poured herself a fruit beer, dimmed the lights, then came and sat next to him.

She was the first to break the silence:

‘Have you given any thought to Déborah Joubert?’

‘Yeah, don’t worry, I plan to keep things strictly professional.’

She sat up, shifting a little closer to him.

‘But you have to talk to her, or at least email her,’ she said. ‘You need to let her down gently, because she genuinely seems to care.’

‘You’re right, I’ll deal with it.’

After all, it was not as though he had ever considered seeing her socially, thought la Poire. Not that he did not find her attractive, or that he was indifferent to her fate, quite the contrary . . . But she had seen photographs of him as a boy, and from their first meeting he had been wary of her. What exactly did she know? What had she worked out? After all, she was a nurse . . .

As a rule, he avoided seeing people who had known him when he was younger. He kept his life compartmentalised.

*  *  *

Marion was dozing off, her head lolled on his shoulder, her legs curled up on the sofa. La Poire was rereading Déborah’s message and considering how best to formulate his answer, when suddenly the screen flashed, signalling an incoming call. Commandant Euvrard.

‘Chief?’ he said, bringing the phone to his ear.

Marion’s eyes flickered open, she sat up and looked at him quizzically. Rauch was listening attentively, but his expression was furious.

‘Shit . . . Okay, we’ll be right there,’ he said. ‘I’m with her right now, we’re at her place. I’ll brief her right now.’ Feeling a little embarrassed, la Poire felt the need to explain: ‘We’ve just been to see a movie . . .’

By now, Marion was on her feet, eager to know what had been said. Rauch ended the call and stood up.

‘We’ve just had a report of a brutal assault in an apartment building. The guys at the police judiciaire seemed pretty certain it’s the lizard.’
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He had left the hotel at around 6 p.m. A two-star place near rue Blanche. Ninety-seven euros a night. Shitty décor but fairly clean. This was a man who had spent months sleeping in shacks and cabins, in muggy, filthy hotel rooms in bleak hellholes around the world – he could live without creature comforts. Television was his one luxury; when not prowling outside or sleeping, he would stare for hours at the screen. Channel-hopping.

He planned to keep this room for another night, so left his belongings behind. But he would quickly need to find somewhere else to crash. Someone like him – a tall guy with long hair – was easily remembered. An identikit would soon be doing the rounds, if it wasn’t already. Besides . . . a guy who slept through the day and went out every night was bound to arouse curiosity. Every morning, the chambermaids tried to come in and clean his room. Ignoring the ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign he carefully placed on the door, they would knock and, a moment later, let themselves in with a passkey. So he had got into the habit of sleeping in the nude, lying on top of the sheets. The moment they saw him, they quickly retreated, mumbling an apology, an unintelligible whimper, before closing the door again. This morning, just before noon, he had heard the door open and watched as the immigrant maid tiptoed inside and surveyed the room, whose curtains were still drawn.

When she had seen him lying there, stark naked, staring back at her, the expression on her face was priceless . . . He had laughed silently to himself before drifting off to sleep again.

His time in Paris felt almost like a novel that he was writing, without knowing the conclusion. Perhaps the conclusion would be just that: the end of his life. He did not much care either way. He had travelled to every continent on earth, had sailed across the seas. He had made good.

The big cities were all alike, the one-horse towns were too. Some people saw things differently: poets would go into raptures, their eyes misting over as they propped up some bar: such a warm, open-hearted people, they’d say, a timely reminder of real values. He, on the other hand, saw only the same filth and grime. Destitute peoples who nurtured the same miserable expectations; the same emptiness. A blight on the face of the planet; he too would die someday, Alpha thought.

In a different age, a man such as he could have been happy; his life could have had meaning. In an age of barbarians – or of warriors – when a man could stand tall, and the lonely law was survival of the fittest. Alpha’s skills would have served him well. Slaughter the enemy. Humiliate him, reduce him to slavery. Take his wives and his daughters and ravish them. All the qualities that now made him a monster had once been the quintessence of leadership.

In the twenty-first century, what role was there for a glorified psychopath? Subjugate the weak, watch them kneel and acquiesce? These days, it was the purview of great businessmen, and they were praised for it, the guys who climbed the greasy pole, shaking hands and backslapping. They holed up in their lofty offices with their hefty bank accounts, surrounded by ambitious sycophants, by hypocrites – and by their female counterparts – the sluts in shoulder pads and stilettos.

Had he not peered through the murk and seen the light chosen for him by the demiurge, perhaps he would have been one of them. He was as just as smart as they were. But he was a man who stood tall; he never looked down.

What did life have to offer him in today? A wife, children? A pension, a state-of-the-art smartphone?

Poor cockroaches . . .

He had felt at home while he was at sea. Perhaps for the first time. The ocean stretching away as far as the eye could see, and the only music provided by the swirling waters. Being and nothingness converged. The tranquillity of the abyss.

The ocean had been a revelation. Though in a sense, he had always known. He had intuited it when he saw images on television. Or on the rare occasions when his dumbfuck father brought home something other than a girlie mag. For years, he had been mesmerised by the sea; perhaps it had even managed to tame him somewhat. But the curse of being human is that it one cannot live in utter isolation. Rubbing shoulders with sailors left him cold. Travel no longer excited him as it once had. He had felt the urge to come home. So that people could see him. Fear him. So that France would see the monster that it had created.

He planned to give free rein to his urges. To continue his brutal spree. He had started, impulsively, with the couple on the rue de Malte. Without doing any reconnaissance. That first night, he had simply been out walking and had seen the woman standing at a lighted third-floor window.

His only criterion had been the height of the building. He wanted it to be high, wanted his feat to seem all the more amazing. He did not know she had a husband, although he had considered the possibility. And everything had fallen into place, naturally and perfectly. The weedy man had been forced to watch as his wife was violated. Their lives would never be the same. The lives he spared. Death would have been easy, futile; from now until their last breath, they would have to live with the memory.

*  *  *

‘What’s wrong with this bitch at the counter . . .? Looks pretty cranky.’

Standing at the counter of the kebab shop, with his long hair cascading down his back as usual, Alpha heard some guy talking behind him.

‘Probably got his period . . .’ he said to his sidekick in a stage whisper.

Alpha had gone straight from the hotel to the kebab shop on the Place de Clichy. Time for his first meal of the day. Behind the counter, the two employees in blue nylon uniforms were sullen but polite. Most of the diners sitting at tables were young, excepting a grizzled old man who was clearly killing time. Alpha had been quickly followed by a young guy and his sidekick. Twenties, tracksuit, trainers, baseball cap. A loudmouth yob with a cocky grin on his face and a body that was more fat than muscle. As soon as he walked into the kebab shop, he’d started insulting the other diners. For shits and giggles. For a moment in the spotlight. For a chance to play the hard man.

Alpha silently turned and gave the guy a steady unruffled stare. The yob, clearly accustomed to strangers looking the other way, feigned surprise. His shoulders stiffened and the smile on his ugly mug gave way to an exaggerated rictus of astonishment.

‘What the fuck you looking at? Do I know you?’

‘No,’ said Alpha without taking his eyes off him.

‘So, what you staring at me for?’

The guy lumbered closer. A clumsy simian performance designed to intimidate. But his fists dangled limply by his sides and Alpha could sense his hesitation. He knew he was being sized up. Alpha stood, motionless, his face set in a cold hard stare. The tough guy’s sidekick came to his rescue, tugging on his sleeve, saying let it drop, don’t waste your energy on some dumb fuck who doesn’t know who he’s dealing with. Grudgingly, the tough guy reluctantly stepped back, his honour and his macho pride intact.

Alpha turned back to the counter and gave his order.

‘Check out the long hair . . .’ Alpha heard the stage whisper again. ‘Pretty little babe, ain’t he . . .’

The class clown joked, playing to the gallery. Meanwhile his friend, a devoted audience of one, sniggered. The guy should have quit when his boyfriend had stepped in, thought Alpha, he shouldn’t have called Alpha a ‘bitch’ or a ‘babe’. Shouldn’t have made comments about him getting his period.

The thug didn’t see the punch coming. The swift left hook straight to the liver made a dull thud. In the second and a half that followed, the expression on the his face changed as a shockwave radiated from his liver through his nervous system and a wave of excruciating pain reached his brain. This time, there was nothing fake about the astonished rictus. As the young man doubled over, Alpha grabbed the back of his head and brutally kneed him in the face, sending him sprawling.

The diners sat in stunned silence, shocked by this sudden display of violence. The sidekick crouched down to help his friend up, while one of the guys behind his counter asked if he was still breathing.

Yeah. He was still alive. Alpha hadn’t killed him. Though he could have, simply by shifting the angle of the blow. Just as he could have broken the guy’s nose. But that would have meant blood spurting over the tiles and all over Alpha; too much hassle.

Alpha turned to the two men behind the counter to gauge their reactions. One of them, the fiftysomething with greying temples, was reaching for the phone. His eyes met Alpha’s and he froze for a second, then said he was about to call an ambulance and the police, so it might be best if he left.

Alpha had not exactly been planning on hanging around. Knocking some guy cold in the middle of a restaurant was hardly a sensible idea, but he had no choice. There could be no question of being seen as an Omega . . . one of those limp-dicked wimps who quiver at the thought of conflict. Until recently, no-one would have been surprised to see a man defend his honour if he was disrespected. Alphas remembered a time when fighting was a noble art, when men were men. Gangs got into rucks when the bars closed. Fifteen against fifteen; not fifteen again one. But these days, Western women acted like men while the men behaved like women.

Alpha picked up the guy’s baseball cap – spoils of war – and left the restaurant as coolly as he had entered.

He walked briskly, careful not to run, tucking his long hair under the cap. He avoided the métro – too many CCTV cameras – and set off on his long peregrination, consciously taking a different direction to those he had taken on previous nights, roaming the backstreets of the eighth arrondissement, keeping the Arc de Triomphe in sight.

*  *  *

He had been in Paris for a week now and only once committed a crime. He went out only after dark, and spent his nights walking, stopping only for a drink in a bar, mingling with the night-owls, or pausing to watch someone. Every night, he chose a different neighbourhood. By the end of his stay, Paris would hold no secrets for him.

He enjoyed these long strolls. It was a leisurely hunt; he was not actively seeking out his prey. He was waiting for the right victim, determined not to be too hasty. Move on. Pause. Give up. He was happy to let fate do his work for him, select his victim.

The sun was sinking below the horizon. A warm, dazzling glare pervaded the boulevard, forcing him to squint. The heat of late August lingered. Looking up, he saw dozens of open windows, dozens of opportunities for him to strike. It was reassuring. Not that the prospect of a locked door would have stopped him; he had long since learned to silently pick a lock. But he relished the idea of sowing fear and doubt. He wanted people to regret their reckless, trusting nature, to dwell on the fact that they had left the window open and allowed Evil to creep in. The feeling that they were partly to blame would haunt them to the end of their days, and Alpha felt a thrill at the thought.

*  *  *

Up ahead, he heard the click of high-heels. Scantily clad women pounding the pavements. They were everywhere, always in pairs. At this hour, the terraces of bars and restaurants were crowded. Women, young and old women, giggled, sashayed and preened for degenerates who thought of themselves as men: pretty-boys, metrosexuals and hipsters. A whole world of people lying to themselves.

They laughed and flirted for these chinless wonders who held their cigarettes in limp-wristed hands.

Alpha fumbled in his pocket and felt the tangle of cable ties he always carried with him. In his other pocket, a comb, a screwdriver – just in case – and a small wad of cash, no more than a hundred euros. Just enough to pay for a hotel room for the night. If he hit upon a victim tonight, it would be doubly useful. Stealing money had never really interested him. He took only what he needed. When he could not work, he helped himself.

The moment he saw the couple, Alpha knew he had found his quarry. It was a feeling in the pit of his stomach; an unconscious urge.

This was the reason he had walked so far . . . this was what he had been waiting for . . .

They were standing at the top of the Champs-Élysées, outside Charles-de-Gaulle-Étoile métro. Arms around each other, they kissed, as dozens, hundreds of passers-by bustled around them. It was as though a Robert Doisneau photograph had come to life before his very eyes. The woman was wearing a blue skirt and a matching silk blouse. Her legs were long, and she wore platform shoes. She was blonde, immaculately groomed, her shoulder-length hair was swept to one side and pinned in place. She wore a little too much makeup, and looked like a sales clerk who had just come from working at a jewellers or a fashion shop on the Champs-Élysées.

Her beloved was dressed in a suit and carrying a leather man-bag. He was sporting the same expensive Richelieu shoes worn by every businessman in the city. He had probably coming straight from some hedge fund at La Défense. He was tall and lanky with narrow shoulders and a fringe of hair that swept across his forehead. A pretty little mouth. Naked, he would have looked ridiculous, with his scrawny adolescent body and his prissy schoolboy hairstyle.

They carried on kissing, oblivious to Alpha standing only a few metres from them, motionless amid the bustle of Parisians and tourists. Nearby, two families, one South American, one Asian, were posing for photographs on the most beautiful avenue in the world.

When the couple finally headed into the métro, they did not notice that Alpha was following. They did not notice him as they made their way through the labyrinthine corridors, or when they boarded the métro heading towards Nation, and he stood next to them. They sat, kissing and cuddling, unaware of the stranger standing, watching them. The stranger checking the boyfriend’s crotch for signs of an erection as he kissed the woman.

When they got out of the métro at Monceau, they did not notice Alpha as he walked past, tossing the baseball cap in the bin and shaking his hair loose. They did not notice him standing, staring silently from the opposite pavement as they ate dinner on the terrace of a restaurant at the junction of the boulevard Malesherbes and the boulevard de Courcelles. Nor when the young woman brought her boyfriend home.

*  *  *

She whimpered. Her plaintive moans punctuated with words, with brief unintelligible phrases.

Alpha twisted the comb behind her neck, relaxing the garrotte that was compressing her throat. Then he pulled back her long blonde hair to bring her face close to his. Her face was streaked with tears and mascara, like tidemarks on a pristine while bathtub. ‘Please . . . please . . .’ she whimpered and he let her head fall back; he no longer cared.

He had come inside her; he had revelled in the moment. As he sat up, he glanced at the boyfriend who was still lying on the floor beside the bed, his hands and feet bound. His nose was a bloody pulp. He had a gash above his eyebrow, a fractured cheekbone and two or three cracked ribs. Blood had streamed down his face. One half-closed eye stared at Alpha as he struggled to remain conscious. Alpha winked at the man as he slapped the woman’s pert buttocks, then he got to his feet, buttoned his trousers and wandered out of the bedroom to explore the apartment.

*  *  *

He had felt a sense of relief when he realised that she lived on the third floor. The building was barely a hundred metres from the restaurant. As the couple disappeared into the entrance hall, Alpha had stood outside, in the shadows, staring up at the apartment windows. Two minutes later, lights flickered on in a third-floor window.

The couple were a perfect match for his criteria. Had the apartment been on the ground floor, or even the first floor, Alpha would have walked away. The third floor was acceptable, though he would have preferred something a little higher.

Having pinpointed the apartment, he stood, staring at the windows for a long time. He could not see what was happening inside, only the lights going on and off, but that was precisely what interested him. In his first attack, he had surprised the sleeping couple at two o’clock in the morning, and the look of panic and terror on their faces when they woke was still etched on Alpha’s memory. Tonight, he knew the couple would not go straight to sleep . . . They had other things on their mind.

The thought of bursting in while they were making love was intoxicating.

As he expected, the living room light was switched off ten minutes after they went up to the apartment, and he saw a dim glow from what appeared to be a smaller room. This was his moment. Alpha waited until the street grew deserted before walking over to the building. He quickly found a handhold and pulled himself up, then the next foothold he needed. It was easy, there was no need for chalk to steady his grip. He could effortlessly scale a twelve-storey, so three floors . . .

Much as Alpha loved ropes, whether on ships or on women, he never used them when he climbed. As a boy, he had never owned any climbing equipment, so he had taught himself to free-climb, first in France and later, as an adult, in the remote mountains of Australia, and North and South America. He had scaled sheer cliffs that soared for several hundred metres. The slightest slip and he would have plunged to his death; that thought pleased him.

In less than a minute, Alpha reached the railing. He decided not to burst into the bedroom, he did not want them to hear him. He had no need of the screwdriver; the sultry heat meant all the windows were wide open.

He stood in the doorway of the bedroom, looking at the guy’s scrawny body on top of the woman. The puny wimp jiggled ridiculously between her legs while she moaned, either in pleasure, or to keep him happy. As Alpha stepped into the room, the floorboards creaked and Omega turned and saw him. Then he spun around, pulling himself off his girlfriend’s body, panicked and terrified; he let out a yell, a roar of outrage that joined the shrill screams of his partner. Naked and vulnerable, the Omega adopted what he considered a defensive posture, but Alpha threw him against the wardrobe. Then, with a brutal backhand, he knocked the man senseless and sprawling on the floor next to the bed; he pummelled the man’s face, kicked him in the chest, the arms. Alpha was surprised by the power of the woman’s screams. At first, she bravely attempted to protect her boyfriend, then came to her senses and tried to run. Alpha grabbed her by the hair and lashed out with a blow that left her stunned. He threw her onto the bed, pressed his lips close to her ear and told her that if she tried to run, he would kill her boyfriend in front of her then strangle her.

He tied her hands behind her back using a reef knot. Then he bound the Omega’s wrist and ankles, then slapped him awake and told him to watch. He picked up the woman’s panties from the floor and used them to gag her, warning that if she tried to spit them out, he would break her nose. He wound one of her stockings from her mouth to the back of her neck, and held the two ends tight, like a cowboy gripping the reins of a horse. As he took her from behind, he exulted in the sound of her muffled moans and the whimpers of protest from the helpless Omega.

Then, he removed the woman’s gag, wrapped the stocking around her neck and used his comb to create a garrotte that he quickly twisted. He loosened and tightened the garrotte as he assaulted her, throttling her almost to the point of suffocation. Her panicked struggle made him even harder . . . From time to time, he allowed her a gulp of air, only to tighten the noose again. Just as she squirmed, about to lose consciousness, he came inside her with a loud groan.

*  *  *

He found barely fifty euros in the woman’s purse, and two hundred in the man’s wallet. She was just a country girl who had come to the big city to find work. Alpha was about to search the Ikea wardrobe when he heard noises outside the front door.

Someone was knocking. Then the doorbell rang.

An elderly woman’s voice. She called out, ‘Noémie’. She asked if everything was alright, then rang the doorbell again.

Alpha kept his cool; he stood motionless, not making a sound.

‘I’m coming in.’ the woman said. ‘We heard screaming, so I’m letting myself in, and I’ve got my husband with me.’ Alpha could just make out the muffled words, then another bell rang: the telephone on the nightstand next to him.

As he heard a key slide into the lock, Alpha sank back into the bedroom, past the motionless bodies. He climbed out the window, braced himself against the wall and began to climb up towards the dark, starless sky. Within minutes he was on the roof of the building, and moving like a cat.

He sprinted quickly, leaping from roof to roof, from building to building, never losing his footing, and before long the scene of his crime was far behind him.

He was alone, there was no-one following. How could they?

Eventually, he stopped and took in a lungful of night air. In the distance, the Eiffel Tower was wreathed in golden light. The twenty thousand light bulbs glittered in the darkness, like so many diamonds.
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‘Are you familiar with all the members here?’

‘Yeah, yeah, all of them.’

‘Does this face look familiar?’ said Théo. ‘He’s nearly six feet four, with long dark hair, so he’s unlikely to pass unnoticed. Dark eyes, handsome face, heavyset.’

Having studied the identikit given him by the officer, the thirtysomething manager behind his desk shook his head.

‘I’d like to help you but no . . . it doesn’t ring a bell.’

‘We’ll leave a copy of the identikit with you if that’s okay. Maybe you could stick it up behind the desk here. Talk to your regulars, ask them if they’ve ever seen this guy . . .’

‘Sure, no problem.’ The manager reached for a roll of Sellotape.

‘Tell me something . . .’ la Poire said. ‘Do you have many members here who would be able to free-climb to the fourth floor of a building? We’re talking a smooth, rendered surface, with a window on each floor.’

‘Depends. We’ve got a couple of guys who could do it, if they had a skilled partner on the ground or up on the roof, and the right ropes . . .’

‘No, no ropes, and no partner,’ said Rauch.

‘No ropes?’ the manager said sceptically.

His incredulous expression was all the answer that Rauch needed.

‘Thanks,’ Rauch turned and headed into the gym, nodding for Théo to follow.

This was most exclusive mountaineering club in the eleventh arrondissement. The gym was equipped with three vast rock walls. Wall crawlers in harnesses scaled the sheer rockface, while, down below, their spotters paid out the rope.

‘This is bullshit,’ Théo said as they watched the climbers.

‘Why do you say that?’

‘You really think we’re going to find our suspect in a mountaineering club being spotted by his girlfriend or his best mate? We’re talking about visiting every alpine club in Paris and the suburbs . . . it’s a waste of fucking time.’

‘We’ll see about the suburbs later . . . Right now, let’s get the identikit out to all the central clubs. But initially it would make sense to focus on the neighbourhood where the first attack took place. We’re looking for an world-class free-climber, where better to start than a looking in climbing club . . .’ La Poire stepped closer to one of the walls.

Thoughtfully, he reached out and touched one of the orange climbing holds. Then he gazed up the precipitous slope of the rockface. Some twenty metres above his head, a young woman swung elegantly through the air: the thought of hoisting his own fat arse up the slope would be like tackling Everest.

‘Maybe you should take it up,’ Théo said, noting his interest.

‘That’s just what I was thinking,’ la Poire said sarcastically.

‘Who knows? You might enjoy it. And it would be good for your health.’

‘I thought you wanted me doing weights and cardio?’

‘Listen, in your case, any kind of exercise would be a good start,’ Théo said, giving him a friendly pat on the back. ‘I didn’t mention it at the time, but . . . when we were chasing that biker, you looked like you were going to pass out. Look, I don’t want to sound patronising, but you need to be physically fit in this job. You and I are about the same age, but I had no trouble overtaking you, and when we caught up with him, I was still fighting fit.’

Rauch was grateful when his phone suddenly vibrated, allowing him to avoid this awkward conversation.

It was Commandant Euvrard demanding they get back to the commissariat as soon as possible.

‘What’s going on?’ la Poire said.

‘We’ve got someone visiting from the ministry in less than an hour. They’re coming to talk to the sex crimes unit. It was a spur-of-the-moment decision, so I need everyone on hand.’

‘What do they want?’

‘I’m pretty sure it’s got something to do with the “lizard”, and it doesn’t sound promising.’

‘So, it’s someone high up the food chain?’

‘You can’t get much higher – Gluck is coming in person.’

*  *  *

Gabriel Gluck, the Minister for the Interior, swept into the commissariat at the appointed hour, flanked by a personal bodyguard of a dozen officers. A forceful and dynamic personality, he immediately asked to be taken to the incident room on the second floor. The whole unit was present, standing to attention. The minister punctiliously shook hands with every officer.

At forty-six, Gluck was caricatured in the media for his overweening ambition and his boundless energy. He was famous for his volcanic outbursts, which were just as likely to target his political allies as members of the opposition. Gluck was relentlessly proactive on every major social issue; he was determined that, at the next presidential elections, he would be the obvious candidate to represent his party.

He wasted no time getting to the nub of the matter:

‘This isn’t a social call. I’ve come here today to discuss the brutal assault that took place on the rue Georges-Berger two days ago. One that, I’m reliably informed, is connected to an earlier attack on the rue de Malte. Can you confirm that?’

‘We believe that both attacks were carried out by the same man,’ said Commandant Euvrard.

‘Are you close to an arrest? Do you have any serious leads?’

‘We’re working on it . . . But, as yet, we haven’t identified the suspect.’

‘Is it true you refer to him as the lizard? That he scales buildings and climbs through the windows of his victims?’

‘The lizard is a nickname given him by the tabloids,’ Euvrard said apologetically. ‘As to his M.O., it’s true that he seems to be able to climb the walls of apartment buildings with without ropes or crampons . . .’

The Minister gave a strange harrumph and shot a glance at the man standing next to him, who appeared to be his deputy. Then he turned back to Euvrard:

‘So? What have you got on him?’

‘We have his DNA. But there’s nothing in the national database, and a broader search for familial DNA hasn’t turned up any hits. Whoever he is, none of his relatives has a police record in France.’

‘I assume you’ve checked foreign databases?’

‘We’re in the process of doing so, but outside the EU, it’s a pretty complicated process,’ said Euvrard.

‘But it could be a non-national?’

‘It’s a possibility, yes.’

‘I’ll be making all necessary ministerial resources available to you. Send me a list of countries, and we’ll get in touch with our foreign counterparts.’

La Poire flinched slightly. For someone who was usually so reluctant to offer any logistical support, the minister seemed particularly interested in this case for reasons he could not fathom.

‘Okay. What else?’ the minister said peremptorily. ‘What else do you have to go on?’

‘We have an identikit,’ said Euvrard.

The commandant glanced at his desk, picked up a copy and handed it to Gluck. The minister and his assistants studied it carefully.

‘The first attack took place under cover of darkness,’ Euvrard explained, ‘so the victims could give only a rather sketchy description. But the couple targeted in the second attack got a clear view of the suspect and gave a detailed description. We also have statements from a number of people who witnessed a violent assault earlier that evening, in a kebab shop near the Place de Clichy. All available evidence suggest that the assailant and the rapist are the same man.’

‘I assume you’ve circulated this to uniformed officers?’ said Gluck, waving the identikit.

‘It’s only just been finalised, and we are currently circulating it widely, yes . . .’

‘I want every officer on the beat to be sent a copy,’ the minister said imperiously. ‘Not just in Paris, not just in the Île-de-France, every officer in the country!’

‘Very good, Monsieur le Ministre.’

Gluck paced up and down in front of the assembled officers, surveying his audience and gesticulating in a manner familiar to those who had seen his regular appearances on television.

‘I will not tolerate a third attack of this kind! All the resources at your disposal are to be focussed on arresting the suspect before he attacks again.’

La Poire stood stiffly between Marion and Théo, listening carefully, trying to work out what it was that the minister was not saying. He studied Gluck and the man stared at each officer in turn. Then, suddenly, the mystery was resolved:

‘There’s something you may not be aware of . . .’ said the minister. ‘I had a call this morning from the newspaper editor Robert Henri: it turns out that the young man now lying in hospital, the man who was forced to watch this barbarous attack on his girlfriend, is Henri’s second cousin. So, as you can imagine, Robert Henri is taking a particular interest in this case.’

The minister glared at each officer in turn.

‘As you know, Henri is an important, highly influential figure in the media. One who has been scathing in his criticism of the government, since his politics are diametrically opposed to ours. Very soon, this case will be at the centre of a media storm in the press. Every decision you make will be under the microscope . . . and my decisions even more so. Robert Henri is a partisan hack who regularly pens venomous diatribes criticising my record on law and order. This will be red meat to him, I can already see the headlines: FRANCE IN TURMOIL AS SERIAL RAPIST SCALES PARIS BUILDINGS UNDER THE NOSES OF THE POLICE.’

This last sentence was declaimed with theatrical flair. The minister then waved a hand, commanding everyone’s attention.

‘Failure will not be tolerated!’

Gluck could slip effortlessly from unctuous charm to authoritarian fervour. He continued to pace up and down, glancing at his watch, clearly agitated. Then, without looking at the officers, he summed up:

‘Okay, so, apart from a DNA sample without a match and an identikit picture you’re telling me you’ve got nothing?’

A flustered Commandant Euvrard opened his mouth to speak, then thought better of it. He turned to Rauch, as though in search of inspiration or support.

‘We have a psychological profile,’ said la Poire.

The minister suddenly pivoted and turned his attention to the captain.

‘I’m listening.’

La Poire had nothing planned, so would have to improvise. Not that he had not already spent many hours evaluating the suspect’s modus operandi, but his conclusions amounted more to a global overview than a detailed study. Based on his long experience, he had made a board-brush psychological assessment of the lizard, but he had set nothing down on paper.

‘Well,’ he began, ‘we’re dealing with a well-organised sociopath, someone who has spent years fantasising and planning his attacks. His second offence came barely a week after the first, which indicates an uncontrollable urge. It’s possible that he has just emerged from a period of enforced isolation: a psychiatric institution or something of that kind. We will be focussing our investigation on this line of inquiry. His violent fantasises are very specific, and the manner in which he stages his attacks is distinctive.’

La Poire studied his audience for a moment and, seeing that he had everyone’s attention, particularly that of the minister, he carried on:

‘He is clearly a misogynist. He enjoys humiliating and inflicting pain on women. It is the violence of his attacks that arouses him. He is motivated by a desire to debase them, to see himself as powerful, and his victims as passive. He feels no empathy or compassion, he needs his victims to be submissive, hence the use of restraints. The manner in which he ties up his victims and their partners shows particular skill, something he probably considers a work of art. But the true reason that he restrains his victims is so that they cannot touch him. He uses a gag so that they cannot talk to him. In all likelihood, the suspect is terrified of any physical contact or even of talking to women. Similarly, he attacks them from behind precisely so he does not have to look at their faces. On the other hand, he actively forces their partners to watch . . .’

The minister, for once, seemed calm and attentive.

‘So far, he has attacked only at night, so we can assume he lives alone and is free to move around. Both the apartment buildings were in populous areas of Paris, he could easily have been spotted climbing by neighbours or by passers-by, something that suggests that he is confident, even arrogant, something that is likely to increase over time. We are most likely dealing with a loner, someone who was brutalised as a child and is now inflicting his pain on others. His assaults can be seen as an attack on a society that did not step in when he was brutalised and helpless – although that aspect is probably subconscious. He is unlikely to be able to keep a job for very long, because he has issues with authority and struggles to work with others. People who have known him professionally or socially are likely to see him as a misfit. They may be nervous of him; of his lack of emotion and the way he stares at them silently.

‘I think he is addicted to the adrenaline rush of his first assault – if in fact this was his first assault. This would have been followed by a period of depression some days later, and an uncontrollable urge to reexperience that overpowering feeling. He’s hooked. He will inevitably attack again. The two victims are physically quite similar, so we can assume they remind him of someone who hurt or humiliated him. As we all know, rape is not about sex, it is about power. The rapist is attempting to sublimate his own feelings of powerlessness.’

‘Do you think he might kill his victims?’ Gluck interrupted.

‘It’s a possibility, but we have no way of knowing for certain. The suspect has made no attempt to conceal his identity, in fact he allows his victims to see his face. Subconsciously, he may be trying to reveal his identity, or get caught . . .’

‘That’s all very interesting . . .’ the minister sounded entirely genuine. ‘But it tells us nothing about how to track him down.’

‘It will take hard graft and shoe leather,’ said Rauch, unruffled. ‘We need to widen our search to include offenders with a record for fraud or petty theft. He has stolen something from all of the victims – in my opinion, to bolster his sense of power.’

‘Are you a psychological profiler?’ Gluck asked stepping towards the captain, suddenly all charm.

‘Technically, no. But I take a keen interest in the psychology of offenders – as we all do,’ la Poire said modestly, gesturing to all his fellow officers.

‘Captain Anthony Rauch is particularly knowledgeable on the subject,’ Euvrard said. ‘In recent years, he has been crucial to the squad’s success in solving complex cases involving serial offenders.’

At the mention of the name, Gluck froze for a moment and studied la Poire carefully.

‘Rauch, you say? I don’t suppose you’re related to Joseph and Louisa Rauch?’

‘Yes, they’re my parents.’

Gluck smiled and seemed to relax.

‘I can see the resemblance,’ the minister said, nodding and la Poire thought he saw the man flinch as he surveyed the rest of his body. ‘May I offer my sincere condolences,’ Gluck said, gravely.

‘Thank you, Monsieur le Ministre.’

‘I met your father many times when I was Minister of Finance. And I know your mother well.’

The minister was now entirely focussed on la Poire and oblivious to the other officers. To Rauch, it felt a little like the first day of school, when a teacher spots a pupil whose parents he knows and starts telling the assembly all about them. A mixture of pride and embarrassment.

‘Your father was more closely aligned to my politics than your mother,’ Gluck gave a little smile. ‘But, these days, you can never tell. There are no ideological barriers anymore – usually, it’s nothing but political posturing . . .’

Bravo! thought la Poire, the minister had clearly got the measure of his mother. Media whores were always quick to spot each other. La Poire nodded and smiled politely, he could not see where this particular line of conversation was headed, but the minister seemed intent on pursuing it.

Finally, the first cop in France launched an offensive:

‘Your mother is an exceptional advocate, a talent you seem to have inherited from her.’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Come, come now, don’t be modest,’ the minister said curtly.

Then he turned away.

Glancing at the commandant and some of the dignitaries who had accompanied the minister, la Poire realised that he had not responded as expected. Carefully articulating each word, Gluck spoke in a peremptory tone, as though thinking aloud:

‘For the reasons I’ve already given, I cannot take a public role in this investigation. But I think I may have found a solution: I need a proxy to deal with the media. Someone who can take questions, who can assure journalists that everything possible is being done to arrest this man as quickly as possible. Random terrorist attacks have already created a climate of fear in France, it is crucial that we not allow this sociopath to add to that fear. But these days . . .’ the minister was now clearly on his soap box, ‘the most important thing when dealing with the media is controlling the narrative: in times of crisis, people need to know that someone is taking charge. They need something more than faceless government bureaucracy, something more than uniformed officers, they need someone on the ground, someone who is qualified and responsible.’

Instantly, Rauch knew the word the minister was searching for: a scapegoat.

‘I’ve no doubt the media will have been alerted to my visit here today. They’ll be waiting outside the commissariat right now. So I plan to go downstairs and speak to them, I plan to introduce them to the officer who will take on this crucial role. I need an officer who is eloquent and cool under fire. You have those talents, Captain Rauch, so I want you to taken on this role.’ Gluck turned to face him again.

‘With all due respect, Monsieur le Ministre . . .’

‘You do understand that this is an order, not a suggestion?’

La Poire understood only too well. He had spent his childhood surrounded by people like Gabriel Gluck. His parents had regularly invited them to dinner, or for weekends in the countryside. La Poire was intimately familiar with their charisma and their powerful charm. Just as he was with the brutal stratagems – verbal or tactical – they used to annihilate their opponents. Taken as individuals, these great men and women were cultured and highly intelligent. They were also extremely dangerous.

‘We are talking about a grave responsibility,’ said Gluck, ‘because, if things should get worse, you will bear the brunt. But you should also see it as an opportunity, because I can be very generous to those who are loyal and professional.’

‘Is it really wise to thrust police officers into the spotlight . . .?’ la Poire said quietly, playing his only remaining card.

‘You will be the only one in the spotlight. And it’s not as though you’re being asked to go undercover,’ the minister joked. ‘Besides, it is only until this sociopath is arrested, so I’m relying on you to make it brief.’

The Minister stepped closer and caught Rauch’s eye; his look that was more intimidating than reassuring.

‘If you’re as passionate about your work as I think you are, you should have no problem rising to the challenge.’
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‘Are you okay?’ Déborah asked, adopting an affectionately mocking voice. ‘I saw you on TV earlier. You looked right at home.’

Rauch was unsure why he had taken her call. To put an end to this, probably.

‘Thanks. Was there a reason for your call, Déborah?’

Rauch’s voice was cold and distant, and from her brief, awkward silence, he could tell she was unsettled.

‘I don’t know . . . lots of reasons. Seeing you on television reminded me I wanted to talk to you. And I wondered whether you’d got my text message. You never replied.’

‘Are you seeing anyone, Déborah? I mean, are you seeing a psychiatrist, a psychologist?’

‘No,’ she said after another silence, her tone now wan.

‘Why not?’

‘I saw a couple of shrinks when I was younger. Actually, I was forced to see them after I had an accident. I hated the whole thing. They were worse than useless. I got through it by myself.’

She seemed suddenly irritated by this turn of conversation. The bitterness in her voice betrayed her vulnerability. He could have asked her what was wrong, but he was determined to maintain his distance.

‘I can understand that,’ he said, ‘but, right now, you’re fragile, and a qualified professional can give you support that I can’t.’

‘I’m not asking you for anything,’ Déborah said, her voice choked.

‘We can’t be friends, Déborah. It’s standard police procedure that officers cannot socialise with witnesses in cases they are working on. And it wouldn’t be good for you. You need to focus on your family and friends, you need to work with your lawyer to prepare for the trial. As far as the police are concerned, the case is more or less closed.’

‘I think you’re sorely mistaken about me . . .’

‘Look, Déborah,’ Rauch said quickly, ‘I just wanted to thank you for taking such good care of my father during his last mo— ’

There was a burst of static. Déborah had hung up. It was probably for the best, Rauch thought as he stared at his phone. Best for him, for his secret.

*  *  *

Out on the terrace, she turned away and, unfortunately, Jérôme saw her. Her bloodshot eyes, the tears trickling down her cheeks. She could not hold them in.

Seeing his look of concern, Déborah gave him a reassuring little wave. Jérôme gazed at her for a moment, then slumped on the sofa in front of the television. He had grown used to seeing his girlfriend upset, he no longer panicked when she saw her crying. He knew this whole thing would blow over; he did not want to hear the details.

Besides, what was there left to say? Even Déborah did not really know why she had called Joseph Rauch’s son three times. She took out her lighter and lit a cigarette, pulling her jacket around her tightly.

It had been a stupid idea. What had she expected? To see him socially? Have cosy chats with him? Rauch didn’t give a damn about her; he had made that much clear. Crystal clear. She had been stupid to hope that they could do something as simple, as basic, as have a drink together.

She felt humiliated. How pathetic was she, to give him a stick to beat her with? To show such lack of self-esteem? But maybe he wasn’t entirely to blame, the bastard. It seemed pretty clear that she didn’t understand people anymore, and no-one understood her. She felt out of her depth.
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‘I think I might have been a little harsh,’ Rauch said to Marion, a little evasively.

They were sitting in the incident room, a large open-plan office full of officers who were going about their business and oblivious to their conversation. Marion had reassured him, telling him he had done the right thing. She had casually enquired about where things stood between Rauch and Déborah Joubert.

‘She hung up on me. I don’t know whether she really under-stood what I was saying. I probably did more harm than good.’

‘Take my word for it, you did the right thing,’ said Marion.

She was sitting opposite him, her great blue eyes fixed on his. Marion was a woman of strong convictions: when her mind was made up, there was little anyone could do to change it. Her hard-headed nature and her strong opinions could lead to volcanic outbursts when someone dared to cross her. La Poire had witnessed a number of memorable outbursts; but, in terms of personalities, they were a good fit, and Marion had never taken her anger out on him.

‘It won’t make any practical difference as far as she’s concerned,’ said Marion. ‘If we need to bring her in, or she wants to talk to us, I’ll deal with it. You won’t have to worry about it.’

Rauch was not fooled by this explanation, anymore than anyone else in the unit. Everyone knew how possessive Marion could be about him. Though, as his mother would say, there was no need, he was a grown man . . . but it suited Rauch, and deep down he found it comforting.

Rauch was about to change the subject when a junior officer rushed in, panting for breath, having taken the stairs two at a time.

‘Captain Rauch . . .’ the sous-brigadier said, then trailed off. He was staring in wide-eyed astonishment; he had clearly just seen something strange. ‘There’s someone in reception asking to see you. Gilbert Poupon.’

‘Gilbert Poupon?’ Rauch sounded surprised.

‘Yes . . . In person,’ the officer nodded vehemently.

La Poire sat for a moment in stunned silence.

‘Is he working on any of our cases?’ said Marion.

‘No . . . But I’m acquainted with him, personally.’

‘You know Gilbert Poupon?’ Marion said incredulously. ‘You really are from a different world to the rest of us!’

*  *  *

Gilbert Poupon was perhaps the most famous figure on French television, regularly voted favourite TV personality, and a national treasure who had been on the small screen for decades, and had no intention of retiring any time soon. At the age of seventy, he was still the doyen of French broadcasting.

‘I love Poupon -– I used to watch his show all the time back in my teens,’ said Marion. ‘Go on, off you go, you can’t keep Gilbert Poupon waiting!’

‘He just showed up unannounced?’ Rauch hesitated, then turned to the junior officer. ‘Did he say what he wanted to talk about?’

‘No, he just asked if you would be free to meet with him. He’s waiting downstairs.’

‘Okay, then . . .’ the captain stood up and turned to his colleague. ‘Since you’re such a big fan, maybe it’s time you met him!’

Marion didn’t need to be asked twice. With a childlike smile, she leapt to her feet.

*  *  *

‘Dear, oh dear, how you’ve changed,’ said Poupon, kissing Rauch on both cheeks, gripping the captain’s shoulders and looking at him affectionately. ‘It’s been so many years . . . How long has it been, exactly?’

‘Twenty years, perhaps,’ said Rauch.

‘It must be,’ said Poupon, finally releasing the captain. ‘You can’t imagine what it’s like to meet up with someone you knew as a boy and find he’s grown up to be a strapping fellow like you . . .’

‘May I introduce my colleague, Marion,’ la Poire said, as much to include her in the conversation as to deflect attention from himself. ‘She worships you; she is one of your biggest fans.’

‘Delighted to meet you, Marion.’ The elderly presenter turned to the young woman and flashed her his most dazzling smile. He was a handsome man for his age, and exuded that hypnotic charm so characteristic of great men and women.

‘Might I invite you both to join me for a drink somewhere, if it is not too much trouble?’

‘Just now, it would be a little awkward for us to leave the commissariat,’ said Rauch. ‘But we can find a quiet corner here, and I’m sure we have everything we need. Can I get you a drink?’

‘No, no, don’t trouble yourself, I won’t stay long, I’ll get right to the point.’

He launched into an explanation, gesticulating theatrically as he spoke:

‘The thing is, I called your mother to ask her for your number and she said: “If you’ve got something to ask Anthony, don’t phone him, just march straight down to the commissariat and ask to see him.” Why she said that, I’ve no idea.’ Poupon gave a knowing smile. ‘But you know me, when Louisa tells me to do something, I do it, no questions asked. So here I am. I do apologise for showing up unannounced.’

‘It’s no trouble at all,’ la Poire said.

‘So, you are a fan of my televisions, mademoiselle,’ Poupon turned to Marion. ‘Well, as it happens, I shall be presenting a new show this season, a programme that deals with high-profile legal cases and current affairs.’ Poupon turned back to la Poire and nodded at him, ‘I saw you on the news the other day. You were very good. You reminded me a lot of your mother . . .’

Rauch decided to take this as a compliment.

‘And, as I’m sure you know, there’s someone else who holds you in very high regard. Gabriel Gluck. In fact, I was recently talking to the minister about the programme I’m working on and he personally recommended that I invite you to take part in the studio discussion after the documentary. He had no idea that I’d known you as a boy, but I soon put him right!’

Sensing a trap was about to snap shut, Rauch said, in a confidential tone: ‘You do realise that the minister put me forward just to cover his back.’

‘What does it matter as long as he put you forward?’ Poupon said, slapping his thigh, as though about to lose his temper. ‘It’s a wonderful opportunity for you . . .’

‘I didn’t ask for it, believe me . . .’

‘Look, your mother warned me about your reaction,’ Poupon pulled a face, as though he had only just made the connection. ‘But, to be perfectly blunt, Gluck didn’t just suggest that I invite you, he is very keen for you to take part. So, I don’t see how you can refuse.’ Poupon sounded a little irritated now. ‘The studio debate will focus on psychopaths and serial sexual offenders, on whether they should be sentenced to life imprisonment or whether they can be rehabilitated. Subjects that are fascinating in themselves, but issues that directly concern you.’

La Poire nodded glumly.

‘This is your field of expertise,’ the host pressed him. ‘So, alright, perhaps the minister is putting forward officers who will boost his profile or to serve as a scapegoat should things go wrong . . . But I cannot see what you have to lose. And there is potentially much to gain. So, my advice would be to do what he expects.’

Though he felt backed into a corner, la Poire nonetheless pretended to consider the offer. He glanced at Marion and then nodded half-heartedly: ‘I’ll do it.’

Gilbert Poupon gripped his shoulders, once again all smiles.

‘It’s my programme, I’m not about to let anything happen to you,’ he said eagerly. ‘And, who knows? It might even be fun.’ He laughed, visibly more relaxed, then gestured around him.

‘Do you realise that, until I saw you on the news, I had no idea what you were doing? Whenever I’ve mentioned you, your mother has always been very mysterious, I’ve no idea why.’

‘She never did have much time for the police.’

Gilbert Poupon laughed and turned back to Marion, eyeing her curiously.

‘Mademoiselle, I cannot say why but I feel as though I know you. Though I admit I’ve met very few female police officers.’

Marion smiled back, charmed and a little awed.

‘I’m being honest,’ said Poupon. ‘Have we met? Or are you perhaps well known in the profession?’

Marion wavered. Rauch could see that, while she was reluctant to be completely honest, she was not far from it, while remaining on her guard; she masked her apprehension with a smile.

‘Well, I was once at the centre of a high-profile case,’ she said.

‘Oh, really?’ Poupon said encouragingly, ‘do tell.’

‘The Mesny case. Perhaps you remember the disappearance of Sophie Mesny?’

‘Of course, of course,’ Poupon said. ‘But, that must be years ago. I can’t quite remember how many . . .’

Marion gazed at the great man impassively, hesitant as to whether she should.

‘I’m Sophie Mesny.’

Gilbert Poupon stared at her intently, studying her every feature. His habitual eloquence had faded, and he found himself groping for words.

‘You’re little Sophie?’

‘Marion is my middle name. It’s the one I go by these days.’

‘I see . . .’

Poupon looked stunned and a little embarrassed. It was a reaction Marion was accustomed to.

‘We talked about the case on my show, I made several appeals for witnesses, as I recall,’ said the old man. ‘So many people offered to help.’ Gilbert Poupon could not seem to get over it. ‘I didn’t realise you were a police officer now . . .’

‘In my job, discretion is very important. That’s why I never give interviews. Besides, people don’t bring it up much anymore, it was all so long ago.’

Poupon stared at the two officers in turn. Then his eyes settled on Marion and he said again:

‘You’re little Sophie . . . My God.’
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Back then, there was hardly a single person in France would not have instantly recognised Sophie Mesny. Media coverage of her case had been overwhelming.

Why this particular case rather than any other? After all, young people disappear every day, and many are barely mentioned in the media. Perhaps the fact that the victim was twelve years old played a part, together with the fact that Marion had always looked younger than her age. Eager to generate as much coverage as possible, her parents had released a striking photograph of their daughter, staring at the view with huge blue eyes. Everyone was moved.

But for the fact that it was a particularly slow news cycle, the press and the television crews would have quickly moved on to another story, but their luck held firm and the media stayed focused. Major retailers joined the campaign; for over a month, every bottle of milk sold in France had Sophie Mesny’s face printed on the label. In métro stations, the same Missing Person poster appeared on every platform.

Everyone in the country knew Sophie. Many assumed that she was dead, and were surprised when she reappeared.

Two decades later, a younger generation had no idea who she was, and those who had once known had almost forgotten – almost. The memory of her face still lingered beneath the surface of memory. She was like a contestant from a reality TV show who has her fifteen minutes of fame only to be forgotten, but whose face still stirs a vague memory we cannot quite place. Marion’s case was much the same, except that people felt much greater sympathy for her. And there was one great difference: unlike the fleeting stars of reality TV, Marion’s reaction to being forgotten was one of immense relief.

*  *  *

At 5.08 p.m. on a late November afternoon it was almost dark. Marion had just said goodbye to her friend Flore outside her door before walking the last two hundred yards to her own house.

This was the first year she had been allowed to walk home from school in the dark without her parents. She had begged them to let her walk home alone; she felt ready. Her mother and father were initially reluctant, but eventually they gave in. Mostly because it would save their daughter having to stay in school until 6 p.m. after classes ended. Marion’s three-year-old brother had just started nursery school and her mother had gone back to work, where she could not get away before six o’clock, and her father was rarely home before dinner.

Both had also agreed because it meant so much to Marion, who was a sensible girl. They had insisted she walked two-thirds of the way with Flore, and only the last two hundred yards on her own. At that time, Marion lived in Péronnas, a small town in the region of Ain where every one of her neighbours knew her by sight.

She was walking casually, her head a little hidden by her big purple anorak, carrying her heavy schoolbag, when a car slowed as it approached and stopped as it drew alongside her.

The window was wound down and the driver – a thin, nondescript, prematurely balding man of about thirty-five said, in a voice as soft and sincere as he could muster:

‘Hi. Could you help me, please? I need directions.’

Marion turned.

‘The thing is, my wife and I are divorced, and our daughter goes to school near here. I’m supposed to be collecting her. I’m running late and I don’t know exactly where the school is . . .’

Marion thought for a moment.

‘Does she go to Alexandre-Dumas?’

Like all children, Marion had been taught never to talk to strangers. But it is difficult not to answer a courteous adult asking a legitimate question, since, like all children, she had been taught to be polite to grown-ups.

‘Yes, Alexandre-Dumas, that’s it,’ said the liar, grasping this nugget of information. ‘Do you know where it is?’

Marion gestured back the way that she had come.

‘You need to go back that way, then turn right, then . . .’

‘Oh dear!’ the man interrupted. ‘The problem is, I’m not from around here. I’m sure I’ll get lost. Could you come and show me? I promise I’ll drive you home straight after . . .’

Marion hesitated. The man was looking at his watch; he was obviously in a hurry. He seemed nervous and kept glancing around as though keeping an eye out for something or someone. At this hour, the little street was deserted, and a fog had begun to settle over the neat line of houses set back from the road by gardens and gates and well-trimmed hedges.

‘We need to move fast, my daughter is waiting. Come on, get in,’ he said, his voice a little peremptory now. ‘You have to help me.’

The engine continued to idle. From the open window, a gust of warm air formed a trail of vapour. Marion studied the inside of the car: a deodoriser in the shape of a Christmas tree dangled from the rear-view mirror; a briefcase, a map and some paperwork lay strewn on the passenger seat.

‘Come on, hurry up,’ said the man insistently.

‘I’m not allowed to get in a car with a stranger.’

‘Look, I’ll bring you straight back, I promise! I think I might even know your parents,’ he added, fatally underestimating Marion’s intelligence even at such a young age. ‘I’m sure they won’t mind.’

‘I’m sorry, I can’t. I have to get home.’

As she turned to go, the man pleaded with her to at least show her where the school was on the map. He climbed out of the car, waving the map.

In that moment, the only way that Marion might have escaped was to run, but she was still uncertain. As soon as the man reached her, he grabbed her by the scruff of the neck and brandished a knife in front of her face.

‘Scream and I’ll kill you.’

He dragged the girl back to the car, opened the back door and shoved her inside. He glanced around quickly, then got behind the wheel, activated the child safety lock and drove away.

*  *  *

He shouted at her to lie on the back seat, like a dog, and not to sit up. At first, he turned back to her frequently to bark orders. Then he fell silent.

Marion was struggling to choke back her tears. She knew that something terrible was going to happen. Despite her youth, she could picture herself dead. Why else would he abduct her? Unless he planned to demand a ransom from her parents?

She had not been vigilant enough.

The neighbourhood around her house was dotted with traffic lights and hairpin bends, but, once out of the little community, the car accelerated. Marion panicked as she felt the road flash past beneath them. She knew he had turned onto the motorway.

But the fuckwit had forgotten to make sure he had a full tank of petrol.

Not that Marion had phrased the thought like this at the age of twelve. But in hindsight, the fact that her abductor had been so ham-fisted and so poorly prepared simply made her even more infuriated.

He had calmly pulled into a motorway service station and climbed out to fill the tank, with a kidnapped child lying on the back seat of his car.

But what happened next in their – brief – stop at the petrol station would mark Marion for the rest of her life, like a fatal failure to act; a terrible missed opportunity. This moment would mark her even more than the assaults, the abduction, her longing to see her parents, her fears that she might die, since it might have averted all the horrors that were yet to come. It was a thought had occurred to her almost immediately, and one that only grew more certain with the passing years. It was something for which she’d never managed to forgive herself.

No doubt the man had also hesitated: could he leave the girl in the car and go and pay at the till? What if she started screaming the moment his back was turned? Or should he take her with him and, in doing so, allow the cashier to see them together?

He chose the latter approach. He threw open the car door and, with his face inches from hers, he growled: ‘You’re coming with me . . . And if you say a word to anyone, or try to scream for help, I’ll stab you in the heart and then go back and kill everyone in your family.’

It was not the thought of dying that scared her. She believed him when he threatened to kill her mother, her father and her little brother. After all, what would stop him?

She shambled along beside him, her hand crushed by his vice-like grip. They were surrounded by cars and people. They stood in line behind a man waiting in front of the portacabin that served as a cash desk. When their turn came, the woman behind the till flashed Marion a smile. She did not register the girl’s curious expression, the red face streaked with dried tears. She did not glance at the girl again as she counted out the change.

Marion had done nothing. She did not scream, did not try to run when the bastard let go of her little hand for a second to count out the money and pick up his change. Terrified. Rooted to the spot. Not was not yet big enough, not yet brave enough. Even at twelve, Marion was a sprinter – had she run, she could easily have given him the slip. Besides, the man would have taken fright the moment he saw her run off and raise the alarm. Twenty years later, her experience as a police captain had taught her this.

A missed opportunity that would never come again. What if she had seized that opportunity? What would her life have been like if she had managed to avoid everything that followed? What if . . . What if . . . Twenty years later, the question still ricocheted inside her head, like a fly hitting the same window pane a hundred times and never finding a way out.

Run away. Run away! She should have run away, but she had not dared.

*  *  *

Later, she would find out that he lived in Mâcon, that he worked as a travelling salesman and that, on the day he abducted her, he had been meeting a client in Péronnas. She would find out that his name was Loïc Pazanne. Throughout her captivity, she had simply addressed him as Monsieur, as he had ordered.

Loïc Pazanne was single and lived in a little house he had inherited from his recently deceased father. He had spent the months following his decision to abduct a girl converting the basement into a jail where he could hold a child without arousing suspicion. It was a spartan cell: a mattress on the floor and a table where the girl could draw or write. Pazanne had ‘decorated’ the room with a pile of comics, some stuffed toys, and two lamps. Most of his work had consisted of soundproofing the basement, boarding up the window and installing a ventilation system.

The place was dank and humid, the air sour and stale. She hated it when Pazanne was away all day; not that she enjoyed his company, but when he was there, he regularly took her upstairs with him to watch movies. No live television programmes, only videos. He had piles of them.

He told Marion that he had taken several days’ leave so that he could spend as much time as possible with her, at least initially. To take advantage of his presence.

Physically, she did not lack for much. Marion rarely felt hungry, although he fed her a diet of cakes and biscuits. She was rarely thirsty, though he would often offer her fruit juices.

The torment was psychological: the monotony, the fear. Like all the scumbags she would later encounter as a police captain, he told her that her parents were not searching for her. At first, she refused to believe him, but later she had begun to doubt. After all, nothing seemed to be happening . . . She had no idea of the media circus going on outside.

*  *  *

Loïc Pazanne was not a total sadist, like some of the sociopaths Marion would later deal with as a police officer. He took no pleasure in inflicting physical pain. He wanted her to be his slave, but he was careful to ensure that she was healthy.

But he was nonetheless deeply perverted. An egomaniac who lived in a fantasy world. A paedophile.

She had long since blotted out many of the assaults, which occurred almost daily. They had blurred in her memory into vague, indistinct flashes. Flashes that came to her from time to time more as sweaty, repulsive sensations than as images.

He had wanted to educate her, train her like a pet to obey his every order without complaint. She had quickly learned to choke back her tears; her overwhelming feeling was one of disgust. She had no choice but to let him do what he wanted. She wanted to be left in peace, to get back to drawing, to reading, to watching movies. He had played out his warped fantasies, aping the crude positions from the porn movies he showed to a girl who had never before seen an erect penis . . .

*  *  *

He had stolen her first time from her. All her first times.

The first kisses that made her retch. Kissing was the thing she found most repulsive. He constantly tried to kiss her, to push his vile tongue into her mouth, treating her as though she were his girlfriend. She wanted to scream that she wasn’t his girlfriend, that she was young enough to be his daughter, she wanted to scream at him stop, you fucking freak!

The other thing she loathed was his insistence that they shower together. Each time he would start out like a loving father and end like a dirty old man. Marion had had her first period a few months earlier, and Pazanne had insisted on shaving her pubic hair. Although she could not have articulated it at the time, deep down she felt this as an complete annihilation of her as woman, and as a human being.

When she fell ill, he took care of her as best he could. Badly.

He gave her medication, assuming she was suffering from flu or maybe bronchitis.

Marion was utterly exhausted, she suffered night sweats and a hacking cough. Her fever quickly soared to 104° and showed no sign of abating. The generic antibiotics he had bought seemed to have no effect.

Though he never worked out what was wrong, Pazanne quickly realised that the dank air in the cellar as well as an immune deficiency were taking their toll on her health. He moved the girl upstairs and started to buy vegetables and meat so he could cook for her. But she could not bring herself to swallow a mouthful, or even to drink.

She was deathly pale, so he opened the shutters and the windows so that she could get fresh air and sunlight. But she was barely conscious; there was nothing to be done: it was too late.

He thought perhaps it might be pneumonia, and he was right.

The only thing he knew for sure was that, if she was not treated, she would die.

No-one will ever know what went through Loïc Pazanne’s mind, whether he hesitated between saving her – even if it meant being caught – or allowing her to die, and getting rid of the body.

Two things are certain: he knew that his plaything was broken, and he still thought that he might be able to get away scot-free. Later, he would tell the police that he never considered killing her, that he did everything he could to save her life. And that his plan had always been to quickly let her go.

Possible. But it is also possible that his plan had been to keep her for years. Then there is the issue of how he would have disposed of the body. He must have been terrified.

Whatever the truth of the matter, Pazanne later told the police that he was aware that if she died, he would face a stiffer sentence, perhaps even life without parole. On this point too, he was right.

On the twenty-eighth day after Marion was abducted – which happened to be Christmas Eve – Loïc Pazanne’s white Renault Laguna pulled up on a street next to the Convert Clinic, in Bourg-en-Bresse. He deliberately chose a location close to where he had abducted her, in an attempt to allay suspicion.

Taking her in in his arms, he carried her the hundred yards to the clinic, doing his best not to be seen by passers-by. He walked through the dim glow of the car park, weaving his way between the parked cars, pretending to wait whenever he saw someone approaching. As he came to the front door of the clinic, Pazanne slowed for a second until he was sure the coast was clear. Then he quickly strode forward, laid Marion on the ground outside the door, then quickly walked away.

The nurses who cared for her did not immediately recognise the girl. Although everyone in the country was familiar with the Missing Person poster, the smiling, blue-eyed girl in that photograph looked nothing like the frail creature they discovered, whose skin was translucent and whose hair was plastered to her face with sweat.

‘What’s your name? What is your name?’ a nurse asked, once they had tucked her into bed.

‘Sophie Mesny.’

*  *  *

She was diagnosed with acute pneumonia and treated with powerful antibiotics. Had she been held captive by Pazanne even a few days longer, she would not have survived.

When they came to see her at the clinic, her parents brought the Christmas present they had bought a few days earlier, not knowing whether their daughter would be home for Christmas. As for them, being reunited with Marion was the most wonderful present they had ever had in their lives.

*  *  *

When she was well enough to be discharged, her neighbours and all those who had joined the search organised a party to welcome her home. It was a genuine and wholly understandable gesture: they were so happy and relieved to see her alive. But when she saw all these people gathered in her parents’ garden, Marion, who had spent a month in captivity and many days in hospital, felt overwhelmed.

She forced herself to smile, because she had already cried too many tears. She was determined to live. But the stark contrast between her captivity and this celebration, to say nothing of all the strangers who talked to her and even tried to hug her, was too much. Too strange.

As the Christmas holidays drew to a close, Marion’s parents offered her the choice between going back to school or staying at home for a little longer. Perhaps even until the Easter holidays. Marion decided to go back to school, to catch up on all the homework she had missed, to see her friends again. She did not want to make things more complicated.

Whereas previously she had been allowed to wander freely, especially since her little brother was born, her parents now insisted on knowing where she was at every minute. While, at first, she meekly went along with this well-meaning regime, in the years that followed she would find herself constantly rebelling against their authority. She wanted to live, to go out, to see her friends. She did not want to have to account for every minute of her life. After what she had been through, she felt more mature than other girls her age.

Her parents allowed her to learn martial arts and she sought solace in this rigorous and intensive discipline. She blossomed when she was in a dojo, she thought of nothing else. Learning to let off steam, control her aggression, to become stronger, not easy prey, helped her to feel better. Even the physical pain, when it came, felt good.

She had no dreams of becoming a world champion or a great sportswoman. Her dream – which slowly but steadily matured throughout her teenage years – was to become a cop.

She had been told all too often ‘I understand your pain’, when in fact no-one who had not experienced it could possibly understand. She wanted to help those women who were suffering or had suffered the same atrocities. She had the choice between becoming a shrink and trying to repair the damage after the fact, or becoming a police officer and working at the source, tracking down sexual predators. She chose to devote her life to flushing out the scumbags.

*  *  *

Loïc Pazanne’s trial brought her little comfort. Later, in her career as a police officer, she would discover that this was true of many victims of such monsters. The defendants either sat, tight-lipped in the dock for the duration of the proceedings, or offered pathetic, insincere, grotesquely unacceptable apologies. Despite the presence of the judge and the officers of the court, some even had the gall to wink at their victims.

Loïc Pazanne had not winked at her, he had even bowed his head. This was the only moment when Marion felt vindicated. She had insisted on testifying in open court, then she had sat and listened to Pazanne’s pathetic defence. He admitted that his actions were wrong but claimed mitigating circumstances because he had saved her life and done everything in his power to treat her before taking her to hospital.

He promised to undergo court-mandated therapy; to be a better man; he did not ever want to hurt anyone again. Deep down, Marion knew Pazanne could not be cured, that he would do it again if the opportunity arose. His twisted fantasies would not simply go away.

Pazanne had been arrested January 7, two weeks after he left Marion outside the door of the clinic. This incident was not what led to his arrest: the police would have caught him anyway. The only lead Marion had been able to give the investigators was the fact that they had stopped at a service station, but the CCTV footage had since been wiped. She knew nothing else, not even the address of the house where Pazanne had held her captive.

But the police already had a witness statement which they had not disclosed to the media; a statement from one of Marion’s neighbours, who had noticed a white Renault Laguna idling in the street. She had not seen the actual abduction, and her statement was just one of many less-reliable accounts. Nonetheless, they followed up the lead, and embarked on a search for any owners of a white Renault Laguna who might have been in the vicinity of Péronnas that night.

Marion herself had mistaken the make of car, she had described it as white, but said she thought it was a Renault Mégane. The police added the Mégane to the search, but continued to look for a white Laguna.

When the search reached Mâcon and the vehicle owned by Loïc Pazanne, the police discovered that he had a criminal record: several years earlier he had been given a suspended sentence for sexual offences against a minor.

The basement prison was quickly found, helped by Marion’s detailed description, but even without it, Pazanne would not have eluded the authorities for long.

Prosecutors recommended that Pazanne be sentenced to twenty years for the abduction and aggravated sexual assault of a minor; in the end, the judge sentenced him to only eighteen years, because he had taken Marion to hospital rather than let her die.

He served only twelve years of his sentence. This was not unusual, given standard parole guidelines, for someone who had been a model prisoner throughout his incarceration and had even worked, and paid off a portion of the compensation. At his parole hearing, it was further argued that he had shown remorse when he agreed to continue a course of medical and psychological treatment.

When he was released, Marion had just turned twenty-five and had already joined the police force. Her lawyer had warned her that his release was likely so Marion had prepared herself. Not just psychologically, but physically, professionally. She was determined to be prepared; she had already made her plans. If the judicial system saw fit to release this scumbag, she was determined that he would never have another victim.

Since the memories of his crimes were still raw in Mâcon and throughout the Burgundy and Rhône-Alpes regions, Loïc Pazanne decided to move to Strasbourg shortly after his release. There, he thought, he could easily start a new life. He grew a goatee beard and shaved off what little hair he still had. Thanks to forceful arguments from his lawyers, few photographs of Pazanne had circulated in the media during the trial and none of these remotely resembled how he looked now.

On her own initiative, Marion alerted the Strasbourg police to the fact that a dangerous sexual predator had moved into their jurisdiction. She kept a careful eye on local news stories and regularly asked her fellow officers to flag up any suspicious disappearances. But, when nothing came of it, Marion’s constant questions began to irritate her colleagues . . .

So, Marion fell back on her own resources. Unbeknownst to Pazanne, she visited Strasbourg once or twice a month. For a couple of days or a long weekend. She was convinced that, sooner or later, he would reoffend. She had been held captive by this man for a month, had been forced to spend every minute, every waking hour with him. She knew him better than anyone else, better than his mother, his lovers, better even than his best friend. She had been his slave, his victim, and she had seen the evil in his eyes every time he gazed at her, the object of his depraved fantasies. She knew that even now, no psychiatrist on earth could help him quell those urges.

For two whole years, nothing happened. Or at least, nothing that could be observed by an outsider. Marion would tail him when he went shopping, when he went for a walk or a drive in his car. Most of the time, she simply waited with inhuman patience. Pazanne did not have a job, he spent his days at home and Marion would sometimes catch a glimpse of him at the window, though she could not know what he was doing in his apartment. From what she could see, however, the one thing she did know – or firmly believed, and that was what mattered to her – was that he did not have a victim holed up in the cramped third-floor apartment of the tower block.

Two and a half years after his release, Pazanne managed to get a job as a manual labourer at a youth centre, thereby breaking the parole conditions prohibiting him from working with minors. When Marion discovered this, she got in touch with the manager of the youth centre. The woman was shocked to discover that this man who seemed so conscientious, so upstanding, had a criminal record.

After Marion’s intervention, the police re-arrested Pazanne, searched his home and seized his computer and discovered a large cache of child abuse images. No evidence of any sexual offences he might have committed, but thousands of files he had downloaded and then shared online. He was immediately charged.

At his second trial, Pazanne’s previous record was introduced in evidence and this time, there was no leniency: the judge sentenced him to seven years.

He would be released one day. And Marion would be waiting.

*  *  *

She had worked hard to join the Sexual Offences Unit. She and Anthony were the only officers who had joined the force intending to work in this unit.

She had jostled for position, had made sure she ranked among the best officers in her squad, then she had patiently waited for a role to open up with the Police Judiciaire, Second District. She could have decided to work with minors, but Marion decided to work with the Sexual Offences Unit because, she reasoned, although she had been a minor when Pazanne abducted and abused her, he had attacked her because she was a woman. She was a woman first and foremost, in a country that was much too indulgent of men who, while not being sociopaths, sometimes crossed the line; at the end of a drunken evening or ‘because’ they suffered from an irresistible impulse. The figures were terrifying: every year there were seventy-five thousand sexual assaults in France, two hundred and six every day. In the course of her life, one in every six women would be a victim of sexual assault or attempted sexual assault. Unsurprisingly, eighty percent of victims of sexual assault were women.

Half of all victims suffered repeated assaults; eight out of ten knew their attacker: a friend, a family friend, a relative. Sexual offences affected every segment of society, the working class and the wealthy, ordinary citizens and women in powerful positions . . .

Last but not least, ninety percent of rape victims did not file a complaint.

*  *  *

At first, Marion had found Captain Rauch’s manner and his reticence a little odd. Though his features were pleasant, she did not think him handsome. He seemed simultaneously shy and supremely self-confident.

She quickly realised that he was a brilliant officer. Not one of their colleagues was as passionate, as clear-sighted, efficiently determined. Marion recognised that determination in herself, though she could be more rash, more hot-headed, whereas Anthony never lost his temper. Marion found Rauch’s intelligence and his sensitivity soothing, as did the women who came to file complaints; when he spoke to them, he showed great sensitivity, and was an attentive listener.

Most of all, he had an incomparable ability to understand the psychology of serial sexual offenders, and before they had gathered any evidence, he could accurately predict the age, the social class and the likely previous convictions of their target. Information which often proved invaluable. His conviction rate was the highest in the unit. Marion enjoyed being his partner, and had studied his approach: he was obsessed with detail, a workaholic. In every case, he would comb through old files hunting for that single detail, the conscious or unconscious signature of the attacker. According to statistics, nine out of ten serial sexual offenders had previous convictions for theft, burglary, assault or animal cruelty before their attacks escalated. Rauch would read through old case files that, at first glance, seemed unconnected while other officers simply questioned the victim’s relatives or trawled through the list of registered sex offenders. Rauch’s painstaking approach often proved crucial; no computer programme, no criminal profiling software could do what he did.

Rauch had never made an inappropriate remark to Marion.

Her admiration for him had grown. And then . . . grown to become something more.

Since Rauch rarely revealed much about himself, it was she who nurtured the closeness between them. She was pushy, but in a friendly way.

At first glance, it was hard to imagine how charming Rauch could be. It was an artless charm that was utterly nonsexual. He listened to her attentively, patiently, without any ulterior motive; this was something she had not experienced in other men . . .

They had started to see each other socially outside work. They become close, and now spent a lot of their spare time together. They went out to bars, to restaurants, to the cinema – which, she discovered, was Rauch’s true passion. They did everything together, except sports, because Anthony hated sport.

Marion knew that everyone at work thought they were having a secret affair. But no, their relationship was nothing like that . . .

Deep down, she wished it were.

They had even gone on holiday together once, and, to her surprise, nothing had happened. Anthony had taken her to his parents’ ski lodge in Val Thorens. Skiing was the only outdoor activity that he enjoyed, and he was good – swift and skilful, as he slalomed down the black slopes, there was even a certain grace about him.

She had assumed that something would happen, she felt sure. Why else would he take her on holiday? But he had made no move, had not made a single ambiguous gesture. And so, fearful that it might ruin their friendship, she had done nothing either.

She sometimes wondered if Rauch was gay – something Hervé often suggested behind his back. Except that he did not seem to be attracted to men either. Besides, from time to time, she caught him looking at her strangely, though he never followed through. She knew that, after everything he had been through, he would find it difficult to be in a romantic relationship. Though he had given her no details, he had confided that he had been sexually assault as a boy. By someone close to him.

He knew all about what had happened to her; she had told him everything soon after they met. It hardly mattered since the details were in the public domain. But she respected his reticence and did not try to force him to tell her more than he had.

The day he told her that there was an apartment vacant a hundred yards from his, and suggested that she might move there, she thought that perhaps this might be the start of something between them. But no. Though they grew closer and more intimate, there was still nothing ambiguous about their relationship.

One evening, Marion took the plunge . . . She kissed him. He kissed her back, without much passion but without pushing her away. As soon as it was over, he seemed embarrassed.

‘I can’t give you anything more, I’m sorry. I’m really sorry, I’m not interested in a sexual relationship . . . Well, not anymore . . . But it has nothing to do with you,’ he said sadly. ‘Honestly. It has nothing to do with you.’

‘It’s okay, I understand,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry it happened. We’re better off as friends.’

Despite his protestations, she blamed herself a little. She assumed he simply didn’t like her in that way.

She thought perhaps he might change his mind, but no. Nothing changed. Not when she ‘accidentally’ allowed him to walk in on her partially undressed, not when she chose risqué films for their movie nights together, not when she snuggled close to him.

So, one day, she decided she had had enough, and stopped rebuffing the advances of a colleague in the drugs squad. An officer three years her junior who was handsome, funny, who always had a smile on his face and a mischievous twinkle in his eyes – the antithesis of Anthony.

For months – for years – her love life and her sex life had been a barren desert. She had thrown herself into her work while she waited for something that was destined never to happen. Men had always found her attractive, but she had never been one to sleep around. As a teenager, her first crushes had not been easy, given what she had been through. Her first great love was technically less experienced than she was, but they had taken their time. They had spent several glorious months together before he broke her heart. Nothing unusual.

Over the years, there had been other lovers. Some chosen with unhurried care. Others passionately, recklessly, when she simply wanted a one-night stand. They thought they were fucking her, but she was fucking them . . .

She had even been married. For a whole year. To a dreary, ordinary guy about whom there was nothing worth remembering. One year. Divorce. Bye-bye.

Silly girl.

When she first joined the Sexual Offences Unit, she had been seduced by Commandant Euvrard. For three short months, they had flirted passionately, shamelessly. Then they agreed that it had to stop, that their affair could damage their working relationship.

It was an amicable break-up, and they had remained friends. She respected him a lot.

Not exactly a litany of conquests.

She had been a happy child until the age of twelve. Since then, not so much.

But back then and still today, Marion had an unshakeable conviction that things would work out, that everything would finally make sense. That the best was yet to come.

She had less time for Anthony while she was dating the young officer from the drugs squad. They had fun together, he made her laugh and he made love to her.

At first, Anthony seemed to understand why Marion felt the need to distance herself and did not take offence. Besides, what could he say? But after about two months, his attitude changed. He told her he was sad that he did not see as much of her. That he missed her.

And she had gone back to back him, with no fuss, no game-playing. Because he was the man she really loved, and because she missed him too.

She had felt almost happy, and relieved, to have found a chink in his armour, to see that even he could feel jealousy, that he needed to be with her.

Since then, nothing had happened.

Rauch had gone back to being her closest friend, her soul mate.
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Rauch walked along the rue d’Hauteville, dodging the puddles on the pavement as best he could. There was a whiff of autumn in the air, a scent of damp and cold. Perhaps summer was over, or perhaps this was just a phase.

He hated when it rained in Paris, since it was often necessary to walk long distances in the city. Regardless of the trainers he wore, he almost always found his socks becoming sodden.

He arrived just in time, as one of pharmacy staff was rolling down the metal shutter. Closing time, 8.05 p.m., the last customers had already gone. Rather than show himself, la Poire took out a cigarette and lit it, standing with his back to the window, doing his best to shelter from the rain. He took a long drag, pulled up the hood of his jacket then turned and saw Fontevaud standing behind the counter, talking to one of his staff.

The overhead lights had been switched off, but there were a number of other lights that were left on day and night. Fontevaud had three-day stubble and bags under his eyes. When he finally saw Rauch outside, he was impassive for a moment, then nodded slightly.

As he wandered over to the alleyway, Rauch saw the last employee leave the pharmacy by the side entrance. He walked the twenty yards to the heavy metal door and rapped on it several times. A moment later, Fontevaud appeared and, without a word or a handshake, gestured for him to come in. La Poire knew the place well, and walked ahead down the long dark corridor to the back of the dispensary. He stepped into the room that had once been used to prepare medications, but now served as an office for printing out computer invoices and preparing orders for wholesalers.

Fontevaud stood in the doorway, hesitant and a little haggard.

‘Fancy a coffee?’ he said, without looking at Rauch.

‘I only drink tea,’ Rauch said and bit his tongue before adding you should know that by now. ‘But I’m in a bit of a hurry, so, no thanks.’

As though he hadn’t heard, Fontevaud walked over to a little coffee maker by the sink and poured some java into a mug stained by time and by endless scalding cups of coffee.

‘I saw you on television a while back,’ he said casually, his back turned to Rauch.

‘Was I any good?’ la Poire asked, though he did not care about the answer.

Fontevaud poured the coffee with a calculated slowness that characterised his every gesture. Then he turned to face la Poire, leaning against the sink, and sipped his coffee. Ignoring Rauch’s question, he went on:

‘I like to watch the rolling news at night. Sometimes I can’t get to sleep, so I switch on a news channel and leave it on; I find it a lot more soothing than soap operas or game shows or chat shows . . .’

Rauch could picture him. Dosed up on something like Rohypnol, slumped in front of the television, his eyes half-closed. The endless, monotonous loop of news items would be the perfect lullaby to his micro-naps. Maybe he was wrong, maybe Fontevaud took opiates or popped Valium, or a pick-and-mix of everything together. Washed down with a healthy swig of booze, on this last point, he was sure.

Rauch stared vacantly at the tall cabinets of drawers crammed with medications. He could just see part of the murky pharmacy, which sharply contrasted with the harsh bright light of the white-walled office.

From the stories his mother had told him, Rauch knew that Fontevaud had been handsome once. And enterprising . . . but he had always been a crook.

He had started small, colluding with doctor friends to sell the free samples given them by pharmaceutical reps. Fontevaud would sell the drugs without prescriptions and pocket the money.

Things had taken a more serious turn when he started selling medications brought back by customers. In theory, unused prescription drugs had to be destroyed, or donated to humanitarian agencies in Africa, but Fontevaud simply put them back on the shelf. These days, the use of computerised inventories made many practices difficult if not impossible, but back then . . .

His first brush with the law led to others, and this was how he had met Rauch’s mother through a mutual acquaintance. Fontevaud continued to work as a pharmacist, but these days he was as thin and addled as a junkie.

‘I don’t really have time to stop and chat,’ said Rauch, noting that Fontevaud’s coffee break was dragging on. ‘Have you got the stuff?’

For the first time Fontevaud’s vacant eyes met his.

‘I’m going, I’m going,’ he said, setting down the mug.

He stepped over to one to the cabinets, slid back the door hunkered down and took a bag from the bottom drawer. Then he shambled over to la Poire, who was holding out two hundred-euro notes. They made the exchange.

‘Eight boxes of Androcur,’ Fontevaud muttered as Rauch inspected the contents of the bag.

The pharmacist studied the two notes he was holding.

‘You always give me too much . . .’

‘Money’s no problem.’

As Rauch was about to leave, Fontevaud held up a hand to stop him.

‘Hang on a minute.’

He looked Rauch over, studying him as a doctor might.

‘Any mood swings, shortness of breath? Any migraines, or bouts of depression?’

‘In all these years, you’ve never once asked about my health – why now?’

‘Because you never see a doctor . . . And this stuff can have serious side effects! Liver damage, cirrhosis, even cancer, and that’s just for starters . . .’

‘I know all that, I’ve done my research. And I’m fine.’

The pharmacist gave him a baleful look and shrugged.

‘Even so, you never go to a doctor,’ he said. ‘You really need to find someone who will prescribe this stuff for you.’

‘I’d rather as few people as possible know about it. I come to you because I know you won’t say anything and you’re hardly likely to blackmail me. And because you don’t ask any questions – at least, usually.’

Fontevaud turned away and said gravely:

‘Pretty soon, you’ll have no choice.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I’m nearly sixty-five. I’m planning to retire and I seriously doubt whoever takes over this place will sell you Androcur without a prescription.’

‘When are you thinking of retiring?’

‘In six months . . . maybe a year . . .’

‘And you’re going to sell up?’

‘Oh, yeah. And I’m going to move to the south of France, as far away as possible from this fucking shithole of a city.’

Fontevaud pulled a face as he spat this last sentence. His expression suddenly seemed menacing and mysterious.

Rauch glanced around thoughtfully, showing no sign of concern.

‘I’ll sort things out when the time comes,’ he said simply.

‘How’s your mother?’

‘I don’t see very much of her these days.’

*  *  *

He genuinely wished that this were true . . . But that same night, he stepped into a trap, one he could not possibly have anticipated.

Rauch was sitting in a comfortable chair set in front of a mirror, trying to relax. He was offered a selection of drinks, most of them alcoholic, and though he was tempted to indulge in a glass of champagne, he eventually asked for a black tea. The makeup girl was preparing him to go on set, she complimented him on his hair: as soft and shiny as a woman’s, she said. When he told her how nervous he was about appearing on a live TV show, she gave him a wonderful, soothing head massage.

‘Hello, darling!’

The voice echoed around his dressing room, and probably every other dressing room in the building. Rauch flinched; his half-closed eyes flew open. In the mirror, smiling at him from ear to ear, he saw his mother, in her customary jacket and scarf, clutching her huge handbag. Within two or three seconds, Louisa was chatting to the production assistants and makeup artists as though she had known them for years, filling the little dressing room with her boundless energy.

‘What are you doing here, maman?’ he asked.

‘Same as you!’ Louisa said as though it were self-evident, taking the chair next to him and accepting the proffered glass of champagne. ‘Poupon needed a lawyer on the programme, and he thought of me – you have to admit, it makes a lot of sense!’

A little later, Poupon would insist that it had been Louisa’s idea. Who should he believe? Rauch would be completely unsurprised if it was one of his mother’s little schemes, but then again, Poupon was a skilled professional, a veteran TV host who knew everything there was to know about ratings . . .

‘He didn’t mention it when he asked me to come,’ Rauch said with weary irritation. ‘What will it look like, the two of us together on the same programme?’

‘You need someone who’s prepared to contradict you,’ his mother said peremptorily.

She took off her jacket and scarf and allowed the makeup girl to do her work.

‘You love to contradict me, so you should enjoy it! And anyway,’ Louisa said sardonically, ‘who’s going to stay up to watch the two of us? It will be nearly midnight when we go live . . . If you weren’t on the show, I certainly wouldn’t have come.’

Rauch listened to his mother in silence. It was futile to engage with her, and it was too late now to cry off.

‘But look,’ she said, flashing him a malicious smile, ‘at least we get to do something together for once.’

Rauch simply settled back in his chair, closed his eyes and cleared her mind while the makeup girl powdered his face.

‘You don’t need to worry,’ Louisa prattled on, ‘your role in this is child’s play, mine is much more difficult. I have to make a convincing case for rehabilitating sex offenders, while you’re just going to tell people that it’s dangerous to release them back into society. I’ll be the one rubbing people up the wrong way, you’ll be the one pandering to public opinion, though, let’s face it, if we listened to the public, we’d have brought back the death penalty long ago – in fact, Mitterrand would never have abolished it. We’d introduce the consecutive sentences they have in other countries, and defendants would be sentenced to a hundred or even two hundred years. Who knows, torture might come back into fashion, good old public executions, convicts being hanged, drawn and quartered. I mean people never really took to medieval torture devices, the public want blood and brutality . . .’

Rauch’s eyes suddenly flickered open. ‘I think I will have a glass of champagne,’ he said to the makeup girl.

*  *  *

This was a terrible idea . . . A truly fucking terrible idea . . .

Rauch felt like ripping his shirt off and fanning himself with the first thing he could lay his hands on – Gilbert Poupon’s cue cards, the producer’s clipboard. Fucking hot flushes! He had not anticipated anything. The studio spotlights beat down fiercely, meanwhile the air conditioning on the set was worse than useless.

While the footage was being show, most of the studio lights had been dimmed to allow the audience to watch what was actually rather a good documentary. It focussed on the journey of a number of sex offenders, lifers deemed too dangerous to be released.

The three experts were sitting side by side behind a long table. Rauch and Louisa had been placed at either end, with a psychiatric expert in the middle. Throughout the screening, Rauch had continued to sip champagne, with the full approval of Gilbert Poupon – it encouraged plain speaking, he said. Then the live section of the show began. The television cameras turned to them, the technicians fell silent and an audience of about fifty listened, rapt, to Poupon, an old hand who was used to the attention.

The stage fright, the sweltering heat, the alcohol – all these things combined to bring la Poire out in a hot flush. He could feel himself perspiring under his shirt as drops of sweat beaded on his forehead. This was a live show, the makeup girl could not help, she simply gesticulated from the wings to stop him mopping his brow with his shirtsleeve.

He felt he was on hostile territory, but the worst of it was his mother. He could feel his hackles rise as he listened to her reel off her pet clichés with all the smarm and sincerity of a local politician. The psychiatrist sitting between them proved to be something of a wimp and rarely interjected to express a point of view. Louisa completely monopolised the debate, at least initially. She indulged in polemic, deliberately courted controversy, convinced that she was onto a winning strategy. Her point of view as a defence lawyer brimmed with benevolent optimism for these men who had ‘paid their debt to society.’ The prison system, she insisted, should not simply be about incarceration, but should prepare offenders for their release, offer the possibility of a second chance.

When her son pointed out to her that there was a difference between a bank robber and a serial killer or a sex offender in the thrall of violent sexual fantasies, she brushed his argument aside. The sentence might be longer, she said, but the prospect of release was the same. Prisoners should not have to suffer open-ended sentences because of society’s failings, or the lack of psychological and medical support. When such people reoffended – which was not always the case, she hastened to add – it was because of the system of cold release. Long-term prisoners released back into the community with little or no support.

Caught between a desire to defend the psychiatric profession and the reality he encountered in his practice, the psychologist merely nodded and waved his hands to indicate that it was not that simple.

Rauch knew that his mother was not entirely wrong in what she was saying, but, as so often, she slipped a couple of truths into a torrent of misinformation. With a winning smile and a dazzling and unexpected talent for profanity, she held forth, speaking directly to the cameras. She wanted all eyes on her; nothing was more exhilarating than having every lens trained on her, and in return she gave them her all.

When his mother had finally finished, Rauch spoke again in the same tone as his:

‘There is no accepted form of therapy that offers a cure for psychopathy, Madame, as you well know,’ he said, addressing his mother formally as Poupon had suggested before they went on air, though it felt faintly ridiculous. ‘And as you know perfectly well,’ he said, turning to the psychologist, ‘it is not the role of the prison service to treat these men. In fact, they’re not considered to be mentally ill – the reason they are sent to prison rather than to a psychiatric facility is because the courts determined they were fully aware of their actions. Society has no choice but to incarcerate them until they are too old to reoffend, because there is nothing else that it can do. The motive for their crimes is not money or revenge: it is sexual. Throughout childhood and adolescence, these men have developed warped fantasies in which cruelty is inextricably linked to sexual desire. This psycho-sexual fixation only increases as they grow older, it never goes away. Their fantasies may lie dormant for a period, but they never completely disappear and, when they feel thwarted or frustrated, the fantasies can recur, and they lash out, unleashing their violent fantasies on some new victim.

‘But for the constraints that society imposes, would any of us be able to suppress our sexual urges? Accept a life of total abstinence? The same is true of sexual offenders, but their desires involve degrading and humiliating their victims, and often killing them. As a police officer, I work with serial sexual offenders but I believe that, psychologically, they are on the same spectrum as serial killers. Many serial killers start out by committing sexual offences, and escalate to killing their victims so as to leave no potential witness. They develop a taste for killing, for the power of life and death over another human being, it becomes addictive and they come to see it as the height of pleasure.

‘Make no mistake, these men have never developed a conscience, they will be predators to their last breath . . . I am not suggesting that they should face the death penalty, but under no circumstances should they ever be released.’

Louisa, who had been sitting, seething, in her chair, instantly denounced her son’s conclusions as an admission of failure and needlessly defeatist, but Rauch had got his message across, he sensed it as he coolly sipped his champagne and listened to his mother rant.

Gilbert Poupon seemed to have lost interest in the psychologist and turned back to Rauch, intrigued by his statement that psychopaths have no conscience: was this a defect they had from birth, or something connected to their experience? Rauch launched into his pet theory:

‘No-one is born a serial killer or a sexual offender, they become one, I am convinced of that fact. It is a criminal profile that takes fifteen or twenty years to develop. By the time they first offend, they have no empathy for their victims, whom they see as objects intended to gratify their fantasies. Their only real fear is being caught.’

Gilbert Poupon pressed Rauch a little further.

‘You say that a person becomes a psychopath. How does that happen?’

Rauch opened his mouth to speak, then thought better of it. He picked up his glass, more to wet his lips than to drink, and hesitated.

‘Obviously, childhood trauma is the root of the problem. Before these men were offenders, they were victims. They may have suffered physical, psychological or sexual abuse. While, thankfully, not all abused children grow up to be psychopaths – far from it,’ Rauch said, ‘almost all psychopaths were traumatised as children. Our earliest emotional bonds have a crucial effect on the rest of our lives.’

Rauch was about to carry on but when he broke off again, there was a brief silence. He could feel his mother’s eyes boring into him. She sat, tight-lipped. He tried to turn to see the look on her face, but his courage failed him.

‘This is what I can tell you,’ concluded Rauch.

‘You’re currently working on a particularly difficult case, I believe, a serial sex offender terrorizing Paris? A man who climbs through windows . . .’

‘The lizard, yes.’

‘That’s how you refer to him?’

‘Yes, actually it’s a nickname given to him within the unit – it often happens when we don’t know the identity of the suspect.’

‘What can you tell us about him?’

‘Nothing, it is an ongoing investigation.’

‘I understand, but from a psychological standpoint . . .’ Poupon needled him, ‘do you personally think that he corresponds to the profile you’ve just described?’

Rauch raised his eyebrows and looked from Poupon to his mother, who seemed unusually pale. Exhausted, probably, and longing for this to be over, he thought. He decided to speak frankly:

‘In some seventy-five percent of serial sex offenders, the crucial relationship is with their mother. Given the way this man treats his victims, I suspect we will learn a lot about that.’

‘Everything started with his relationship with his mother?’

‘That is what I believe. She may have abandoned him or abused him; hence his mingled feelings of rage and awkwardness in his dealings with women. He is incapable of healthy communication with the opposite sex, and so he seeks to subjugate his victims. Deep down, I suspect he is a very shy person,’ said Rauch with undisguised amusement.

‘Are you expecting him to be intelligent?’

‘Intelligent enough to manipulate other people. But he is someone who acts rather than thinks, and likely has little education. In general, such offenders result from a series of failures. Many are illiterate, or were forced out of the educational system because they were unstable and unable to deal with authority. More often than not, their lives turn out to be . . . pathetic and littered with failures,’ Rauch did nothing to hide his contempt. ‘And I doubt that this man is an exception. Sex offenders tend to suffer from low self-esteem, and simultaneously believe that they are victims of society. The power they exert over their victims offers little relief. They believe that other people are always to blame, that the world has rejected them. They tend to be liars, idlers, voyeurs and compulsive masturbators. Nothing is to be glorified with them, their lives are utterly mediocre. The fact that they manage to slip through the cracks, sometimes for years, is simply because, having started out in petty crime, they have learned to manipulate the system. But we catch the lizard, just as we have other offenders.’

Rauch felt a rush of pleasure as he concluded his candid and slightly acerbic speech. Gilbert Poupon quickly turned to get the psychologist’s opinion.

Rauch finally looked over at his mother and was surprised to see a slight smile on her face. She too seemed amused by her son’s sudden loquacity. He turned away, his face expressionless, he stared up into the blinding glare of the spotlights, then took another sip of wine, wondering if perhaps he had said too much, being usually more measured and circumspect.

Besides, he thought as he drained the glass, his mother had got one thing right – perhaps the only sensible thing she had said this evening: aside from a handful of insomniacs and a few of his fellow officers, who else would bother to watch such an arcane talk show at this time of the night?
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Her breasts were round and heavy, that was why he had chosen her. Prominent even now as she lay on her back with her arms outstretched.

He had placed a wooden broom handle – which he’d found – under her shoulders and tied her wrists to each end. Her wrists, in turn, were tied to her ankles by two straps from a leather bag – also found there – and tensed such that it forced the woman to splay her knees.

The still-fresh blood on the fitted sheet made Alpha think of lost virginity.

A needle and a little India ink . . .

He had considered this option; he liked the simplicity of the technique, the handmade approach and the pain it would cause. But he did not think he had the patience for the work, and worried that the end result would be less clear. So, he waited for the a tattoo parlour on the rue de Paradis to close, then broke in so he could steal a tattoo gun. He was familiar with the machines from his time in the navy, and easily identified the parts he needed and slipped them into a backpack, also stolen.

Alpha looked around for a plug socket he could use, then he set the foot pedal at the end of the bed next to the Omega’s inert body, then sat on the edge next to the woman.

Her face was streaked with tears and mucus. She was gagged by a thong while another thong, which had been cut, was tied around her open mouth and knotted at the back of her neck. Eager to try out his new toy, Alpha pressed down on the pedal and the machine whirred into life, causing the woman to panic. She struggled and screamed into the gag.

Alpha grabbed her throat and squeezed, then taking his foot off the pedal, he stared at her darkly, his face only inches from hers.

‘Listen carefully, bitch; I’m about to tattoo you and there’s nothing you can do about it . . . You’ve got two options: you can stay still, and I’ll tattoo your breast, or struggle, in which case I’ll tattoo your face. Do you really want it on your face?’

The sobbing woman shook her head. Alpha held the needle in front of his eyes.

‘If you move or struggle, I tattoo your fucking cheek.’

As he released his grip, Alpha noticed a flicker of movement to his right. The Omega had regained consciousness, and with an immense effort was struggling to get to his feet to save his girlfriend.

He was tall with a skinhead crop. A ripped body; the sort of guy you see bench-pressing at the gym. It was all show, he had not real strength. A vicious blow to the knee had been enough to send him sprawling, and knocking him unconscious had taken a matter of seconds. Alpha had expected more of a fight when he first saw the tall, muscular guy kissing his girlfriend on the platform at the Gare de Lyon. She was body conscious too, short but well toned.

The guy shuffled towards him, as though begging for a second round. Alpha set down the tattoo machine and stood up. Without a word, he delivered a flurry of punches that left Omega back on the floor. Alpha did not stop, he crouched over the man’s body and punched him hard in the face. On the bed, the girl was screaming and struggling to free her wrists from the wooden handle. The violence of the blows were in stark contrast to Alpha emotionless efficiency. When he stood up again, the bodybuilder looked more dead than alive.

Three murders in one day? thought Alpha absentmindedly. Two, certainly; the third was a work in progress, but it was close.

He sat down on the mattress and started up the tattoo machine, resolving not to take his foot off the pedal until his work was done. With a steady hand, he grasped the woman’s heavy breast. Then he again waved the whirring needle in front of her face:

‘If you so much as move . . .’

Then he brought the needle to her breast.

‘The lizard, hmm . . .’

He should have thought of this at the beginning. But, soon, everyone would know.

*  *  *

4201. The woman gave him the code to her phone as soon as he removed the gag.

Alpha had never used a phone to take a video, but he would work it out. And posting it wouldn’t be a problem; he knew of a site that specialised in hardcore porn. From there, it would go viral.

He had briefed the woman on what to say.

The one word she had to say . . .

Alpha stepped into the room and, as he approached the bed, he panning from left to right. He lingered on the body of the Omega sprawled on the ground, barely twitching. He then quick panned up the woman’s naked body and focussed on her chest. Alpha wanted the media to broadcast the video, and he knew that sex posed more of a problem than violence.

The tattoo was perfect: a Greek letter, in black ink, that surrounded the nipple:

α

‘What’s my name?’ he asked, off camera.

‘Alpha,’ said the woman, with the obedience and submission he desired.

He stopped recording. The woman looked half-conscious, her eyes were glazed. He had to do it now, before she passed out.

She screamed one last time as she saw him approaching the bed, wielding a knife; then she realised that he was simply cutting the rope binding one of her wrists.

He placed knife in the woman’s hand, so that she could finish the job, but the circulation to her hand had been cut off for so long that she could not grip the handle.

*  *  *

He pushed the flathead screwdriver under the window jamb, twisted forcefully, then did the same thing on the other side. The window opened easily. He slipped into the apartment and closed the shutters behind him, so nothing could be seen from the street. It had taken no more than twelve seconds; and perhaps thirty to climb up to the fourth floors.

Inside, it was dark and quiet. Alpha turned back to the window to make sure that no passers-by had seen him: there was no-one on the street or at the windows of the building opposite.

He had spotted the apartment in the opposite building earlier that evening, while he was following the woman and her Omega, and had noticed that the lights were off and the curtains open. It looked uninhabited.

From here, he could clearly see into the room he had just left. He had deliberately left the light on. There was no movement. The woman was probably still struggling to break free.

He had plenty of time before the bitch managed called for help, so he set about exploring this new apartment to make sure he was alone.

It was large, almost two thousand square feet, much larger than the apartment he had just left. The décor was hipster chic, a mixture of old and contemporary furniture, huge photographs, bookcases crammed with books. All the beds were neatly made.

In the kitchen, Alpha found a pair of scissors, then he locked himself in the bathroom and finally dared to turn on a light. He stared at his reflection for a long time. Time for a haircut.

Not that the cops were stupid enough to rule out the idea that he could change his hairstyle, but after this evening’s little incident, the hunt for him would be stepped up and, like this, he was easily recognisable. There had been numerous accounts of a tall man with long hair. It had doubtless been his hair that caused a couple of cops to stop him on the rue du Conservatoire earlier this evening. Two uniformed cops, a man and a woman.

Women in the police force . . . women in the gendarmerie . . . women in the army . . . everything he despised. The epitome of Western decadence.

He had fallen over himself to be cooperative; he knew how to feign affability when it suited his purpose. While he pretended to search his pockets for his ID card, Alpha had shifted slightly towards the male cop. With a sudden, brutal karate chop, he lashed out at the man’s Adam’s apple, crushing it completely. The bewildered cop had brought his hands up to his throat, his eyes bulging as he choked; in the same movement Alpha grabbed the pistol from his holster, pointed it at the terrified female officer and fired. A single bullet to the head.

She had fallen dead on the pavement.

The male officer was still on his feet, teetering like a malfunctioning robot, and Alpha decided to toss the revolver and run without waiting to see him fall. Under normal circumstances, he never ran – he considered it the behaviour of an Omega – but, given the circumstances, caution was required. The street was not deserted and bystanders would quickly raise the alarm. Alpha had weaved his way through narrow streets, careful to avoid CCTV cameras, and had eventually found himself at the Gare de Lyon.

*  *  *

He cut away long clumps of hair. He felt almost naked; the feeling of cold air against his scalp was unfamiliar. When the bulk of the work was done, he considered the results and decided it looked crude, so he dampened his hair and took a little time to create a neater, more professional cut.

Better, much better.

Reluctantly, he decided to flush the hair down the toilet. He had to flush several times. Best to make sure the police did not realise he had changed his appearance too soon.

By the time he came back to the window, the street was dancing in a whirl of blue beams. Like a huge Catherine wheel.

There was a lot of bustle down on the street. And in the apartment opposite.

He was there . . .

Standing at the window, Alpha out of the darkness. La Poire . . .

He had been first on the scene, and was examining the room with a number of other officers from the emergency services. Alpha could not tear his eyes away. Captain Rauch looked mystified. Next to him stood a young woman. They were talking.

Alpha rummaged in his pocket, pulled out the phone he had stolen earlier and launched the camera app. He focussed on the window opposite and began recording a video. Slowly, he zoomed in, until the whole frame was filled by the gynoid and his colleague.

He continued to video for about a minute. Then closed the app. 
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It was a poky little bedroom, and the number of officers and technicians completely filled the space. Forensics technicians in white suits were collecting DNA samples that would turn out to match those they had previously found. Marion had taken one of the SOCOs aside and was talking to him; meanwhile la Poire stood, surveying the room, careful not to touch anything. His head ached and his throat was burning – probably from spending too much time out in the rain the day before. In spite of his discomfort, he tried to marshal his thoughts.

The brutal violence inflicted on both male and female victims had escalated with each attack. The man suffered from several fractures and serious brain injury. He was fighting for his life. The paramedics had taken him away shortly before Rauch and his colleagues arrived, so they had not seen the extent of his injuries, but the first video posted by Alpha had quickly circulated after a tip-off to the Ministry of Justice, and the officers had been able to watch footage of the victims: one lashed to the bed, the other on the floor, brutally beaten and covered in blood. The video sounded like a challenge, to the police and the world at large.

He styled himself with the bombastic moniker he’d tattooed on the woman’s body: Alpha. To la Poire, the video seemed like a letter addressed to him. ‘No more pathetic nicknames, I am the alpha. The dominant male, the boss . . .’ The suspect’s decision to communicate shed new light on his profile: he was not simply trying to satisfy an urge, he longed for the glare of the media spotlight. He was a narcissistic sociopath.

No attempt to take down the footage would stop it resurfacing on countless more-or-less legal websites. It would go viral, it would never truly disappear, bestowing digital immortality on what this madman probably considered his art. Rauch took his phone from his pocket so he could watch the footage again, for perhaps the seventh time. He was about to click PLAY when he received a text message from Hervé. Rauch was a little surprised since he assumed Hervé was in the apartment.

I’m out in the corridor next to the bedroom. Come out, but don’t tell the others.

Rauch reread the text, puzzled, then slipped out of the room. Hervé was standing just outside the door. He was anxious and jittery and spoke to Rauch in a whisper: ‘The perp’s watching us . . . He’s just posted a second video. He can see everything we’re doing; I needed to get you alone. Here, look at this . . .’

He handed Rauch his phone.

‘It was uploaded less than ten minutes ago . . .’

Rauch saw as closeup on himself standing next to Marion.

Across the street! The perp was in the building opposite!

‘Do we know if that building has an internal courtyard?’ he asked Hervé.

‘No idea. I’ve only just seen this, I haven’t forwarded it to anyone . . .’

‘We need to act fast. I need two armed officers stationed outside, on this side of the street,’ said Rauch calmly. ‘I want one of them focussed on the front door and the other on the façade of the building opposite. At the first sign of anyone scaling the face, they have orders to shoot, got it?’

‘Yeah . . . If he falls from this height, he’s done for,’ Hervé said, making sure they were on the same wavelength.

‘He killed two officers earlier this evening, we can’t afford to let him get away under any circumstances. You tell Theo if he doesn’t already know; I’ll tell Marion. Be discreet: we can’t let him know that we know in case he’s still watching. How many officers are on the scene?’

‘Four of us and the two officers standing guard . . . six, I think. Don’t you think we should wait for the tactical unit to send armed response police?’

‘We don’t have time. We’ll post an officer on every floor, and one down in the courtyard if there is one.’

Rauch was making to leave when Hervé grabbed his arm.

‘Anthony, I forgot to warn you: the minister is on his way here. As soon as he heard about the attack Gluck insisted on coming. He’ll be here any minute.’

‘Keep him the hell away from here!’ Rauch growled. ‘I’m not kidding, I don’t care if he’s already on the way, get Euvrard to tell him to turn back. Tell him we’re in the middle of an armed operation, I don’t want him within a mile of here.’

*  *  *

Three minutes later, ten officers, led by Rauch, crossed the street. Two officers stayed behind; their service weapons trained at the only possible exits.

Having entered the building opposite, the squad took the stairs four at a time, stationing an officer on each floor. When they reached the fourth floor, Rauch gestured for the remaining officer to go up to the next floor.

Marion, Hervé and Rauch silently took up their positions outside the apartment. Theo appeared, carrying a battering ram. From the angle of the video footage, and the fact that one of the windows was ajar, they calculated that this was the apartment. Theo stood just to the right of the entrance, swung the ram back in a wide arc and delivered a powerful blow that shattered the lock.

Rauch, Marion and Hervé raced into the property, fumbling for light switches as they went.

Their calls for the suspect to give himself up were met with silence, and a thorough search of the premises turned up nothing. The jimmied window was proof that Alpha had been here, but he had slipped away probably just after posting the second video. Lying on top of a chest of drawers, in plain sight, was the phone stolen from the female victim.

Less than an hour later, her boyfriend died in hospital.

*  *  *

Rauch and Marion got back to the station at about 4.30 a.m. They parked the squad car in the garage and, deciding they could still get a few hours’ sleep, headed home on foot. Rauch could feel his fever rising as he walked, his throat felt raw and painful. When he mentioned this to Marion, she suggested he come up to her place for a while so she could make a honey and lemon toddy for his throat. Rauch accepted.

The street was deserted as they walked past the Parc de Bercy, but Rauch had the eerie impression that they were being followed. An irrational feeling that had been nagging him since they left the avenue Daumesnil. Unsure whether to attribute the feeling to his soaring fever or his police instinct, he stopped and wheeled around. Seeing no-one, he turned his attention on the alley they had just passed, which ran at right angles to the street. It was a dimly lit passageway between two tall buildings, no different to dozens of other they had passed.

‘What’s the matter?’ asked Marion, surprised to see him stop and peer into the darkness.

‘I feel like we’re being followed.’

‘Are you sure?’ she said, looking from Rauch to the alleyway.

She could see nothing. She slipped her Glock from its holster.

‘I’ll go check,’ she said, racing towards the alley.

‘Wait for me,’ said Rauch, but Marion did not hear.

He did not have the strength to keep up with her, but drew his service weapon and stumbled after her. He watched as she disappeared into the alley. Several seconds and there was no sign of her.

‘Marion?’ he shouted, slowing a little as he released the safety on his firearm.

There was no response; he shouted again, and when Marion did not answer, he broke into a run. Now he could see the full length of the passageway. He could just make out Marion as she turned and walked towards him, smiling as she holstered her Glock.

‘I think this fever has given you hallucinations. Let’s go back to your place, I’ll take care of you.’

*  *  *

‘Here, drink this. It’ll soothe your throat,’ Marion said handing him the hot toddy she had lovingly prepared.

Lying on the sofa, Rauch took a few sips.

‘Have you got any paracetamol for the fever?’ she asked.

‘Could you check the medicine cabinet? I think there’s a box in there.’

Marion disappeared down the hallway, and returned a minute later with a blister pack.

‘You’ve got a full pack. But if you’re still feeling ill tomorrow, I’ll go to the pharmacy and get some more.’

Rauch took the two tablets and washed them down with a sip of honey and lemon. He lay back on the sofa, shivering.

‘I’m not sure we’re still on the case,’ he said suddenly.

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Three murders . . . it’s possible the investigating magistrate will refer the case to homicide . . .’

Marion stood, looking at him thoughtfully.

‘His principal motive is still sexual,’ she said. ‘The two officers had surprised him and in turn been surprised by him . . .’

‘He’s taunting us,’ Rach said irritably. He was burning up now, and could feel his heart hammering in his temples. ‘He’s deliberately leaving prints and DNA at the crime scenes, he doesn’t care . . . and the attacks have escalated dramatically.’

‘You said it yourself, we’ve got a lot of evidence. The net is tightening. We’re bound to catch him any day now. He can’t keep running, he’ll end up being shot or arrested.’

‘Euvrard wants us to look into the sadomasochistic angle. Do you really honestly think we’re likely to find anything on the S&M scene?’

‘He sees a connection between the restraints and BDSM . . .’ Marion said. ‘Listen, Anthony, you look terrible. You’re completely exhausted. I think the most important thing right now is for you to get some sleep.’

Marion came and sat down next to him, put a cushion on her lap and gestured for Rauch to lie down.

‘Lie down, you’ll be fine. I’ll stay here with you for a while.’

Rauch laid his head on Marion’s lap. She ran her fingers through his hair, gently massaging his scalp. The instant sense of well-being prompted Rauch to allow his eyes to close completely. Marion’s skilful fingers quickly calmed him.

‘I remember my mother stroking my hair like that when I was little . . .’ he said, his eyes still closed. ‘I’d almost forgotten.’

‘Did you like it?’

‘I loved it. Louisa worked a lot, and she was often away, so it was rare for her to tuck me in at night. I was so happy when she put me to bed. More than anything, I loved those minutes she spent stroking my hair.’

‘Why do you still see your mother, when she causes you so much grief, Anthony?’

The words had slipped out before Marion could think. Rauch said nothing but she felt his body tense. She instantly regretted her words, she wanted desperately to go back.

‘I’m sorry . . . I shouldn’t have said that. Forget I even brought it up, tell me what she was like when you were little. I’m genuinely interested,’ she said as Rauch remained silent. ‘I’ve seen photos of her from old court cases; she was very feminine . . . She had nails that were longer than mine.’

‘She’s always insisted on looking feminine,’ said Rauch, without moving his head. ‘It’s a point of principle. She claims that any woman who wants to shatter the glass ceiling has to adopt traditional masculine traits while still remaining attractive. She always kept her fingernails long. I loved the way they felt when she stroked my hair, I never wanted it to stop. I knew that she’d get bored within ten minutes and I always dreaded that moment. Much as I liked her stroking my hair, I never fully appreciated it. I was always mentally counting down to that moment. I only ever half enjoyed it.’

Rauch trailed off. The silence that followed was broken only by the by the faint sound of Marion’s short fingernails as she continued to stroke his head.

‘Just relax, Anthony,’ she whispered. ‘I not going to stop . . . not for a long time. Enjoy, without thinking about anything.’

*  *  *

Rauch was woken at ten o’clock by his phone alarm ringing somewhere in the apartment. It took him a minute to get out of bed, find it, and crawl over to it. Marion was no longer there. He couldn’t tell what time she had left.

He was still running a slight temperature, no more than a hundred degrees. And he felt well enough not to stay at home, something he was reluctant to do given the mountain of work that awaited. He was determined to catch this scumbag. This cop killer, this psychopath.

At 10.30 a.m. he set off for the police station. The weather outside was fine outside, if a little chilly.

From his post some thirty yards away, Alpha watched.

Rauch had not noticed, clearly engrossed in his thoughts and only half awake, obviously. The female cop had left at 6.15 a.m., and Alpha could not help but wonder what the hell they had been doing until then. Was it possible that he could be wrong?

He had followed the woman home; she lived nearby. Alpha hesitated. It was a tempting opportunity, but he was focussed on the gynoid. As dawn was breaking, he crept back to Captain Rauch’s building to wait, with his innate, boundless patience, for the cop to emerge.

He revelled at the thought of this break-in.

He waited for the right moment. It would have been better to work by night; breaking in during the day was risky.

As soon as he was sure he the street was deserted, Alpha scaled the three floors to the gynoid’s apartment, effortlessly finding hand- and footholds, then easily jemmied the window with his screwdriver.

He slipped into the gynoid’s place.

It was a beautiful apartment, charming; cosy. It felt like the home of an ageing bachelor, a little bourgeois, but tasteful. The bastard obviously had money.

It was decorated in shades of black and purple. One whole wall was filled by an impressive collection of DVDs of movies and TV series, the only thing in the apartment that smacked of fun.

Alpha had no desire to linger; he felt repulsed by this miserable life.

He rifled through the medicine cabinet and found nothing. He turned the bathroom upside down, going through every jar, every tube.

Hardly surprising that he would hide it.

He checked the drawers in the bedroom, frantically rummaging through the contents . . .

He checked under the mattress, under the bed.

He went through every kitchen cupboard, opened every box, every suspicious package, searched every nook and cranny before wandering back to the vast living-dining room. It was then that he spotted the escritoire. A magnificent piece of elegantly carved furniture.

He saw the hidden drawer, protected by a lock, and felt foolish that he had not started his search here. But he smiled, because he knew, with absolute certainty, that what he was searching for was in here.

Alpha slipped the thin metal shaft of the screwdriver into the lock, twisted brutally, and with a loud crack, the lock and part of the wood splintered away.

He slipped a hand into the dark space and pulled out a blister pack of Androcur still three-quarters full. There were two other unopened boxes.

*  *  *

Alpha took out a phone he had stolen from a pedestrian the night before while walking to the police station on the avenue Daumesnil.

He launched the camera app. Standing in front of a large antique mirror that hung on the wall of the living room and filmed himself, careful to keep his face out of the shot.

‘This is Alpha. You might have seen some of my earlier videos. If not, I’m pretty sure you’ve heard about me.

‘Right now, I’m in the apartment of one of the senior police officers tasked with arresting me. I broke in.’

Alpha walked around the room, panning the phone camera to focus on the shattered window frame. Then he panned back to show the living room as he continued his voiceover:

‘The officer in question is not here, so I was free to explore the premises to my heart’s content. This is his home.’

Alpha zoomed in on two framed pictures. One showed Rauch with his father, the other was a photo of him with Marion.

‘Anthony Rauch works at Police Judiciaire, Second District, as part of the Serious Sexual Offences Unit nicknamed the “rape squad”. He is a police captain; he has significant responsibilities. Now, take a look at what I found in his house.’

Alpha turned the camera to the splintered drawer, the boxes and the blister pack of Androcur.

‘For those of you who don’t know, Androcur is a drug designed to suppress testosterone production in the men who take it. It’s a drug familiar to sex offenders in many countries where chemical castration is legal.

‘I believe that Anthony Rauch regularly takes Androcur; I believe that Anthony Rauch has chemically castrated himself, and therefore, in all probability, that Anthony Rauch is a sex offender.

‘I am calling on the French authorities to check my claims. To find out whether a sex offender is hiding among the ranks of the police, thereby shaming them all. A simple blood test should be enough to prove that I am telling the truth.’



Anthony

He had few memories of his parents’ divorce. Rare images would sometimes resurface, like the day he happened on his father in the hallway, discreetly wiping tears from his eyes. Was that the first time he had seen his father cry? Had he dreamed it? The image in his mind was crystal clear.

Seeing his son staring at him, the tall figure had stopped and stiffly walked away, turning his back on the boy.

They divorced when Anthony was seven years old; it was Louisa’s idea. He had witnessed few arguments during his childhood. His mother was often working away. He had seen few signs of affection, either. If his parents had shared moments of loving tenderness, Anthony was too young to remember. In the old photographs he later found, he saw them smiling and hugging each other, at parties or on holidays in unfamiliar foreign settings. Most of these had been taken shortly after their wedding and during Anthony’s early childhood.

His father had been in his teens and his mother little more than a girl when Louisa’s mother, a widowed political refugee from Hungary, had got a job working for the Rauch family. His maternal grandmother had worked as a maid for his paternal grandmother. She had brought her daughter when she went to live in the Rauch household.

From what his father had said, he had barely noticed Louisa as a child. But as she blossomed into a young woman, he had been taken by her beauty and her keen intelligence. Louisa already knew what she wanted to be when she grew up. She had no particular interest in money, something her family lacked when they arrived in France; but she was determined to succeed, to shine. She wanted the power to change things. With a twinge of pride, his father told Anthony how he wooed her. At first, Louisa had been indifferent to his advances, but gradually, they had got to know and appreciate each other, and in the end, Joseph had managed to charm the beautiful student. Louisa was twenty when she agreed to marry him. Joseph, at twenty-eight, was already working at Rauch Industries as right-hand man of his grandfather, Anthony.

From what Anthony could tell, Louisa had been the love of his father’s life, a wound that lingered and never truly faded. As for Louisa, she had quickly moved on to other things, probably long before they officially separated. Louisa never actually criticised her ex-husband in front of her son. He had never heard her make a brutal quip, this woman who knew she could mortally wound someone with her words if she chose to.

Anthony’s theory was that she did not hate her former husband; because she had never really loved him. She respected the man; she respected his family. His only flaw was that he was not particularly brilliant. The men she later frequented were all drawn from the elite, whether financial, artistic or political. They were a match for the extraordinary woman that Louisa was fast becoming.

She wished her former husband no ill since she had already far surpassed him: she was a dangerous woman, he, a harmless man.

During the divorce, it was decided that Anthony would live with Louisa and see his father on alternate weekends and for half of the school holidays. Joseph did not protest. He could have fought for custody, he would probably have won, since Louisa found it difficult to care for a child full time. But Joseph worked almost as many hours as Louisa at that time, and believed his son would have been more upset at being separated from his mother than from him.

In theory, he was right.

*  *  *

Louisa took her son and moved from the family home in Neuilly-sur-Seine to a large apartment in the ninth arrondissement.

Louisa did not fight for alimony of any kind; from the first, she ruled out the idea and never regretted her decision. The only payment she accepted was child support, to cover the cost of a live-in nanny to care for her son, something she felt was essential, given her long working hours.

*  *  *

It was difficult to remember just how beautiful his mother had been back then; she was truly something. She was brilliant, radiant and had a sense of humour that was more masculine than feminine. Few of Louisa Rauch’s contemporaries had the charisma or allure to rival her. Many men were drawn to her. And although she was drawn to few men, she could make all of them believe that she saw something it them; that if they gave their all, they might eventually win her love.

Louisa did not care whether men were handsome. She was charmed by genius. By charisma, by conviction. She could be won over by a man of slender means who was passionate in what he said and did. She was not looking for a man who complemented her, she wanted to find an alter ego. One who was perhaps a few years her senior. One who could lead her to undiscovered countries and be by her side as she fulfilled her chosen destiny.

As a prominent political left-wing figure, Louisa was at the heart of the Parisian intelligentsia. Her friends included artists, painters, musicians, filmmakers, playwrights, actors and actresses. And politicians. There were endless dinner parties. Social engagements, receptions, weekends spent in country houses, to which Anthony would sometimes accompany her. For Louisa, there were never enough hours in the day, never enough days in the week. She longed to sink her teeth into life, to devour all before her.

Her law chambers continued to flourish, not just financially but in terms of its prestige. A politically committed lawyer, she often defended the oppressed; sometimes pro bono. Her reward was media coverage, the one thing she coveted.

She won more and more cases, thanks to meticulous preparatory work, and with a razor-sharp tongue that made its mark in open court. She secured acquittals in cases many considered open-and-shut. She had an eye for legal loopholes. Before long, she was the talk of Paris. Important people came to trust her, despite her youth. Albert Merlin, a fabulously wealthy if disreputable businessman asked to meet with her. For years, he had been bedevilled by a court case involving sulphates leaching into soils. By the end of their first meeting, he had decided to dismiss Henri Lebarne, a leading lawyer, to be represented by this headstrong young woman. Her victory in Merlin’s case catapulted her to a level of stardom from which she never waned. Three decades later, Louisa was still one of Albert Merlin’s most trusted advocates. The billionaire once told the press: ‘Louisa Rauch is among the three people who have most impressed me in my professional life, and I say this having met some of the most powerful people in this world. She is much more than a valuable advisor; she is my friend.’

*  *  *

After the divorce, Louisa had been discreet about her private life, at least as far as Anthony was concerned. For more than two years, he did not meet anyone who might be a potential lover.

Not that his mother taken a vow of chastity. She had a passion for seduction and her love life was much more fulfilled than it had been. Looking back, it was clear that she was simply discreet about such matters when it came to her son, and had decided not to bring another man into his life for some time.

One Sunday, Louisa organised a lunch. It was a catered affair, with waiters in white gloves and silver service. She was expecting a mysterious guest.

The man who rang the doorbell was in his forties. He was tall and thin with thick, greying hair and magnificent white teeth which dazzled one when he smiled. His eyes were warm and intelligent, and he had a mischievous twinkle. He seemed like a nice man.

Pierre-Yves Sully bent down to shake Anthony’s hand and took a lively interest in the boy. Louisa then took him on a guided tour of the apartment, and, once again, he showed a keen interest in the various rooms. When they came to Anthony’s bedroom, Sully sat on the bed and listened as the boy told him about where he lived and his favourite toys. Anthony had Star Wars posters and collected action figures. Louisa told him that Pierre-Yves was a film director, who made real movies. Anthony was fascinated, although at the time he knew nothing about the workings of the film industry. Louisa left them alone for a moment, claiming she was going to check how things were going in the kitchen. Pierre-Yves carried on his conversation with Anthony, patiently and respectfully listening as though genuinely interested in what the boy was saying. They talked about comics, about monsters, about the world of George Lucas. The sophisticated director of radical, edgy films was not remotely condescending to the boy.

Pierre-Yves told Anthony that he had a seventeen-year-old daughter, but said he did not often see her since she lived in Germany with her mother, an actress he had once been in love with. He told the boy that he lived in a huge house called La Chênaie, with a lake, a tennis court, a large swimming pool, a woodland area and a huge lawn.

Lunch went off without a hitch, the mood was light and the grown-ups laughed easily. Anthony quickly realised that the two already knew each other well and the purpose of this lunch was to for him to get to know Pierre-Yves. Louisa flirted coquettishly with the man, never going too far, but never seeming ingenuous. She hung on his every word and devoured him with her eyes, with a hunger Anthony had never seen before.

*  *  *

At that time, Pierre-Yves was editing his new film, A Thirst for Darkness. The producers had high hopes for the film, which they hoped to submit for competition at Cannes Film Festival, which meant that the post-production deadline was very short.

Cannes Film Festival was almost Sully’s second home. More than any French filmmaker of his generation, his films received a warm, unanimous reception from critics and festival-goers. During the brief period when he had worked writing screenplays with more experienced directors, Sully had won Best Screenplay. A few years later, now a director, he had won the ‘Un Certain Regard’ prize. Later, he had won Best Director. A few years afterwards, he had won the Jury Prize and his most recent film had won the Grand Prix. He lacked only the Palme d’Or, the most prestigious award in world cinema.

Cannes very rarely awarded a director a prize less prestigious than one he had previously received, so everyone was aware that Sully would either go home with the Palme d’Or, or with nothing. Sully was convinced that A Thirst for Darkness might finally to bring him the ultimate accolade.

The film was completed on time and chosen for the Official Selection. As he did every year, Sully spent the whole fortnight in Cannes, mixing business with pleasure. His had his usual suite reserved as the most beautiful hotel in Cannes, with a breathtaking view over La Croisette. He would get up every day at eleven, scan the international papers over breakfast for reviews of the films screened the previous day, then head out for a lavish lunch. He spent his afternoons at professional meetings, before going back to his suite to change for the last screening. Dressed in the customary black tie, he would attend the screening with producers or friends, and afterwards they would all go for dinner. The evening was invariably rounded off by a visit to one – or several – parties. The whole point of being in Cannes was to wangle an invitation to these parties, ideally to the most opulent. Pierre-Yves had no need to beg for invitations; quite the contrary. He was invited to the most exclusive soirées, he knew every yacht in the bay, every mansion in the hills; he drank champagne with Hollywood celebrities, was on first-name terms with the greatest stars from France and around the world.

He had suggested that Louisa join him. He had even insisted; he wanted the woman he loved by his side for the screening of his film, longed to hold her hand as the great and the good of the film industry discovered his latest work. Without her, he said, Cannes was tedious, he thought about her constantly, he wanted to spend time with her, to introduce her to people.

Dropping everything she had to do, Louisa had caught a flight to join him on the second Wednesday of the festival so that, together, they could attend the screening of A Thirst for Darkness. Pierre-Yves presented her with a designer dress for the occasion and arranged for the loan of some dazzling, priceless jewellery. That evening, Louisa mounted the steps of the Palais des Festivals on the arm of the director, surrounded by the crew. Flashbulbs crackled as they passed. They were the perfect couple: he as a louche, tortured artist, she as a lioness about to devour the world. The film was scheduled for general release on the same night as the Cannes premiere. The ovation that greeted the end of screening was a triumph. The reviews the next morning were raves: Pierre-Yves Sully was praised for his incomparable direction of a team of exceptional actors – he had always been an actor’s director. He had an extraordinary flair for casting, bringing together actors from very different backgrounds – from veterans of the theatre or of art-house cinema, or an actress known for appearing in romcoms who was eager to prove herself, sometimes even amateurs with no previous experience. But in the end, Sully always manged to put himself in the spotlight. Festival-goers raved about his ‘social consciousness’, his ability to highlight the real ills of the common people in an oppressive society.

The French box-office receipts for the first weekend were disappointing. While the darling of the international festivals, Sully had never been a box-office success. The distributor, who had initially been optimistic, revised his projected figures for the run. Although a Palm d’Or would boost ticket sales, the budget for the film had been steep and it seemed unlikely that it would recoup its costs.

While, when talking to journalists, Pierre-Yves Sully was happy to don the mantle of the artiste, uninterested in squalid commercial considerations, in private, he was very different. He was furious at being snubbed by the general public, and would sometimes fly into a black rage with his partners and those closest to him. He wanted it all. While commercial directors dreamed of raves reviews and prestigious prizes, this multi-award-winning director dreamed of crowds thronging to cinemas to see his films.

*  *  *

The jury would award the prizes on Sunday; Sullys’ producers were confident, since festival officials had asked them to stay. Pierre-Yves suggested that Louisa bring Anthony down for the weekend. It would give them an opportunity to bond and would be a memorable event for the boy. So, Anthony flew to Cannes with his nanny, Hélène. At the awards ceremony, he sat between his mother and her lover. Prizes were handed out to the other film crews in attendance. The ceremony was drawing to a close, Sully and his producers exchanged knowing glances and, as expected, the president of the jury announced that the Palme d’Or had been awarded to A Thirst for Darkness.

There were cheers of joy and much hugging and kissing before Sully ran to the stage, flashing his dazzling smile, to accept the award. He warmly thanked the jury for the honour they had done him, he thanked the cast and crew for their patience and support; he thanked life itself, for its extraordinary beauty, while admitting it could be brutal and cruel to many, like the characters in his film; lastly, he said, he wanted to thank a woman in the audience, for being there . . .

The party that followed went on until dawn, and would remain etched on the memories of all the guests. Louisa was at the heart of the celebrations, as queen consort to the new king of world cinema. Utterly at ease, she dazzled the assembled company. Anthony was at the party too, and spent much of the evening and night playing tag with the children of cast members and crew.

That evening, he witnessed two major events: drunk on Salmanazars of champagne, on victory and on love, Pierre-Yves Sully asked his beloved to marry him. And to the cheers of the guests, she said yes.

Then, some hours later, the director almost became a widower before his wedding when Anthony’s mother almost died. Everyone was sitting around a table, sipping champagne and laughing when Louisa suddenly began to flail her arms, waving frantically, her face flushed crimson, unable to utter a word. She was choking. Anthony had often heard her talk about how food sometimes ‘went down the wrong way’ when she was younger. It was something she was prone to, and Louisa sometimes joked that she she’d die at home alone. The guests tonight were of no help, they had no idea what was happening, and Louisa almost died surrounded by people. Thankfully, Pierre-Yves could see his beloved was in distress, he pushed his way through the crowd, and performed the Heimlich manoeuvre. A forceful push below the sternum dislodged the blockage which landed on the tablecloth. Louisa inhaled, a deep, ragged breath and hugged her saviour.

Sometime around three o’clock in the morning, Anthony fell asleep on a bench.

*  *  *

Eager to be married, the two set off for the Seychelles in June where they had planned an intimate wedding on the beach followed by a two-week honeymoon.

Anthony, meanwhile, went to stay with his father at the house in Neuilly-sur-Seine for the first weeks of the school holidays.

Talking to Louisa on the phone one day, she bluntly announced that the two of them would be spending the rest of the summer holidays at La Chênaie. They would not go back to Paris until the new school term, and, in the meantime, his mother would arrange to have everything shipped down to Pierre-Yves’ house.

When the holidays were over, she explained, either she and Pierre-Yves would buy a larger apartment in Paris, or they would all move to La Chênaie and Anthony would be enrolled in a new school.

*  *  *

When he first arrived at La Chênaie, Anthony was spellbound. Pierre-Yves had not exaggerated, it was a magnificent estate. The former owners had been keen hunters, and the mansion overlooked a vast expanse of woodland. There was a lake, whose limpid waters promised swimming and boat trips. A sizeable area of the grounds had been cleared to serve as a helicopter pad for guests who came to spend the weekend. Pierre-Yves liked to mow the vast lawns himself, riding a huge lawn mower, shirtless or in swimming trunks, lulled by the sound of the engine. Or practice his golf swing on a two-hundred metre driving range. Or play football with his friends.

The house was an artful combination of the rustic with contemporary furnishings. There were countless guest rooms. Pierre-Yves had created an office for himself, with picture windows that overlooked the grounds, there was an impressive library crammed with thousands of books and, in the basement, a games room with a billiard table, a pinball machine and a few vintage arcade games that were old-fashioned but fun.

Reluctantly, Louisa decided to allow herself two more weeks holiday at La Chênaie, during the last fortnight of July. In theory, so that she could spend some time with her son, although they saw very little of each other. Anthony spent most of his time with Hélène, his live-in nanny, while his mother and stepfather welcomed an endless stream of guests – artists, intellectuals and politicians – who were entertained in lavish style. Over banquets that went on for hours, they put the world to rights, drank into the early hours to the sound of music and laughter and, when morning came, they started all over again. Pierre-Yves seemed to have an inexhaustible wine cellar, and drugs of various kinds circulated openly. Anthony would observe these people who seemed to be from a different world. He would sit around the pool in the afternoons, while they lay on loungers and basked in the sun.

Pierre-Yves was considerate. He paid Anthony rather more attention than his mother did. He set aside time every day so that they could get to know each other, and his stepfather asked Anthony about his life and shared his worldly wisdom. They became firm friends while spending time together in the games room. Pierre-Yves was a games enthusiast, he liked to laugh, and used the games room as a way to clear his mind. Later, he took to giving his stepson a book to read every week, and a movie to watch every day. The following day, he would ask Anthony for his opinion of the film. But the boy never felt intimidated, Pierre-Yves never talked down to him, and his comments were always given in the spirit of encouragement. He was a man of extraordinary charisma with the presence and eloquence a guru. When he spent time with Anthony, the boy felt as though someone was genuinely listening. Pierre-Yves’s piercing gaze and the warmth of his voice were hypnotic. Having always been a reticent child, Anthony had never confided much in a grown-up. While he had to his parents, neither had shown any particular interest in his innermost feelings.

The first play Sully gave him to read was Alexandre Dumas’ Antony, explaining that his next film would be a modern adaptation for which he was working on the screenplay. He said that it was his meeting the boy that had inspired the choice. Without explicitly  saying so, he made Anthony feel that he had inspired him – not just because he shared a name with Dumas’ hero, but because of his personality. He called Anthony ‘special’, a word he mentioned often. Besides being a handsome boy, he was intelligent and possessed of uncommon sensitivity.

Pierre-Yves did not have a son of his own, fate had so decided. Had he been blessed with a son, he said, he would have wished for someone exactly like his stepson. He did not see much of his daughter anymore, and this left a gaping void in his heart. He hoped that he and Anthony would become close, and that the boy might help to fill that void.

At that time, Anthony felt no resentment towards the man who had taken his father’s role. In fact, he came to love the man. Not more than he loved his father, but differently. More like a friend, a confidant, a role model. Since marrying Pierre-Yves, his mother was a different woman. She was happy. In early August, Louisa returned to work, commuting between La Chênaie and Paris.

Anthony stayed on at the magnificent estate with Pierre-Yves, who was also gradually getting back to work, spending his mornings co-writing his new screenplay with a collaborator who came every morning him from 9 a.m. to 1 p.m. and sometimes stayed for lunch.

*  *  *

The first curious incident was when Hélène was fired. Under circumstances that gradually faded from Anthony’s memory. While the events that followed were forever engraved on his memory, many of the initial details were very vague. Anthony could remember being surprised when it happened, as was Hélène, who left in floods of tears. Even Louisa, who made the decision, did not seem entirely convinced.

Accusations that Hélène had been rummaging in the Pierre-Yves’ office – his holy of holies! – and even stolen items served as a pretext. But Pierre-Yves had long since had the young woman in his sights; he did not like her, and considered her role superfluous. The idea of a employing a nanny was something he considered bourgeois: he firmly believed a child should be raised by its parents.

Being overloaded with work, Louisa did not have time to raise her son, but Pierre-Yves persuaded her that in the year he planned to spend writing the screenplay before the film went into production, he could spend time with the boy. He wanted to get closer to his stepson, he said, and the holidays offered an ideal time. When term started, Anthony would be sent off to school, he argued, and the boy could regularly spend weekends with his father. Pierre-Yves’ housekeeper, Lorraine, already helped out with the cooking and cleaning, and the gardener took care of the upkeep of the house. Louisa listened to her Pierre-Yves, she trusted him completely and decided not to question his judgment. In the years that followed, Anthony initially chose to believe that his mother had been blinded by her husband’s intellect; later, he realised it was simple apathy.

*  *  *

Anthony was bored during his first weeks at La Chênaie. He spent much of his time in the pool but, although a solitary boy, he quickly found the fact that he had no-one to play with overwhelming. In early August, the atmosphere at La Chênaie changed dramatically: the constant bustle of guests and noisy dinner parties gave way to an almost monastic silence. Lorraine spent her days in the kitchen, Louisa was working in Paris, while Pierre-Yves devoted his time to brooding over his new screenplay.

The master of the house had rather overstated his involvement in Anthony’s daily routine. The child scarcely saw him in the morning – barely glimpsing him through the windows of his office, sitting next to his co-writer, or gesticulating dramatically as he paced up and down. Anthony knew he was not to disturb his stepfather during these writing sessions. So the boy would get up at about nine thirty, have breakfast alone, and then go down to the swimming pool, where he would splash around until the sun became too hot; on other days, he would wander into the woodland, playing at being a pirate or an adventurer, tracking wild animals that existed only in his head.

He often ate lunch alone, when his stepfather’s writing sessions ran over. Afterwards, he would hole up somewhere – usually in his bedroom – and wait for the sweltering heat to die down. Though he was living in a little piece of paradise, the boy had never truly felt at home.

There was no aerial connected to the television, nothing to watch but Pierre-Yves’ collection of classic films on DVD, which proved a little boring for a boy his age, as were the books he found in the library. Anthony preferred to read the comics he had brought from their old apartment. While Anthony diligently read the books assigned to him by his stepfather, he did so out of a sense of respect, and because he looked forward to the fascinating conversations they prompted, which often digressed to life lessons.

Although the afternoons were set aside to allow Pierre-Yves to rest, he never really stopped working. He stayed holed up in his office, reading, making phone calls, scowling as he wandered around the house, engrossed in his thoughts, watching snippets of films . . . Anthony did not feel he could interrupt without disturbing his stepfather.

But Pierre-Yves set aside some time every day to talk to the boy. He was not interested in the everyday, he talked about arts, about Anthony’s plans for his future, about his mother, his father. They would sit together in the library, or go for long walks through the grounds of the mansion. At such times, Pierre-Yves was a different man, he was forthright, smiling, never boring. Anthony felt as though the great director really listened to him.

Sometimes, after these long conversations, Pierre-Yves would take the boy to the tennis courts so they could let off steam. He was eager to teach his stepson the one sport at which he excelled; Anthony flailed and missed most of the shots, but once again, Pierre-Yves proved very patient.

Later he would run a bath for Anthony, and sometimes help him wash.

Once the boy had changed into his pyjamas, Pierre-Yves would heat up a supper that Lorraine had prepared, remind him to brush his teeth afterwards, then put him to bed. He liked Anthony to be in bed before his mother came home from work at around nine o’clock, though as the weeks passed, she arrived home later and later. Louisa would still come to see her son, sit on the edge of his bed and kiss him goodnight. Usually, Anthony managed to ward off sleep so he could wait for her; sometimes he would doze off and wake when he felt her stroking his hair.

*  *  *

‘People wouldn’t understand . . .’

*  *  *

‘. . . you’re such a special boy, so handsome, so intelligent. You have such a beautiful face, such beautiful hair . . .’

*  *  *

‘I love you too much. I love you just as much as I love your mother. You’ve seen how happy she is with me. Don’t mention anything to her. It’ll be our little secret, okay? We would be separated . . .’

He remembered the first time with razor-sharp clarity, unlike the days and weeks that preceded it, which had long since blurred into a series of vague impressions.

He could still see the bathtub. Could still feel the warm water almost thirty years later. Could still hear Pierre-Yves’ words, see his face looming close, the false kindness, what Anthony did not yet recognise as manipulation.

Pierre-Yves liked to be naked at home. At first, Anthony barely noticed; it was a very different time, and such things were a part of his very free way of life. Pierre-Yves was utterly natural, there was no prurience in his behaviour.

The night it first happened Anthony was already paddling in his bath when Pierre-Yves appeared, naked, and asked if he could join him. He needed to relax. So Anthony moved up to make some room. It was August 9. Pierre-Yves had often helped bath the boy and had never done anything inappropriate. Nor had Anthony ever noticed any strange looks, but he was too young to do so.

Pierre-Yves sat silently behind the boy for a while. Then he shifted closer, splashed water on the boy’s back and started to wash him.

Suddenly Anthony felt the man’s hand grab his penis and squeeze. Vigorously. He felt the hand slide under his testicles, then grasp his penis again. Anthony was scared. He knew that what was happening was wrong, but he did not truly understand what it was.

Pierre-Yves whispered into his ear, told him to sit still, said that he loved him, that he was the most wonderful boy in all the world. Anthony could feel something stiff behind him, brushing against him, he could hear the lapping of the water.

The boy offered no resistance, he simply choked back his tears. After a few minutes he felt something warm on his back, but did not know what it was. Sully washed it away, he hugged and kissed his stepson, then, telling him that this was their secret, he lifted him out of the bath and dressed him.

*  *  *

Although his mother was late back from work that night, Anthony was still awake when she came and sat on his bed. He dared not tell her anything. He did not have the words, since he did not really understand what Pierre-Yves had done. Above all, he felt an overwhelming sense of shame. ‘You need to keep it a secret, people wouldn’t understand.’ These words went round and round inside his head.

*  *  *

Over the next two days, Pierre-Yves was in a good mood. He was more attentive to Anthony than ever. Happy to spend time with him, lavishing him with affection.

‘I love you so much, son; more than life itself. The whole world is waiting for me to make a new film, but I’d rather spend my time with you.’

As Louisa’s workload increased, her trips home to La Chênaie became more erratic. Sometimes, when work ran later, she would stay the night in Paris, in their old apartment. Pierre-Yves took advantage of her absence to slip into Anthony’s room. The boy was fast asleep when he felt his stepfather crawl into bed and curl up beside him. When he started to struggle, Pierre-Yves held him firmly.

‘Don’t move, son,’ he whispered, his hot breath reeking of alcohol and tobacco. ‘Just let it happen.’

His gripped Anthony’s penis and the loathsome embrace began again.

‘In a way, it’s your fault, the effect you have on me,’ said Pierre-Yves before dipping his head beneath the sheets.

In Anthony’s memory the rest of the night was a complete blank. He was present without being present, overcome by a feeling of terror unlike anything he had ever known before. The following morning, Pierre-Yves once again warned him not to say anything. That they would both get into trouble. He told the boy he loved him and would do anything to protect him. Anthony’s fear, which had begun to abate, now became a yawning void of dread and terror that never went away anymore. Joined with a feeling of guilt. Was it his fault him that his stepfather had done this? Pierre-Yves was usually so kind, so attentive, would this man, was so revered and admired by others, really lie to him?

‘If you say anything, we’ll both be in trouble and it will be your fault.’

Your fault. The words drummed in the boy’s head.

‘It’s your fault that I can’t control myself,’ he would say.

Anthony would try to push him off, but his stepfather insisted. He would become angry and sullen when he did not get his way, and the boy would relent. At other times, he would be sweet and kind. Pierre-Yves was a master of manipulation.

Anthony felt sickened and repulsed by his stepfather’s assaults, which continued until the end of the holidays. When the boy was allowed to spend time at his father’s house, he said nothing about what had happened. During weekends at La Chênaie, Pierre-Yves never left Louisa’s side, so that Anthony had little time alone with his mother. Besides, he was too terrified to speak. And too ashamed.

When Anthony started to wet the bed again, Pierre-Yves never reproached him. On nights when Louisa did not come home, Anthony would like awake for hours, dreading the sound of Pierre-Yves’ footsteps. He could not carry on much longer . . .

*  *  *

‘We’ve found a private school nearby,’ his mother told him, ‘We won’t be going back to Paris. Pierre-Yves and I have talked it over . . . Working in the city doesn’t suit him. He needs peace and quiet. His films take time to develop, you understand that, but he’s an artist. We all need to make sacrifices. I hate having to spend so much time away working, I long to come home to the man I love. The men I love . . .’

She smiled at him as she corrected herself, her voice gentle and affectionate.

‘Pierre-Yves and I feel that things worked out quite well this summer. He looked after you, and he enjoyed getting to know you and all the time you spent together. He really cares about you. He’s always telling me what a wonderful, intelligent boy you are. He has a few more months’ work to do on the screenplay, so he’ll be able to look after you. Especially when my workload means I have to stay in Paris overnight.

‘Why are you crying, darling?’

Lying in his bed, Anthony had been sobbing for several minutes in his bed, but Louisa had only just noticed. The room was lit only by the faint glow of the nightlight. Louisa, dressed in a black suit, was sitting on the edge of the bed.

‘I don’t want to stay here . . .’ Anthony said hesitantly.

The effort had been excruciating, but he had finally said the words.

‘What do you mean? Why not?

The sight of the tears streaming down her son’s cheeks forced Louisa from what, until now, had been a monologue rather than a conversation. She turned to Anthony and studied his face. She asked what was wrong.

‘Tell me,’ she said. ‘People move house all the time. When I was little, I moved with my parents to a different country. What’s the matter, darling, has something happened?’

Anthony nodded almost imperceptibly. There was a silence.

‘If you don’t tell me, how can I help?’ his mother said, a little impatiently.

The boy hesitated for a moment, then took a deep breath. He turned onto his side, reached under the bed and took out some sheets of paper. He sat up and stared at the pages before giving them to his mother.

Louisa took the drawings and studied them, bewildered.

‘What are these? Who’s this? And who’s this?’

‘That’s me . . .’ Anthony said softly, pointing at the drawing. ‘And that’s Pierre-Yves . . .’

‘What the . . .’ Louisa almost snapped, but she stopped herself.

She peered at the page in the dim glow of the lamp. It was in a childish drawing, but neatly executed. The genitals of both figures were visibly exaggerated. The arched positions were clearly identifiable.

‘Are you both naked?’ asked Louisa.

She gazed at her son for a moment, then studied the drawings more carefully. As she did so, a look of pain spread over her face.

‘What happened?’ she asked him insistently. ‘Why did you draw this?’

‘You won’t tell Pierre-Yves, will you?’ Anthony said fretfully.

‘Tell him what?’

She took his arm, urging him to tell her. In this moment, the woman who had always been so distant with her son was giving him her undivided attention. She was listening to him. Perhaps for the first time. Her eyes were wide in horror at what she thought she knew but needed to hear said aloud.

To Anthony, his mother had never been so beautiful. One side of her face was in shadow, the other was lit by the warm glow of the small lamp. She was gazing at him.

‘Has he touched you?’

‘Yes.’

‘With your clothes off?’

‘Yes.’

Louisa asked him a series of questions, attempting to gauge the seriousness of the situation. At every question, Anthony nodded faintly. Louisa faltered, almost imperceptibly. She looked faint, and raised her hand as though begging her son to stop.

‘You wait here . . .’ she said. ‘Put your pyjamas on, get back into bed and wait for me.’ She got to her feet and left the room.

Anthony climbed back into bed and lay there, not knowing where his mother had gone. He could still hear her close by, probably in the bathroom. He was petrified and yet, strangely, he felt relieved.

When Louisa reappeared, her face was wet and streaked. She had done her best to regain her composure.

‘You were right to tell me,’ she said. ‘We’ll talk about this tomorrow. Now you just get some sleep, and don’t worry about anything.’

She walked over the bed, tucked him in, kissed him on the forehead and the cheek. Then she left the bedroom.

It took Anthony a long time to fall asleep. He was terrified that he might hearing screams, or that his stepfather might appear. But nothing happened; the night was calm.

*  *  *

The following morning, Anthony was surprised to find Louisa was up and waiting for him in the kitchen, sipping a cup of black tea. She made breakfast for him herself, despite the fact that Lorraine was there. Louisa reassured him that she would not be going to work today, then sat down at the table as he ate his cereal. Neither said a word. Louisa stared out the window, cradling her cup with both hands. It was warm out and the weather was magnificent.

When Anthony had finished breakfast, Louisa told him to get dressed and meet her out in the garden where there was a table and some chairs.

Fifteen minutes later, Anthony came out to find his mother and, as he passed the office window, he noticed Pierre-Yves and his co-writer, busy working on the screenplay.

He found Louisa sitting on a white wrought-iron chair, bathed in dazzling sunlight. She sat with her back to the sun, and gestured for Anthony to sit facing her. Then, her voice grave but gentle, she said:

‘You wouldn’t tell me a lie, would you? You promise that what you told me last night was true . . .’

‘Yes. Pierre-Yves made me swear not to tell anyone.’

Louisa showed no sign of emotion as she continued.

‘Did he ever hurt you?’

‘Sometimes.’

Anthony told her where and how Pierre-Yves had hurt him. Louisa asked a series of detailed, almost clinical questions. Anthony told her about the abuse, described her husband’s genitals, the things that he had done, and how he had manipulated Anthony.

Louisa wanted to know everything, she was dispassionate, she did not contradict her son but listened to his answers. When the she finished her cross-examination, she stood up and hugged her son. She did not cry. She cradled his face with her hands, looked into his eyes and said: ‘This will never happen again. Now, you need to get some rest, you don’t need to think about this anymore, alright?’

The boy nodded and she took his hand and together they walked back to the house. She suggested that Anthony stay outside and go wait for her by the car. The boy did as he was told, anxiously waiting for what seemed like hours. When Louisa reappeared, she was carrying two small suitcases packed with some of their things. Quickly, but without losing her composure, she tossed the suitcases into the boot and told Anthony to sit in the back seat.

As she got behind the wheel, Anthony saw Pierre-Yves emerge from the house. He was wearing only shorts and sandals. He did not seem angry, merely puzzled; he walked quickly, waving to them. He seemed to be saying something, but his words were inaudible. Louisa ignored him and calmly turned the car around. Then she suddenly accelerated and the car sped down the long tree-lined driveway. Anthony could not help but look back. In the distance, he saw the receding figure of Pierre-Yves, standing, watching them leave.

Thirty years later, this image of Pierre-Yves through the rear windshield was still crystal clear in his memory.

Anthony never saw him again.

*  *  *

The following morning, Anthony woke up alone in his mother’s apartment. He padded out in his pyjamas and found her eating breakfast at the kitchen table.

Louisa did not say anything, but she let Anthony turn on the television so he could watch cartoons. Instead, what appeared was a news flash reporting the death of ‘the renowned director Pierre-Yves Sully’ at his country home.

Dumbfounded, Anthony turned to looked at his mother. She was staring impassively at the screen.

According to the reporter, the body had been discovered that morning by the gardener, who had been picking up a trail of bottles and items of clothing that led down to the lake. The corpse was floating on the water.

Some days later, an autopsy would reveal that Pierre-Yves Sully had drowned. There was water in his lungs, and the alcohol level in his bloodstream was very high. The director had been drinking and decided to take a midnight swim while alone at La Chênaie. Relatives and friends admitted that Pierre-Yves was a little too fond of drink. There was much speculation in the media as to whether the death was an accident or suicide. Since no note had been found, it was generally agreed that it had been an accident.

Pierre-Yves Sully died at the age of forty-three, at the height of his fame, and his life and career quickly became a legend, one that endured to this day.

After the news flash, Anthony saw Louisa put the phone back in its cradle: she had left it off the hook all night. Almost immediately, it rang.

She spent the day driving back and forth to La Chênaie. She spoke to the police, and made numerous phone calls. Anthony did not set foot outside the apartment that weekend.

At some point, he’d tried to talk to his mother, to get some answers. Decades later, he could no longer remember how he had tried to broach the subject, but he clearly remembered her reaction. Louisa had crouched down beside him, laid her hands on his son’s shoulders. She was supremely self-confident; she knew what should be done:

‘Listen, Anthony, what happened to you is in the past. You need to forget about it. I don’t want you to tell anyone, not even your father, do you understand? I’ll deal with it. It’s best that no-one else knows. And you and I will never talk about it again.’

At that time, Anthony believed his mother’s words, and did as she told him.

For many years, the subject was never mentioned.
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The worst day of his life.

Rauch thought the worst day of his life had come and gone a long time ago. But perhaps not.

Everything he had worked so hard to build had been based on subterfuge, and now he had been exposed for all to see, and there was no way out.

Had Alpha been able to profit from his video, he would have been rich. It quickly went viral.

Since, unlike his other videos, it showed no violence, it spread across every social network and was picked up and broadcast by the TV news channels. Images from Anthony Rauch’s previous appearances on television were show alongside Alpha’s video, and within hours, the captain was famous in France and around the world.

Rauch had often thought about what might happen if he were unmasked. He knew he might be fired from his job, but fundamentally, there was little risk. He had broken no laws by taking the medication, and the police – like many institutions – preferred to deal with any problems internally, behind closed doors.

It had never occurred to Rauch that he would be publicly exposed like this. The media baying for his blood. Tar and feathers. Everyone in the world with an internet connection could discover his most private, most shameful secret.

He was working in his office when the news came in. The video had been reported by people who had seen it, then a phone call from the Ministry of the Interior alerted Commandant Euvrard that a new video was circulating online. No sooner had he hung up than he received an email containing a link.

Euvrard strode down the corridors, roaring, summoning all the members of the brigade to meet in his office. He wanted everyone to watch the video together; only a few officers were missing, including Marion.

Euvrard sat in front of his computer as the officers lined up in a semicircle behind him. The commander clicked on the link, set the video to full screen and turned up the volume.

It took a moment before Rauch realised what was happening.

He recognised his living-room mirror and the reflect area of his apartment.

‘Right now, I’m in the apartment of one of the senior police officers tasked with arresting me. I broke in.’

‘That’s my apartment . . .’ Rauch said, feeling his blood run cold.

‘Shit, he’s right! I recognise it!’ said Théo, dumbfounded.

The other officers started asking questions.

‘FOR GOD’S SAKE, SHUT UP!’ barked Commandant Euvrard, who was in shock. ‘We can’t hear what he’s saying!’

The camera moved through Rauch’s living room. Alpha focussed on two framed photos, referred to Rauch by his name and rank; he knew his target only too well.

Then he approached the drawer. He filmed the drugs. The Androcur.

‘Sex offenders . . . chemical castration . . . a simple blood test . . . targeted research . . . shame of every serving police officer . . .’

Rauch felt the ground give way under him. The walls seemed to be closing in, then retreating, they looked like they were quaking, or perhaps he was quaking.

For a split second that seemed to last forever, la Poire heard Alpha’s words ricochet inside his skull, like a ping-pong ball being shaken in a jar.

It felt like a dolly zoom. Images from that summer in La Chênaie flickered into Rauch’s mind. At the time, he had often talked about Jaws, a film he loved, and Pierre-Yves had explained the secret behind the famous shot where Roy Scheider, sitting on a deckchair on the beach, first spots the shark. He had placed the boy in a desk chair with wheels, handed him a 16mm camera on, then as he slowly pushed the chair forward to create a dolly shot, he told Anthony to zoom out. What the boy saw through the viewfinder was strange and unsettling. ‘Hitchcock was the first director to use the dolly zoom in Vertigo’, Pierre-Yves explained, ‘to simulate James Stewart’s fear of heights’.

Now Rauch felt trapped in a terrifying dolly zoom. Surrounded by officers, all staring at the computer monitor.

Any second now they would turn to look at him. They would see him for what he was.

‘What’s he talking about, Anthony?’

Theo was staring at him in disbelief.

Still sitting at his desk, Commandant Euvrard looked Rauch up and down, as though seeing him for the first time.

‘I’ve no idea,’ said Rauch dully.

He was sweating under his clothes. But, by some miracle, he was still on his feet. Determined not to go under, like a swimmer on the open sea.

Finally, he pulled himself together and suggested the obvious course of action.

‘We need to get over to my apartment, right, Commandant?’

‘Right,’ said Euvrard, getting to his feet. ‘We need to get there fast! Come on, all of you. Anthony, give Théo your keys.’

‘Why?’ said Rauch nervously.

‘Because I’m telling you to. And because they’re going on ahead; you’re coming with me!’

*  *  *

As soon as Rauch climbed into the car and closed his door, Euvrard grabbed him by the collar and slammed him against the window.

‘What the fuck is going on?’ he roared, his expression livid.

Rauch sat, motionless, silent, and eventually the commandant relaxed his grip.

‘Tell me! I can see you’re shitting yourself – what’s going to happen if we do this blood test?’

Still Rauch said nothing. Tears welled in his eyes, and he turned away but he struggled to contain them.

‘Anthony, are you taking Androcur?’ Euvrard yelled at the silent officer. ‘Why on earth would you take that shit? Look at me when I’m talking to you!’

Euvrard grabbed Rauch’s jaw and forced him to turn and face him. Rauch stop struggling and roared:

‘YES, I’M TAKING IT! I’m taking it!’

And as he said the word, he turned and glared at the commandant.

Slowly, Euvrard let go and slumped back in his seat, staring at Rauch, wide-eyed. Both men were panting for breath.

‘But why? Why would you take it, it’s for nonces . . .’ Euvrard’s voice was quieter and more worried, ‘. . . are you one of them?’

‘You’ve got everything you possibly could on me, you’ve got my DNA, my fingerprints, if there was anything to know, you’d have known long ago.’

‘So, why? Do you want to become a woman?’

‘No, it’s not that . . .’ Rauch shook his head wearily. ‘I wanted to become the man you see before you . . .’

‘I still don’t understand. Will you please explain what’s going on? Why are you taking this stuff?’

‘Because I’m crazy?’ Rauch shrugged.

‘Do you honestly think that’s a satisfactory answer? Have you any idea the damage you’ve done to the force? If this is true, it’ll bring destroy the reputation of the squad. We’re responsible for investigating serious sexual offences, and there you are chemically castrating yourself!’ muttered Euvrard, thunderstruck. ‘I thought you were the finest officer on my squad . . .’

‘I know you probably won’t, I know the others won’t . . . but all I can ask is that you forgive me,’ Rauch said in a small voice.

‘Give me your service revolver!’ Euvrard ordered. ‘Give it to me right now!’

Rauch calmly flicked open his holster, took out his Glock and handed it to Euvrard. The commandant slipped it into the side pocket of his door.

‘What exactly do you want me to forgive you for? I don’t know whether you belong in a cell or a psychiatric facility . . .’

‘Even if someone was determined to put me behind bars, they couldn’t,’ said Rauch. ‘I may not have disclosed certain things about myself, but I’ve broken no laws. The reason nobody noticed anything suspicious in my previous blood tests is because people only find what they’re looking for . . . Otherwise, I qualified for the force the same way everyone else did; I worked hard, and I gave a hundred percent to every case to get the job done . . .’

‘I don’t know whether to believe you . . .’ said Euvrard after a few moments. ‘What I do know is that as far as your career at the squad is concerned, you’re finished. And that’s the least of it.’

*  *  *

The Eiffel Tower continued to loom before him. He had been wandering the streets for forty-five minutes and was not about to stop now. He had no intention of hailing a taxi or taking the métro. Besides, he was floating, he could not feel his feet. He no longer saw the streets, no longer noticed the pedestrians, he used the Eiffel Tower to get his bearing; he would carry on walking, past the Porte d’Auteuil, then through the Bois de Boulogne to his father’s house, where he could hide out like a pariah.

*  *  *

‘I have a favour to ask . . .’

He had struggled to say the words, to plead with Euvrard, as they sat in the car outside the police station.

‘A favour, are you fucking kidding me?’ said the commandant.

‘Give me twenty-four hours. You go ahead without me . . . go to my apartment, tear the place apart, I don’t care . . . You won’t find anything. If I go with you, they’ll look at me like I’m some animal, I can’t have it. Besides, I’m sure the media are already camped out there, so it works out better for you, too. Let’s let things settle down . . . I won’t leave Paris, you have my word. I’m here if you want me. I’m under arrest, am I? Well then, do me this small favour, don’t make me come with you and I’ll explain everything to you later . . . I’m asking as a friend.’

And, as a friend, Euvrard had agreed, in exchange for Rauch’s promise that he would not leave Paris. He roared off in the Renault Fluence, leaving Rauch standing in front of the station on the Avenue Daumesnil.

*  *  *

No-one seemed to recognise him. The Parisians wandered around, focused on getting home, absorbed by their own problems, or unaware of the news now circulating online.

Things would be tougher in a day or so, when everyone had seen his picture on one the TV news or in the papers.

His phone had been ringing constantly. He did not recognise most of the numbers, and assumed they were journalists who had someone managed to get his personal number. He had no intention of answering or listening to his voicemails.

He did not want to think, but he could not help himself. He felt as though he were dreaming. As though he were drunk, without having had a drink.

At the Trocadero, he stopped briefly and fished out his phone again. Louisa had obviously heard the news. Sixteen missed calls. He imagined that she was completely panicked. Two hours ago, she was the only one who knew about his secret – along with Fontevaud, though he knew nothing about Rauch’s reasons for taking the medication. But the thought of taking her call was even more difficult than talking to a journalist. The thought of admitting to her that he was terrified. There was nothing left to save now, not even appearances. For the first time in years, he thought about taking his own life.

He could have thrown himself off a bridge into the Seine; he would probably have drowned, stunned by the fall and carried away by the current.

He had lived like a monk. With no joys, no pleasures; but with no pain. No hatred. He had overcome his black fury. He had found a certain equilibrium. To anyone else, it might seem that he had given everything, but the truth was that he had never really felt happiness since he was nine years old. He had thrown himself, body and soul, into a job that had become a mission. In his own way, he had done much to stem the spread of evil. He was good at his job.

Tomorrow he would have no job to go to. Even that had been taken from him.

Only the thought of one person stopped him from ending it all . . .

As he crossed the périphérique, he got a call from Marion. He did not have the courage to answer.

She left no message.

*  *  *

When Rauch got to the house in Neuilly-sur-Seine, he found Sabrina, his father’s former housekeeper, who still came in occasionally to look after the place. She did not seem surprised by his unannounced visit. Truth be told, Rauch no longer needed her to take care of his father’s house, but he hadn’t had the heart to dismiss her. And since he had not yet decided whether to sell the house, he kept her on while she looked for other work.

She seemed to have more than enough to do. She moved from room to room, intent on her task, and Rauch asked no questions. Sabrina liked to play music through the sound system while she worked, and politely asked Rauch if he would like her to turn it off; he shook his head and quickly went upstairs to avoid any further conversation.

He looked around, found the landline, and took the phone off the hook so he could not be contacted.

Then he had a long, hot shower. The scalding water pounded away his pain, loosened the knots in his back and in his mind. He had often noticed that, when working on complex cases, a hot shower could prompt interesting ideas. This time, though, he did not quite find the perfect path out of the woods, by the time he emerged from the steamy bathroom, things seemed a little more in perspective. In the end, while he had told lies, he was nothing like Alpha. He was not the most wanted criminal in France; for him, surely there was a way out.

*  *  *

He was instantly plunged back into despair when he settled himself on his father’s bed and turned on the television. He saw his own face, in grotesque closeup, staring at him from the fifty-inch screen. BFMTV showed clips from his appearance with Gilbert Poupon, followed by the video Alpha had made. A reporter, who was no medical expert but clearly specialised in sensationalist stories, talked about Androcur, explaining that it was sometimes prescribed for sex offenders, or as a component of feminizing hormone therapy for trans women.

The station then cut to an interview with the Minister of the Interior, Gabriel Gluck. The minister looked more austere than usual. He did not mince words:

‘The thing is,’ he said to the gaggle of journalists brandishing microphones, ‘no institution is completely protected from people who are mentally ill . . . neither the police nor any other public body.’

‘You spent time with him during the Alpha investigation,’ shouted one reporter.

‘Briefly, yes; I probably saw him only once. He was introduced to me as a highly competent officer. He succeeded in duping everyone in his department. The man is a narcissistic who craves the spotlight.’

‘Is he dangerous?’

‘There are investigations to be done, but the public have no need to worry, he was immediately suspended. More importantly, we should not lose sight of the fact that public enemy number one is the man who made that vile video, whose sole purpose was to distract us from his heinous crimes.’

It would be difficult to find compelling legal reasons to fire Rauch, but there seemed little doubt that the minister would find them. He would try to make Rauch disappear, stick him behind a desk or have him posted to a tiny rural police station, as far as possible from the Police Judiciaire. Having him removed from the Sexual Offences Unit was an attempt to dissuade him from continuing his career in the force.

Rauch felt exhausted, he longed to sleep but felt sure he would be unable to drift off. To his surprise, no sooner had he slipped between the sheets than he nodded off.

*  *  *

When he woke from his nap, he could see through the window that the day was waning.

There was no music from the ground floor now. No noise. He was alone, Sabrina had gone home.

He picked up his phone, which he had left on vibrate. Marion had not called back. There were countless missed calls, almost all from unknown numbers.

He was worried by the last text from his mother: Are you at your father’s? I want to see you, I’ll drop by.

It had been sent twenty minutes earlier. Louisa might be bluffing, or she might already be on her way. Rauch had no intention of seeing her, besides, he wanted to go back to his apartment, to survey the devastation caused by the search. To tidy up.

In the chest of drawers downstairs, he found the keys to his father’s Jag, and the spare key to his apartment that he had left here for security.

Climbing behind the wheel of the Jaguar XJ, he pressed the button to open the automatic garage doors and coasted down the driveway to the gate, which slowly opened. Once on the avenue, he floored the accelerator.

*  *  *

He parked the Jag not far from his apartment building. There were no mobile TV crews and no police cars in the area. They had probably been and gone, a fact he confirmed when he walked into the empty apartment and surveyed the chaos.

The broken window had been crudely patched up by his colleagues with heavy tape. Rauch would have it replaced in the morning. He turned on all the lights and surveyed the damage. It would take most of the night to tidy up. All of his computer equipment was gone. Rauch doubted that this was Alpha’s work; it was not his style. His fellow officers were determined to do a thorough search, but they would find nothing: his only secret was his medication.

They had put nothing back in its place, which was normal, since it was not their job.

Rauch was tidying the kitchen when his phone buzzed. A text message. He read it, worrying that it might be his mother saying she was about to arrive.

It was from Marion.

I know you’re home, I can see the lights. Meet me down in the lobby.

He stood, frozen for a moment, not quite knowing how to interpret the message. Almost a minute passed before he replied: wouldn’t you rather come up?

The answer came immediately: No.

Rauch felt a cold dread. This was the moment he had most feared. Even so, he left everything, slipped on his coat and left the apartment.

*  *  *

Emerging from the lift the life on the ground floor, Rauch walked slowly. Mechanically. Through the glass door that opened onto the lobby, he saw Marion standing by the mailboxes. She was alone; the lobby was deserted, although someone might come in at any moment.

He walked over to her. She stood stock still, staring at him intently. There was no hatred, no kindness in her stare; it was a stern expression he had often seen before, but never directed at him. He said hello; she didn’t answer.

‘Why don’t you want to come upstairs?’ he said after a few moment.

‘I don’t want to be in your place, and I don’t want you at my place, and there are too many people outside,’ she said curtly.

Rauch nodded. He averted his eyes, embarrassed.

‘Have you got nothing to say to me?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know where to start . . .’

‘Is it true? Have you chemically castrated yourself?’

In spite of himself, Rauch flinched at these words. He opened his mouth to speak but hesitated.

‘ANSWER ME!’ roared Marion, with a fury that made him start.

‘Yes, I’m taking Androcur.’

Without warning, she lashed out. A vicious slap across the face. Rauch’s head wavered.

Marion’s eyes welled with tears that quickly began to trickle down her cheeks.

In that moment, he thought she looked beautiful; in this sadness, this deep despair that he shared with her. Her eyes shone as she stared at him.

‘Why do you take it?’

‘It’s a long story.’

‘WELL, START TALKING! I’m sick of your secrets!’

Her voice was shrill, she was at the end of her tether.

Just then, a mother and two children entered the lobby. Marion paused and turned her back to the woman as she dabbed at her tears. Rauch nodded in greeting and his neighbour timidly returned the nod as she urged her children through the hall.

As soon as they disappeared, Marion resumed her interrogation.

‘Have you ever raped a woman?’

‘I hurt someone once, a long time ago. I had become a terrible person . . . But thanks to the medication, I’m completely harmless now.’

Marion stared at him, wide-eyed, unable to believe what she was hearing. She took a step back.

‘Harmless? Jesus fuck, just listen to yourself!’ she snarled. ‘So what would you be like if you didn’t take the pills? Like Alpha?’

‘No, never . . . I’ve never been like him,’ Rauch insisted with all the conviction he could muster. ‘You need to understand, it was a kind of redemption.’

‘Who did you hurt? What exactly did you do?’ said Marion, ‘I want to know everything,’

‘This is really not the time . . . you wouldn’t understand . . .’

Marion tore at her hair, sobbing uncontrollably.

‘I invited a filthy rapist into my home! I confided in you. We kissed.’

Rauch stepped forward, attempting to calm her a little:

‘I never played a part when I was with you. This is me!’ he said, jabbing a finger at his chest. ‘You mean a lot to me; you’re probably the only person who matters. This is me, Anthony . . .’

‘WHAT ABOUT BEFORE? Who were you before?’

‘Before . . .,’ Rauch faltered. ‘I was a young man with serious problems . . . I resisted but . . . I had urges that wouldn’t go away . . .’

Marion sprang forward and punched him on the shoulder. Rauch whimpered. She hit him a second time. Rauch stepped aside and tried to calm her, but she continued to rage, her fists clenched, her jaw tensed.

‘Are you really trying to fob me off with this shit, you fucker? The pathetic cliché about your uncontrollable urges? Are you really going to do that, to try and wiggle out, to use the devious manipulative language we hear from perverts on ME? The fact is, you’re insane! You’re a twisted fucker and there is no possible mitigation.’

It was a body blow; Rauch’s shoulders sagged.

‘I can understand why you might think that,’ he said softly.

‘You don’t understand anything! I cared about you . . .’

Rauch reached out to take her hand, but she brutally pushed him away.

‘DON’T TOUCH ME! I don’t know who you are anymore!’ she said, looking him up and down in horror. ‘How could I not have missed this? I’m so stupid. I’ve fucked up everything, my whole life was a failure, until my friendship with you . . .’

‘Don’t say that . . . You are an extraordinary person, and you’re the finest officer I’ve ever known. And you’re not stupid, I did everything I could to make sure you didn’t notice.’

She turned away and stared into the distance. Then she turned back and looked at him, at the shape of his body.

‘I am stupid,’ she said again, ‘and you’re a monster.’

The words came in a whisper; Rauch made no attempt to respond.

‘I’m going home now, and I don’t want you following me,’ said Marion, still refusing to look him in the eye. ‘And I refuse to be alone with you again until you’ve told me everything.’

Rauch stood, frozen, desolate. He watched his friend turn and leave, she had lost some of her poise, her self-assurance. She walked through the glass doors and melted into the darkness.

*  *  *

He had lost everything. In a single day. His job and the only person who mattered to him.

A monster. This was how she saw him now, and perhaps she was right. There was no guarantee that she would ever forgive him. And even if she did, nothing would ever be the same.

He turned the key in the lock and opened his apartment, his face haggard. He closed the door behind him and stood, unmoving, grateful for the tranquil silence broken only by a draught that whistled through a plastic sheet covering the broken window.

He did not recognise the noise at first. A faint but distinctive fluttering.

Listening more closely, Rauch managed to work out – from his stationary position in the living room – that one corner of the plastic was unstuck and flapping in the breeze. Strange, since he had not noticed the broken seal before he went downstairs.

In the instant he first realised the plastic had been peeled away and clumsily re-sealed, he heard the footsteps, turned and saw the figure moving towards him. The initial shock when Alpha’s fist hit him in the face was like a hammer blow. Rauch was sent sprawling. He watched as Alpha loomed above him in slow motion; he was struggling to think of a way to parry the next blow when it hit him full in the stomach, sending an electric jolt through his body.

He knew that he stood as much chance against Alpha as a bicycle against a twenty-ton truck. Mentally, he pleaded for a painless death. His attacker delivered a third blow, one that la Poire would not remember.

*  *  *

When he opened his eyes, he could hear a rhythmic sound somewhere close to his ear. A continuous tapping that made his face quiver and his vision shaky. It took a moment to realise it was his assailant smacking his face gently but repeatedly to bring him round.

Alpha had carried him into the bedroom. Lying on his side, la Poire could see his ankles had been bound, and his hands securely knotted behind his back. Most of all, he was aware that he was naked.

His cheeks had begun to smart. Alpha smiled when he saw Rauch open his eyes again, but continued to slap him.

‘Stop . . .’ Rauch whimpered.

Alpha stopped, letting his hand rest against Rauch’s cheek for an instant, then withdrawing it gently like a caress.

He was sitting on a chair facing the bed. For the first time, Rauch could see him clearly: he was dressed in black, even his trainers were black. Tall, slim, almost skinny, just as his victims had described. He smiled at the helpless Rauch. He had a handsome face with dark eyes that reflected his madness. He exuded an undeniable charm. The embodiment of evil.

‘Do you know who I am?’ asked Alpha, running a hand over his close-cropped hair. His eyes twinkled. ‘The pressure was getting to be too much,’ he said, tugging at his short fringe.

‘You’re going to have to kill me,’ said Rauch, ‘I’ve seen your face, and it’s not one I’m likely to forget.’

‘Leave me to make the decisions.’

Rauch noticed a detail that none of the victims had mentioned: Alpha had a slight accent – reminiscent of the south west though less pronounced than a Marseille accent. An almost imperceptible accent that reminded Rauch of various places.

Alpha studied the bound officer lying in front of him.

‘We have so much to talk about, you and me,’ he said, revelling in the anticipation. ‘I see my video went viral . . . I spent today watching television. They’ve all dropped you like a stone . . . Even your friend the minister, who was very buddy-buddy only a week ago . . . Two-faced cunt, isn’t he? Never misses an opportunity to insult me ​​in public. A bit like you . . .’

Panting for breath, Rauch tried think of a way to break free, or to create a diversion, but came up with nothing.

‘I knew from the moment I saw you. The body shape, the voice, the overall appearance . . . I could sense there was something and . . . then, suddenly, it clicked.’

Alpha shifted the chair close, very close, and bent forward so he could study Rauch, touch him, smell him.

‘You’re a fascinating specimen. It takes a hell of a lot of self-loathing for a man to do this to himself.’

‘Kill me, but make it quick,’ Rauch said curtly, dispassionately.

‘Are you kidding?’ said Alpha in astonishment. ‘Stop with that . . .’

Then he stood up and took a few steps, turning around.

‘You clearly didn’t take oestrogen too, so weren’t intending to transition. You used Androcur to lower your testosterone levels; to castrate yourself. Since you don’t seem to be certifiable, you must have had a reason . . .’

‘What do you want from me?’ Rauch said irritably.

‘Right now?’ said Alpha staring into Rauch’s eyes. ‘I want you to flush your meds down the toilet. Then I want you to tell me everything. What could possibly have made you take this shit?’

‘You seem pretty familiar with the basic effects – maybe you’ve taken it.’

‘And become this thing that’s neither man nor woman? Oh no, I’ve got too much respect for myself. You lost your way, my friend,’ said Alpha. ‘You took this shit without having to be forced. So, tell me – why?’

‘Drop dead.’

‘Did you rape a woman? A kid?’

‘I’m not going to tell you anything. You might as well kill me. I don’t give a fuck about anything anymore, so kill me.’

‘You really are persistent,’ said Alpha with feigned astonishment. ‘I have no intention of killing you. On the contrary, I’m here to help you be yourself again. So I need you to tell me everything.’

‘Fuck you.’

‘We’re the same, you and I. I can feel it . . .’

‘We’ve got absolutely nothing in common’

‘Now, while you’re on your meds, maybe not; but what about before? Are you telling me you never raped anyone, Anthony Rauch?’

Rauch held the man’s gaze but said nothing.

‘I thought so,’ said Alpha spitefully. ‘And you dare to judge me, to insult me on television?’

‘You know nothing about my past and you never will. You’re a psychopath, you have no sense of empathy, not sense of remorse, so you couldn’t possibly understand.’

‘You’re only saying that because you’re not a man anymore. Just look at yourself,’ Alpha spat the words. ‘Once, you were like me.’

‘No. I was never like you.’

‘I’ll bet you were proud,’ Alpha warmed to his theme. ‘Other men admired you, they feared you. You didn’t hide in the shadows. You were handsome, powerful, ruthless. Women respected you, they desired you, despite the fear they felt, or maybe because of it.’

‘I’m a better person now.’

‘You are an abomination,’ Alpha articulated each syllable, his face looming closer. ‘You refuse to accept your true nature. I know deep down you dream of doing what I do. Just imagine all the things we could do together. What a pair of predators we would make! You could give up everything and come with me. I’m serious.’

‘You despised women, something I never did. You crawl up walls and slip through windows, like a lizard. You prey on the weak, catch them unawares, revel in having them at your mercy. You try to convince yourself that you’re powerful because, deep down, you know you’re a failure. A pathetic guy who can’t have a normal relationship with a woman. You mistake the fear in their eyes for respect, although it’s not.’

‘So, we’re back to the childish insults,’ said Alpha. ‘I’m disappointed. I knew you’d be stubborn, but I wanted to meet you face to face so we could have a real conversation.’

‘So, you tied me up?’

‘For the time being. It was the only way to make sure you’d be sensible. But I genuinely hoped you you’d be more open, that we could talk as equals, without you trying to pretend you’re superior.’

Alpha got to his feet, walked over to the corner of the room, picked up his backpack and tossed it onto the bed. There was a heavy clank as the backpack bounced and hit Rauch. Alpha came back and sat down, slid open the zipper and took out the tattoo needle.

‘You know, I didn’t really appreciate what you said about me on television; when you called me crazy, a loser, a compulsive masturbator. When you had the nerve to bring up my relationship with my mother . . .’

‘I’m glad you brought that up,’ said Rauch, watching Alpha unpack the equipment. ‘Most criminal psychologists agree that offenders who mutilate the breasts of their victim are subconsciously attacking their mother.’

‘Bullshit psycho-babble,’ said Alpha as he plugged in the tattoo needle.

‘Remind me, which part of your last victim did you tattoo?’

‘How about you tell me what it means when I mutilate a man’s arse?’

As he said this, Alpha brutally pushed Rauch onto his belly and straddled his thighs.

Rauch struggled as hard as he could, but Alpha punched him viciously in the kidney, causing a searing pain that left him completely paralysed; there was a second punch, and a third, Rauch felt as though he was about to die.

‘Now, listen up, arsehole – unless you’d rather I called you bitch – you might not give a fuck whether you die, but just remember I can make you suffer like you’ve never suffered in your life, and I’ll enjoy it. We’re here for the night, so you either stop struggling or I’ll destroy every organ in turn while your heart’s still beating.’

Petrified by fear, Rauch did not move when he heard his foot Alpha put on the pedal or felt the needle jab at his skin a hundred times a second.

*  *  *

The process took less than a minute. Alpha leaned back and surveyed the results.

‘Much better than the first time,’ he said smugly.

He jerked the plug out of the socket, dismantled the tattoo gun and stowed the parts in his backpack. Rauch could not move, still pinned by Alpha’s weight on his legs. He did not lift his face from the mattress, dumbfounded and desperate for it to be over.

Suddenly, Alpha grabbed him by the hair and jerked his head back. Rauch felt a cord being slipped around his throat. Alpha let go of his hair and wound the cord into a garotte. Rauch felt his throat constrict, he could not breathe, he thought he was about to die. Frantically, he raised his head and tried to struggled, but his hands were tied behind him and the weight of his attacker prevented him from moving.

‘Calm down,’ Alpha said the words over and over, ‘don’t try to resist.’ He toyed with the garotte, allowing just enough oxygen, just enough blood to circulate. He was breaking a stallion, gripping the garotte like a bridle. And he was laughing, his eyes shining with desire and hatred.

His face flushed and swollen, Rauch focused on each little gulp of air. His bulging eyes could no longer make out his surroundings; he could hear only the muffled sound of his own breathing; he did not hear Alpha undo his pants.

Alpha brutally thrust into Rauch. The pain and the shock were excruciating. Alpha bombarded him with insults, but now and then his voice was almost tender; he talked to him about his buttocks, asked him if he was enjoying it. He thrust harder, all the while gripping the garotte.

Overwhelmed by pain and lack of oxygen, Rauch prayed for unconsciousness, for deliverance.

‘Can you feel how hard I am? And I don’t even really like men. Then again, I don’t know whether it would be fair to say that I like women.’

How long had Alpha been inside him? Two minutes, ten, twenty? Rauch had no idea.

Though he could hear Alpha’s mocking voice, he paid no attention to the words.

Rauch could recall every victim he had interviewed over the years. Recall their words. Their fear. Their terror.

He had genuinely done his best to listen to them, to hunt down the monsters who had hurt them.

He knew how disappointed each of them would feel today, knew that finding out the truth about the man in whom they had placed their trust would hurt them all over again. This was the last thing he had wanted.

He remembered his stepfather, saw Pierre-Yves’s face flash into his mind. Tears streamed down his face.

*  *  *

‘Now, I know this is as good for you as it for me,’ Alpha said, pulling out. ‘But I think I’ll save myself.’

He adjusted his clothes, climbed down from the bed and padded around the room.

‘I’m not going to come; not just yet, and do you know why?’

Rauch lay, paralysed, he did not respond, did not even look at Alpha.

Alpha picked up the framed photograph on the chest of drawers and showed it to Rauch.

‘Because I’m going to pay her a little visit, too.’

Rauch finally turned his head. The photograph was one of him and Marion, smiling, on the ski slopes at Val Thorens.

He struggled violently, trying to shout, to scream, but no sound came.

‘She’s quite pretty,’ Alpha said. ‘I don’t know about you . . . but I’ve always had a thing for women in uniform. You should have seen her crumple, the little cop I shot with her partner’s service weapon. I bet you’d have laughed too. But this little honey seems to mean a lot to you,’ he sneered. ‘You hang out together all the time, and she’s the only person you have photos of.’

Rauch tried to plead, to beg, but the pressure from the garrotte made the sounds unintelligible. Alpha hunkered down so that their faces were almost touching.

‘I just wanted to thank you, big guy . . . You did me a favour. Up to now, I’ve only assaulted women . . . now I’m thinking I might include guys. You were the perfect intermediary,’ he said in a soft voice, surveying Rauch’s body one last time. ‘There are a lot of guys out there who deserve the same treatment I gave you. I’ve already had a couple of ideas . . .’

Abruptly, Alpha stood up. Swiftly and soundlessly, he disappeared.

Rauch strained to listen but could hear nothing. It seemed likely that Alpha already knew where Marion lived. If he found her, she would not stand a chance.

The knots binding his wrists were intractable, so he had no choice but to cut the ropes. Throughout the brutal assault, Rauch had had been thinking about the Japanese carving knives that had been scattered on the kitchen floor during the intrusions of Alpha and his fellow officers. But, until now, he had no hope of reaching them.

There was not a moment to lose. Rauch rolled himself off the edge of the bed, falling onto his shoulder and almost breaking it. He felt no pain, his only thought was of Marion. He was about thirty yards from kitchen.

His legs alone were not strong enough for him to crawl, so he continued to roll like a barrel. He curled into a foetal position to make it through the bedroom door, then rolled down the corridor. With each rotation, he jarred his injured shoulder, sending waves of pain coursing through him, but he kept going. Eventually, he reached the white-tiled kitchen floor. Since his hands were tied behind his back, he had to blindly grope to grasp one of the sharp carving knives, slashing his fingers, his palms, his forearms in the process. Some of the wounds were deep, but he felt nothing, he was completely numb. He gripped one of the blades, the blood trickling through his fingers making it harder to hold. He slashed at the ropes haphazardly.

Eventually, the knot gave way. Once his hands were freed, he quickly cut the rope around his ankles.

He staggered to his feet and almost collapsed before grabbing the counter to steady himself.

With the knife still clutched in his right hand, Rauch hesitated for a moment that felt like an hour. Then stumbled to find his coat and took out his mobile phone. He used the few precious seconds to text Euvrard: Alpha at Marion’s place. Send officers.

Then he pulled on the coat, slipped the knife into the pocket and, still barefoot, ran for the exit.

*  *  *

He was running, running.

Only two hundred yards, only two hundred yards.

He got there quickly, more quickly that he imagined he could. Alpha was probably already in Marion’s apartment. Rauch had no illusions that he could face down Alpha armed only with a carving knife, but he could try. He would throw himself on him, he would die if he had to.

Marion’s third-floor apartment, like all those in the building, had a balcony surrounded by metal railings.

Barefoot, Rauch raced along the paving stones of the rue Paul-Belmondo. He could already see the street where Marion lived.

As he rounded the corner and arrived outside her building, he looked up at the balconies, framed against the leaden sky.

Then he saw her.

*  *  *

Stupid, stupid, stupid . . . She hated Rauch for deceiving her. He had betrayed everyone on the force, but her more than anyone.

And she hated herself for having been so blind. For having been so wilfully blind.

Her closest friend, her only friend, was a degenerate . . . probably no better than the monsters they fought so hard to take off the streets . . .

Only now, when it was much too late, did everything fall into place: the mannerisms, the unspoken clues. She had hoped maybe he would fall in love with her one day. Stupid, stupid, stupid . . . She had fallen for the one man who could never love her back. And perhaps that was what had attracted her.

Right now, she wanted to kill him. To shoot him with his own gun at point-blank range. But even if the opportunity presented itself, she could not, since her mind was overwhelmed by the thought of the future, of life without him. She wanted him to suffer, she wanted him to pay, she wanted him to apologise. She wanted him to tell her everything, no more secrets. Even if, deep down, she was not sure that she wanted to hear what he had to say.

He had seemed genuinely distraught earlier. Genuinely upset by her reaction. But how could she believe him? He had already lied to her about so many things. Yet still she clung to the deep-rooted feeling that she knew him better than anyone. She knew he was not dangerous. Or at least not anymore. They had spent so much time together.

Perhaps there was a future for them. She did not want to cast him aside. She did not think she could.

Perhaps, with time, if he showed genuine remorse, she could bring herself to forgive him.

Or perhaps not.

Anthony . . .

Perhaps she could not . . .

*  *  *

She heard the voice of an inane gameshow host introducing the contestants. Marion had turned on the television, though she had no intention of watching, her mind was in too much turmoil to follow anything.

She stood in the kitchen in a nightdress. The shower had done little to calm her. Her tears streamed down her face as she ate ‘dinner’ – an apple, sliced ​​on the draining board of the kitchen.

She could not bring herself to eat another thing, nor did she think that she would be able to sleep, even for a few hours. But she had to try, she needed to be alert tomorrow, when she heard him out . . .

She tipped the apple peel into the bin, flicked off the kitchen light and padded back into the living room. She picked up the remote control, and her finger was hovering over the OFF button. when she heard a car horn that sounded louder than usual.

She turned to the window and saw it was open.

Open.

She spun around. A shadow darted towards her and she felt arms grip her like a vice

She screamed and struggled; the hulking figure pushed her away, sending her sprawling on the floor.

Marion quickly scrabbled to her feet and stared at her attacker, who stood, motionless. The moment she saw the open window and the shadowy figure, she had known that it was Alpha.

Alpha . . . He did not look as powerful as his vicelike grip suggested. His unruffled face was half in shadow, lit only by the glow of the television.

She realised she would have very few opportunities; she could not afford to miss. She lunged, delivering a powerful roundhouse kick -– dollyo chagi – which made contact with Alpha’s shoulder but had little effect; she followed through, with a fierce gullgi chirugi, a hook punch to the abdomen but this, too, had no effect.

Now perilously close to Alpha and with little momentum, she found herself at his mercy and could do nothing to stop him grabbing her by the throat, lifting her with one hand and viciously throwing her to the ground. She fell onto her back.

Marion realised that she was no match for him in hand-to-hand combat. Meanwhile Alpha stood over her, smiling, taking great pleasure in seeing her on the ground, fearful and gasping for breath.

She needed to get to her service revolver, but Alpha blocked her way. He was determined to take his time, he had come to rape her, she could see it in his jubilant expression.

Never again, thought Marion. Never again would she allow a man to do to her what Loïc Pazanne had.

Up to this point, she realised, Alpha had merely offered a show of force intended to intimidate her. He was toying with her, making no attempt to retain her. But if she launched another attack, he would grab her and not let go; and if she tried to get to the gun stored in her room, he would stop her.

Her only way out was where the Alpha had come in. The window behind her.

Using the element of surprise, she could gain a few precious seconds; the apartment balconies were close together and Marion knew her next-door neighbour was home, as was her boyfriend; the three of them stood a better chance, they could call for help or alert other neighbours.

Marion slowly got to her feet, Alpha remained motionless, waiting for her to launch another attack.

Without warning, she spun around and raced to the window. Her heart was hammering in her temples, she could hear nothing else, she did not turn to see whether he was following, she could not afford waste to a split-second that might make all the difference.

In a nimble, fluid movement, she vaulted onto the railing and steadied herself, ready to leap.

The next balcony was only two yards away.

*  *  *

The petrol station . . .

In an instant, she saw herself, a little girl standing next to Loïc Pazanne at the payment window. Felt him let go her hand so he could count out the money. Saw people passing without stopping.

What if she had screamed? What if she had made a run for it? How different would her life be now?

Perhaps she would have had children, and a husband she knew how to love. Perhaps happiness would be with reach.

Do it! Do it this time!

Marion primed herself and jumped.

For a moment she thought she had done it. She felt herself land on the railing. She genuinely thought that she had made the leap, that she was balanced.

The jump had been almost perfect, her feet landed precisely where she intended, unfortunately her torso was tilted too far back.

Her body quivered for a moment, then she plummeted into the void, with the terrifying sensation of falling that haunted her dreams as a child.

*  *  *

Rauch saw Marion fall and land next to him. By chance, he had looked up at the precise moment she had jumped, and witnessed her vertiginous fall.

Screaming, he rushed over to the body that lay crumpled on the ground. Making terrible inhuman noises, and sobbing wildly.

Marion’s eyes were open. She was alive. She did not seem to be in any pain.

A thin trickle of blood oozed from her mouth, and she had clearly suffered numerous fractures.

She was staring up at the sky, or at something else only she could see. Rauch bent over her, attempting to say something, to comfort her, but no intelligible sounds came from his lips. He leaned over so that his face was in her field of vision and now she seemed to be looking at him. Without realising, he was sobbing like a little child, his tears falling on her face. She did not react; she no longer seemed afraid.

Marion had no injuries to her face; she had the same disconcerting beauty. Her other limbs were tangled and twisted.

Sobbing and whimpering, he pressed his lips to hers. He stroked her forehead, her hair. His chest rose and fell in fitful, painful spasms.

No fairy-tale kiss would bring her back.

*  *  *

A shrill siren wailed and blue light strobed at the far end of the narrow street.

Rauch looked and saw Alpha, a shadow scaling the façade to get to the roof.

He could no longer bring himself to care; he looked down and stared into Marion’s eyes.

‘I love you,’ he whispered, three simple words that expressed how he felt in his heart of hearts; three words that ripped him asunder.

Marion could not speak. He saw a flicker of surprise on her face; a tear formed in the corner of one eye and, very slowly, trickled down her cheek as she looked up at him.

He sensed an infinite sadness in her expression in that moment. Or perhaps it was something else.

She breathed her last just before the paramedics arrived.



Part II



1

In the early morning, when he opened the shutters, the weather was glorious. The pale blue sky was streaked with wisps of cloud; a brilliant, slightly hazy light spilled from the horizon and unfurled towards Paris.

Fine particles, Anthony thought as he breathed in the cool dry air. Like the residents of so many big cities, he had learned to recognise the symptoms. For days now, the Île-de-France area had been in the grip of an ‘air pollution episode’ that was unlikely to improve while the anticyclone remained. In the dog days of August, it was the top story on the rolling news channels.

As with every day, he had much to do, but he was free to organise his schedule as he pleased. His only fixed appointment was his late-afternoon Keysi training session. Every day except Sunday, maestro Boissaye came to his house and gave three-hour private lessons in the spacious dojo he had created in the basement. He never missed a lesson. And on the rare occasions when the maestro could not make it in person, he sent one of his assistants.

Anthony considered going out for a walk before returning to his research. He had done a gruelling weight-lifting session the previous evening, so would not do another today. These long, meditative walks had been suggested by maestro Boissaye, as much for their physical benefits – being less gruelling than his usually training regimen – as to encourage a sense of tranquillity.

He left the house wearing a heavy coat, a scarf and a cap and, within twenty minutes, he had reached the mare Saint-James, one of his favourite places, a long narrow expanse of water bordering Neuilly and the Bois de Boulogne, which looked more like a lake than a pond and was home to countless water fowl.

As he passed numerous children with their parents, he remembered that today was Saturday. Since he had started living as a recluse, the passing days seemed indistinguishable. He watched from afar as the weeks, the months, the seasons flashed past.

Children raced around, wrapped up in their fleece-lined coats. Many rode on scooters and electricbikes as their parents followed behind, in couples and in groups. Meanwhile, joggers with earbuds tucked beneath their sweatbands ran endless laps of the park.

Moving out of his old apartment and away from the centre of Paris had initially felt like a sacrifice. But it had been a good decision. The pressure from the media had been difficult to bear, as had the possibility that he might encounter former colleagues. His father’s house, a sort of bunker set amid lush gardens, afforded him the privacy he needed for his project. And he was surprised to find that he quickly adapted.

His father had left a great void, but Anthony quickly felt at home, and the invisible, benevolent presence of his father was a comfort. Sabrina still came in to do the cleaning, and also did his shopping. With the exception of these meditative walks, he ventured out as little as possible. He had not set foot in the twelfth arrondissment since moving to Neuilly. The fact that the suburb had a relatively low level of violence – at least from what he could see – was perfect. On his rare outings, he melted into the crowds and no-one ever recognised him. How could they? He politely nodded to passers-by, but otherwise he saw no-one.

Marion’s death had plunged him into a state of abject despair and depression. The sexual assault to which he had been subjected paled in comparison; he no longer felt the pain of it, physical or emotional. His whole being became focussed on Marion’s death. He felt largely responsible. Guilty, as he did about so many things concerning her . . .

Gradually, he had overcome the feelings of despair and self-loathing and allowed the thirst for revenge to grow inside him. He focussed his anger, a cold, calculated fury, on the true culprit.

His mother had been right: he did not need to work. With the money inherited from his father he had enough to live out ten lives.

His entire existence was now subsumed by his mission. From the moment he got up each morning, he had but one goal: to identify Alpha, to track him down. He devoted all his money, his energy, his time to this objective. More than two years later, he was still convinced that he would succeed. Whether it took three years or thirty. He would not rest, would not give up until he had achieved his aim.

Afterwards, he would see.

He already knew that, once he had achieved his objective, some part of what was keeping him alive would disappear. He would have to find another reason to live. An afterwards that he did not really believe was possible or desirable. Perhaps he would find something; then again, perhaps he would decide he had had enough and simply put an end to things.

But he was still a far cry from that point.

*  *  *

At last, the rains began. From the window of his study, Anthony watched as raindrops dripped from the camellias and the hyacinths in the garden.

His father had been a passionate gardener, like his mother before him. Anthony’s grandmother spent hours tending her garden, planting and caring for her flowers. Her son Joseph had also found a quietude in working with plants, which he did every weekend, with the support of a part-time gardener. Anthony, for his part, had not inherited their green fingers, though he loved to gaze out at the panoply of colours, and had kept on his father’s gardener to tend to the grounds.

There was a knock at the door, and Sabrina popped her head round.

‘I’m heading off, Anthony. I’ve put the roast in the oven and the potatoes on the hob, you just need to turn it on for half an hour.’

‘Thank you, Sabrina,’ Anthony smiled.

‘The fridge is fully stocked and I’ve made a few meals you can just heat up.’

‘Perfect, thanks.’

‘Enjoy your evening.’

‘And you.’

Then she disappeared. She would not come back until the following Wednesday. Since her husband worked weekends, she preferred to come on Saturday so that she would have Monday and Tuesday free. Although Sabrina was quiet and self-effacing, the moment she left Anthony felt the emptiness in the house.

He did not particularly like the idea of employing home help. Having seen his father, his mother and Pierre-Yves Sully surround themselves with servants, it was a system he did not want to maintain. When he was a cop living in an apartment, he had found it easy to cook and clean for himself. But the house was vast, and, in the early days, when he was hiding from the world, he had found Sabrina’s presence to be a tower of strength. Besides, she did not seem keen to give up her job.

From the outset, he increased her salary and made her promise not to say anything to anyone, especially the media. As it turned out, discretion seemed to be one of her defining traits. She was a woman of few words, but her thoughtful attentiveness made his life a little easier. On days when she came to work, they chatted a little, mostly pleasantries, never anything personal. She had never asked any questions, never expressed any surprise. Yet she alone was privileged to witness his transformation.

What she had seen was truly astonishing.

*  *  *

The metamorphosis took only a few months. After Marion’s death, Anthony never took another dose of Androcur. In effect, he fulfilled Alpha’s wish: he flushed his medication down the toilet. He went back. Went back to being the man he had once been. Went back to experiencing all that rage, that bitterness, although this time it was focused on a single man.

Within three months, his appearance was noticeably more masculine. He lost a lot of weight from his buttocks, his chest; his shoulders became squarer, less rounded. Gradually, his body hair once again began to grow on his chest and his face, though the hair on his head began to fall out.

He shaved it off.

His voice deepened to a basso profundo that surprised even Anthony when he first heard it.

Little by little the Pear faded and eventually disappeared. Anthony learned to get to know this new person, this man who was not only physically very difference from the Pear, but also from the young man he had long since left behind.

At first, his new body was weak and out of shape. This was something he anticipated when building the dojo in his basement, and so next door he created a weights room, equipped like a high-end gym. Since he had not practised any sport for many years, his limbs were weak. He took to doing short, intense daily weight-lifting sessions. The results were swift and impressive; but he wanted more, he wanted to reach and sustain his peak physical strength, to become Alpha’s most fearsome adversary.

In order to increase his muscle mass, he paid a little visit to his ‘friend’ Fontevaud, the pharmacist. The weaselly little runt balked at the idea, called him mad, reckless, but Anthony managed to persuade him. He started taking steroids and Human Growth Hormone. Here too, the results were quickly apparent. In time, he decided to reduce the dose to limit the side effects: the uncontrollable rage he sometimes felt welling inside him. It had become almost constant, and hindered the sense of serenity that he needed. Any feelings of aggression and arousal – especially sexual – ran counter to his long-term plan to lead a chaste existence. A year after starting to train, once he had successfully titrated the doses, his body was in better shape than it had ever been. His strength and stamina were optimised by a combination of weight training and cardio. His study of martial arts gave meaning to his new-found powers and coordinated his gestures. He was a human weapon.

*  *  *

‘Leave me free to make the choice.’

Alpha’s voice. That slight accent: barely noticeable, probably masked, but audible nonetheless. Anthony recognised it, though he could not place it to a specific region, he felt sure that it was from the south. The south-west was a possibility, although the accent there was very different from the south-east, where Anthony had spent holidays as a boy. He was convinced that Alpha’s accent was south-eastern.

He narrowed it down to a region spanning the Hérault, the Ardèche and the Var. Since this comprised a dozen départements, it was like looking for a needle in a haystack.

Since being forced out, Anthony had had no contact with his former colleagues, and no information about how their investigation was progressing. After months during which there were no new developments, it was unlikely that they had made much headway; anymore than he had. Knowing the squad as well as he did, he estimated there would be two or three officers still working the case. It remained a high-profile case, so senior officers could not ignore it. But, since all trace of Alpha had been lost, it was no longer a priority.

In the wake of Marion’s death, and after one last astonishing event, the attacks had stopped. Alpha had vanished, and no-one had any idea where in France he might be, or even whether he was still in France.

Anthony knew that, for Alpha, rape was not about sex, it was about power. Criminologists and psychologists held this to be true with all sexual predators, but Anthony took a more nuanced view, since he had encountered attackers who had been motivated by sexual inadequacy. But for Alpha, the act of penetration was a means of exerting dominance over his chosen victims. Whether they were male or female mattered little. He wanted to mark his victim. His motivation was twofold: he wanted to feel all-powerful, and he wanted to generate as much media coverage as possible – drive by a desire to revenge himself on society.

After one last atrocity, Alpha had simply stopped. Perhaps he felt that this final brutal attack represented a culmination. Given the choice of his last victim, Anthony was convinced that, in Alpha’s warped mind, he could go no farther.

Precisely one week after the attack on Anthony and the death of Marion, an extraordinary news story broke in the media: Gabriel Gluck, the Minister for the Interior, had been subjected to a home invasion at his official residence. Alpha had managed to creep across the rooftops of Paris and climb through Gluck’s bedroom window without alerting the minister’s bodyguards. The bedroom door was locked, with an officer standing guard outside. Alpha surprised the minister in bed, alone. Gluck had been beaten senseless.

Few details emerged about the nature of the attack. The media expressed relief that, at the time, the minister’s wife was holidaying at their second home on the Île de Ré. As a result, compassionate reporters suggested, despite the minister’s brutal ordeal, the worst had been avoided; they praised the minister’s courage while denouncing this attack on a senior government official as an assault on the nation itself.

The minister spent forty-eight hours at the American Hospital under armed guard. After his discharge, he could no longer avoid the pressure form the media and so agreed to make a public statement from the steps of the ministry on the place Beauvau. Although known for his ebullience and his perma-tan, when the minister stepped out he looked pallid and almost catatonic. His answers to questions from the press were terse, and he offered no further details about the attack, claiming amnesia as a result of PTSD. Visibly upset, he concluded the press conference with remarks addressed to all of Alpha’s victims.

Within a week, Gluck had offered his resignation and announced that he was retiring from political life. Astonished journalists attributed the decision to his recent trauma, but Gluck declined to comment.

A fortnight later, an article in Paris Match cited anonymous sources implying that the minister had been forcibly tattooed by Alpha during the attack. Gluck’s lawyer issued a categorical denial of these scurrilous rumours and threatened to sue the magazine.

The matter was considered closed.

But, while the lawyer’s statement succeeded in persuading the general public, it served only to further reinforce Anthony’s assumptions about the attack. He had never revealed what Alpha had done to him, not to his colleagues and certainly not to the media. To do so would have served no purpose: he was resolved to be the person who would bring Alpha to justice, or kill him in the attempt.

While the minister had probably already had his tattoo removed, Anthony had deliberately kept his, and studied it every day in the mirror, to fuel his drive and his rage.

As soon as he was appointed, Gluck’s successor issued a statement insisting that all available resources would be devoted to capturing Alpha. The police, he said, were confident that the identikit photograph would quickly lead to an arrest. Or the attacker would slip up.

Anthony, for his part, thought that he understood Alpha’s twisted logic: having successfully targeted the senior minister, the one person – aside from the President – who epitomised a society for which he had nothing but contempt, he doubtless believed he had won a total victory. So, with more police resources being allocated and more witnesses coming forward, he had simply decided to vanish. Permanently.

Or temporarily?

Anthony had no more information than the cops, aside from Alpha’s southern accent, which had not been mentioned by any other victim. There was very little to go on, and, in his shoes, more investigators would have given up and simply waited for Alpha to make a blunder that might never come. But, despite the scale of the task, Anthony had three advantages: money – he had inherited enough to be able to devote a colossal sum to his investigation; time; and, mostly importantly, skill.

No-one is born a sociopath; they become one.

This maxim, the result of years of study and of working with the serious sexual offences team, neatly summed up Anthony’s professional opinion.

While not all victims become offenders, it is exceptionally rare to encounter a serial killer or a serial sexual offender who did not suffer abuse as a child. Evil feeds upon itself, it breeds. Childhood is the most crucial stage of human development and in his professional life Anthony had never yet encountered a sexual offender – regardless of class, or social status – who had not previously been a victim. Some had been sexually abused, others had been tortured or humiliated. Traumatised. Some twenty-five percent of boys who suffered sexual abuse would go on to become abusers.

In his years working on the force, when his arrest rates were the highest within the squad, Anthony’s genius had been in his ability to scour old case files for a signature, a detail, an offence that, superficially, seemed to have nothing to do with the case.

Anthony had begun his research into Alpha while he was still working for the squad, but his modus operandi did not match any previous assaults. After Marion’s death, his resignation from the force, and his move to his father’s house, he decided to approach the investigation from a different angle: he was convinced that Alpha had spent some part of his life in south-east France; he know that, in general, the average age of serial sexual offenders ranged between twenty-five and thirty-five. Given the deliberate cruelty and sheer brutality of Alpha’s assaults, it was very unlikely that he had grown up in a stable, loving family.

The task was Herculean, but Anthony had never been daunted by slow, painstaking work; he would have to comb through the case files of social services looking for allegations of abuse – physical or sexual – child neglect, for minors with a history of running away, or of being aggressive to others.

For more than two years now, the former police officer had spent seven hours a day poring over every dusty document and digital case file spanning a decade. He was unstinting with his money, hiring dozens of private investigators, and providing them with the funds to bribe officials in various departments to hand over copies of their files. He personally sifted through the results, though this was a relatively easy task, since he was primarily interested in the photo stapled to each file. One after another, he studied them, the yellowing photographs of children and teenagers, comparing them to the clear mental image of Alpha that was burned into his mind.

Although now and again an old photograph, a vague resemblance had prompted him to conduct a more in-depth investigation on an individual who was now an adult, almost two and a half years later, he had not found a match. But he planned to carry on until every file had been explored. He did not give up hope, he knew that, even if his efforts turned up nothing, he would find another approach.

He was prepared to devote every moment of every day, every year, every decade of his life in order to achieve his goal.



The Lair of Evil

Everyone in the home called her mother. In part, because this was who she was, but also because they had never heard their father call her by her name.

Only a few hazy images of her survived in Fabien’s memory, most of them gleaned from old family photographs. He remembered only one moment – her last – with crystal clarity: his mother, sitting, sweating, in a gloomy bedroom with the curtains drawn, her body bowed, the barrel of a gun in her mouth. Seeing him, her face contorted with horror at the thought that he had seen her like this. An expression of grotesque astonishment that reminded him of Munch’s The Scream.

That morning, his father was away, hanging out with his boorish friends in town, or working at one of the various jobs he could never seem to keep; after all these years, Fabien could not remember.

It was July. Why had his mother chosen this particular moment to act? It would have been easier for her to find a quiet moment during the school term . . . This was a question that would haunt him all his life. She had run the risk of her children being the first to find her, to stumble on her mutilated body streaming blood. But apparently, she didn’t give a damn. She had a desperate need: this had to stop, so she took the first moment she had to herself.

Later, while they were still children, Fabien’s sister told him some of the things she had witnessed. Then times she had seen mother struggling to get out of bed, groggy, her speech slurred, unable to remember anything about the night before, or even the hours before she had gone to bed. On these strange mornings, she would complain that she had pains in her abdomen, but could not explain them. Something twisted inside her guts that left bloodstains and faeces on the bedsheets that she hurriedly, shamefacedly tried to change.

His sister was ten and Fabien was six when their mother left them. Although Julie was too young to really understand the ordeal their mother was going through, she was more aware than Fabien of what was going on. Especially as she already knew what their father was capable of.

Once, Fabien’s sister told him, there had been a fire in the next street. Fabien had slept through the incident, but his sister, woken by the sirens, had got up and seen their father pulling on his clothes and rushing out of his room, to see what was happening. Julie had gone in to see her mother and found her tied to the railings of the bed. Worried, she tried to wake their mother, but in vain. Next to the bed there was an enema syringe and other strange contraptions. Later, Fabien would realise that their father had drugged their mother. How long had he been doing it?

Fabien had brief flashes of memory. Their mother bore the brunt of their father’s rages, his blows, his moods, his insults.

Slut! Whore! Slag!

She was his slave. She had never attempted to get away – as far as Fabien knew. Except that last time, when she chose the most radical possible escape. She had waited until that morning in July; or perhaps, in that moment, she simply reached breaking point. With her husband out of the house, the children playing with their cousin Bruce down at the old quarry, she took her husband’s hunting rifle from under the bed. She loaded it. Still in her dressing gown, her hair dishevelled, she decided to end it all and, without taking the time to write a note, put the barrel of the rifle in her mouth. In her blind panic, it did not occur to her that one of her children might come home to pick up something they had forgotten.

It was Fabien, desperate to show off his new whistle down at the quarry, who had come home, bounded up the stairs and come face to face with his mother.

Horrified, she took the gun from her mouth and told her son to clear off. Fabien did as he was told, ran to his room and found his whistle; then he left more slowly than he had arrived. Mother had closed the bedroom door halfway.

Fabien ran out into the bright, blazing sunshine. He stopped for a moment and hesitated. Even at six, he understood that something was wrong, he felt a pain in his stomach. Still he waited, not daring to go back upstairs and face a telling off.

When he heard the gunshot, he flinched, though he felt no surprise. The world was crumbling beneath his feet, he sat on the ground, curled into a ball, quivering and panting like a frightened puppy.

He thought about going upstairs, but could not summon the courage. His sister, his father, and lots of other people saw the corpse; he never did. It appeared to him only in dreams. Later, after the cremation, he helped his sister clean the room. Julie was now the woman of the house, their father decided, so it was her responsibility. The blood-soaked sponge, the fragments of bone and brain, the ineradicable evidence. Julie did not complain, and Fabien watched; neither of them cried.

From that day, Fabien began to seek refuge in nature: he would venture out for hours at a time, coming home only when his father called. He loved to climb trees, and could reach the topmost branches with disconcerting ease. Later, he discovered he could scale rocks just as easily. The exertion, the risk, the solitude all helped him to empty his mind.

*  *  *

Their father’s name was Joël, but he told everyone to call him Jo.

A complete and utter cunt. If Alpha was a bastard – whether by nature or nurture – there was little doubt that his father was a living embodiment of evil.

Whether out of macho pride or pure pragmatism, many men prefer to have sons. Not Jo. Jo told his wife – and his children when they were older – that what he wanted was daughters, lots of daughters. Why? So that he could control and abuse them.

Honest to God. Jo was a vicious piece of work.

*  *  *

Joël said nothing when mother – after a fashion – left him. For the first time, Fabien saw his father genuinely upset, overwhelmed. Almost stunned. Not that this meant he loved his wife . . . It was simply that he had lost the one thing he valued: a meek, submissive wife, and there was no guarantee that he would find another.

But Joël was not one to let things get on top of him for long. He quickly went back to being the life and soul of the party, with that winning smile he used to dupe the world. Jo kept his demons between the four walls of his home, known only to his family.

Though he was over forty, no crime was off limits to him. Theft, burglary, GBH, sexual assault – breaking the law was not, in itself, morally reprehensible. All that mattered was not getting caught.

Nothing mattered to Jo except Jo. He believed that everything he did was justified, that society and its moral principles did not exist.

Joël and his brother Edmond had inherited a vast tract of worthless land from their father, a craftsman. They divided the land in two and used the rest of their inheritance to build two ramshackle houses.

Since he had no other relations, and had fallen out with his late wife’s family, Joël never invited anyone round, excepting his drinking buddies and his partners in crime.

Inasmuch as he had a job, Joël was a scrap-metal dealer who collected all manner of gadgets and machines, most in an advanced stage of disrepair, which he would take apart out in the yard. Anything and everything could be found on the patch of waste ground outside the house: burnt-out cars, piles of scrap, rusty domestic appliances, steel drums, railings, wheelbarrows filled with oddments, cisterns, baskets, brooms, sacks, broken chairs . . .

The old man seemed to thrive amid this pitiful collection of objects. The mess did not seem to bother him. Whenever Alpha thought of his father, what came to mind was a single loop that was burned into his memory: Jo, straddling a bicycle he had just repaired, one foot dangling, his chest puffed out; he was cycling around the yard, with a broad, malevolent smile on a face, his skin weathered by the blazing sun. He would ride around and around, looking down at his children and laughing, like the king of a rust-eaten dominion.

A dirty old man, in every sense of the phrase. Everything in the yard, the tarpaulins, the boxes and the blankets, was spattered with droppings from the chickens he allowed to roam free. Cleanliness was the preserve of women and, now their mother was dead, the responsibility – indoors or outdoors – fell to Julie. As did all the housework, and the cooking of whatever he managed to bring home.

Few every ventured onto their land. The brothers were not well regarded by the locals. Many suspected there was something not quite right, that Joël was handy with his fists. Most turned a blind eye, but a few voices spoke up, and on two separate occasions social services were called in. Publicly, Joël managed to project the image of a good-natured, slightly boorish man raising two children with the gruff sternness of traditional country folk. A decent widower doing his best with precious little.

Scheduled visits from social workers detected no obvious signs of neglect or mistreatment. The children knew better than to rat on Joël.

‘You say a word and I’ll kill your little brother! I’ll smash his fucking skull, you got that?’

This was how he controlled Julie. And she did as she was told. She never said a word. She was resigned to her fate.

When their mother was alive, the children had witnessed the beatings and humiliations that they now suffered. But the sexual abuse remained a secret, hidden behind locked doors.

Once Julie was the only female member of the household, she ceased to be a child and became Joël’s mistress and his servant. His assaults were frequent. Sometimes he would tell Fabien to get the hell out, sometimes he would order the boy to stay. Fabien was forced to listen to his sister’s screams, to his father’s grunts and laughs.

‘If you don’t do what I tell you, I’ll kill the both of you, I’ll kill him first, right in front of your eyes. I’ll strangle the little fuck.’

Jo used his son’s existence to blackmail his daughter, but he also liked the boy to observe. He enjoyed having an audience, and ordered the boy to watch and learn. At six years old, Fabien did not really understand what he was seeing. Mostly, he felt terrified for his sister. And he felt a visceral sense of revulsion that he could not name.

Sometimes – during the day or at night – his father would take him aside and tell him what he thought about women.

‘They’re no better than they should be, the sluts, the whores. They’re only good for fucking . . . Never trust a woman, they’re evil. You’re worth more than them.’

Jo would stare hard into the boy’s eyes and speak with calm authority. He would demand Fabien’s full attention and hold forth as though imparting life’s great secrets. For a brief moment, he was no longer the brutal dictator who tied him to the radiator and beat him with a belt for making too much noise playing with his toy cars.

Despite the repetitive monotony of these lectures, Fabien found that he enjoyed these moments of calm when his father seemed to want to share something with him. Often, the father’s diatribes led to him railing against society in general, against other people.

‘It’s us against the world.’

Despite the horrors committed with the family, Joël could not bear to see others mistreat his children.

One day, he found out that a sixteen-year-old lad had been bullying Julie. The boy, a local tearaway, abused and insulted her on a daily basis. Although the bullying was trivial compared to the abuse he visited on his daughter, as far as the Joël was concerned, an attack on any member of his family was an attack on him.

Jo insisted that his son, who was twelve at the time, avenge his sister.

Fabien studied the bully’s routine and confronted the boy one afternoon as he was walking home from school with his friends. Though the boy was a full head taller than him and four years his senior, Fabien felt no fear. He was accustomed to taking punches, but he took none that afternoon. The younger boy was the only one to hit his target, and the blind fury of his onslaught terrified the bully’s friends who, only minutes earlier, had been sniggering at the sight of this snotty little kid facing down the leader of their gang.

Fabien did not pull his punches, in fact, he was surprised by how easy it seemed. The first two blows hit the other boy square in the face, forcing him to retreat and almost trip. The older boy was determined not to allow himself to be humiliated, but Fabien kept coming, knocking him to the ground, then leaping onto his chest to delivered an upper cut to his chin and a left hook that left the bully’s nose spurting blood.

Everything about the fight seemed utterly effortless . . . In fact, though he did not know this at the time, he would experience the same cathartic ease every time he got into a street fight.

The bully brought his arms up to protect himself, but Fabien was not done with him. Baring his teeth and howling, he gripped the boy’s head with both hands, thumbs resting on the boy’s eyelids.

Suddenly, he was being dragged off; one of the bully’s friends had stepped in to separate them. A second later, and Fabien would have gouged the boy’s eyes out.

The ‘victim’, fearing for his life, let out a terrified wail. His two friends could not believe their eyes as they watched Fabien get to his feet, a little out of breath, but otherwise completely calm. The whole attack had taken less than a minute.

Then Fabien ran off without giving them time to regroup.

The parents of the sixteen-year-old did not report the assault and Fabien was never questioned by the police.

If he had been, would things would have turned out differently?

Maybe. Maybe not.

*  *  *

By the age of twelve he already felt disconnected from the world. As he got older, he even ceased to care about what was happening to Julie. She seemed resigned, she no longer complained. Or not as much as before.

The only time she fought back was when the father wanted Fabien to rape her.

‘You’re a big lad now, time you lost your cherry.’

In a searing rage, the sister screamed and swore and threatened to kill her father, before promising to do anything he wanted, but not that. Jo had laughed and shrugged it off. He was too drunk to care.

Most of the time, she endured his assaults. Jo called her a slut, he said that she enjoyed it. And maybe the old man was right, thought Fabien, maybe he had sensed something in her. She claimed she did it to protect her brother.

A feeble woman, incapable of protecting herself.

What did she think?

Did she really believe that she could keep an eye on her brother twenty-four hours a day, that the old man could not corner his son out in the fields when he was drunk?

She didn’t know about those incidents, and she did not need to know. Fabien did not need his sister to protect him, he learned to protect himself. Old men grow weak with age, while sons grow stronger.

Jo shrewdly focussed on his daughter, and Fabien ceased to care about his sister. He ceased to care about anyone else. He was indifferent to the suffering of others, or he revelled in it.

His sister was a fool, and his father little better. At school, his teachers said that Fabien was gifted, but hid his talents under a mask of ‘crass laziness’ and behavioural problems. Fabien would have like to see his teachers try to open a book in Jo’s house. From time to time, the old man would allow the children to do a bare minimum of homework in order to allay suspicion and avoid another visit from social services. Otherwise, he preferred them out wandering than indoors with their noses in a book. The old bastard considered education not only a waste of time, but almost a personal insult.

*  *  *

Fabien had spent his early years dreaming of seeing the ocean. He did not know why, but he was spellbound every time he saw it in photographs or on the television.

Long before he had seen it, smelled it, bathed in it, the boy knew it would be his one great love. The only place where his life would have meaning. He would be a pirate, a captain, a cabin boy. He dreamed about the light, the colours, the vast expanse of water, the raging elements. The silence that was never silent. The crossings . . .

To go, somewhere, anywhere, by sea even or by land. To discover.

His father had never set foot outside the canton. Fabien visited every continent and sailed every sea.

Jo made no protest when Fabien decided to leave. A skilled manipulator, he probably realised that his influence over his son was waning, so it was better for him to clear off. One wild animal in the house was more than enough, and Joël had no intention of allowing Julie to leave as easily as her brother.

Perhaps he thought Fabien would come back, daunted by the harsh world outside. But Fabien quickly found work, mostly on freighters and fishing boats, and was prepared to do even the most gruelling jobs.

He first met Jean-Marc on a crossing to Manilla. A tall, heavyset man, with a bushy beard and strapping arms, Jean-Marc was every bit as twisted as Joël. For some reason, the thirty-seven-year-old from Québec made a great effort to get close to young Fabien. Perhaps he sensed the lad’s potential. It’s common knowledge that sexual predators have an instinct for selecting victims who are unlikely to fight back; perhaps they can also sense their own kind.

Jean-Marc liked to fuck prostitutes, often brutally, and always without paying. He despised women in general, considering them little more than objects to be used and abused. But he had a particularly loathing for prostitutes, since he believed they were the root of all evil. More than once, it occurred to Fabien that this keen hatred concealed something, but he never attempted to question his companion.

With Jean-Marc, he experienced two firsts: his first rape, and his first murder. In the godforsaken backwoods of the Ardèche by that point, Fabien had slept with exactly two women. And he had not had to force them, quite the reverse. He was a handsome lad, and his dark, brooding good looks appealed to women. He was not troubled by his lack of sexual experience, not had he yet experienced violent sexual fantasies. His nights out with Jean-Marc on the sordid streets of Manila served as a trigger. One night, they lured a prostitute of about twenty-five back to a cheap hotel. As usual, Jean-Marc had no intention of paying for her services, he simply wanted to make her scream. In the squalid little room, he went first, then Fabien took over while Jean-Marc held a flick-knife to her throat.

This first rape was like a first cigarette. Fabien experienced little pleasure, in fact he found it somewhat unpleasant. But he knew that, with time, he would get a taste for it. While he fucked her, he put his hands around her throat. The brutal grip caused blood to trickle from her mouth and her nose; she was half-dead. He enjoyed watching as the hope in her eyes guttered out. The animalistic fear. The incomprehension. Sensing that Fabien was about to kill the woman, Jean-Marc stepped in just in time.

Who cared if some whore got raped? But a capital crime was a very different matter, one that could result in sharing a cell with a dozen men in a third-world prison cell.

Jean-Marc was right.

But Jean-Marc was careless in the days that followed, and the prostitute’s pimp managed to track them down. He took the matter very seriously. And when he pulled a knife on them, Fabien had no choice but to turn it against him.

This time, there was a police investigation.

Jean-Marc and Fabien were forced to go underground and get false papers.

They parted ways; their perverse initiation ended almost as soon as it had begun. Jean-Marc headed back north, while Fabien took off for other oceans under other identities.

*  *  *

He ran into Jean-Marc again three years later. Alpha happened to be in Canada, and, remembering Jean-Marc’s surname and the town where he lived, he got get in touch with Jean-Marc’s parents, who were clearly surprised when he introduced himself as a friend of their son. This was clearly unusual. Nonetheless, they agreed to give him Jean-Marc’s new address in the remote town of Murdochville. Otherwise, they said very little, so when he knocked on the door and Jean-Marc answered, Alpha got the surprise of his life.

‘My folks said you’d been to see them. But I never thought you’d come all the way out here,’ said a fat man with a gentle smile.

Fuck! thought Alpha. His friend was overweight and curiously androgynous, his voice had an unearthly quality and there was not a hair on his face or his chest. There was something very different about him, yet he was clearly still Jean-Marc.

Ushering him inside, and keenly aware of his confusion, Jean-Marc explained:

‘I would have told you if I’d had your number. I got caught again. After Manila, I came back to Canada for a bit of peace and quiet. One night, I spotted this woman in a local pub. She was drunk out of her skull and, well, you know me . . . I couldn’t resist.’ He winked and flashed Alpha a pitiful smile. ‘I had her in the back of my car, she was completely out of it. Then the cops showed up,’ he dabbed his forehead with his sleeve, ‘Luckily, I hadn’t been seriously violent. But I had a record, so I was looking at a long stretch, and then they told me that I’d get a lighter sentence if I signed up to the treatment.’

‘What treatment?’

‘Chemical castration. They give you drugs to lower your testosterone and suppress your sex drive.’

Alpha looked Jean-Marc up and down with undisguised contempt. Jean-Marc quickly went on:

‘I heard all sorts of things about it, I even heard it didn’t work, but let me tell you, dude, that these days I’d rather go trout fishing than skirt chasing . . .’ he nodded to the rod and tackle.

‘So, you had no choice?’

‘Not if I wanted to avoid a ten stretch. And, you know what, Fabien?’ he said, sweating like a geek after a hundred-metre sprint, ‘I feel a lot better in myself. All that weird shit was eating me up inside, and I realised I didn’t like who I was . . . you know what I mean? Dangerous and out of control. I don’t like hurting people. So, I feel a lot better the way I am now.’

Alpha felt a sudden urge to throw up. A physical wave of nausea that almost had him rushing for the toilet. Listening to this, this thing blethering on. This eunuch, this coward . . . This man he had once thought of as a demigod.

His only thought was to get away as quickly as possible and never see him again. He said nothing, but Jean-Marc seemed to read his mind and let him leave, though not before insisting that they exchange email addresses so that they could ‘keep in touch’. Then Jean-Marc watched as the tall, long-haired figure walked away without looking back.

*  *  *

Two years later, in an internet café in Kyoto, Alpha received an email from Jean-Marc’s parents saying that he had committed suicide.

They had found Alpha’s email address among his effects, and knowing that they had been friends, had written to give him the date of the funeral – which had long since passed by the time he read the message. Alpha deleted the email without replying.

*  *  *

Jean-Marc was not the only one. Some months later, his father Joël kicked the bucket. Jo had developed diabetes years earlier, and the only moment when his vicious father seemed gentle, even frightened, was when Julie gave him his insulin injections. Whenever he felt ill, this monster regressed to being a little child in search of comfort.

It was Julie who informed him that the old man had died. By email, his sole contact method with his family.

Alpha was flabbergasted, he read the email over and over, unable to believe his eyes. The old man was out of his life forever. He had died in his sleep, Julie told him, He didn’t suffer.

If Jo had died peacefully in his own bed, what possible justice could there be in the world?

By the time Alpha read the message, Jo had been six feet under for at least two weeks.

For a long time, Alpha continued to see Jo in his dreams. A hulking figure, riding a bicycle in circles on a patch of waste ground. He saw him in slow-motion, staring at his son, his face lit up with a broad smile that conveyed the pure evil.
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Anthony poured himself a glass of mineral water, walked back to his desk and settled himself in the comfortable leather chair. He started up his computer and opened his contacts file, scanning the list until he came to the person he was searching for.

Outside, automatic sprinklers pulsed jets of water with the regularity of a metronome. The gardener padded across the lawn, avoiding the spray, moving between the flower beds with his watering can. It was July 5, and summer was already sweltering. Antony sipped water to moisten his lips, then picked up his landline phone and dialled the number he had found.

‘Hello? Hello?’ the voice on the other end was impatient.

‘It’s Anthony.’

‘Who?’

‘Anthony Rauch.’

On the other end of the line there was a silence. Anthony made no attempt to break it. He waited for a long moment and then said:

‘Can we have a chat, Théo? I’d like to talk to you; in fact I’d like it if we could meet up.’

‘Jesus fuck . . .’

*  *  *

Théo had been prowling the corridors of the commissariat when his phone rang. He stopped dead and leaned against the wall, his mobile pressed against his ear, gasping for breath and trying to make as little noise as possible.

That fucking voice. So deep. Gravelly.

The nerve of the bastard.

‘Look, Anthony,’ he said, scratching his cheek, ‘even the thought of seeing you again terrifies me.’

‘You’ve no reason to be scared of me.’

‘Oh, I’m not scared of you,’ Théo sneered, though his rictus grin quavered. ‘Not even slightly. I’m terrified of how I’ll feel, of what I might do to you . . .’

‘I understand. It’s been a long time since we’ve seen each other, and it’s bound to be a shock. But I know you, and I know you can get through this if only for Marion’s sake. Believe me, if this wasn’t about getting justice for Marion, you’d never have heard from me again. And that’s all I’ve been working on for the past three years. Right now, you’ve made no headway in identifying Alpha, right?’

The only answer was a grunt on the other end of the line.

‘Well, I know. I know who Alpha is,’ Anthony stressed the words, ‘and I plan to do everything in my power to get justice for Marion. On my own, if need be, or with your help. Either way, I’m prepared to talk to you and only to you about my plans. I’d rather have you on side, Théo. You really cared about Marion, and more importantly, you’re a good man.’

*  *  *

Théo was the first to arrive, some fifteen minutes before they were due to meet. All day, he had thought of nothing else, with a mixture of anticipation and dread.

He had cursed Anthony. These past three years everything had changed. The traumatised squad, like the survivors of a plane crash, should have been entrusted to the care of a psych unit. Betrayed by their best officer. Duped. Ever since, his moral compass had been out of true. Who could they trust?

Théo had been devastated. In less than twenty-four hours he had lost the two colleagues closest to him. The truth about Anthony had left him stunned. The death of Marion had crushed him completely. Jesus, he had really loved her . . . Not that her feelings were what he had hoped. They had spent years casually flirting and joking. Had he known what would happen, he would have made time to get to know her, to tell her how he really felt.

He had always had a thing for women in uniform, and for Marion in particular. He had never met anyone as brave, as reckless. And as intelligent – much more intelligent than him. On the night she died, and the days and nights that followed, he had shed every tear in his body. Whenever he was at home, or on his own; never in front of others.

Needless to say, he could not help feeling that Anthony was responsible, especially since the actual killer was still on the run, though he knew that Anthony was as devastated as the rest of them, more so . . . Whenever he thought about that night, it conjured the same image: Anthony, kneeling next to Marion on the blood-spattered pavement, trying to stop the paramedics from taking away the body. There was nothing to be done; her life had long since slipped away.

When they brought him back to the station, they had spared little thought for his feelings. They had wanted explanations. Anthony had said nothing. He was crushed, broken.

What could they do? They kept him there for a while, determined to hear him out. A distraught Anthony said just enough to avoid being sent to a psychiatric unit. He mentioned a girl he had known when he was young. Admitted that he had behaved badly towards her. Then retreated into a silence from which he did not re-emerge. So, they had checked out his story, but even if the events were not covered by the statute of imitations, there was nothing they could have done about the incident, nor about his taking Androcur. The top brass were determined to hush things up and were happy to let Anthony go about his business on condition that he did not draw attention to himself.

In the early interviews with Anthony, Théo had deliberately taken a back seat. Afraid that he might smash his face in. He was always on edge, always ready to lash out, and there were times when it felt good to vent his anger; but not in this case. During the endless hours when Anthony was being interviewed as a witness, Théo barely said a word to him. And after his dismissal from the squad, Théo had made no attempt to be in touch. Nor had Anthony.

*  *  *

For their reunion, three years later, Anthony had suggested Le Train Bleu in the gare de Lyon. It was close to the commissariat. A magnificent restaurant with gilded cornicing, frescoes that adorned the walls and the ceilings and obsequious service.

In the past, Théo had found Anthony’s bourgeois airs curiously charming. Because they were not affected. They simply reflected his upbringing. He forced himself to be like the other officers, to blend in, to go unnoticed, but from time to time, his innate taste for opulence resurfaced. He was not remotely pretentious or egotistical, he simply enjoyed his comforts and liked to share them with others.

True, he was different to other officers. But the slight aloofness he gave off at first meeting quickly disappeared. It was merely a façade to mask his crippling shyness. This, at least, had been Théo’s conclusion before he saw Alpha’s video. Until that moment, Théo assumed that Anthony simply preferred to listen rather than to talk about . . .

‘Hi, Théo.’

The voice came from just behind him. Théo turned. He had not seen Anthony come in. As he got to his feet, he slipped and almost lost his balance. Anthony was standing next to him, calm, unsmiling. Théo looked him up and down. He seemed taller, probably because he was standing bolt upright.

The man he had known was barely recognisable. All the fat had melted away. He was not thinner, but more muscular, sculpted like an athlete. The change could not simply be due to no longer taking Androcur, thought Théo, he had obviously been doing serious training. Anthony now looked more imposing than he did, Théo thought a little bitterly.

Shock and fear triggered a wave of nausea which he quickly suppressed.

Anthony’s eyes had not changed, they were the same deep blue of his mother Louisa. But he had shaved his head and grown a thick, neatly trimmed beard. It made him look like a hard nut, like someone not to be messed with.

Anthony held out his hand and Théo shook it.

*  *  *

‘He’s got a sister who’s still alive. His mother committed suicide when he was a boy and his father died a few years ago. His sister still lives in the Ardèche, though in a different village. I’ll give you the location and all the other details if you decide you’re with me on this. The sister lives alone and never married. She and her brother haven’t seen each other for years because he’s been all around the world on various ships. But they’re still occasionally in touch via email. He logs on sporadically from internet cafés in far-flung countries. She gets in touch if there’s a problem, or just to let him know what’s going on in her life; very occasionally, he’ll say something about himself. He’s clearly fond of her . . .’

Sitting opposite, Théo listened with rapt attention, though privately he felt a little doubtful. He had not touched his food.

‘Does she know that her brother is Alpha?’ he asked. ‘Does she know what he’s done?’

‘I met up with her and we had a long conversation. At the time, I’d only seen one photograph of her brother, as a boy, but she showed me some of him as an adult. That was when I knew for certain that it was Alpha, so I laid my cards on the table. Julie – that’s her name – had read about the case in the news, but she hadn’t made the connection to her brother. She was very insistent, and I believe that she was telling the truth. She was completely taken aback and pretty sceptical about what I was saying. But she gave me a hairbrush that had belonged to her brother, and I had a private lab run a DNA test, and compared the sample to Alpha. When I told Julie the results were a match, she finally accepted the truth. Deep down, I think she always knew her brother was dangerous, though she never suspected how dangerous. She’s torn between her love for him and the sudden realisation that he’s grown up to be a monster . . .’

‘What makes you think she didn’t get in touch and warn him as soon as you left?’

‘It was a risk I had to take but, like I said, I trust her. She had a horrendous childhood, but she’s a good woman. She told me a lot of personal stuff about her past and not only did she give me the hairbrush, she also gave me her brother’s email address. I hired someone to hack the account . . . I’ve read all his messages; she’s pretty much the only person in the world he’s in touch with.’

‘If you’ve got his email, we can track him down and arrest him,’ Théo said excitedly. ‘Once we’ve got an IP address, we can do a geolocation. If you give me everything you’ve got, I’ll track him down . . .’

‘I don’t want this to go through the squad, I’m not prepared to put my trust in someone else.’

‘Well then, do it yourself! You’ve got a hacker on the payroll, so as soon as he logs on, you’ll know where he is.’

‘That’s certainly one possibility. But it means there will always be a gap between getting the IP address, finding the location and travelling to wherever Alpha was when he logged on. Which might be on the other side of the world . . . Then we’d need to make enquiries. I’m not prepared to hand the case over to the local police force, and besides, without a formal request from the French police they wouldn’t do anything. The two of us could go, but two French guys going round asking questions is likely to attract attention. Alpha’s bound to have contacts – suppose we talk to the wrong person and they alert him? Because if he gets away, that’s it, we’re done, he’ll stop using his email and he’ll change his identity. The French authorities have no record of his existence, he’s paid cash-in-hand and takes on work only to pay for his travel and his food.’

‘So, what’s your plan?’

‘Get him to come back to France. He should be here pretty soon . . .’

‘How do you know that?’

‘Because his sister Julie has cancer. Obviously, I didn’t know that when I met her. She told me when we were talking about how to catch her brother. In the months since her diagnosis, she didn’t tell him about the cancer, she didn’t want to worry him. But she was sure that if she told him, he’d come home. She’s just written to him and Alpha wrote back to say he was coming back to see her.’

‘He wrote back?’

‘Yeah, this morning.’

‘Really . . .?’ Théo furrowed his brow. ‘When does he get here?’

‘His sister doesn’t know,’ said Anthony, leaning back in his chair. ‘He’s not the kind of guy who makes plans, and besides, she doesn’t even know what country he’s in. But she’s convinced he’ll come back, and when he does, she’ll let me know.’

‘What are you planning to do? Have her place staked out?’

‘No, Julie will get in touch when he arrives. Obviously, it means relying on her, but I think it’s for the best because the guy’s too careful, he’s bound to check out the area before he shows his face. Even a minimal surveillance team is likely to be spotted. I’m not prepared to take that risk. I plan to head down as soon as he gets there and pick him up before he has time to realise what’s happening.’

‘Assuming his sister doesn’t accidentally let something slip, or deliberately tell him . . .’

‘That’s why we’ll need to get to the Ardèche as soon as he shows his face.’ Anthony gestured to the train platforms beyond the windows.

Théo nodded.

‘And you plan to do this on your own? Without a Special Ops team?’

‘Not on my own. You’ll be with me.’ Anthony spoke as though this were self-evident. ‘Do you really think we’re not a match for a Special Ops unit? We’ve got the element of surprise and whatever we might lack in terms of sheer numbers we gain in flexibility. We’d be armed and, for all his superpowers, Alpha can’t outrun a bullet . . .’

‘So what you’re saying is you plan to break every rule in the book . . .?’

‘Sticking to the rules hasn’t got us anywhere so far . . .’

Théo pulled a face and drummed his fingers on the table.

‘What the fuck do you want me to do, Anthony?’ he snarled suddenly.

‘I want you to do this with me. If you’re game,’ Anthony stared at him thoughtfully. ‘I can do this with hired mercenaries, or I can do it with you. But I’d rather do it with you, because I know how you work. No-one else on the force would even think about doing this without checking out the logistics and the legalities and potentially blowing the whole plan. I know you’d be risking your career, but if you can hand Alpha to them on a plate – and you’d be the one turning him in, because I don’t want anything from the force anymore – if you hand over a cop killer, a guy who’s attacked a government minister, they’re not going to put you on a disciplinary.’

‘You don’t understand. I don’t give a shit about a disciplinary. If I do this, it’s for Marion, no other reason, they can throw me off the squad and post me to the arse-end of nowhere for all I care. But if I’m going to do something, I do it properly, or not at all.’

‘We’ll do what we need to do. We’ve got his sister on side, we won’t be breaking into the place. If we have to kill him, I’ll take the blame, regardless of which of us fires the shot. I’ll tell them I lured you there, that you didn’t know what I had planned. They already think I’m a nutcase, and my career on the force is over. I have only one goal left in life, and this is it.’

Around them, people came and went. Old ladies travelling together, eager to see the sights. Parents with children hurrying to catch their train.

The two friends sat and stared at each other for a long moment.

‘So,’ Anthony said at length, ‘are you with me on this?’
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The blind on the skylight was half open so Alpha, lying on his bed in the semi-darkness, could make out some stars that were brighter than others. He did not feel sleepy. But neither was he tempted to venture out. Was his sister asleep?

The alarm clock on the bedside table, a cheap plastic affair, read 12.16 a.m.

The bedroom was decorated in the same simple, tasteful style Julie had had even when they were dirt poor. They had not always been completely destitute: sometimes the old man managed to do a few good deals. And Jo was not profligate, having no interest in clothes or cars or anything beyond his scrapyard and his brutish vices. But at the worst of times, when they literally did not have a sou, Julie had always managed to put meals on the table, or make the dismal shack a little more bearable.

After Joël’s death, Julie had sold the house and moved in here. Alpha would happily have given her his share of the inheritance so that she could stay on, but she had been determined to leave. Only to move less than two miles down the road . . . She had found a small house on a large plot of land on the outskirts of the forest. At night, wild boar rooted through the fields.

She seemed happy here, as far as he could tell. They were not inclined to talk much or share secrets. She lived alone, no husband, no lover. At least this is what Alpha assumed. No-one wanted her, or perhaps she wanted nothing to do with anyone. Alpha favoured the latter explanation. The old man had put her off men for life. But, not content with making their childhood miserable, Joël had also passed on his fragile health. When Alpha first caught a glimpse of her, coming back from working at the nursery school, she had been deathly pale. He had arrived by bus earlier that morning and walked the five miles to his sister’s house. There was no-one home. She finished work at four o’clock, so Alpha made the most of the time to check out the surrounding area and ensure there was no surveillance and no uninvited welcoming committee. It had been almost three years since he last set foot on French soil. In mid-afternoon, when she came through the gate and saw him sitting on the front steps, Julie had stopped and stared at him for what seemed like a long time. She looked ashen in spite of the blazing sunshine and utterly washed out. Then she had smiled sadly and trudged towards him, her shoulders slumped. They had kissed each other on both cheeks and she had ushered him into the house without a word. On previous occasions when they met up, she had always told him how handsome he looked, how happy she was to see him; selfishly, he felt disappointed that this time she said nothing. He attributed her silence to weakness and fatigue. She had just started chemotherapy. Julie was still a young woman, and had always been a fighter, but when he saw her, Alpha realised that this fight was far from won . . .

They spent the rest of the afternoon chatting about what they had been up to. He talked about his travels, she talked about the hospital. The doctors claimed to have caught the cancer just in time. They were hopeful.

Then Julie spent some minutes in the kitchen cooking dinner while he sat in the living room, watching television and drinking the few beers she had bought when he first told her he was coming. They ate in front of the television, talking little. As she was about to head up to bed, he asked – with uncharacteristic hesitancy – whether she was happy he was there and when, with evident sincerity, she said yes, he was relieved. She said they would talk more tomorrow, and perhaps he could take some time and climb a local peak, which was what he planned to do.

*  *  *

1.15 a.m.

His eyes open, Alpha was lying on his bed, engrossed in his thoughts when he heard the sound of a car outside. Not the sound on an engine, simply the crunch of tyres on gravel on the path that ran past the house.

Then the noise stopped. There was no sound of a car door slamming, or the rumble of an engine accelerating.

With feline grace, Alpha leapt from the bed, moved the small table that served as a desk under the skylight, jumped onto it and popped his head out so that he could survey the terrain. There was little to see. He could hear no sound beyond the familiar rustle of leaves. The skylight was too narrow for his shoulders to pass, so he gave up on the idea of climbing out onto the roof.

There was no need to be alarmed, he thought. Although somewhat isolated, the house had a few neighbours. He hopped down from the table and soundlessly put it back where it had been.

He was thirsty.

*  *  *

As he came down the stairs, he was surprised to discover the ghostly figure of his sister, standing in the kitchen in a dressing gown . . . She was deathly pale, her lips parted, and her expression reminded Alpha of their mother when he burst in on her as she was about to blow her brains out.

Standing in the middle of the white kitchen, the only lit room in the house, Julie seemed just as surprised to see him.

‘What are you doing?’ he said.

‘I had a nightmare, so I got up.’

Her hair was dishevelled. Her worried expression had not faded. She looked haggard and confused, and Alpha could not help but wonder whether the tumour had metastasized to her brain.

‘You should go back to bed,’ he said.

‘What about you, what are you doing up?’ said Julie, frowning.

Alpha said nothing, but went over to the cupboard, picked up a glass, then stepped past his sister and opened the door of the fridge. He studied the contents, then grabbed a bottle of milk, poured himself a glass and drained it, never taking his eyes off his sister.

‘I heard noises outside,’ he said. ‘A car . . . Do the neighbours often come home late?’

‘I didn’t hear anything,’ said Julie. Then, after a moment’s thought, she added: ‘Sometimes kids park nearby and make out.’

Leaning casually against the fridge, Alpha looked her up and down. He nodded, clearly satisfied with this answer.

The stood for a moment in the pregnant silence; Alpha casual and relaxed, Julie with her arms folded over her chest. He tried to read her thoughts. There was something unnatural about her rigid stance. She was trembling.

‘You looked like you’re scared of something,’ said Alpha.

Suddenly, she looked up and held his gaze. He stared at her.

‘Are you scared of dying? Or are you scared of me?’

‘I’m your big sister . . . I’m not scared of you.’

‘Why are you crying?’

And it was true, fat tears were tricking down her cheeks.

‘There’s something I need to tell you, Fabien.’

As she said the words, she stepped closer to him, her sad, shimmering eyes studying him.

‘Joël . . .’ For some reason he did not understand, her voice had dropped to a whisper. She hesitated a moment and then went on: ‘Jo . . . didn’t die from the cancer. I killed him . . . I killed him.’

‘What?’ Alpha said, taken aback.

‘I wanted him to die . . . I couldn’t bear the thought of him being here, with me,’ Julie was struggling to find the words, her face was contorted, her voice strangely muffled. ‘He insisted on me being his nursemaid, dealing with his pills and his injections . . . So, one night, I just upped the dose . . . I gave him the whole vial . . . He died during the night.’

She reached out and clutched his wrist, her hand warm and soft, and Alpha flinched. Julie was distraught, but there was a spiteful tone in her voice as she told her story.

‘I didn’t want him to pull through. You can understand that, can’t you, Fabien? He deserved to die . . . a thousand times.’

‘Why are you telling me this?’ Alpha said, incredulous and irritated.

‘Because I want you to know!’ Julie almost spat the words, stepping closer still. The tears were coming thick and fast now, and she made no attempt to stop them. ‘I wanted you to know that he got . . . some small part of what he deserved. That he didn’t die peacefully in his sleep.’

Alpha listened. He felt uncomfortable, he longed to be free of her but dared not push her away. The touch of her hand felt oppressive; his mind was reeling.

‘We couldn’t help it,’ his sister said almost aggressively, her face now inches from his. ‘It wasn’t your fault . . .’

She half-smiled as she said this, then suddenly, with infinite tenderness, she stroked his cheek. Alpha found her touch repulsive, but mostly, he did not understand her attitude.

‘What the fuck are you talking about?’ he said angrily.

Julie carried on staring up at her brother.

‘It’s not your fault, Fabien . . . It’s no-one’s fault.’

‘Stop saying that, you sound like a retard . . .’

‘No-one is to blame, not you, not the other people . . .’ her voice was imploring.

‘What? What are you saying?’

‘If you give yourself up, people will understand,’ his sister whispered. ‘They don’t know, but they’ll under—’

In a burst of fury, he grabbed Julie by the throat and lifted her off the ground. Her feet twitched a little as she tried to prise his fingers from around her neck. Alpha raged at her, determined to find out what she meant.

‘What the fuck are you talking about? What are you saying these things?’

‘Help! HELP!’ Julie screamed, gasping for breath as she stared into the corridor that led into the living room.

The penny dropped.

The moment he heard the sound of footsteps in the other room, Alpha let go of his sister and grabbed the carving knife that lay on the table. Then, hugging the walls, he crept towards the door to the other room and leapt at his assailant.

What followed was over in a flash, yet for those involved everything seemed to be happening in slow motion, much as time seems to slow in a terrible accident.

Théo was first to appear, followed by Anthony. Alpha watched as the muzzle of the gun appeared, and then his arms; he lunged and gripped them with a speed and strength that took Théo by surprise; then, still gripping his arms with one hand, thrust the knife into the cop’s armpit, into the narrow gap left unprotected by his Kevlar vest. He thrust hard, until he felt the hilt hit home, then quickly ripped it out in a spurt of blood and stabbed lower, burying the blade in Théo’s thigh.

Infinitely slowly, Théo toppled forward, his eyes bulging, his face contorted with pain, and howled as he collapsed onto the floor.

Théo’s body was blocking the narrow hallway, but Anthony had the presence of mind to flatten himself against the wall and sidle in so that he was facing Alpha, who did not even pause before lashing out, using his left arm to deflect the gun Anthony was holding, while swinging the knife in his right hand down to stab below the bulletproof vest.

It happened in a nanosecond: Alpha managed to knock Anthony’s hand aside, but as he did the gun went off. The bullet seared through Alpha’s thigh, but did little to stop his momentum, and he managed to plant the knife in Anthony’s belly.

Instinctively, Alpha let out a howl and recoiled, but he did not collapse. Anthony steadied himself against the doorjamb, the knife still buried in his lower abdomen: his gun had been knocked from his hand by the force of the blow. The two men stood, stunned, a few feet from each other. They did not look each other in the eye, too busy observing the wounds they had inflicted and the position of their enemy’s hands.

Alpha ran his fingers over the bullet wound and petulantly stared at his own blood. Although panting and bathed in sweat, Anthony did not so much as grunt. The only sounds came from Théo, moaning on the ground, and clearly in a bad way. And from Julie, staring in abject horror at the scene.

Abruptly losing interest in Anthony, Alpha lurched into the corridor from where the two men had come. Seeing him limp away, Anthony glanced around for his gun, which had skittered across the tiled floor, then, with a slow, excruciating movement, he gripped the handle of the knife and, stifling a scream, pulled it clear.

He pressed one hand to the wound while he gauged the distance between himself and the gun. It seemed impossible that he could get there and bend down to pick it up. Théo’s gun was closer to him, it lay near Julie’s feet. In a slightly tremulous voice he asked her to bring it to him. Tears still streaming down her face, she shook her head regretfully.

‘Well, at least try and help my friend,’ said Anthony. ‘And call the paramedics.’

Then, still gripping the knife, he set off after Alpha, leaving Julie hunkered next to Théo who was struggling to breathe.

*  *  *

Although Alpha had a head start, one of his legs was badly injured and so, though he faltered a little, Anthony was confident he could catch him up. Through the window, he saw his enemy hobbling towards the woods. Outside, in the cool twilight, he could easily make out Alpha, despite the gathering darkness. He set off after his prey, slowly creeping closer. Intent on his escape, the psychopath did not even turn around. They were barely two metres apart now. Anthony lunged at the man’s back and Alpha crumpled to the ground with a moan.

Alpha rolled onto his back. Anthony loomed over him, one hand still gripping the knife while the other reached for his belt and extracted a pair of handcuffs.

‘You’re going nowhere,’ growled Antony, standing over his prey, ‘I’ll do you a little favour, I won’t slit your throat . . . Now, give up.’

With great difficulty, Anthony managed to half-kneel and made to cuff the wrist closest to him. Alpha seemed surprisingly submissive, but as Anthony reached out, Alpha grabbed his arm with both hands and brutally twisted, pivoting his whole body in a technique borrowed from aikido or jujitsu. There was a dull crack as Anthony felt his wrist snap and his flexor tendons rupture, sending pain shooting through his forearm. He crumpled on the ground. In an instant, Alpha had straddled him and the two men wrestled violently. Although his body was aching and exhausted by his effort, Alpha stared down at Anthony, his eyes glittering.

‘So it’s you, you fat fuck?’ he roared, his voice quivering with fury and astonishment.

Anthony tried to fight back, but one arm no longer worked. He felt nothing, his brain was so focussed on his survival that it had stopped transmitting any signals of pain. Even so, he was struggling, Alpha was clearly the stronger of the two, and would probably have been even if Anthony had had the use of both arms. In a moment of impotent resignation, he realised this fact.

‘I let you live last time . . .’ Alpha growled, his eyes gleaming with pure hatred, ‘but you went after my sister, so now I’m going to kill you with my bare hands.’

Alpha did not pick up the knife: he gripped Anthony’s throat and squeezed. Anthony managed to use his one good hand to slacken the grip. But for his rigorous training, he would already be dead. He stared up at Alpha, the dark, demonic eyes set in the handsome face. No air now reached his lungs. He struggled with all his might, making the most of these last seconds of life.

He was to blame, as much for Théo’s death as for his own. All this planning and anticipation had been for nothing. Just before he lost consciousness, he thought he saw a figure emerging from the shadows.

Out of the blue, there came a loud thud as the broad handle of the bladeless axe came down between Alpha’s shoulder blades. A man stood over them. Anthony could see the man’s face, but did not recognise him.

‘Get the fuck off him, you fucking psycho!’

In spite of the powerful blow, Alpha refused to release his hold on Anthony; he whipped his head around, trying to work out what was happening. Then, since his first strike had not done the job, the stranger raised the bludgeon again and brought it crashing down on the back of man’s skull and Alpha collapsed, unconscious.

Anthony found that he could breathe again, a hideous death rattle. He briefly wondered whether Alpha was dead, then looked up at the man standing over them, with no idea who he might be. His saviour, a broad, heavyset man in his sixties, bent down to check that Alpha was indeed unconscious. Then he turned to Anthony with a half-smile.

‘Don’t worry, Anthony. I’m on your side,’ he said.

The man came closer and made to grab him under the arms, but felt Anthony resist him.

‘It’s alright, I’m on your side.’

The man dragged him through the dirt towards the house. He was strong. Anthony stared up, studying the face. The man was balding, though he still had wisps of white hair. His craggy face was deeply lined, his nose had obviously been broken more than once, his eyes were quick, intelligent. Anthony did not know who he was, yet he was convinced he had seen the man before.

‘Everything’s going to be fine, Anthony,’ the man said as he dragged him across the dry ground.

‘Who are you?’

The man pretended that he had not heard, but simply set Anthony down next to the front door of the house,

‘I need to get the other guy,’ he said and walked away.

Now that he was out of danger, the pain in Anthony’s arm had become almost unbearable. The confident preciseness of the stranger’s every gesture brought to mind an ex-soldier. Or a hit-man. Anthony did not have the first idea who he might be . . .

He managed to sit up and watched as, in the distance, the stranger handcuffed Alpha’s arms behind his back, then dragged the unconscious body back and left it next to Anthony.

They lay almost side by side, Anthony on his back, the unconscious Alpha on his belly. Exhausted by his exertion, the stranger stopped to catch his breath.

‘My friend is inside,’ said Anthony, ‘he’s serious injured, he might be dead. There’s a woman with him. Could you help them, please?’

‘I would like to help,’ said the man, ‘but I have to go now.’

He stood for a moment, his body hunched, his hands hovering just above his knees.

‘Why do you have to go?’ said Anthony. ‘Who are you?’

‘The answers to these questions are connected. I have to go – besides, I have no medical equipment, and I’m sure the woman in the house has already called the emergency services.’

‘Who are you?’ Anthony insisted, his eyes fixed on the stranger.

The man calmly held his gaze.

‘You can’t say anything about me to anyone. Not even to your friend, if he pulls through. Neither you nor I have anything to gain by that. Forget about me, blot out every feature. When the police question you, tell them you arrested him by yourself,’ he nodded at the prone body of Alpha. ‘Tell them exactly what happened, just leave me out of it. Besides, how would you explain it, what could you prove? I did what I did to save you, so do me this favour. Do yourself this favour. Pretend you have never even seen me.’

The stranger stood, motionless, looking at Anthony with a mysterious expression that was simultaneously unsettling and benign.

‘Good luck,’ he said, before stealthily slinking away towards the road.

Two minutes later, the ambulance arrived. And then the police.

The paramedics rushed Théo to hospital; he was still alive. Meanwhile, Anthony told the astonished police officers that the handcuffed body next to him was that of Alpha, a man they had been hunting for three years.

At no point did he mention the stranger who had appeared at the last minute and saved his life. Not then, not ever.

The first time Anthony heard the phrase ‘chemical castration’, he could not have been more than twelve years old. And he still remembered exactly how he had felt.

His mother had been having lunch with Maître Antoine Marciano, a close friend and colleague. Anthony was rarely invited to dine with grown-ups, except when Louisa hosted dinner parties at home. Anthony, for his part, loved to listen to his mother talk, and though he did not understand everything she said, he picked up snatches, mostly concerning her work. On that particular day, she was talking to her colleague about a recent case she had found particularly difficult, the trial of a sexual predator.

Thinking back now, Anthony could not remember whether they had agreed that the sentence had been fair or too severe. But he remembered that it had been Maître Marciano who had first brought up the subject of chemical castration, and the phrase had particularly struck Anthony, since he had previously heard of castration, but only in the context of animals.

Maître Marciano expressed his disappointment that, unlike certain other countries, the French penal code did not sanction such treatment. Aside from protecting future victims, he felt it would have been beneficial to her client, and would have meant a reduced sentence. Louisa did not agree: she was radically opposed to such treatments which, she strongly felt, were an affront to human dignity. And she was in no doubt that if such a treatment were available, it would simply lead to offenders attempting to persuade judges to offer them reduced sentences.

During a lull in the conversation, Anthony asked his mother what chemical castration meant and she explained that it involved prescribing medication to inhibit the production of certain hormones which – according to some people – lowered the libido. So fascinated was Anthony that, despite the Maître Marciano’s presence, he asked whether it made the man’s penis shrivel. No, she said, the sexual organs were unaffected, the medication produced other effects.

‘Effects that stop men attacking other people?’ Anthony hesitated, then added, ‘Or children?’

His mother considered for a moment, then, looking him in the eye, she explained that such men were sick, and they needed treatment, but this was not the way to go about it. It was not as simple as that; in time, he would understand that some kinds of treatment were repressive and unbecoming to a civilised society.

That day, his mother succeeded in persuading him by the force of her arguments. For a brief period, at the end of childhood and before the onset of adolescence, children tend to accept their parents’ opinions.



La Poire: The Pear

Less than a year after the death of Pierre-Yves Sully, Louisa moved into a two-thousand-square-foot duplex apartment in the eleventh arrondissement of Paris.

She and Anthony lived there on their own. After the events at La Chênaie, Louisa was very discreet about her lovers, and never introduced the men in her life to her son. She would sometimes go away for a night or a weekend, leaving her son in the care of the maid, or of his father.

*  *  *

Louisa swore Anthony to secrecy. They alone would know what had happened. Anthony meekly acquiesced to his mother’s wishes, and gradually the subject became taboo even between mother and son. On the rare occasions when Anthony brought it up, Louisa would find a way to avoid the subject, and would often seem exasperated, thereby reinforcing the boy’s sense of shame.

She told him he needed to forget what had happened. That he was above such things, and besides, Pierre-Yves was dead. That the best thing to do was put it out of his mind and look to the future. That he was a handsome, intelligent boy who could be anything he chose to be. That it was important not to wallow in self-pity, because those who behave like victims were treated like victims. That he needed to be strong.

Anthony believed her. He had to bury his feelings, lock them away in a small dark room. He never mentioned what had happened to anyone, even his father. For a long time, he wondered whether his father knew, and became convinced that he did. Throughout his teenage years, whenever he was met relatives or friends of his parents, he was haunted by this question: did they know? Had his mother told them?

Louisa Rauch was scornful of psychiatrists, psychoanalysts, psychologists, psychotherapists and shrinks of every kind. She scoffed at them, accused them of being madder than their patients. She had a particular contempt for expert witnesses, and would wield her considerable talents to humiliate them on the witness stand.

Now, in hindsight, and with the benefit of everything he’d learned as an officer in the Sexual Offences Unit, Anthony realised that his mother was very wrong: to deprive a child of a voice, preventing him from externalizing his trauma to a professional, or even a close friend, risked turning the victim into a ticking time bomb. Such a mistake was all the more incomprehensible coming as it did from a lawyer.

Before the events at La Chênaie, Anthony’s childhood had not been unhappy; even his parents’ divorce had not snuffed out the spark of joy and the optimism he felt when he looked to the future. Being an only child, he was happy in his own company, but also enjoyed playing with other children, with whom he proved a natural leader. After the abuse, he became more fearful and less confident; if, previously, he had never found solitude a burden, now it became a refuge, something he increasingly needed in order to feel better.

The more important changes came with puberty. He found the years from twelve to fifteen particularly difficult. He was unprepared to deal with his changing body, and suffered all the defects common to teenagers. Psychologically, he was also maturing. In early adolescence, most boys are devoid of empathy for others, and tend to bully and humiliate each other. A cruel, cretinous age begins with puberty, when those who are mocked and teased torment those weaker than themselves, seeking out a scapegoat to avoid becoming one. Finding the flaws in someone else and laughing at them. Happily, such sadistic games are short lived and usually disappear by the time boys enter secondary school, persisting only in those who are immature or sociopathic.

Being a little overweight at the age of twelve, Anthony had his share of bullying. It was his only physical flaw, since in every other way he had inherited his mother’s genes. A few insecure boys regularly taunted him about his weight. And he in turn sought out victims, showing now more mercy than his tormenters. Most adolescents go through this difficult period, some even find it a formative experience, But for Anthony, this period had no salutary effect, on the contrary it merely served to fuel a sense of unease he had long kept buried.

His mother was often absent. This was the period when Louisa’s legal career exploded in a media frenzy, as she defended many high-profile cases. She became the most sought-after criminal lawyer in the country. Though free of the shackles of her marriages, she still benefited from the aura of the late Pierre-Yves Sully, and still bore the name Rauch; the press and the media vied with each other for features and interviews because she gave ‘good copy’. Every two years, she published a book. And although her chambers had a staff of ten, Louisa still spent her time flitting between criminal courts around the country.

Anthony barely saw his mother – or at least that was how it felt. His father was also overworked, and ill-inclined to spend afternoons with his son. Had it not been for the endless procession of maids, Anthony would have been free as a bird.

Images of Pierre-Yves Sully haunted his imagination, Pierre-Yves telling him how handsome he was, how much he loved him, Pierre-Yves subjecting him to horrific forms of abuse. It was a relief when these images disappeared for days on end. But this happened rarely.

To ward off his profound self-loathing, Anthony ate. He gorged himself until he threw up. Even when she was at home, Louisa did not notice: nothing could be allowed to hinder the whirlwind that was Louisa. She talked of anything and everything, except the things that truly mattered. His mother’s silence ate away at Anthony.

He was just thirteen when he first began to think about death. In the years that followed, he would never quite shake off thoughts of suicide, which ebbed and flowed in their intensity. And yet he never worked up to killing himself, convinced that it would be a terrible waste, and that good times might yet come. He lived for years with a self-hatred rooted in what had happened with his stepfather. In the appalling abuse he had suffered.

Unlike many teenage boys, he never ran away. What would have been the point? His mother was never at home. Too busy defending a murderer, a war criminal or a rapist, Louisa would simply have dispatched someone to find him: his father, a member of staff, a cop . . . In court, as she often told him, she held the life of some man or woman in her hands.

Anthony took up smoking. He smoked a lot. Mostly to piss off his mother. What could she say? She herself smoked forty a day.

She would smell the stale cigarette smoke when she came home. She would lecture him, and he would nod and promise to give up. But as soon as she had left, he would buy another pack with money he filched from her purse. Not much, a few francs here and there. His mother never noticed, or if she did, she said nothing. Mute, indifferent . . .

He started shoplifting. For the rush of adrenaline and the feeling of transgression. He must have been a gifted thief, since he was never caught – not that he cared: he had no fear, in fact, he sometimes wished he would get caught. He imagined being interviewed by police officers desperate to discover the root cause of his offending. He saw himself spilling his guts, telling them about his stepfather’s abuse, this secret known only to his mother – the famous criminal lawyer.

He became more aggressive; he began to hit back – and found that he enjoyed it. Sick and tired of being bullied, he longed for an outlet for his anger, for an end to his constant fear. His teachers knew what was happening but said nothing to his parents, since Anthony was a good student. Brilliant, some said. And he did not wear outlandish clothing – he had no interest in the grunge and punk fashions that so outraged teachers. Anthony was an archetypal ‘boy from a good family’, he dressed well, he was polite and even reserved. But if there were few external changes, on the inside he was seething with a rage that was constantly growing.

Being keen on sport, his father suggested that he try out for the rugby team when he was about fifteen. Anthony developed a passion for the sport. In it, he found an outlet for his energy and a way to recharge his batteries. He was a good player, and became one of the most valuable on the team. He fitted in with the group. He enjoyed the intense physical exertion: he could control his body, discipline it in the service of the sport. Even the brutal tackles, the injuries, the fractures did not deter him . . . The fat melted away to be replaced by solid muscle. Through constant training, he moulded himself into a tall, powerful figure. Girls began to notice him, a lot.

He and his father became closer, particularly through their shared passion for rugby. Their conversations were always mundane, superficial; they never argued. He sensed that his father loved him but did not know quite how to show it, how to overcome his natural reticence. With his mother, the opposite was true: everything was disproportionate. She was disproportionately absent, and could disappear for days or weeks at a time. She was unduly nosy about things that particularly interested her, like his school results. She was desperate for him to be a success. They argued constantly. She also had an unhealthy interest in his love life, and would bombard Anthony with embarrassing questions if she thought that he was seeing someone.

Louisa was a bulldozer: she had little tact and less psychological nous, though she prided herself on both. Her mere presence dominated everything. She was the sun and Anthony the shade. Their quarrels became more and more frequent. Having to deal with her demands while tolerating her indiscretions became increasing difficult to bear.

When he was sixteen, he spent an idyllic summer at his father’s house. His mother was spending every waking hour working on a difficult case and, when that was over, went to Morocco with a close friend for some ‘me time’. When it was time to go back to school, Anthony decided that ‘things had gone far enough’: he was happy living at his father’s place and had absolutely no desire to go back to his mother’s lavish, lonely apartment, so he insisted on staying in Neuilly. It was close enough to school, it would be easy to get there and back. And, though she was surprised, for once Louisa did not oppose his decision.

*  *  *

The first incident took place while he was still sixteen, on the night of October 3. Years later, the date would remain burned into his memory, since this was the first time he truly realised that there was something not quite right.

*  *  *

He looked at the girl, she was lying on her stomach on some guy’s bed, eyes closed, lips parted, very drunk and probably drugged.

Her name was Laura Desforges. The party was at Yohann Pelletier’s house; he and Laura were a couple. Anthony had never met either of them before; he had only gone because Loïc, a friend of his, had suggested he tag along. At first, everything seemed amazing: a sixteenth birthday party in a vast mansion in the most exclusive area of Paris. Loïc told him that Yohann’s father was Vice President at some marketing company.

There were no adults present, and some forty teenagers were having it large in every room of the two-storey house. Loïc and Anthony were among the youngest guests, but since both were over six feet tall, they did not stand out. Loïc had wandered off somewhere by the time Anthony found himself in a bedroom with a bunch of guys and Laura. After so many years, he could not remember where Loïc was; he had probably gone home.

It was late, maybe two in the morning. Anthony’s father was less strict than many parents.

The muted rumble of electronic music filtered from the living room. The bedroom shutters were closed, and the only light was the cold glow of a few lamps draped with blue scarves.

Anthony was completely blitzed from too much booze and weed. Unlike some of the others, he had not taken any of the ecstasy tabs being passed around. He was sitting on the floor, his back against the wall, grappling with the contradictory urges to sleep and to throw up.

As he stared into the middle distance, he became aware of the sleeping Laura, sprawled diagonally across the bed. Her moonlike face was turned towards him, it was pretty, with a slightly snub nose. Her pale skin was dotted with freckles, her blonde hair tumbled about her face. Her skirt had rucked up to reveal a glimpse of her buttocks. Yohann slid his hand along her thighs, up between her legs, his fingers toying with her G-string. Laura did not react. Yohann was laughing and sniggering with his mates and when two more boys came into the room, he told them to close the door. The other boys all seemed to know each other; they were barely aware of Anthony’s presence.

There were seven boys in the room; Laura was the only girl. Yohann wound the thong around his finger and beckoned his friends to join him on the bed. It looked as though everything had been planned in advance. The boys ran their hands over the comatose girl, from her breasts to her groin.

Two others stood, watching the scene. One was smiling, while the other looked angry and disgusted. The second boy quickly left, muttering something unintelligible, and slammed the door behind him.

As they rolled the girl onto her back, she came to and started to protest and tried to push away the clumsy hands. Her eyes were still half-closed when some of the boys unbuttoned their flies. Two of them raped her while a third held her down. They took turns. Although she did not scream, Laura clearly said no, over and over, trying to summon the strength to push them off.

What had they given her?

Although she soon stopped struggling, everything about her body language made it clear she was resisting. Neither Anthony nor the boy standing next to him did anything to stop what was happening. Anthony sat, frozen, mesmerised by the scene, keenly aware of what he was witnessing.

And yet, he had never felt so aroused. He was painfully erect. He knew that legally and morally what was happening was a heinous act. He could have done something, told the other boys to get the fuck out, raised the alarm. The girls in the other room would have rushed in and stopped the rape.

But in that moment, he chose not to.

All he wanted at that point was to masturbate, and the only thing that stopped him was his shyness. Seeing this strange girl being defiled and humiliated excited him, though he did not know why. Tears streamed down her face, she begged the boys to stop, she sobbed and swore. And Anthony stared at her desolate face, at her ample curves, at her abusers as they egged each other on, and the fascination was undeniable.

His empathy for Laura returned only later, after he had found a quiet corner of the house where he could masturbate. He came in a cupboard under the stairs, and a moment later was flooded with feeling of guilt, and of shame.

He had done nothing to help this girl. What the hell was wrong with him?

When Yohann had dismissed his friends, Anthony had crept out like a thief, leaving Laura lying on the bed, dazed and whimpering. Anthony had watched as the door closed; then he had left without a word to anyone.

What the fuck was wrong with him? What if someone had seen Anthony rape someone and had said nothing, done nothing?

And yet he had said nothing, done nothing.

He often thought about the incident. Sometimes, he wanted to go to the police and tell them what he had seen, but fear prevented him, fear and guilt.

Now, when he masturbated, he found himself remembering this scene, and his feelings of guilt would subside, only to reappear the moment he had finished. Gradually, he found that his most secret fantasies involved rape, and still he could not understand why.

*  *  *

He was a handsome boy; he could have any girl he wanted. And he made the most of it. In his teenage years, he racked up countless conquests, but he never felt any attachment to any of them.

He had little interest in foreplay. He had seen so much, suffered so much, that he often seemed rushed. He was bored by seduction and the various preambles to sex. Girls his own age liked to take their time, they thought of flirtation as an entertaining and necessary ritual. One step forward, two steps back. Anthony felt love now, but he had urges, and these girls offered a way to satisfy those urges, or sometimes thwarted them. He had little time for romantic games, what he most loved was the moment when they surrendered to him. The more quickly they gave in, the more quickly he tired of them. And if he never actually forced them, he secretly fantasised about doing just that. He felt utterly disconnected from these girls, who, for their part did not hold this against him, in fact it made some of them more clingy.

He brooded over these powerful urges whose true darkness he alone realised. He was fascinated by rape. As time passed, and the number of his conquests increased, he developed an increasingly violent fantasy life that troubled him greatly. Fantasies of seeing women being forced to suffer, by himself or others. He who would never have hurt an animal or a child and who, deep down, considered himself sensible, could not understand his lack of empathy towards women, and deplored his fantasies. For a long time, he believed himself incapable of building a normal relationship with one of them. And then, suddenly, he started seeing two in parallel, very different from each other, and with whom he fell in love.

He gave more of himself to Amandine than to any other woman. She was his first real girlfriend – and his last. They met during the second term of their last year at school, and dated for several months.

It was Amandine rather than Anthony who made all the moves. In the beginning, at least. She asked friends about his personality, and his family, and she did everything she could to get him to notice her, though somewhat naively.

She had short blonde hair and though she was beautiful, she was perhaps a little less attractive than Anthony. But she had charm and intelligence to spare. Even at this young age, Amandine had begun to show the first symptoms of bipolar disorder, and she had issues with drugs. But rather than being put off by her drugtaking, Anthony allowed her to introduce him to soft drugs and later to cocaine, ecstasy and acid. The only drugs he refused were heroin and crack. Anthony was unfazed by the girl’s abrupt mood swings, in fact they left him fascinated but constantly insecure. It was an explosive cocktail that drew him closer to her than he had been to any of his previous girlfriends.

Amandine wanted to be a lawyer, or a writer. She considered Louisa Rauch a legend, and longed to meet her. Surprisingly, Anthony’s mother managed to find a window in her hectic schedule, and had invited the lovebirds to her house for lunch. While Anthony barely said a word throughout the meal, the two women had a long and cordial conversation. Amandine was unembarrassed, she lavished praise on Louisa, asked about her career and her standpoint of a range of subjects. Louisa, for her part, was friendly and forthcoming. But a few days later, she took Anthony aside and confided that, while she had found Amandine charming, there was something wrong, something she could not quite put her finger on. She said nothing more and, though Anthony was a little surprised, he did not inquire further: he did not want his mother to think her opinion mattered to him. In fact, her negative opinion of his girlfriend only encouraged the relationship.

*  *  *

Despite his fondness for Amandine, Anthony was also obsessed with another girl. Maleesha was only sixteen, some years his junior, but they had known each other for years and had often played together during the summer holidays he spent with his father. Maleesha was the eldest daughter of the Sri Lankan family who worked in his father’s house and lived in the servants’ quarters. Maleesha, her little brother and her parents, were a charming, modest family and Anthony’s father was very fond of them.

Being an only child, Anthony often found that time weighed on him during the long holidays, and it was Maleesha who knew how to shake him out of his apathy. They spent the long summer days together, splashing in the pool, or out in the garden playing hide-and-seek, table tennis or frisbee. She did her utmost to beat him, because he was taller and she had a secret crush on him. Anthony, who did not see her that way, was completely oblivious. To him, Maleesha was merely a small, energetic child who was always willing to play with him. He barely noticed that she was a girl, since she was two years his junior.

When he was seventeen and she turned sixteen, he saw her in a different light. Maleesha had grown and changed a lot in ways that Anthony, naively, had not anticipated. Her scrawny body had filled out with curves. Her facial features had matured. The little girl had given way to a strikingly beautiful young woman.

Maleesha’s family were Sinhalese, one of the two major communities in Sri Lanka. Although she was a devout Catholic, her father had married a Buddhist. Maleesha had gone to school in France, and dressed like any other teenager: she sometimes even wore makeup, which further enhanced her extraordinary beauty. But her parents were very strict; she was not allowed to stay out past ten o’clock, even at a friend’s party. Her mother believed that a teenage girl – even one who was over eighteen – had no business staying out late or hanging around with boys. They watched her comings and goings and it was clear that, for as long as she lived under their roof, they would not give her a minute’s peace. And Maleesha did as they said, more to avoid disappointing her parents than because she agreed with these rules from a culture that was no longer truly hers.

It was in the summer before his final year at school that Anthony discovered that he had feelings for Maleesha, that he found her deeply attractive. Maleesha – who had had a crush on him for years – did nothing to discourage him. One sweltering August day, far from prying eyes, they shared a kiss. Thereafter, they tried to snatch a few short moments together every day. Their relationship was rather chaste, little more than kisses and light petting. Both felt a passionate physical attraction to the other, and the temptation to go further was intense. And, because Maleesha respected her father and his principles more than anyone in the world, and Maachah wanted his daughter to be a virgin on her wedding day, she was determined to abide by his rule for as long as possible. Anthony accepted the condition.

For a long time, Anthony did not fully understand the nature of his feelings for Maleesha. Having considered her like a clingy, slightly boring cousin for several years, the sudden change in his feelings for her was unsettling, and tinged with a little shame. He was grateful that she wanted to keep their relationship secret. Throughout his final year at school, they managed to snatch private moments together. But there were no sweet nothings, no declarations of undying love. They never sought to put a name to their relationship, which was a kind of erotic friendship they enjoyed when they were together.

Being unwilling to give herself to him completely, and never daring to hope that one day Anthony might marry her, Maleesha never insisted that their relationship be exclusive. They talked little, preferring to spend their time doing other things. When Anthony first began dating Amandine, he waited three weeks before telling Maleesha. And when he did, it was for practical reasons, lest she see them together when he invited his official girlfriend home. He told her straight out, and made no apologies. This was simply how things were. Maleesha realised, in his mind, they had never really been dating. Although surprised, she did not make a scene. She did not blame Anthony; in fact, she was angry with herself that she could not offer what a western boy expected of his girlfriend. They were sitting side by side, and a moment later, when Anthony made to kiss her, she stopped him in his tracks.

‘Hang on,’ she said. ‘Do you want us to keep seeing each other?’

‘Of course,’ he said, as though this were self-evident.

‘But what about your girlfriend?’

Maleesha stared at him, waiting for a reaction.

‘It’s not a serious relationship . . .’ he said offhandedly, ‘it doesn’t change things.’

‘Less serious than ours?’

‘Different,’ said Anthony and then bent down to kiss her; this time she did not demur.

*  *  *

Different was the perfect word to describe his relationship with Amandine. During their time together – which, in hindsight, seemed quite brief – Anthony was able to give free rein to his fantasies. Never before had he opened up to someone, believed that they understood. He told Amandine everything, about his stepfather’s abuse, about the gang rape he had witnessed and how it had made him feel. Amandine was a good listener, and she probed him for secrets. In fact, she seemed to take a slightly perverted pleasure in them. At first, Anthony naively believed that he held all the cards. He saw Amandine as an innocent little bird – even her slight, emaciated figure was somewhat birdlike – and felt as though he were corrupting her. But he held her partly responsible for the tragic events that followed. Now, twenty years later, he no longer held it against her; he realised that he had overestimated her influence. Evil already burned inside him; she had merely fanned the embers. At the time, Amandine was fragile, as he was, but she was very different to how he had imagined her.

How much had she lied to him? About her virginity, certainly, and about her feelings. He had asked no questions, but Amandine had told him that he was the first, told him that she loved him more than anyone, more than herself. Later, when they broke up, she swore that she had never had any feelings for him, that he was a fool. Although many people say such things during a break-up, Amandine sounded brutally sincere.

*  *  *

While Amandine did not cause him to act, she fuelled his fantasies. Theirs was a toxic relationship.

Never before had Anthony had sex the way he did with Amandine. She introduced him to various drugs; he introduced her to the most sleazy, brutal sex. He had rape fantasies and so did she. So, they acted out all manner of acts of brutality and humiliation. She surrendered to his most depraved desires with unbridled enthusiasm, feigning reluctance sometimes only in the hope of some more violent punishment. Instead of curbing his violent urges, she goaded him ever further.

They talked a lot, mostly about him. They replayed scenes from his life in which Anthony sometimes took on the role of his stepfather. In the moment, the pleasure was almost overwhelming, but when it was over, he felt distraught. When he was clear-headed, he knew that their relationship was toxic, but he was addicted, Amandine was like a drug to him. He suffered from nightmares. He often felt terrified. The only moments when he felt happy were affectionate moments with Amandine, kissing her, or lying in her arms. Peaceful. She excited him, she troubled him, she was constantly on his mind. And she convinced him that he was everything: her soul mate, her master.

Their sexual games became increasingly rough. He fucked her in every way he could imagine, restrained her, slapped her, insulted her, throttled her. She took pleasure in the submissive role while he enjoyed finally being in control. Together, they explored a vast array of sexual fetishes, some of which now sent a shudder down the spine of the man he had become twenty years later. Together, they felt a constant need to push things further, to discover something more humiliating.

Anthony’s greatest fantasy stemmed from corrupting this girl as he himself had been corrupted. Even if that sometimes meant going beyond the few boundaries they had set, lying to her, running the risk of hurting, disappointing or betraying her. From his stepfather he had learned that everything could be sullied, especially the ties that bound him to other people.

Before long, their sexual relationship as a couple felt dreary and conventional, it did not plumb the depths he desired. He offered it to other men, initially by getting her to expose herself. At night, he would make her walk with him, topless, through the seedier areas of the Bois de Boulogne where guys appeared from nowhere to stare and sometimes grope her breasts. Later they would drive his father’s car to places known for dogging and have sex where they could be watched. When this was not enough, they left the car doors open. Anthony wanted to watch Amandine being fucked by other men. The gameplaying and the dares escalated. At each escalation, she would protest but then eventually give in. He loved to see her suck off men, fuck strangers who were old and ugly.

He also offered her to his friends when his father was away. The surroundings were comfortable and his school friends, who included Loïc, were happy to take advantage of Amandine in her role as sex slave.

In his constant search for more intense sensations, he convinced her to prostitute herself. He would leave her standing on the street and watch from a distance as she stood, waiting in the darkness. She was young, still a teenager, cars would quickly stop, doors would open. When Amandine brought back the money, Anthony would count it, but the money did not matter to him. All that mattered was Amandine’s submission.

*  *  *

In spite of all these humiliations, and surprising as it might seem, Anthony was besotted with Amandine. He never saw the break-up coming, and when it did, it was like a punch in the stomach.

He had just arrived at Amandine’s house, and the moment he kissed her, she said it was over and demanded that he leave. He could not understand what was happening, and was determined that she explain, even pressing her against the wall and holding her there, his face inches from hers. A furious Amandine told him exactly where to get off, the words pouring from her with startling viciousness. She never wanted to see him again, she had never loved him. She had acquiesced to his sordid urges because she planned to write a book exploring the depravity that lay dormant in him and in all men. Having been submissive through their relationship, she was suddenly sadistic and cruel, throwing in his face all the things he had told her about his mother and about Pierre-Yves Sully.

Anthony could not find it in himself to hit her, but Amandine had no such compunction. As he held her and pitifully insisted that he loved her, that he wanted to make love to her, she lashed out mercilessly, slapping and insulting him. She told him he was an arsehole, a pervert, a degenerate. Then, gleefully, she informed him that she was seeing someone else.

‘Loïc, that pathetic moron!’

She yelled at him to get out of her house and Antony, dazed and bewildered, backed away. He knew nothing about her, she taunted, everything she had told him was a lie.

‘You’ll end up raping your children, just like your stepfather raped you!’ were the last words he heard as the door slammed.

*  *  *

Anthony hobbled away from the apartment building, barely aware of his surroundings, working on autopilot. Though it was not a conscious decision, he was heading home on foot. He walked for six kilometres, oblivious to the people around him, shocked by Amandine’s betrayal and, more than anything, unable to understand.

As he arrived back at his father’s house, he saw Maleesha emerging from the servants’ quarters with Sylvain, a boy from her class. Anthony had seen them together before. They giggled and elbowed each other as Maleesha walked her friend to the gate. Anthony stood and watched them. They seemed affectionate, almost intimate. It was a Wednesday afternoon.

Anthony felt a black fury course through him. Amandine’s cruel words still gnawed at him, but his sadness had given way to rage at seeing this silly little girl having fun with someone else. She had betrayed him, just like Amandine.

He had talked about Maleesha to his ex, who was not remotely jealous: she immediately understood the nature of their relationship and probed him for more details. Often, she teased him about Maleesha, making fun of their chaste relationship. She told him he was too trusting, that Maleesha would find herself a real boyfriend, probably Sylvain, since Anthony admitted he had seen them together. In their torrid sex games, Amandine would sometimes play Maleesha as a little slut, sometimes as a victim of Anthony’s assaults. Anthony played along and, as he fucked Amandine, he gave free rein to everything he wished he could do to Maleesha.

It was nothing serious, just a fantasy. But that afternoon, seeing her with Sylvain, Anthony thought that maybe he had been naïve. Maybe he was as stupid as Amandine said. Or that, at least, is what he told himself in the moment.

He wished there had been some extenuating circumstance, perhaps if he had been drunk . . . but no. He’d made his own choices; he was master of his fate.

Even Amandine was not to blame. Anthony was a ticking time bomb and, that afternoon, he deliberately chose to explode.

He persuaded Maleesha to come into the house, to come up to his room. She was happy to follow: she trusted him, she was in love with him. She was surprised only by his bad mood.

He deliberately started an argument. He told her that he knew everything. How long had she been fucking Sylvain? Maleesha laughed, thinking it was a joke, but Anthony wasn’t laughing. She tried to reason with him and when he would not listen, she tried to leave, but he physically restrained her. Maleesha was a gentle soul, but she, too, had a temper. She shouted at him, trying to make him understand, demanding that he let her go; Anthony didn’t care. The house was empty.

He shoved her back onto her bed and put his hand over her face. He tried to kiss her. She turned away and tried to push him off, but Anthony became more violent, he was hurting her. Anthony was aroused by the situation and, in this moment that seemed utterly unreal, Maleesha’s tears and pleas only fuelled his desire. Using his full weight, he held her still. And then he raped her.

When it was over, Maleesha was sobbing and distraught. Looking down, Anthony noticed spots of blood on her dress.

And now, Anthony realised what he had just done. He felt a rush of abject shame. He sat down on the bed next to her, not knowing what to do.

Curled up in a foetal position, Maleesha was still sobbing. She glanced up at him, and Anthony could see the terror in her eyes. He laid a hand on her thigh and she flinched, before suddenly bounding from the bed and running out of his bedroom and his house. Finally, the penny dropped and Anthony realised, with petrifying lucidity, that he was a monster, that he would end up in prison.

He knew that that was where he belonged. Or even six feet under.

*  *  *

What happened next was little more than a vague memory. He remembered staying in his room for several hours, going over and over the horror of what he had just done. His father would not be home for hours yet.

He was roused from his thoughts by the sound of wailing. Muffled screams and sobs that filtered through the closed windows of his room. There was panic and an unfathomable sadness in these cries, but no hatred, and Anthony realised that another tragedy had taken place.

Stepping out of the house, Anthony walked over to where Maleesha’s family were huddled together, hugging each other and wailing. He could make out certain words

He did not have the courage to go upstairs to see her body.

*  *  *

When he got to Louisa’s apartment, he went straight to the bathroom and ran a lukewarm bath. He took off his clothes and, naked, walked into the kitchen and took a Japanese carving knife from the rack.

Lying in the bath, he gripped the knife in his right hand and cut a deep gash in the translucent skin of his left wrist. The sharp, electrifying pain gradually subsided. The spurting blood mingled with the bathwater. Summoning the strength to place the knife in his left hand, he slashed his other arm. Again, a sharp, savage pain that dulled as he submerged his arms in the water; then he stopped thinking.

Having settled himself into a comfortable position, Anthony did not move. He stared into the middle distance, then focussed on the countless bottles and potions lined up along the side of the bath.

Louisa would not be home until late. Anthony wept a little. This was no half-hearted attempt, no cry for help; he was determined to end his life. It was the only acceptable option: he was to blame for Maleesha’s death, he had destroyed the sweetest person he had ever had the good fortune to meet. He had beaten her, betrayed her, and he had taken pleasure in it.

He was a criminal, no better than Sully. His death was the only thing that could protect others, and it seemed fitting and fair.

*  *  *

He had long since lapsed into unconsciousness when he heard the voice; the screams, the swearing, the panic, the fury.

He felt someone slapping his face, though it was not painful.

Louisa ordered him to open his eyes and, with almost superhuman effort, he did so. The room was blurred and spinning, his whole body was shaking. Next to him, Louisa, her face a mask of rage, was saying things he could not make out. She dragged him from the bath, tore towels into strips, all the while screaming into his face. Anthony closed his eyes.

*  *  *

He did not completely wake until two days later, in a private hospital room. His father, clearly distraught, was sitting next to the bed.

As he drifted in and out of consciousness, Anthony was aware of his father, dozing in the large armchair.

Never his mother.

His father had cancelled all his business appointments so he could sit and wait for Anthony to wake up. He explained that it has been Louisa who had found him and rushed him to the emergency room; she had had to go away, but she would come see him soon.

Moved to tears, his father asked what had made Anthony want to kill himself. When his son hesitated, Joseph Rauch talked about Maleesha’s suicide, told Anthony that he, too, had been devastated by her death but that was no reason to follow her example!

Anthony asked whether Maleesha had left a letter; his father told him that she had. It was a brief letter to her family saying that she loved them, but could not go on living.

‘It was my fault that she killed herself,’ Anthony confessed, tears welling in his eyes.

‘What are you talking about?’

‘We had an argument. I raped her,’ Anthony said bluntly. ‘I hit her and I beat her,. I knew what I was doing. It’s all my fault. I’m a monster, I’m a danger to others, I need to be locked up.’

Joseph Rauch sat, stunned, unable to comprehend. He made to say something but no words came.

Trembling, he got to his feet.

‘I’ll be right back,’ he said, and stumbled from the room.

Almost a quarter of an hour later, his father reappeared, still deathly pale.

‘Did you really rape Maleesha?’ he said, his tone grave.

‘Yes. I’m dangerous, I might do it again,’ Anthony said with a fierce sadness.

His father brooded for a moment.

‘I know what that bastard did to you, and I know now that I was wrong not to talk to you about it. Whether out of reticence or cowardice, your mother and I made the wrong decision.’

Anthony could feel the love in his father’s words, could see he was genuinely consumed with remorse.

‘But nothing in the world is worth killing yourself over,’ he said.

Then, in a gesture he hoped was comforting, he said something still haunted Anthony twenty years later:

‘And you know, whatever you may have done, your mother is there for you, she will find some way to prove your innocence.’

*  *  *

When his mother finally reappeared, she sat down and with cold, candid professionalism explained to Anthony that since the victim was deceased and her attacker had not been directly responsible for her death, there was no possibility of a criminal prosecution.

But Anthony could not live with the guilt; he was determined to see justice done, to safeguard society from his violent urges. So, he set about planning a second suicide attempt. Feeling nothing but self-loathing, and disgust at his parents’ insane attempt to shield him, he climbed onto the window sill of an adjoining room – in front of the stunned patient – and threw himself into the void.

He landed two floors below, with numerous broken bones and a skull fracture, but very much alive.

*  *  *

Some days into his second period of convalescence, it occurred to Anthony that the bravest thing to do would be to see Maleesha’s family and tell them what he had done. But his father told him that Maleesha’s parents had decided to bury their daughter in their native Sri Lanka. Devastated and utterly bewildered by their daughter’s suicide, they had taken their younger son and left. When he heard this, Anthony suspected that his father had paid them for their silence and was outraged, but Joseph Rauch swore that he had had no hand in their decision, that they had been overcome by grief and shame and felt they could not go on living in France. He admitted to his son that he had given them a generous send-off, but saw nothing ignoble of it. He had decided to say nothing about what had happened between his son and their daughter, and he stood by his decision. What would have been gained, he asked his son, by telling them that their daughter had been raped? How would that have assuaged their terrible grief?

*  *  *

When assigned a clinical psychologist, Anthony told the man to fuck off, and his mother did not blame him.

It was too late. He had too much to get off his chest. And the notion that he could be fixed, that he might get better, seemed shameful now that Maleesha was dead. After four weeks, though his leg had not yet healed, he discharged himself and moved back to his father’s house, where he was closely watched. He carried on taking the antidepressants the doctor had prescribed.

Holed up in his room, his fantasies returned, as he had known they would. They rarely left him in peace. Each time, Anthony dealt with them, alone, and afterwards was choked by guilt.

Anthony decided that if he was not going to die – at least not immediately – then he had to try to make amends. There was nothing he could do for Maleesha, but he often thought about Laura, the girl he had witnessed being raped. Though two years had passed, he decided to track her down, talk to her, offer to testify on her behalf. He managed to find her address and, one summer day, he went to her house.

Laura did not recognise him, which was hardly surprising. He found her beautiful, and she seemed much healthier than on the only other time he had seen her. Not knowing how to broach the subject, Anthony was blunt: he told her that he had witnessed the rape instigated by her boyfriend, and told her that he had often thought about it and blamed himself for doing nothing. He told her that he wanted to help her, whatever the cost.

Laura seemed absolutely dumbfounded: her tanned complexion became ashen and her smile instantly faded. She seemed incensed by what he had said and, realising that he had upset her, Anthony tried to prove he was sincere. He asked whether she had spoken to the police or confided in a friend about what had happened.

‘I don’t know what you think you saw that night, but you must have been dreaming,’ Laura said angrily.

‘I wasn’t dreaming. I was right there in the bedroom,’ Anthony said, his tone gentler now. ‘But maybe you don’t remember . . . I think they gave you something.’

Laura glared at him, then glancing around to make sure no-one could overhear, she said:

‘Who the fuck do you think you are? I’m telling you nothing happened. So you’re going to turn around and go home, and you’re never going to come here again, do you understand?’

Then, seeing Anthony hesitate about how best to proceed, she added:

‘And, not that it’s any of your business, but Yohann and I are still together. Have you got that? So, you can forget whatever it is you think you saw. Now get out!’

Anthony never saw Laura again. However, his desire to heal, to help other victims, to protect society from these monsters – among whom he counted himself – persisted.

One day, Anthony’s mother sat him down and the two had a serious talk. Calmly and seriously, she asked whether he had decided to carry on living, or whether he still thought about suicide. So, Anthony told her what he had been thinking. He planned to go to law school the following year, but, in the long term, he had no intention of following in her footsteps.

He was going to become a police officer.

The look on his mother’s face when he said this afforded him the only flicker of happiness he experienced that summer. He refused to let her to interrupt, and calmly but forcefully told her that it was this or nothing. Only then did he tell her that he needed her help to get medical treatment.

And that if Louisa would not help, he would kill himself. 



Louisa

Unlike her, Anthony had never truly seemed to love life.

As a child, of course, he had been different. Before the tragedy. Before the horror. He had been affectionate, he had sought out her company, had loved her unconditionally. He had been a beautiful, cheerful boy, even if there was already a faint sense of melancholy about him.

She had truly believed that things would work themselves out over time. But they had only grown worse.

She had always refused to consider him a victim. To reinforce the role society complacently ascribed. In her long career as a lawyer, she had seen a growing tendency to cast people as victims.

Choosing to see themselves as victims had never helped anyone. It merely confirmed their status, allowing them to believe that that if they went to trial all would be healed. But Louisa knew – none better – trials resolve nothing, bad things happen, what is important is to fight back.

Louisa had always fought back. She had a thirst for life.

She had never allowed herself to be a victim. His father had been, though she had never seen him as such.

Her father, Janos Magyar, had been a doctor. A staunch political activist, he had been executed during the 1956 Hungarian Revolution. Janos, a courageous, far-sighted man, had prepared for the worst, and ensured that Dori and Lujza, his wife and only daughter, fled to the West forty-eight hours before his death. Lujza was barely four years old when she and her mother reached Paris, where they were taken in by Jonas’ contact, a man named Matyas Elek.

All too quickly, this living arrangement became cumbersome, and what monies they had managed to bring were exhausted. So, although she had never worked and had no qualifications, Dori was forced to look for a job. Members of the Hungarian diaspora put her in touch with the Rauch family, who were looking for a maidservant. Dori met with Jacqueline Rauch, Anthony’s grandmother, an intelligent, spirited woman who had also never had a job but who reigned over her family as a matriarch. Moved by the plight of the young widow, Jacqueline offered Dori a position and told her that she and her daughter could live in the servants’ quarters.

*  *  *

For as long as she could remember, Louisa dreamed of being a lawyer. She had all the necessary qualities. Her innate eloquence, developed at an early age, dumbfounded her teachers, all the more so since French was not her mother tongue.

Her time at school was marked by outstanding grades and numerous honours. Everything suggested that, one day, she would be a shining star. In secondary school debates, and later at law school, Louisa showed a passionate urge to persuade and defend. She was determined to defend, her point of view, as one of the oppressed.

From early in her career, she realised her passion was to defend, the law was her God, and the courtroom her place of worship. She never considered any branch of law other than the criminal bar, though when she did so, criminal law was reviled and shunned by young lawyers. Much had changed since then. When Louisa graduated, women were underrepresented and the courageous few who practiced law were met by blatant misogyny from both the judiciary and their clients.

*  *  *

Great lawyers are marked by their ability to defend. Aa a student, Louisa attended countless trials and watched celebrated lawyers at work. She was fascinated but never overawed; she knew that one day she would be their equal.

Later, when she defended her first cases, she was aware of the amused astonishment of the judges when they saw her rise to speak. A mere woman. Albeit a beautiful woman. One who, far from rejecting her femininity, embraced it, though without ever pandering. It was this that astonished her male colleagues, young and old. As time went by, she watched as judges began to listen more attentively to her arguments. Before long, she had them hanging on her every word.

She quickly made a reputation for herself. She was much talked about, first by other barristers and later by the media. She was known to challenge judges, and made great use of her devastating wit. While she would never perjure herself, she never balked at using any legal means to get her client acquitted; she had a keen eye for technicalities and legal loopholes.

She devoted herself body and soul to passionately and pugnaciously defending men and women from all walks of life. She did not pick and choose, never turned up her nose at cases because they were unspeakable or immoral. The law was not about morality. No-one would express surprise about a doctor treating a murderer or a rapist. A lawyer, like a doctor, is bound by an oath. The lawyer’s duty is to fight in order to offer the best possible defence.

Having dreamed of being a lawyer since childhood, when she began to practice, she found it more fulfilling than she had ever imagined. The profession took a lot out of her, but the rewards were great. She enjoyed preparing case files, delving into the nature of what it meant to be human. She loved to stride into the courtroom and engage in a oratorical battle to persuade the jury. Before each case, her stomach would be tied in knots with stage fright. She was all too aware that she held her client’s life in her hands . . . But, like an actor, once she stepped into the courtroom, she was unstoppable.

On nights after she had secured an acquittal, she felt a euphoria that was as addictive as any drug. She felt she could take on the world. But on nights after a client was convicted, she would hole up in her room, replaying the whole trial in her mind, reviewing her summation from the scattered notes she had made.

She had seen her fair share of dismal provincial hotels as she travelled the length and breadth of France to appear in court. This, too, was reminiscent of an actor touring in a repertory company; the dingy rooms that served as an office, the half-empty restaurants, too many cigarettes, too much loneliness, too much time away from home.

Her son had resented her.

*  *  *

It went without saying that Louisa had a strong ego. Everyone in the vast dysfunctional family of lawyers had one, but all agreed that she was the queen. She was hungry for victory and for fame. Media coverage was a necessary tool in building a successful career. Louisa was a godsend to the media, she made good copy, but she also generated hostility. She gloried in the spotlight, she spoke her mind, she was a gift to any current-affairs programme. But, at the end of the day, her colleagues acknowledged that Louisa was as dazzling in court as she was in front of the cameras. A past master in the art of cross-examination, she routinely won hopeless cases. Her withering retorts raised hackles, especially because she was a woman. Her overweening confidence was infuriating, perhaps for the same reason.

But in general, lawyers understand and appreciate each other. They all have the same flaws: a tendency towards navel-gazing and a hint of narcissism; they also share the same qualities: a bohemian soul – even among the most staid – a rare humanity and a refusal to see things as black and white. Lawyers like to meet, to dine together, in each other’s homes, in small cafés or Michelin-starred restaurants. They can laugh at themselves and at each other, since everyone knows everyone else, and many are – subconsciously – trying to rectify a personal slight. To Louisa, her colleagues were a second family.

*  *  *

As a child, Louisa saw very little of Joseph Rauch. Perhaps because he was eight years older, perhaps because he was shy. He rarely played in the gardens. But when they did meet, Joseph was never condescending: on the contrary, he was courteous and kind. As he was with her mother.

At some point when Louisa was in her late teens, Joseph’s view of her changed radically. The Hungarian-born girl, now a French citizen, had blossomed during her teenage years, her scrawny frame had filled out and she had become a beautiful young woman. His features were strong and full of character, more fascinating than the bland smooth faces of her peers. Everyone agreed that Louisa Magyar was stunning, and her ready wit and self-assurance only added to her allure.

Even Joseph Rauch was spellbound. One weekend, having come home to visit his parents, Joseph found himself chatting to Louisa on the terrace, a delectable half-hour during which he was amazed to discover the glorious creature she had become, this girl whom he had seen, ten years earlier, prancing around his garden half naked.

He fell head over heels in love and, crippled by his shyness, he called Louisa on the telephone to suggest they go to a movie together, followed by dinner. Louisa did not share his feelings but, encouraged by her mother, she allowed herself to be persuaded, half-amused at the ironies of fate.

The two spent a wonderful evening together, although it almost ended in tragedy: since childhood, Louisa had been prone to food going down the wrong way, especially when she was excited, and during their dinner she suddenly began choking on a piece of chicken: she couldn’t speak, she couldn’t breathe. Seeing her panic and turn purple on him, Joseph realised what was happening. He went around the table and slapped her on the back several times, to no avail; a waiter tried to intervene but Joseph refused to let go of Louisa. He got her to stand up, and shook the girl so hard that he finally managed to dislodge the food. Joseph was more traumatised by the incident than Louisa, and immediately offered take her home, but she insisted that they stay and finish their meal.

The incident finally broke the ice between them, and Louisa saw a different side to Joseph. She discovered he was a cultured, caring, astonishingly funny man with a sharp, self-deprecating wit. Joseph could make her laugh like a drain, something she loved. He listened to her, he admired her, he enjoyed introducing her to things that she was too young to have discovered. Most of all, he encouraged her to be whatever she wanted to be.

Physically, they were well suited. So they began to date, and, before long, Joseph asked Louisa to marry him.

*  *  *

Jacqueline Rauch was a woman of strong character. She genuinely liked Louisa, she could see her great potential and her many qualities. But, when her son came to tell her he had asked for Louisa’s hand, she was wary because, as she bluntly told him, while he might win her, she was not convinced that he could keep her as his wife.

Jacqueline had watched Louisa grow up, she recognised her artless joy and the sense of freedom she exuded. As a little girl and later as a radiant young woman. As a loving mother, Jacqueline also knew her son’s virtues and his flaws and she feared that her stepdaughter would quickly tire of marriage. Sadly, events proved her right.

As soon as she had qualified as a lawyer, Joseph managed to persuade Louisa to have a child. Though she never said as much to anyone, Louisa later regretted that she had not waited. Although she loved her son, she did not have a maternal bone in her body. She was passionate about life, the hurly-burly of current affairs, of society life. And being a mother seemed to her to be more of a hindrance than a triumph. Curiously, Louisa had always felt more like a daughter than a mother. The daughter of Janos Magyar, the Hungarian doctor callously murdered by his political opponents. The daughter of Dori Magyar, the immigrant widow who became a cleaning lady. She was immensely proud of her parents. But, without knowing why, she instinctively sensed that she was ill-suited for the role of mother.

She and Joseph both had hectic schedules and gradually saw less and less of each other. Gradually, monotony set in, and with it a certain frustration. Every day, Louisa met men from all walks of life, including some of the most brilliant. And many of these men tried to charm her.

She could ‘do better’, she realised, and longed to be seduced by someone who would elevate her – intellectually, not financially. When the day came that she decided to file for divorce, Joseph could do nothing about it.

Before the wedding, Louisa had signed a strict pre-nuptial agreement, and when she divorced, she made no attempt to get more than she was due. She was determined to succeed, to make her fortune; in a way, she enjoyed the idea of starting again from scratch: it breathed new life into her. The most valuable asset she kept from her marriage was the name Rauch, and the connections it afforded; her name made her meteoric rise in the law much swifter.

Joseph never remarried and, since he had onerous professional responsibilities, he made no protest when Louisa suggested that their son live with her, even during the brief period when she moved to La Chênaie with Pierre-Yves Sully.

Louisa’s first months with Sully were extraordinary. Lawyers, after all, are often frustrated artists, and here she had the opportunity to meet one of the greatest artists of her generation. She knew nothing about his inclinations: in Pierre-Yves she saw only the genius who was celebrated all over the world. The biggest stars jostled for his attention. Many became friends. Together she and Pierre-Yves were a golden couple, free living, rejecting the conventions of society. Theirs was – on the surface – a relationship based on mutual respect, and it opened Louisa up to culture and to the world.

She loved Pierre-Yves deeply. More than she had ever loved a man. She did not see it coming. She was utterly blindsided. The shock was . . . incalculable.

Even now, twenty years later, she was haunted by it: she would picture her little son again sitting up in bed, the crude drawings he used to make her comprehend the incomprehensible. It had taken some time for her to decipher what it was he was disclosing. This terrible, grotesque thing. And when she did, her heart was ripped in two. There, in the dimly lit room, Anthony confided his ordeal. She looked down at the angelic little child she was supposed to protect. She felt a searing pain unlike anything she had ever felt. And then a dull anger.

She felt so queasy she had to leave the room and go to the bathroom. Her body heaved and retched, but she could not throw up. After a moment, she went back, steeling herself to remain calm, and she told her son they would talk again in the morning. This woman who had a genius for words suddenly found she had none; all she could do was lull her son to sleep so she would have time to think about what she was going to do.

She had gone straight to her own room. Pierre-Yves was waiting, sprawled on the bed. He watched her as she came in. Did he suspect?

She did not make a scene. Stay calm. Make sure. She was already ninety-nine percent certain, but she needed time to think to dispel any last doubts.

When Pierre-Yves got up and tried to hug her, she gently pushed him away, then quickly undressed and went to bed. The thought of physical contact with him was repellent, but would not be rushed.

Once in bed, she refused to kiss him. She lay on her side, facing him, staring into his face. Then, on impulse, she grabbed his stiff cock and squeezed hard. She gripped this organ that had once been a source of pleasure and now embodied everything she loathed. When Sully grew impatient and started to thrust, she squeezed harder, until he whimpered in pain and pulled himself free. He tried to climb on top of her.

‘I SAID NO!’ she growled, her voice so grave, so solemn that it that stopped him in his tracks. She turned away, and Sully muttered something she did not hear. She barely slept an hour that night.

*  *  *

The following morning, she questioned her son as a lawyer would have done. She knew that he was telling the truth, that he could not have made this up. All night, she had been gripped by terrible feelings of guilt. She had delivered her child into the hands of a paedophile. Sully had callously duped her. This monster who was the toast of the whole world.

The whole world did need to know, but Sully had to die. He could never be allowed to have contact with her son. He would not be allowed to live after what he had done to them.

Kill him. Louisa, who despised judges, now found that she was one. How could she allow him to get away with what he had done to Anthony? Because, if he had a good lawyer, he would get away with it: Louisa knew this better than anyone. What was the worst that he faced? Four years in prison? Two years with parole? And even then, only after years of investigations, of hearings, of her son being subjected to gruelling interrogation. A media feeding-frenzy that would brand her child for life. Everyone would know that Anthony Rauch had been abused. There would be psychiatric evaluations. All this before the trial, where the presiding judge would rehash the same questions. The defendant would try to make the jury believe that the boy was to blame. She had seen it all too many times.

The thought of Sully being acquitted, or being released after a few years in prison was horrendous. Nor could she bear to see him, fawned over by the press, praised by the critics, winning international prizes . . .

She would not tarnish his memory, but Sully had to die.

*  *  *

Albert Merlin was a friend of Louisa. He was the most brilliant and most powerful man she had ever met, and she knew he held her in high regard. In the time they had known each other she had skilfully managed to extricate him from knotty legal troubles. She knew his darkest secrets. A man of such low birth could not rise so high without spilling blood. He had often told her that, if she needed ever need a favour in return, he would do anything . . .

He was the first person she told about what had happened. When she had finished, Albert asked what she planned to do, and without a second thought she said she wanted Sully dead, but it had to look like an accident. Albert pressed her: he needed her to be sure she was making the right choice, but he never attempted to dissuade her.

A month after Sully’s death, Louisa wanted to know every detail of his last night on earth. And Merlin agreed to answer her questions. Only once.

Merlin had assigned two henchmen he occasionally used for dirty jobs to carry out the mission. Using information that Louisa had provided, Michel and Jacques had been able to gain access to La Chênaie shortly before midnight and surprise Sully while he was alone. They held him prisoner for several hours. They were armed, but not violent. They sat him at his kitchen table and talked to him. At first, Sully assumed it was a burglary. Seeing that the thugs were in no hurry, he tried to work out what it was they wanted; the two men took some bottles from a cabinet. And they forced him to drink.

After a while, Michel broached the subject of Anthony. According to what he told Albert Merlin, the director instantly burst into tears and apologised. The two men forced Sully to carry on drinking, telling him that they were expecting someone else, and that he might make it out alive.

Later, they went outside, taking Sully with them. When he realised that they were leading him down to the lake, he tried to struggle, but by now he was so drunk he could offer no resistance.

Louisa insisted on knowing every detail of the execution. At the water’s edge, one of the thugs had pressed himself against Sully’s back and grabbed his arms while the other man grabbed his legs. They carried him into the water, careful not to hit him, gripping him only so that he could not struggle. Then they held him upside down.

They plunged his head into the water while his legs flailed against the dark sky. Sully was held fast and the thugs were careful to leave no bruises. Before long, his legs stopped thrashing and they set the body down and allowed it to drift with the current. They scattered the empty liquor bottles on the lakeshore, and wiped away any evidence that they had ever been in the house.

*  *  *

Louisa truly believed that Anthony would be alright, that the scar, though painful, would eventually fade. Time was a great healer; talking about things would lead nowhere.

After all, Anthony had been saved. In fact, he had even been avenged – although revenge was not something she believed in. Almost three decades later, Louisa could clearly see the mistakes she had made. And if she could not, her son was only too ready to throw them in her face.

He resented her for her silence. For the fact that never once, in the years that followed, did she ever mention the abuse.

She simply could not bring herself to do it. She had no excuse: talking was the backbone of her profession, but she simply could not. A psychiatrist could probably have helped. But Louisa could not abide psychiatrists. It was a mistrust born of professional antagonism; in the courtroom, she considered them a tedious annoyance. Besides, disclosing what Sully had done to Anthony, even to someone bound by the Hippocratic oath, would have potentially put them both in danger. When Anthony was an adult, Louisa had encouraged him to see a psychiatrist only for him to spitefully tell her that it was too late.

Anthony also resented the fact that Louisa had been absent for much of his childhood. Even she recognised that she had never been a motherly presence. She had been utterly consumed by her work. She had succeeded as a criminal barrister when many women, faced with the endless trials and constant travel, moved into family law or employment law as being easier to reconcile with family life.

Louisa, who had never had a role model, become one for a generation of female law graduates.

With age, she had begun to tire of the thrills and turmoil of the profession. Her life was behind her, and she knew that. She often claimed to have lived three lives, when so many people had barely lived one. Now, she thought mostly about what she would leave behind. It was an ambivalent legacy: one half of her life had been a triumph, the other a disaster.

She blamed herself for paying too little attention to Anthony. When she had found him in the bath, his wrists slashed, the water crimson with his blood, she had felt her heart break for a second time. In that moment, she would have given her life if he could survive. She had sobbed and screamed, but she had not given up. She tore towels into strips and, lifting her teenage son from the bath, fashioned tourniquets. She called an ambulance and stayed by the side of her unconscious son, pleading with him to live. To fight; not to leave her alone.

By some miracle, Anthony had survived. And while Louisa waited for him to regain consciousness, she had thought it best to carry on with a trial, leaving Anthony alone with his father. Needless to say, she could have sent one of her deputies, but something deep inside was pushing her away.

Even after all these years, she could not understand why she found it impossible to have a calm conversation with her son. His natural humility brought out her sarcasm. She felt that Anthony did not trust her, that he often wished that she was not his mother.

But they loved each other; of that she felt sure.

She hoped that one day he would be healed. That one day he would meet someone, that he would have a healthy relationship, and that this new love would mend what was broken in him.

Secretly, she hoped that Anthony would one day have a child. At this point in her life, Louisa wanted only to pass on her knowledge: she longed to have a granddaughter. A little girl much like herself whom she could teach to succeed, to be the equal to any man while being a woman in her own right.

She felt she would be more accessible, more generous with her time.

She knew that she would not make so many mistakes.
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The gash in Anthony’s stomach was only a flesh wound, and his arm no longer hurt, although he knew his elbow would require physiotherapy.

Sitting at the dining-room table, he listened to Louisa bustle in the kitchen, a cacophony of clanging saucepans and the thud of cupboard doors, accompanied by the cheery whistle that meant she was in a good mood.

For once, Louisa was doing the cooking, a fact she pointed out to him before disappearing into the kitchen, clearly proud to offer him this mark of attention.

Staring into the middle distance, Anthony sipped on the glass of Louis Roederer his mother had poured him. He had no desire to be here, and was angry with himself for falling into his mother’s trap. Louisa had appeared as he was being discharged from him hospital and she had given him no choice – or Anthony did not have the energy to refuse her.

‘If I don’t come and fetch you personally, you’ll never come. It’s not as though you have anything better to do. So just let me take care of you and your broken arm . . .’

Taking a step back, she looked him up and down. She seemed proud.

‘You’re so handsome, my darling,’ she had said.

She stepped closer and cradled his face in her hands.

‘I hope you’ve decided to stop that horrible treatment once and for all. I think what you were really suffering from was depression. And that’s over now, isn’t it?’ she stared into his eyes. ‘Well, tell me, are you better now?’

*  *  *

Wearing a pair of oven gloves, Louisa appeared in the dining room with a platter: roast beef with steamed potatoes and gravy. Even Anthony had to admit it smelled delicious.

‘I’ll give you two well-done slices, that’s how you like your beef, isn’t it? Louisa said as she served him before choosing the bloodiest slices for herself.

She scuttled around the table to cut up his meat, then, satisfied with her efforts, she went back and sat down.

‘I just hope you like it, darling! Now, eat up while it’s hot,’ she said, oblivious to his silence.

Although he had little appetite, Anthony speared a sliver of beef and began to chew. More than anything, he hoped this tête-à-tête would not drag on. Even now that she was waiting on him hand and foot, Anthony found his mother more and more infuriating. When he was taking Androcur, it alleviated his violent urges, made him somewhat apathetic, so he had been able to see his mother regularly. Now that he was back to normal, he felt more irritable and inclined to lose his temper.

‘How’s your friend, Théo?’ Louisa said, tucking into her red meat. ‘When will he be discharged?’

‘In a couple of weeks, if all goes well. He was more seriously injured than me, but he should make a full recovery.’

Louisa nodded without looking up. She grabbed a bottle of Chambolle-Musigny she had already opened and offered some to Anthony. He declined. Louisa did not insist, but filled her own glass. There was an awkward silence again. And Anthony did nothing to keep up the conversation.

‘And what about Fabien?’ said Louisa. ‘Is there any news about the trial?’

‘Why do you ask? Are you thinking of defending him?’ Anthony snapped.

‘What are you talking about?’ Louisa said, genuinely astonished. ‘Of course not! After what he did to you.’

‘You haven’t always had such scruples.’

‘What do you mean by that?’

‘Well, when I was a police officer I arrested a number of vicious criminals, sometimes after investigations that went on for months, only to see you defend them in court . . .’

‘You’re getting all mixed up,’ Louisa said indulgently. ‘I’ve never defended anyone who personally attacked you.’

‘So, you don’t think that we feel empathy for all the women who come to us, who trust us enough to tell us about the abuse, the violence and the trauma they have suffered? Do you really think that we don’t identify such that their enemy becomes ours?’

Louisa was more grave now. She paused and sipped her wine, before saying peremptorily:

‘I’m a lawyer. You know what my job is. We are all entitled to the best possible defence, even the worst of us! I don’t sit in judgement, that’s up to the judge and jury. I mount the best defence I can, I fight so that every defendant gets a fair trial. I do my job, I’m a professional. Maybe you should do the same . . .’

‘You always have to twist everything,’ Anthony said. ‘You always have to have the last word, you’re always ready with your brilliant professional sophistry, Maître Louisa Rauch . . . But where do you hide your true feelings? The feelings any human being might feel,’ said Anthony, articulating each word. ‘You refuse to face facts.’

‘What facts?’

‘The fact that no-one but you would do what you do! You’d fight to defend a rapist that your son arrested, a man who caused untold suffering to the women I try to help.’

‘Either we accept that everyone has the right to a defence, Anthony, or the only alternative is to legalise lynching! When defending someone, there are always extenuating circumstances, but I would never defend Steve Bouchard’s actions!’

‘But you’re prepared to carry on working in his defence?’

‘Of course. I got involved in the case years ago.’

‘Well then, do it . . . go ahead, do it,’ Anthony said with a sardonic smirk, setting down his cutlery.

For once, Louisa looked shaken. She looked at her son as though fearful he might angrily jump to his feet.

‘I don’t suppose it ever occurred to you that I got involved in the case so I could be closer to you?’ she said. ‘You pushed me out of your personal life, so this was my way to trying to see more of you.’

‘Of course, it occurred to me. But it’s such a twisted way to go about things . . . and so futile . . . I find your cynicism breathtaking . . . Why couldn’t you have been counsel for the plaintiff, why couldn’t you represent his victims?’

‘I never appear as counsel for the plaintiff,’ snapped Louisa and regaining her strength of conviction. ‘I don’t prosecute, I don’t howl with the wolves, I’m a defence lawyer! It is not my job to soothe the pain of the victims . . .’

‘‘Defend, only and always defend!’, I know the shtick,’ Anthony interrupted. ‘Well then, go ahead, defend the bastard, maman. There’s nothing I can do about it .’

‘You don’t seem to understand that I’m not a moralist . . . I’m a humanist, it’s very different.’

‘A humanist who lives in a palace . . .’ Anthony nodded to their opulent surroundings.

‘What is that supposed to mean? Would I be a more convincing humanist if I were poor? I’ve never been motivated by money, professionally or personally. I was never a kept woman, not when I was with your father or with Sully, and I never took anything from them after those relationships were over. Everything you see I earned, through my job, through my determination. I didn’t steal it!’

‘I’ve never had a problem with the fact that you make a very good living,’ said Anthony, more gently. ‘What bothers me are all the contradictions.’

Louisa looked into her son’s eyes, trying to work out what he was thinking, but she was tired and frustrated and momentarily lost for words.

‘Whenever we get together, you always have to start an argument,’ she said. ‘Do you really hate your mother so much, am I really such a monster? All I ever wanted was to talk to you, to care for you . . . To have a normal conversation. So it’s depressing to find out that that’s not possible. Here we are, we haven’t seen each other for months, I’ve just cooked you a nice meal . . .’

‘So, what do you want?’ Anthony flared again. ‘To make up for lost time? Because when I was young, you were always somewhere else, you’ve always had something better to do. So, thanks but no thanks, I’m all grown up now, I don’t need you anymore!’

‘That’s what you think . . .’

‘No, it’s the honest truth . . . You used to be young and beautiful, but now the whole world isn’t knocking on your door anymore you’ve suddenly decided you’ve got time for me.’

A little stunned, Louisa bit her lip and listened as her son continued to rant.

‘Let’s stop lying to each other. You might be selfish but you’re not stupid, so I’m not telling you anything you don’t know: the gorgeous, successful Louisa Rauch who once had the world at her feet is gone, and so is her little boy. You’ll never see him again and it’s too late to make up for lost time.’

‘You’d have made a good prosecutor, you’ve got that cruel streak,’ said Louise, trying to hide her emotions. ‘I know you’ve suffered, but this obsession you have of blaming me . . . ? I can’t bear it.’

‘I’m not interested in blaming you. I’m trying to tell you how I feel, because you don’t seem to understand. And yet you keep coming back, over and over.’

‘Because if I don’t, I know that you won’t. And that’s what’s so sad . . . But hey,’ Louisa snapped, ‘if blaming me makes you feel better, so be it. I’ll back off, if that’s what you want. Meanwhile, maybe you stop whining and trotting out the same old shit . . .’

Her voice had risen to a shrill scream: she was weary and exasperated.

‘Stop complaining, and start living your life!’ she said suddenly ‘I know you’ve been hurt, I get it, so focus on healing, on living. Stop looking for someone to blame. Sully was to blame, but he’s been dead for a long time now. You blame me for everything that’s wrong in your life, and I admit, I am partly responsible, but if you want to move forward, you have to stop taking things out on me and on other people.’

‘Who else have I taken it out on?’

‘I’m not going to answer that,’ Louisa turned away, her expression hard and cold.

‘Why not? If you’ve got something to say, then spit it out . . .’

‘Amandine, for example . . .’ said Louisa, looking at her son. ‘She was a bad influence, and I warned you about her, but she wasn’t to blame. She’s wasn’t the one who hurt Maleesha. God knows I had no time for Amandine, but you have to face facts. You weren’t yourself, and there were mitigating circumstances . . . if anyone attacked you, I’d defend you. But if you want to move on with your life, you have to stop looking for scapegoats.’

The moment she mentioned the girls’ names, Louisa saw her son shudder. She felt guilty for hurting him, even if what she had said was true. She wished she could apologise, tell him she loved him, but she couldn’t.

Anthony sat in stony silence, staring at her for a moment that seemed to last an eternity.

‘You see? You’ve done it again.’ Louisa roared. ‘We can’t actually spend ten minutes together without arguing. So, fine, walk away, I’ll drive you home later. Lose your rag, don’t bother eating. But I didn’t go to all this trouble for nothing, so I’m going to eat!’

She speared a chunk of beef with her fork and chewed angrily as she tried to choke back tears.

Anthony turned away. He could feel a headache coming on. His mother could not bear to lose the upper hand, she had to have the last word. Now she had finished.

Silence.

Then came the strange gurgling noises that made him turn back towards her.

Louisa was clutching at her throat with one hand, her mouth open, her eyes bulging, while with the other hand she gripped the table.

Their eyes met. Anthony had seen this happen before; he knew that something had gone down the wrong way. There was a faint wheezing as her skin turned purple. Her face was set in a horrifying rictus, almost a sneer, she looked like a dying animal. Anthony sat, frozen but utterly calm. Dazed, as though he were merely a bystander. To his surprise, he found himself wondering whether he wanted his mother to live or die.

He sat, motionless, feeling that his mother could somehow read his mind.

*  *  *

Louisa pushed her chair backwards with a sickening screech, she jumped to her feet and glanced around, looking for a solution. Mute. She turned back to her son, gesticulating wildly, pleading for him to help but knowing he would do nothing. She stumbled across the room, leaned against a sideboard, her head thrown back, struggling desperately to take a great gulp of air.

She continued to clutch her throat, her enemy. She pounded her fists on her chest but there was nothing but the echoing thud of her rib cage.

The scene had lasted twenty-five seconds. Anthony began to shake violently. The pleasure, insidious but real, suddenly evaporated. His mother was about to die and he felt the overwhelming urge to throw up.

He could not let this happen.

He bounded from his chair and ran to her. He stood behind her and placed the fist of his injured arm below her ribs, gripped it with his other hand and thrust. Once, twice. Nothing. He thrust harder, stifling a scream as every one sent bolts of pain through him. He tried again, using all his strength, and it happened.

The partially chewed lump of meat was dislodged from her throat and landed on the ground.

Louisa almost collapsed but Anthony caught her just in time.

She struggled to catch her breath, sucking in huge gulps of air with a painful choking sound. Anthony did not move, he held her up until suddenly, she wrenched free and turned to him, furious.

‘Get your hands off me! DON’T TOUCH ME!’ she roared in a voice that seemed to come from deep inside her.

Anthony released his hold and stood, awkwardly, not knowing what to do. Louisa crawled across the room and leaned again the wall. She was shaking from head to toe and sobbing. Crying like a child, in a way Anthony had never seen. She stared at her son, furious and still in shock.

Anthony had not moved. He was trembling, and completely overwhelmed by the situation.

‘Get out! Get out of here!’ Louisa shrieked. The words came with difficulty, but her conviction was crystal clear.

Her wide eyes were fixed on Anthony, as though she were seeing him for the first time.

‘You’re a monster! You hate me . . . You wish I were dead.’

Anthony stood, frozen, his face a mask of regret. He had the unsettling impression that he had dreamed this scene before; but he knew that there was no turning back.

‘Do you want me to call an ambulance?’

‘Just go! Get out! I never want to see you again,’ Louisa was frantic with rage. Slumped on the floor, her back against the wall, she screamed and sobbed. ‘You’ve finally won, it’s over! I want you to leave. You’re a monster. You terrify me. You don’t love me. We’re done. Now go!’

And Anthony left, he walked quickly, his eyes misted with tears, he stepped through the front door, then through the gate and found himself walking down the street, not knowing where he was headed or what he would do. He did not turn back.

*  *  *

Three hours later, Anthony realised he was on the Avenue de l’Opéra, and had no recollection of how he had come to be there.

He hailed a taxi.

Back in his father’s house, he sank into a fitful sleep. Three or four times during the night he jolted awake, bathed in sweat. Terrified.

His dead visited him that night. 
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The courtroom was sweltering, though all the windows were open, and Déborah wondered whether the air conditioning had broken down or whether the building was too old to have air conditioning. She dared not ask her lawyer, or the three young women sitting next her, but she would later find out that the latter was true.

The trial began on June 25 in the midst of a heatwave that raged over Paris and much of France. It was scheduled to last five days, ending when the courts went into summer recess. The heatwave had not deterred the media and the public, who were crammed into the gallery and whose presence made the room more stifling.

None of the plaintiffs had requested that the case be heard in camera. Though they never actually discussed it, the women all wanted people to know what kind of man Steve Bouchard really was. They may have been influenced by Déborah’s lawyer, who told her that jurors were inclined to deliver a harsher sentence at a public trial.

Steve Bouchard was facing a maximum of twenty years in prison for aggravated sexual assault. Déborah wanted to make sure he got the maximum sentence.

She had been designated victim number three. She and the other young women sitting on the bench had only met that morning, since the judge had insisted that they not be allowed to confer before the trial. There was an awkward silence as they shuffled in to take their seats at 9.30 a.m. They were undeniably physically similar in appearance. Then the awkwardness gradually faded, and Déborah began to feel the connection between them, one that only grow stronger over time. The chatted in low whispers and, between words and silences, quickly established a relationship based on their shared suffering.

Coming face to face with Bouchard would be the worst experience they would have to face. He was sitting in the dock, facing them. More often than not his head was bowed, but there were brief moments when his eyes met Déborah’s. His eyes were expressionless, blank, devoid of all remorse. A voyeur.

She would like to gouge his eyes out, wished that she had that strength. But, deep down, she was terrified. Coming face to face with this scumbag was an ordeal she had been dreading for months. Of everyone in court, Bouchard had the most space, the most breathing room. He was wearing a freshly pressed shirt that made his oily, sallow complexion look even paler. His blond hair was cropped short. As she studied him, she was struck by how young he looked.

Seated directly in front of him, his lawyer – a handsome older man with grey hair and glasses – spent his time poring over his notes. From time to time, Maître Marciano would get up and whisper instructions to his client.

For nearly two hours now, the judge had been giving instructions to the jury, who had been drawn by lot that morning, unchallenged by prosecution or defence. Steve Bouchard was scheduled to give evidence late that afternoon. As for his victims, they would have to wait until the following day to be called to testify to the details of their assault, and how it had affected them in the ensuing years.

Despite herself, Déborah could overhear Stéphanie (victim number one), whispering comments to Mélina (victim number two). Their attention had been caught by someone in the public gallery. Reluctantly, Déborah turned around and scanned the courtroom. Seeing her turn, Mélina leaned towards her.

‘We just noticed Captain Rauch is here, did you see him?’

‘No, where is he?

‘Right at the back,’ said Mélina before turning away. ‘You’d hardly recognise him, but we’re pretty sure it’s him.’

Déborah looked at the back of the gallery and saw him. The former policeman was looking in her direction and their eyes met for a long moment. It was Anthony who first looked away.

It really was him, sitting there on the crowded benches. The face was the same, yet somehow different. He was sporting a well-trimmed beard and seemed to have lost weight. He was broad-shouldered, but more muscular. Rauch stared out into the courtyard: he seemed embarrassed to have her stare at him insistently.

What a fucking nerve, Déborah thought angrily.

To come here, to face them . . . She had never expected to see Anthony Rauch again. His former colleagues had told her he lived like a recluse, shunned by his fellow officers.

He’d better not come within ten feet of me.

*  *  *

As he took a seat at the back of the gallery, Anthony noticed a familiar figure at the defence table. A close friend of Louisa, the colleague she most admired professionally, one who had always been a part of her personal life. Anthony remembered seeing him regularly during his childhood, and later, too, when he was a police officer.

His mother was not coming, she had handed over the case.

It was a decision Anthony had been waiting for more than three years, one that would previously have been unthinkable. Louisa never abandoned a client. While he would never have forgiven her if she had defended Bouchard, Anthony felt a pang of disappointment when he realised that he would not? get to see his mother sparring during the trial.

She had decided not to come. She had done so because of him. In the eleven months since their last encounter, Anthony had not heard a word from his mother. There had been no visits, no messages, no phone calls. For the first time in his life, his mother had listened and had respected his wishes. Yet somehow, he felt no better.

‘You’ve finally won, it’s over! I want you to leave. You’re a monster. You terrify me. You don’t love me. We’re done. Now go!’ He remembered the anger and the infinite sadness in her eyes. At first, he had assumed they were just empty words, but perhaps she truly had given up on him, for good.

He could not bear to see her anymore, but now that she was gone, he felt an emptiness.

He would never get better.

*  *  *

While he was deprived of the talents of Louisa Rauch, Bouchard had secured the services of one of the greatest living defence barristers. By handing the case over to her friend, Louisa hadn’t made the prosecutor’s task any easier.

The morning being devoted to the jury selection, a long and tedious process, Anthony had not arrived until 1.30 p.m., when the trial was scheduled to begin.

Everyone was now present. The four women that he and his colleagues had dealt with in the hours after their brutal ordeals, attempting the impossible: to comfort them. To calm them, after the vicious assault they had experienced, while simultaneously trying to plumb their memories for the key facts that might make all the difference.

Stéphanie, Mélina, Déborah, Leïla. So terribly vulnerable. And now, so close they looked almost like sisters. If he had left a mark on their lives, they had done the same to his. He had hoped to help them heal, and more than that, had hoped to limit the number of victims who would have to appear at the trial today. In the end, he had done everything he could, and would have done much more if he had had the chance. Though they were very different women, while he was working on their case files, they had all seemed the same. It was dangerous to get too close to victims.

Yet here, on this first day of the trial, he was increasingly drawn to one of them, a young woman who eclipsed the others. He knew her face, her knew her character; but this was the first time he truly saw her.

Déborah had changed. In the space of three years, she had aged a decade. He hair was greying now, though this did nothing to diminish her striking beauty.

Quite the contrary.

She was dressed all in black, like the other women. She did not smile, her expression was harsh. So hard, and so painful. Her gestures were surprisingly graceful, while also fraught with tension.

It was as though the scales had fallen from Anthony’s eyes. But he was not merely attracted by her appearance, since all of the women were beautiful. No woman had ever had such an effect on him since he stopped taking Androcur. But it was more than that. He was not the man he had been three years earlier; he had never felt it as much as he did in this moment.

Now, he regretted the cruelty of their last encounter. Or at least the way it had played out because, in the end, he had had no choice. Marion had been right. It would have been unhealthy and unprofessional for him to meet up with a victim outside work hours, even just for a drink.

At the time, all he had wanted was to help her. He still did.

Stéphanie had been the first to notice him and he had watched as she told the others.

They were all surprised by his presence, and some were clearly uncomfortable, Déborah more so than the others. She was the only one who did not return his nodded greeting.

He desperately wanted to avoid inflicting any additional suffering, but he needed to see them. To see this through to the bitter end. He was connected to this case, and to these women, just as they were to him.

Judges typically take a recess every two hours, and this one was no exception. When court was recessed at around 4.00 p.m., Anthony decided to go and speak to them. He quickly weaved his way through the crowd.

The women had not had time to leave the bench, although some were standing and stretching their aching limbs. Déborah was still sitting, bent slightly forward. She tilted her head slightly as he came to stand in front of her.

He said hello to each of them, and each – except Déborah – responded timidly:

‘I’m glad to see you again, despite the terrible circumstances. I’m here to support you. I won’t stay for the whole trial, but I’ll come back for the verdict. The judge has decided not to call me as a witness, which is probably for the best, given what happened to me. Capitaine Théo Larcelli will testify. He knows the file inside out, and can speak for me and for Capitaine Mesny— Marion. Marion Mesny was an exceptional policewoman,’ Anthony went on. ‘She gave her all in this case, in fact she was the one who pursued Steve Bouchard on foot and made the arrest. Marion felt a great deal of empathy for you. I know she would have wanted to be here, and perhaps she is, in spirit. I’ll do likewise, and I wish you good luck.’

Before he went back to his seat, three of the four young women muttered a terse but sincere thanks. Déborah remained silent. 
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Paris Police Headquarters, 36, quai des Orfèvres. Having left the courtroom, she walked quickly without turning back. The judge had called a recess for the day, the trial would not resume until the following morning. Without waiting for the other women, Déborah had slipped away. She had neither the desire nor the strength to talk to them, still less to answer any journalists’ questions.

As she walked along the quay, she saw the famous ‘36’ on her right. The building had an undeniable atmosphere about it, one heightened by the countless police cars outside. It was imposing, thought Déborah. Soon, the police headquarters and the criminal courts would be moved to Porte de Clichy. As she walked past, Déborah noticed two policewomen standing sentry: they were young and heavily armed, with machine guns slung over their shoulders. And it occurred to her that these women were fortunate to be allowed to carry weapons.

In ordinary circumstances, the peaceful island enclave known as the Île de la Cité had a tranquil beauty. The afternoon sun glinted on the Seine; Parisians were sipping aperitifs on café terraces. But all Déborah wanted to do was get home as quickly as possible. She headed to Pont-Neuf métro station.

The following day would be the most taxing for her, yet paradoxically, the one she was most looking forward to.

To be able to talk, not just about the rape, but the three years since then. The after-effects, both professional and emotional. The three years she had spent in poverty and fear, struggling to rebuild her life; she would pour her heart out, tell them everything, as she stood, facing the court, facing her attacker, forcing him to listen to her, and to the other victims. Perhaps he wouldn’t care, perhaps he was incapable of empathy for the suffering of anyone else. But he clearly took a great interest in his own suffering. He was constantly complaining about his migraines, about the way he had been bullied while on remand in in prison. Perhaps he would revel in their suffering, but at least the jurors, the public and the journalists would know.

Of course, she should also recount precisely what he had done. Every detail of those ten harrowing minutes. List his monstrous actions aloud.

She would come alone, as she had today. Her mother had wanted be with her at the trial, to support her through this ordeal. But Déborah did not have the strength to cope with having her mother in the courtroom. Although her mother broadly knew what had happened, being forced to listen to every sordid detail would destroy them both. Déborah refused to inflict this on them. Her mother was her greatest supporter, the one person in the world on whom she could really depend. But she had gradually, helplessly, watched as her daughter sank into a depression.

Déborah had decided not to seek outside help, to try to cope by throwing herself into her work. And by trying to put things in perspective. She was determined not to allow those ten short minutes to destroy her whole life. But it had been impossible. Little by little, she became more detached from her job; worse still, it terrified her. She panicked at the thought of going into the hospital, of having to deal with other people, with men. The lack of motivation, the lack of any interest in life. She lost all confidence in herself, in her abilities. She suffered memory loss, and constantly felt she had fallen so far behind that she would never catch up. The thought of carrying on as a nurse seemed almost impossible, yet she had always loved her job. And what else could she do?

She had always thought of herself a fighter, a survivor, she had always had boundless reserves of energy, but now she felt rudderless. She avoided taking on any responsibilities, she found her concentration span was limited. Her boyfriend Jérôme simply did not understand. He found Déborah increasingly exasperating. Whenever he came back from his travels, he would urge her to ‘get her act together’, to throw herself into her work. Without ever really talking about what had happened, without ever putting it into words . . . Without ever addressing the hardest part.

In fact, although Déborah did not realise this for several months, he found the subject of rape disgusting – though he would not admit it. She realised that he actually resented her for allowing this thing to happen, for dragging it into their home.

After the assault, Déborah behaved as though her feelings were less important than the feelings of those around her. Jérôme might be an arsehole, but she blamed herself for inflicting all this on him. She could sense his shame on the rare occasions when he kissed her. Their sex life withered. Not that he was solely responsible, but he never tried to talk about the difficulties they were having. She could feel his irritation. She suspected that he was cheating on her but, even if he was, she was so low, she felt so guilty that she would meekly have accepted the fact.

And then, one day, when he lost his temper over something trivial, the penny dropped. Hearing him snap at her felt so unfair and she was forced to wonder what she was getting out of their relationship. The answer was . . . not much.

So, she told him it was over. Jérôme seemed surprised, but said nothing to dissuade her. And she had never regretted her decision for an instant.

Months later, a friend persuaded her to sign up for a dating app. But it was too early, and she had too much baggage.

Although she knew that she was an attractive woman, she no longer enjoyed the game of seduction. Her confidence was shot. She was not ready for something casual. Deep down, what she needed was a real friend; a friend who was also a lover, but her few male friends were all married. So, she went on dates with two men, she slept with one of them. And when this proved neither disastrous not particularly pleasant, she decided to give up; to wait and see. In the two years that had passed since then, she realised she did not miss it as much as she thought she would.

She gave occasional tennis lessons. She was reluctant to commit to anything long term. She was more than qualified to give private lessons, and could have had as many pupils as she wanted. But she worked the minimum number of hours she needed to make a living, no more. As for rebuilding her life, she would think about that later. After the trial, after she and the other victims had been awarded compensation. The police had told her about the Crime Victims Compensation Board shortly after her assault and, at first, she had not really been interested. But now, after everything she had suffered, she knew that the money would give her time to think and plan, time to find a different career, one that would not make her suffer.

At her mother’s insistence, she finally went to see a new psychiatrist. He was much better than those she had seen before.

Post-traumatic stress disorder. It was blindingly obvious to her, despite the fact that, for years, she had refused to accept that she was depressed. It was equally obvious to her that she could not get through this without help. That time, on which she had pinned her hopes, would not be a great healer. So, she swallowed her pride and accepted the help that was offered. She was coping much better now. And fear, which had been her constant companion, was less present.

Except now, at this precise moment. As she turned onto the bridge and began walking across the crowded Pont Neuf, she was overcome by an irrational fear, and there was nothing she could do. For several minutes now, she’d felt that she was being followed. She glanced around but saw nothing and carried on walking. Up ahead, she saw La Samaritaine, the huge department store. She stopped in her tracks, turned and scanned the pedestrians. It was then that she saw him.

Seeing her turn, Anthony Rauch slowed his pace. When he reached her, he spoke in a voice so deep that it made her shudder, as it had some hours earlier. I’ll never get used to that voice, she thought.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said with a wave of the hand, ‘I didn’t want you to know I was following you, I didn’t want to scare you. But you left the court so very quickly, and . . .’

He hesitated, then, with a hint of amusement, he said:

‘You’re a very fast walker. I could hardly break into a sprint, and there was one point when I almost lost sight of you.’

Déborah said nothing, leaving him to dig his own hole. Anthony found her presence more intimidating than earlier. He studied her as she stood, motionless, her face a perfect blank. She was so tall, so beautiful. She was making no attempt to be friendly.

‘So, anyway, I was wondering if you’d have a drink with me, or maybe dinner? Unless you’ve got someone waiting for you . . . I realise this is hardly perfect timing. Or maybe it is? Obviously, you can say no. Or we can wait until the trial is over . . .’

‘Why me?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘There are four of us. Why am I the only one being invited to dinner?’ Déborah wondered aloud.

‘Oh, right, I understand,’ said Anthony, a little embarrassed. ‘And I don’t really know what to say . . . Obviously I had a connection with all four of you, but in your case it felt special, because of my father and all that . . . You must think I’ve got a bloody nerve, after all, you suggested we go out three years ago, and I was curt and offhand. But, the truth is . . . my life completely changed today.’

‘Mine too. Back then, I felt completely lost at the time. I still am, to some extent. At the time, I wanted to spend time with you because you were a good listener, I found you reassuring. There was something unique about you: you were different from other men. But obviously, I’ve found out why and . . . it’s pretty sick . . .’ she said with no compunction. ‘How do you think we felt, the four of us? We trusted you. And then we read about you in the papers . . . the horrible allegation, it was disgusting . . .’

‘They can write what they like, I have never said a word about my past.’ Anthony stepped closer, ‘And please believe me, Déborah, I’ve have never behaved cynically, not to you or to any other victim. I really did understand your pain, and I devoted my whole life to my job.’

‘Okay, maybe you’re telling the truth, but how would I know? Honestly, just seeing you standing in front of me . . . it’s surreal, I don’t know who you are anymore . . .’

‘I understand,’ Anthony nodded and glanced at the passers-by. ‘Someone else said the very same thing to me. The very same words.’

He looked Déborah in the eyes. A deeper, very blue gaze that troubled her.

‘It was Marion . . . Capitaine Mesny. Marion was like a sister to me, the most important person in my life. When she died, she was so angry, so disappointed with me . . .’ Anthony winced. ‘I just wish I could have convinced her that I’d never lied about who I was; I’d just decided not to disclose some things about the man I had been before. I swear, I was completely committed to my work. A long time ago, I was made to suffer and a time came when I made others suffer. I wanted to root out the evil in me, to be useful, to help people . . . And I haven’t hurt anyone since.’

‘Why were you taking chemical castration medication?’ asked Déborah bluntly.

Anthony opened his mouth to speak, then sighed and shook his head to indicate that if he had anticipated this question, he could not answer it.

‘You don’t want to tell me?’ Déborah said, disappointed. ‘How can you expect people to believe you, if you refuse to tell them the whole truth? It doesn’t make sense.’

She made to leave.

‘Wait!’ he called after her. Then, he glanced around and said more softly: ‘Look, there are too many people around. Could we go somewhere else? I don’t know, a quiet café . . .’

‘I’d rather not.’

‘Alright,’ he said. ‘You want the truth? I was sexually abused as a boy by a very famous man. Not once. But over and over again, I was abused by my stepfather. And if I’m telling you this, it’s because I trust you more than I do most people.’

No sooner had he said the words than Déborah regretted having backed him into a corner. Although she did her best to hide her shame, she felt her shoulders sag; Anthony, meanwhile, looked suddenly relieved, as though a great weight had been lifted from him.

‘I don’t know why I’m telling you this, I just feel somehow that I have to. It’s time. I spent years and years not telling anyone and it drove me crazy. I took Androcur to heal myself. To root out the darkness my stepfather left in me. Because it had led me to do something terrible. To destroy someone. A young woman . . . Not a day goes by that I don’t think about what I did. I am truly sorry for what I did. I hate myself.’

Anthony trailed off. The two were standing close together while passers-by hurried across the Pont Neuf, oblivious to their presence.

‘I couldn’t be put on trial – the reasons are too complicated to go into right now, but if you want, then one day I’ll explain, I promise . . . So the only alternative was to kill myself. Maybe I’m selfish, but in the end, I chose life. I decided to carry on, but I took Androcur so that I would never, ever hurt someone again.’

‘But you’ve stopped taking it now . . .’

‘I’m a different man now,’ said Anthony. ‘Nothing in my life has been as terrifying as deciding to stop taking the medication. I was afraid I would become like the people I spent my life hunting down. And I completely understand why you, why anyone, might be unconvinced. But you, all of you, are responsible for the change in me. Can you understand that? It was talking to other victims, helping them, that changed me, and nothing is the same now.’

‘It’s not my place to judge you,’ said Déborah, shivering a little despite the late-afternoon heat.

‘No, I suppose nobody has that right. But now at least you know everything. So now the ball is in your court.’

In the ensuing silence, they gazed at each other, unsure whether to carry on together or go their separate ways.

‘I know this will sound ridiculous after everything I’ve told you, but I don’t want you to worry about me,’ Anthony said after a moment. ‘You’ve got enough going on with the trial. I won’t come to court again, but I’ll be there for the verdict. I just want you to know that, if you change your mind, I’m here and I’d love to see you again.’

Déborah nodded. Anthony gave a little wave, then turned and left. Déborah stood, motionless, watching until he disappeared into the crowd on the Pont Neuf, then she walked on and disappeared into the métro station.
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‘Accordingly,’ said the judge solemnly, ‘I hereby sentence the defendant, Steve Bouchard, to seventeen years without the possibility of parole.’

The sense of relief was instantaneous.

It’s over, thought Déborah it’s finally over. Steve Bouchard would go to jail, for a very long time . . .

Obviously, he had the right to appeal, but if he did so he would run the risk of an even harsher sentence, so maybe he would accept the verdict.

Most importantly, the severity of the sentence attested to the terrible suffering Bouchard had inflicted on the four women. Déborah felt an enormous weight had been lifted.

As soon as the verdict was announced, their eyes shifted from the judge to the defendant. Standing in his dock, Bouchard gave no reaction: he simply bowed his head. It was impossible to know what he was thinking. Then, without so much as a glance at the plaintiffs, he was led away.

The courtroom was abuzz with voices as people began to leave. The four women chatted to their lawyers and to each other. Though relieved and broadly satisfied, they were completely exhausted. It was 11.30 p.m., and the jury had deliberated for four hours.

During Maître Marciano’s closing argument and the briefer interventions of lawyers representing the other victims, Déborah could not help but turn around to Anthony, who was sitting at the back of the court. His eyes did not meet hers: he was intently focussed on the trial.

She had thought about their encounter on the Pont Neuf many times during the week. She had conflicting feelings about the meeting.

The judge had gathered up his things and was about to leave the bench, the officers of the court and the jurors were already filing out. The public gallery was gradually emptying. Déborah saw Anthony as he stood up to leave, and he gave her a warm smile. As she smiled back, it occurred to her that that this might be the last time they ever saw each other. And she could not bear the idea.

The people in Anthony’s row were filing out. Just as he was about to follow, Déborah gave him a quick wave and pointed to the exit. ‘Shall we meet up in the lobby?’, she mouthed the question silently. Anthony read her lips and nodded, obviously elated. Then he joined the exodus.

After thanking her lawyer one last time, Déborah turned and kissed Stéphanie, she hugged Mélina and then Leïla. They had been through so much together while they waited for the verdict. Now each was going home to her family.

They promised to meet up again.

Leaving the courtroom, Déborah found herself in the soaring marble lobby. Seeing Anthony waiting some distance away, she smiled and gestured for him to wait a minute, then took out her phone and called her mother. She had refused her mother’s offer to come to court with her but had promised to call as soon as the verdict was announced, no matter how late.

Her mother answered immediately:

‘Seventeen. He got seventeen years.’

Both women shed tears, mostly because the pressure and the strain were finally at an end. Before hanging up, Déborah told her mother she loved her, then she went over to join Anthony and moved away from the crowd. She had her arms folded, but seemed more relaxed. Exhausted but relieved, as though she had just run a marathon.

It was Anthony who raised the subject of the verdict. Déborah had little to say. They agreed it was appropriate.

Then, suddenly, she told Anthony she was starving.

‘I’m sure we can find a restaurant that’s still serving,’ said Anthony, ‘if that’s what you’d like.’

‘Let’s go,’ said Déborah, but she did not move.

She was standing close to him, gazing up into his face and Anthony realised – or thought he realised – that she wanted him to kiss her.

He leaned closer and, when she did not turn away, he bent his face to her and gently kissed her. A chaste and infinitely tender kiss, which she returned.

*  *  *

In the taxi, they kissed again and Anthony told the driver to head for the eighth arrondissement, without giving a precise address.

‘Why don’t we go to my place instead of a restaurant?’ Déborah whispered.

‘Are you sure?’

She nodded.

Inside her apartment, in the darkened hallway, they held each other close, their gestures more urgent, more passionate.

‘Are you sure we’re not taking things too fast?’ Anthony said, with genuine concern.

‘I haven’t made love to anyone for two years,’ Déborah whispered. ‘Don’t judge me . . . Maybe it’s insane, but I really want to do this.’

*  *  *

Anthony was sensitive and gentle. He wasn’t used to sleeping with women anymore . . . or, at least, not unless he paid them. His only thought was for Déborah’s pleasure, he did not want to do anything that might hurt or alarm her. So gentle was he that, while they were making love Déborah smiled at him and told him she wasn’t made of glass . . .

She felt no fear. Had anyone asked, she would not have been able to say why. Anthony did not scare her, she felt comfortable and confident in his presence.

Their first time was sweet and intense. Loving.

Anthony, having spent years fearing that evil was ingrained in him, that he would forever be a danger, now thought mostly of Déborah rather than himself. He could imagine himself in her place, he would do so for as long as they were together.

*  *  *

Déborah slept fitfully, plagued by insomnia. The following morning, as the dawn broke, she lay awake, gazing at Anthony as he slept in her bed.

Then she got up, pulled on a tracksuit and silently crept out of the apartment.

It was early summer, and the streets were empty at this hour.

Déborah jogged at a steady pace. She planned to run for at least an hour. Her head was buzzing with so many thoughts. After half an hour, she was still unsure whether she wasn’t to turn back or to keep running.

To disappear, for a day, perhaps longer.

To give Anthony time to wake up, to understand. To slam the door as he left her apartment.

The night before, she had acted on impulse. It had been a moment of madness. They were two broken people, what they were doing made no sense.

Then she turned around.

When she got home, she found the bed empty. She felt a tightness in her chest as she walked down the hall to the cramped kitchen. Anthony was sitting on a stool, drinking orange juice.

*  *  *

Anthony found her standing in front of him, her face flushed and beaded with sweat. Tall and slender in her tracksuit, her hair tied back into a ponytail. He found her beautiful.

‘You gave me a fright,’ he said with slight surprise.

She did not tell him she had given herself one too. Instead, she gave him a radiant smile.
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There followed a blissful seven months of serenity and passion the like of which neither Anthony nor Déborah had ever known in their lives.

They found comfort in their support for each another, and often thought that they felt that their respective remedies lay with each other.

At first, their relationship was cautious, even restrained. They each felt they needed their own space, they were worried about being stifled. As time went on, they found being apart, even for short periods, was unbearable. So, they lived together. Sometimes at her place, sometimes at his. In hotels in France or abroad. They were both free, they had no responsibilities. The Crime Victims Compensation Board had awarded Déborah thirty thousand euros for what she had suffered, personally and professionally. It was enough to give her breathing room, and she planned to use the money to retrain. She was thinking of opening a restaurant – though she had not decided where – and Anthony encouraged her. In the meantime, he insisted on paying for everything, although Déborah was initially reluctant. She did not like the idea of being a kept woman. But Anthony told her over and over that money didn’t matter, that he would rather spend it on her if it meant they could be together all the time.

They did a little travelling, nothing extravagant, just for a change of scenery.

Although Déborah still suffered from insomnia, she no longer lived in fear. She considered stopping her sessions with her psychiatrist, but though he was happy with her progress, he suggested it was best that she continue.

She felt safe with Anthony. He was strong and considerate. And surprisingly funny. They lived in their own little world, alone amid the crowds in foreign countries, or holed up together in Paris, where they talked, made love, watched television and went to movies.

Anthony was passionate about cinema, although he had a somewhat love-hate relationship with it because of his past.

He never asked what Déborah wanted to see, and she never insisted.

After a time, Anthony told her about how he had raped Maleesha. About her suicide. Although she had steeled herself, it was difficult for Déborah to hear. She found it difficult to accept, but the teenage boy Anthony was describing had nothing in common with the man she knew. Anthony had never shown the slightest violent tendencies. She believed in his rehabilitation, more than that, she loved him and could not imagine her life without him.

As for Anthony, every day he thanked fate, or God, for introducing him to Déborah. He sometimes had to pinch himself. Having given up on everything: on women, on the idea that he might ever be a father, on love, on life, Déborah gave him more than he could ever have imagined. In his previous relationships, he had never known such peace, such closeness. He loved everything about Déborah, and she needed him. He had spent years fearing he would always be a danger to women. He had felt somewhat reassured when, after he stopped taking Androcur, his sexual urges returned but without the violent fantasies that had once haunted him. He managed to control his urges, by himself or with escorts. It was a little tawdry, perhaps, but he had learned to control his libido, and it was safer than relying on abstinence. He had felt safer exploring his libido with professional sex workers, since he still was worried how he might react with a one-night stand. When he made love with Déborah, he never felt a flicker of his old anger. The years he had spent working with women, fighting for justice for them, had strengthened his empathy. Marion and every one of those other women were now a part of him. He had learned to put himself in their place, to understand their pain. Would it be enough? Déborah was still fragile, and Anthony was determined that, if he should notice the slightest regression, he would walk away. Besides, she would never forgive him; he knew that.

She accepted his past. She loved him as much as he loved her. He wanted to make the most of this precarious truce.

For the first time in his life – of for the first time since childhood – he felt happy, something simple but intensely real. He felt the urge to move forward, to build a life.

One autumn evening, as they were walking through the Champ de Mars towards the Eiffel Tower, he asked Déborah whether she would consider coming off the pill.

‘I don’t know,’ she said, a little surprised. He looked up at him, her beautiful face framed by a woolly hat, and gave him a broad smile.
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Snowflakes whirled and fluttered outside the window bars. Outside, at least two inches of snow covered the prison exercise yard, which was the size of a football field. All too soon, this fleeting, pristine splendour would be sullied by countless footprints of the inmates.

From the crackling intercom came a sputtering, almost unintelligible voice: ‘Le Bot, to the visitors’ room!’

His lawyer, Maître Paindavoine, was already sitting behind a table, waiting for him in a cramped cubicle. When Alpha appeared, he got to his feet and proffered a limp hand.

‘Hello, how are you today?’

Alpha simply nodded and sat down.

The young lawyer forced a smile, though he was clearly terrified. A supercilious wanker who made a living as a court-appointed lawyer. He kept his glasses on the bridge of his nose to give himself a serious air, his nails were bitten to the quick, there was a wedding band on his ring finger. His Montblanc pen, intended to make it look as though business was booming, was probably a Christmas present from his mother or his little wife.

But Alpha enjoyed these visits because they provided a distraction. Before Paindavoine, he had been assigned a female lawyer, also newly graduated.

A fucking woman!

She had not been scared off by his case file, and so Alpha had no choice but to put up with her during the initial police interrogation. But as soon as he was remanded in custody, he had turned on her in the visitors’ room:

‘Now listen up, you little bitch. I’m not having some skank like you defending me, got that? So, you’re going to withdraw from the case, and do whatever you can to make sure they appoint a male lawyer.’

The lawyer had refused to back off, proud, she sat and stared at him haughtily and mumbled something inane.

‘You’ve read the fucking case file, haven’t you?’ Alpha said, his voice calm but menacing. ‘You’ve seen what I like to do, especially to arrogant little bitches like you. Do you really think the guards can protect you? It wouldn’t take much time to really hurt you, just a few seconds. I’ve got a hard-on just thinking about it . . .’

The lawyer was suddenly pale and sweating.

‘Go make your excuses to the judge, to your head of chambers, I don’t fucking care who you talk to but unless you want me to destroy you, I don’t ever want to see you here again. Now FUCK OFF!’

The woman grabbed her things and ran out.

*  *  *

Since then, he had been defended by this clown. It was all the more delectable, since he was paid for by the government. Maître Paindavoine, needless to say, was not among the country’s top lawyers, but that hardly mattered since Alpha knew that there was no chance that he would ever be released. He needed the lawyer for something more attainable.

The snotty little fuck had only one task, and he had finally succeeded – even if it had taken some time, and Alpha had had to help him. Alpha wanted out of solitary confinement and to return to the general population. It was the only thing he asked of Paindavoine. For fifteen months, despite repeated requests both to him and to the judge, the prison governor had refused permission, fearing for Alpha’s safety. Every puny little fuckwit seemed to be worried for Alpha’s safety! Shitting themselves at the thought that, if he were killed, they’d be charged with negligence.

Alpha sat utterly still. He was a model prisoner: polite, unassuming and docile as a lamb. He had gone to great lengths to have his modest request granted, but without success. He was more heavily guarded than a royal virgin. Alpha argued that solitary confinement left him bored and depressed. He tactfully explained to the prison governor that he knew he was destined to spend the rest of his life behind bars, that he had come to terms with this, but the thought of never having any human contact was unbearable to him. He demanded the right to be housed with the other prisoners and to fraternise during free association.

He even went so far as to write endless letters to the trial judge. Whenever he met with Paindavoine, he badgered the runty lawyer to press for his release from solitary. Over time, his letters began to hint that, if his request was denied, suicide seemed the only acceptable option to escape such cruel and unusual conditions. And when this message did not hit home, he faked a suicide attempt, carefully cutting a few specific veins. Enough to ensure that there would be blood everywhere and they would have a major clean-up job . . .

When he was discharged from the prison infirmary, he was put on suicide watch, making a second attempt impossible. And returned to solitary.

He considered the possibility of a hunger strike, but losing weight and muscle mass would compromise the rest of his plans. So, when the opportunity presented itself, he ‘hanged himself’ with a bedsheet. Kicking the chair away just before the warders arrived.

The trial judge, though exasperated by this turn of events, was wary, and though he considered referring Alpha to a psychiatric unit, the possibility of escape was too great. And so, after eighteen months in prison, and given repeated assurances from Alpha’s lawyer that his client would not attempt to take his life if his request was granted, the prison authorities finally relented. And, although he was given an individual cell, Alpha could now communicate with other prisoners.

‘How are things?’ said Maître Paindavoine, with a smug smile, proud that he had finally accomplished his mission, and utterly oblivious to its true purpose.

‘Perfect,’ said Alpha. ‘You can tell them that, just make sure they don’t change anything.’

*  *  *

He wandered through the exercise yard among the fools and the fuckwits. Young guys, old men, bearded guys and skinheads, scrawny little fucks and fat bastards. Initially, they all avoided him, and he strolled around, staring up at a slate-grey sky that reminded him of Northern seas he had sailed long ago. The snow had stopped falling. The four corners of the exercise yard were fitted with watchtowers and it seemed to Alpha that every guard was looking right at him. High walls topped with razor wire separated the prisoners from the outside world. The governor had warned his staff: the lizard had been released from solitary, they needed to make sure he got no chance to scale the walls, to escape.

Having surveyed the communal areas and the exercise yard, Alpha had concluded that such an escape would be difficult, perhaps impossible. He quickly came up with another plan.

Every prisoner knew exactly who Alpha was and what he had done. Anyone who did not already know would quickly hear, since a number of the warders were loudmouths. The first time Alpha went out into the exercise yard, one of the screws, Parmentier, a tall, fat ginger guy, had shouted at him:

‘You know what they do to nonces inside? Gotta say, Le Bot, you’ve got some balls. Or maybe you’re dumb as fuck,’ the warder sneered ‘Or, maybe you get off on it?’

Nonces.

The term used for rapists and paedophiles. And, as everyone knew, nonces in prison were punished by being raped in turn.

During his time in the merchant navy, Alpha had across a number of guys with shady pasts who had spent time banged up. He’d heard the stories of what they’d done to rapists while inside. And, though he said nothing, Alpha found it ironic that prisoners punished rapists by becoming rapists themselves. And it was obvious that they enjoyed it.

It got them hard.

*  *  *

Alpha was casually strolling around the yard outside when he spotted a heavyset bodybuilder with wild eyes and too many tattoos known as M16. The nickname was because the M16 was his weapon of choice when he committed armed robbery.

On his first visit to the exercise yard, M16, who was doing life for murdering a cop had come up to him and whispered ‘Nonce . . . nonce . . .’ Alpha instantly saw in him the potential he was looking for. Ever since, during exercise periods, they glared at each other, and Alpha never lowered his eyes.

Don’t start a fight in the yard. Don’t risk being sent back to solitary. Just get him wound up enough to want to fight.

M16 was surrounded by his posse, most of them were armed robbers like himself, but there were a few juvies looking for protection. Alpha mooched past, straying close to gang. Seeing him approach, they all fell silent and M16 stepped forward and shouted:

‘Hey, nonce, I hear you get off on raping women?’

M16 had a slight lisp, something Alpha found amusing.

‘I raped a few men, too,’ he said with a sinister smile and stared at them all, one after the other.

Suddenly the whole gang surrounded him; they hadn’t planned to attack, but Alpha sensed that they were ready to kick off, so he tried to calm things down.

‘You really want to get into this here?’ he said, ‘with all the guards watching . . . ?’

He nodded to two of the screws who were watching.

‘Why don’t we take this somewhere quiet? Or maybe you haven’t got the balls to follow through . . .’

‘Oh, we’ll take you one by one,’ said the bully,’ M16 had his face against Alpha’s. ‘You’ll squeal and beg like every girl you ever raped . . .’

‘Really?’ said Alpha with affected amusement. ‘The more the merrier, bring the whole posse. You really think you’re going to fuck me? I’m pretty sure I’ll be the one doing the fucking . . . But somewhere we can get a bit of peace, yeah? I’m sure you can think of somewhere. Maybe the shower block tomorrow?’

M16 nodded, his fists clenched, his face set in a furious rictus. He was already imagining the scene, and clearing enjoying it. Alpha turned away and carried on with his stroll.

Being one-on-one with another prisoner wasn’t impossible, as long as one you could convince one of the screws, most of whom were happy to let it happen, feeling it was a more expeditious form of justice.

*  *  *

The shower block was a long, narrow corridor lined with individual cubicles.

Alpha could think of ways he might use this configuration to his advantage, although it would be difficult and risky.

Deep down, he didn’t really care if his plan failed. He thought he could make it work, but the outcome wasn’t important. Alpha was determined not to spend the rest of his life banged up. All he had ever dreamed of was the ocean – and revenge. He had no intention of rotting away inside.

He would leave here on his own two feet, or feet first.

But one thing was certain: if he was going down, he wasn’t going alone. If this was his last fight, he planned to go all in.

*  *  *

He knew the time had come when the last two prisoners left the showers. Parmentier, the screw assigned to shower duty, gave a mocking smirk as he ushered Alpha into the block with his towel and his soap. Everything was in place.

Alpha stood outside the shower cubicle at the far end of the row, wearing nothing but prison-issue underpants. Right on cue, M16 appeared, followed by his posse, five of them in all, the strongest in front.

Alpha planned to use the narrow space to even the odds. Pick them off one by one, then move on to the next, force them to fight hand-to-hand, like the Spartans.

Single out the alpha male and kill him first.

In this pack of lapdogs masquerading as wolves, M16 was clearly the alpha male. He stepped forward, grinning wildly. He’d come unarmed to show just how tough he was. Behind him and slightly to the right, the first of the two betas was also clearly a bodybuilder. He was waving a shiv, a piece of plastic comb with a razor blade embedded in one end. To his left, a skinny beta was holding something that looked like an screwdriver. Behind them, a gamma who had come empty handed was pounding his palm with his fist. Right at the back was a puny omega, a weakling who could not be more than twenty.

As he had in the exercise yard, M16 stood facing Alpha, his face contorted in a vicious smile. Any second now, he or one of his betas would lash out.

None of the men had noticed that Alpha also had something: a razor blade, wedged between his curved index and middle fingers. The blade was invisible since the back of his hand was turned towards them.

Casually, Alpha brought his hand up to his face and scratched his scalp with his thumb, as though thinking.

‘There’s something I want to say before this kicks off,’ he said diffidently.

Then, without warning, he lashed out, a backhand flick like a whip across M16’s throat. The razor blade sliced through his Adam’s apple and lodged in his throat. In a rush of fear – not yet realising what had just happened – M16 spluttered and clutched at his bleeding throat. He grabbed one end of the razor blade and yanked it out, which only made him bleed more profusely. M16 was done for; he whirled around, searching and failing to find a way, while lunging at the first beta. Bodybuilder number two, dumbstruck by the sudden attack on his leader, jabbed with his shiv, but Alpha parried the thrust and punched him hard in the liver.

Only three seconds had elapsed, but already the two strongest fighters had been eliminated. The beta collapsed on the tiled floor while, behind Alpha, M16 thrashed about, his slashed Adam’s apple like a small toothless mouth gushing blood. Knowing he would be dead within minutes, Alpha paid him no heed.

The second beta lunged at Alpha, his face contorted with rage and fear. Alpha whipped around, but could not quite dodge the screwdriver, which pierced him just above the groin. With a roar, he slammed his elbow against the beta’s jaw with all his might.

Never fight hand-to-hand. Every move should be sudden, unexpected, every time.

In the same movement, Alpha bent and grabbed the shiv lying on the floor, leapt at the second beta and severed his carotid artery, leaving a gaping wound pumping blood.

Still brandishing the shiv, Alpha turned to the gamma, grabbed him by one arm and, with his free hand, used the shiv like a scalpel to slice the kid’s stomach from top to bottom. A thirty-centimetre gash that left him almost disembowelled. The gamma slumped to the floor, screaming.

Alpha felt like an Apache warrior. The sudden explosion of violence gave him a rush of endorphins after so many months in solitary confinement.

Lastly, he turned to the omega, who was standing, paralyzed by terror in the middle of the shower block. He grabbed the boy by the throat and slammed him against the wall. The kid struggled to break free, but Alpha held him tightly, staring at him, his eyes bulging. Then, without warning, Alpha slowly raised the hand holding the shiv above his own head and slashed the top of his scalp . . . The pain was like a jolt of electricity, Alpha felt blood trickle through his hair and he grinned as he stared at the terrified omega, his wide eyes filled with fearless frenzy.

He dropped the shiv and gripped the boy’s skull with both hands. The omega punched and clawed at Alpha’s arms until they bled, desperate to escape, but Alpha simply tightened his grip.

‘So, you thought you’d come see the show, you little fuck?’ roared Alpha.

As he said it, he pressed his thumbs to the boy’s eye sockets, nails slicing through the eyeballs until he felt his knuckles hit bone. Only then did he let go.

The boy fell to the floor, howling in fear and pain, crawling around in blind panic. To shut him up, Alpha grabbed his head and slammed it against a wall, knocking him unconscious. Then he let himself fall onto the heap and closed his eyes, as though he, too were unconscious. Or dead.

Having arranged this private moment, Parmentier was the first screw on the spot. Alpha recognised his horrified voice. He heard Parmentier shout down the corridor to alert his colleagues, then make frantic calls on the radio.

Other warders arrived, cursing and swearing at the scenes of carnage, tracking blood on their boots as they tried to take the pulse of the men sprawled on the tiled floor. Three were dead, three alive. The disembowelled gamma was about to kick the bucket.

It took twenty minutes for the paramedics to make it through prison security and get to the showers, a moment after the gamma’s heart stopped beating. Alpha lay perfectly still and slowed his breathing so that his pulse would seem as weak as possible.

‘Here, this one’s alive,’ yelled a paramedic. ‘He’s unconscious, various cuts and lacerations, and a knife wound to the head, probably a skull fracture. Get him out of here, now!’

Alpha felt an oxygen mask being placed over his face as he was lifted onto a stretcher and handcuffed to the metal bar. As he was carried outside, he felt euphoric. He listened as endless doors opened and closing behind them.

The stretcher was loaded onto an ambulance. There was no sign of the omega, but there was an armed warder. The driver floored the accelerator and, sirens blaring, headed for the nearest emergency department. Alpha’s eyes were still closed. He could feel the cold metal against his wrists and the click of the handcuffs against the bar when the ambulance turned or braked. He did not worry, not even for a second. He would have all the seconds he needed when they reached the hospital, when he was moved from the stretcher to a bed.

In the ambulance, the paramedics talked in worried voices, urging him to hang on, telling him that before long he would be his old self again.

Soon, thought Alpha. Soon.
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He was not particularly surprised by the news. The story was all over the media, newspapers, radio and television. The twenty-four-hour rolling news channels invited endless talking heads to offer opinions and had special correspondents posted outside the hospital from which Alpha had escaped.

The photographs of the murdered, mutilated prisoners flashed on the screen. As well as those of the prison warder and the police officer who had been slightly injured during the escape.

Alpha now vied with jihadi terrorists for the role of ‘public enemy number one.’ The country roiled in a frenzy of paranoia: all across France, people checked that every window was shut and securely locked. Anthony was no exception. But since it was a bitterly cold winter, it was unlikely a window would be left open for long.

Alpha was fast becoming an urban legend. Stunned news-casters reported on the macabre fashion craze that saw shops selling tracksuits and T-shirts emblazoned with the logo α. Some of the designs showed Alpha scaling a building, others depicted him as a lizard.

But he had been expecting this . . .

*  *  *

From the moment Alpha was first arrested, Anthony had known that escape was possible, even probable. At first, he had not feared the prospect – in fact, he almost relished it: after their previous encounter they still had unfinished business.

Anthony had not triumphed. Not alone.

Oh, he could have killed Alpha as he lay unconscious next to him, but what glory was there in killing him that way? More importantly, the fact that his enemy was still alive, even if he was behind bars, gave Anthony a reason go on living. Just in case.

Sometimes he had even hoped Alpha would escape. Not so that he could cause more suffering, but so that Anthony could face him. One last time. End this, once and for all.

But recently, his mood had changed. He had a new life. Now he was eaten up by dread, because now he had everything to lose. And, given the savagery Alpha had employed to make his escape, the possibility that Anthony could defeat him seemed more and more uncertain.

Anthony padded across the luxury hotel suite where he and Déborah were staying and stood at the large picture window. To his left, the Arc de Triomphe loomed at the at the top of the Avenue de la Grande-Armée which plummeted steeply past the window towards Porte Maillot. If he leaned out and looked to his right, he could see the gleaming glass and steel towers of La Défense, soaring almost as high as his own. In all of Paris, there were only a hundred and ninety-six skyscrapers that were more than fifty metres tall. Including the hotel where he was now staying.

Four o’clock. Anthony gazed down at the street more than a hundred metres below and wondered which car was dropping off his guest. Maybe he was already there.

Unlike Alpha’s escape, the phone call he had received that morning had taken him by surprise.

‘Hello,’ asked a voice he did not recognise. ‘Is that Anthony?’

‘Yes?’

‘This is Albert Merlin.’

Albert Merlin. The second richest man in France, and one of his mother’s closest friends. Once identified, Anthony thought he recognised the man’s familiar tone. More from interviews he had seen on television than from any personal encounters. While his mother was a close friend of the infamous entrepreneur, Anthony had only ever met him once or twice, and that had been decades ago.

‘Is this a bad time?’

‘No, not at all. I’m just surprised to hear from you. What can I do for you?’

‘Is there any chance we could meet up, Anthony? Today, maybe, if you’re not busy?’

There was a strange silence and, sensing Anthony’s anxiety, Merlin said:

‘It’s nothing serious. Your mother is in good health, as far as I’m aware. I know the two of you haven’t spoken in some time. That’s what I want to talk to you about. I’m very fond of your mother.’

‘I can make time today. Would two o’clock this afternoon suit? Or four?’

‘Four o’clock would be perfect. I won’t ask you to come all this way, and I’d rather we not meet in public. Maybe it’s easiest if I come to you. Where are you living?’

‘I’m at the Hyatt Regency Paris Étoile, I have the penthouse suite on the thirty-fourth floor.’

‘The views must be magnificent! I’ll see you later, Anthony.’

*  *  *

As he opened the door, the first thing that struck Anthony was how short Albert Merlin was. He seemed to remember him being much taller. But the man’s charm and charisma made up for his stature. He had an extraordinary presence, much like Anthony’s mother. It was no accident that the two were friends. Louisa was more outgoing, more vivacious, but they had a similar energy about them. Some people dismissed Merlin as a misanthrope. Others saw him as a philanthropist, who gave generously to numerous humanitarian causes. His suit was immaculately tailored, his hair just flecked with grey: for his age, he was in fine shape.

Behind him, in the corridor was a bodyguard who stood at least six feet five and weighed about two hundred and fifty pounds. Merlin told him to wait outside the door. Anthony suggested he might come in, but the billionaire replied that he was fine where he was and that he wanted to talk privately.

‘I’ve never stayed here. It’s rather splendid,’ said Merlin, stepping inside. ‘How do you find it?’

‘It’s fine. I’ve only just moved in. Can I get you something to drink? Coffee, juice, something stronger?’

‘A glass of water would be wonderful. Sparkling, if you have it.’

A moment later, when Anthony reappeared with two glasses and a bottle of mineral water, he saw Merlin standing by the window, scanning the horizon.

‘Why are you living in a hotel?’ said Merlin.

‘I don’t feel comfortable living at my father’s place anymore.’

‘Living in a hotel has its comforts,’ said Merlin, ‘although, after a while the novelty palls. I think we all need family ties, a sense of home.’

‘I couldn’t agree more but, for now, this suits us perfectly. We’re still in our honeymoon phase.’

‘And I suppose the fact that it’s a suite on the thirty-fourth floor has nothing to do with your decision?’ said the elderly man, turning to face him.

‘I never seem to tire of Paris,’ said Anthony, nodding at the view. ‘Besides, up here, it feels like we’re in our own little cocoon.’

‘And up here, it’s not easy for someone to break in. At least through the window,’ said Albert Merlin, strolling across the room and sinking into a comfortable armchair.

Anthony took a seat and handed Merlin a glass of water. The man took a sip, then attacked without preamble:

‘As I said this morning, Anthony, I’ve come to talk about your mother. First, let me just say that she has no idea that I’m here. If I’d told her, she would have tried to dissuade me. Because your mother is a very private woman, whose great strength hides many of her wounds.’

Sitting facing Merlin, Anthony listened respectfully to this man whom so many admired, or feared, or both. His tone was soft, but perfectly modulated to persuade. As he spoke, he underscored what he was saying: gentle, precise gestures, like a great conductor.

‘Your mother is one of my oldest friends. We’ve known each other for almost forty years. Sometimes, the vagaries of life have meant that months or even years have gone by during which we saw little of each other, but we don’t need to see each other often because, deep down, we know our friendship is solid. Whenever I needed Louisa’s help, I have always been able to count on her; just as she can count on me.’

Merlin took a sip of water:

‘Your mother’s not well. I went to see her recently and she was in a terrible state. A shadow of her former self. So, naturally, I asked what had happened. At first, she refused to say, but I insisted and eventually she told me that the two of you had had a terrible argument. And that she had not heard from you since. That you had cut her out of your life. This woman I had never seen give up hope seemed utterly devastated. But, despite the grief and pain the situation caused her, she had decided to respect your wishes.’

‘Your mother didn’t go into detail,’ Merlin said after a brief pause, ‘so I don’t know what was said. Obviously, I know this isn’t your first quarrel, far from it, but this was clearly the worst. Look, Anthony, we don’t really know each other, and you probably think I’m prying into your personal life. But your mother and I have talked a lot, and I know that, despite being born into comfortable surroundings, life hasn’t always been easy for you. I know you were hurt because your mother wasn’t often around, and I know you’ve had your share of suffering, but even if you don’t want my opinion, I’m going to give it to you: I think it’s shameful for a son to treat his mother the way you do.’

‘I hear what you’re saying,’ said Anthony, calm and unflustered, ‘but let me just stop you there: you only know one side of the story. Her side.’

‘Maybe that’s true. But maybe there are parts of the story that you don’t know, too. So, I’m here to tell you. Perhaps it might change your view of things.’

Anthony stiffened, but could not completely hide his astonishment.

‘What are you talking about?’

‘There are things I know, things your mother would not want me to tell you, but I’ve decided to do so regardless. For her sake, and for yours, I believe it is the only way.’

Merlin paused, drained his glass and set it on the coffee table; a few seconds that, to Anthony, felt like an eternity.

‘Pierre-Yves Sully,’ he said at length. ‘I know what he did to you. Louisa called me as soon as she found out. So, I helped her to . . . solve the problem.’

‘Were you behind the whole thing,’ said Anthony, struggling to remain calm. ‘Tell me more.’

‘No. Now, listen to me, Anthony,’ Merlin raised a hand, playing for time, ‘I’m not saying you shouldn’t know everything. In fact, I think you have a right to know. But if you have any questions, you will have to ask your mother.’

‘Do you think I haven’t tried?’ snapped Anthony. ‘She won’t give me a straight answer, she evades the issue. It’s how she’s always been.’

‘I know. It’s the one thing over which she and I have disagreed for all these years. I am perfectly happy for you to know the details, though I have a lot more to lose than she has. Family secrets are toxic for a child. You’re not a child anymore, but it’s not too late: you still have time, you need to lance the boil.’

Suddenly, Anthony gave a mocking laugh.

‘You honestly think you know my mother, but at the risk of disappointing you, I know her better than anyone. This whole thing is horrendous and, frankly. I’ve had enough. There no reason you should know, but in her private life, and particularly in her dealings with me, my mother is as tight-lipped as she is loquacious in court. Maybe she makes more of an effort with you. It’s perfectly possible for a person to be gifted in one aspect of life and hopeless in another. For Louisa, motherhood fell into the latter category. I’m her son, I should know!’

‘Do you think you can be happy, cutting her out of your life? said Merlin coolly.

‘Look . . . Since we stopped seeing each other, I’ve been fine.’

‘For the moment.’

Anthony was about to say something, but he bit his tongue. There was a silence.

He was all too aware that his feelings about his mother were conflicted. Had he known how to resolve them, he would have done so long ago.

‘Like your father, your mother can’t live forever,’ Merlin said gently. ‘She has things she needs to say to you. Don’t mistake her reticence for callousness.’

Anthony turned away and stared into space.

‘Like everyone else, your mother has her talents and her flaws.’ Merlin continued. ‘And since her talents are exceptional, perhaps it’s no surprise that her flaws are too. She is the greatest criminal defence lawyer in France . . . perhaps in the whole world. Not bad for a little immigrant girl from Hungary.’

‘Blah, blah, blah!’ Anthony brutally interrupted. ‘Look, I’ve invited you in, I’ve listened to you, I’ve tried to be polite, but enough is enough. I’m happy that my mother has someone who truly values her as a friend but, let me tell you, as a mother, she was shit! You can try to convince me otherwise, but I lived through it.’

‘I think you’re making too big a deal of this.’

‘What the fuck would you know?’ Anthony growled, feeling his fist clench.

‘Since you were born, every time I’ve seen your mother, she’s talked about you. She’s always tried to protect you.’

‘Well, then she failed!’ Anthony said bitterly.

‘Not always . . .’

Merlin’s tone was fraught with hidden meaning. Anthony looked him up and down.

‘I’m not talking about Sully. I’m talking about something else, something you don’t know about. It’s what brought me here today. I’ll tell you what I know, but before I do, let me just say that in all the time I’ve known her, Louisa has never stopped telling me how much she loves you, and how much she regrets her own clumsiness. She often handled things badly, she knows that. She can’t change that now. Besides, people don’t really change, especially your mother. All I’m trying to do is help you understand her a little better. I don’t doubt for a minute that you’ve suffered. But seeing her suffer because of you is painful. So, I’m going to tell you about something that I did, something I won’t do again . . .’

Anthony sat, frozen in anticipation.

‘You’ve probably wondered who saved you, out in the woods that day you tried to arrest Alpha?’

‘Was it someone who worked for you?’ said Anthony. Though he had never connected the incident with Merlin, everything suddenly slotted into place. ‘How did you track me down? Apart from Théo, no-one knew what I was planning.’

‘I tracked your phone,’ said Merlin, nodding to a phone on the coffee table. ‘I don’t need to tell you how easy it is to track a phone using GPS.’

‘You do know it’s illegal?’

‘Maybe, but it saved your life.’

Instinctively, Anthony picked up his phone and studied it.

‘Oh, feel free to get a new one if you haven’t already,’ said Merlin, ‘but there’s no-one tracking you anymore, you have my word.’

He paused again.

‘About a year after you were fired from the police force, when you decided to pursue the investigation alone, your mother came to see me. You’d just been to see her, so she knew you had a lead. She was worried. Oh, she had no doubts about your talents as detective, she was convinced you’d track Alpha down, but she was terrified that you were taking on a monster you couldn’t deal with on your own. Louisa knew I had the resources, she knew the kind of people who work for me, so she asked if I could arrange for someone to keep an eye on you. From a distance. I agreed. For her sake. All she needed to do was get hold of your phone for a minute and plug it into a little device: after that, I took care of everything. I had your father’s house staked out, with three men working shifts day and night. You barely went out – and they got very bored, by the way. But when you made a sudden dash for the Ardèche, one of them tracked your GPS and got an accurate location. He heard shots fired and he showed up in the nick of time.

‘What I need you to understand,’ said Merlin, ‘is that it was your mother who saved your life that day. Not Michel, not me, your mother was your guardian angel. She worried about you, as mothers do, and she protected you.

‘I’ve got one more thing I want to say,’ Merlin interrupted Anthony who had been about to speak. ‘In spite of everything, in spite of this terrible argument between you, Louisa called me yesterday and asked if I would set up the surveillance again. I refused. Since Alpha escaped, she has been terrified. You haven’t even spoken to her for a year, but she’s still worried about you. She fears for your life and she’s still trying to protect you. But this time, I won’t do it, for all the reasons I’ve already given. I’ve told her my position, and she’s had to accept it. All she can do is hope, with all her heart, that nothing happens to you.’

Now that Merlin had finally finished, Anthony could not think of anything to say. He sat, brooding.

‘You’re on your own now,’ said Merlin. ‘If the police don’t get to him first, do you think this monster will come looking for you?

He was genuinely curious.

‘He’ll probably try. But I doubt even he can get in here,’ said Anthony, nodding to the hotel suite.

‘Why don’t you just leave the country?’ said Merlin, getting to his feet and straightening his jacket.

‘Alpha is a traveller. Besides, I don’t want to spend years running from him. If he’s going to come for me, I’d rather it was on my turf. And although I know he’s clever, if he stays in Paris for too long, he’s bound to be spotted.’

‘You’re not short of money. You could hire a private security detail, at least for a while.’

‘If he comes for me, it’ll be through that door, and I don’t plan to make it easy for him. I have everything I need to defend myself,’ said Anthony, still slumped in his armchair.

‘I hope so,’ said Albert Merlin with a nod. ‘I sincerely hope so, for you and for your mother.’

*  *  *

After Merlin had gone, Anthony went to the vast bedroom with its muted tones of beige and white and lay down on the bed. This was the time of day he usually went down to the gym to work out, but he didn’t have the energy.

He felt himself shiver, although the thermostat registered 21°C and he was wearing a sweatshirt.

No-one could have moved the gun but, instinctively, Anthony opened the drawer of his bedside table and touched the cold metal of the Glock 17 that lay there. Reassured, he closed the drawer and curled up on the bed. Thoughts went round and round inside his head but, little by little, they faded and disappeared into in a thick, luminous fog, until everything was white. And Anthony dozed off.
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Seventh Floor.

Déborah watched impatiently as the lift numbers flashed past.

She wanted to be with Anthony. To touch him, to tell him about her day. To see how much he had missed her.

Gone were the days when she dreaded going home to Jérôme to face another argument, his cruel comments, or the oppressive atmosphere.

Eleventh Floor.

Now, she felt like a fool for having stayed in a relationship with Jérôme for so long. And with the others before him. If she were being honest with herself, she knew that, when she was younger, she sought out such relationships. Love, for her, had been about drama, about arguing and fighting and making up. Comfortable, easy relationships were for other people, for the middle aged or those prepared to give up on passion. With Anthony, the passion was real, but healthy. They knew the chinks in each other’s armour, so they spared each other.

Now, all she wanted was a tender, peaceful life without too many setbacks. An endless prolongation of the seven months they had been spent together.

Twenty-first Floor.

It was 9.13 p.m. Night had long since fallen.

Déborah stroked her belly.

She had spent the day in back-to-back meetings. Firstly, an accelerated training course in business management, a field that was new to her. Then some times with an estate agent considering potential locations for her restaurant. Things were looking up and Déborah was prepared to invest all her energy, as she had done when she played sports and later during her nursing studies.

Anthony was encouraging and supportive.

Between appointments, Déborah had gone to a clinic for confirmation of something she had known now for two days. Alone in the lift, Déborah smiled, she even gave a little laugh. She had spent her whole life imagining the moment when she would tell the man she loved that she was pregnant with his child. And now the moment had come. Tonight, she would say those words to a man she loved beyond anything she could ever have imagined. She knew he would be as overjoyed as she was. The restaurant would have to wait.

There was no reason for him to have changed his mind . . . although he had been more tense since Alpha had escaped.

Twenty-Eighth Floor.

It was he who had suggested moving into the hotel suite, and Déborah had perfectly understood: like him, she had her share of irrational fears, those faithful companions that lurked in the shadows.

He had warned Déborah to be wary, though he reassured her that Alpha would probably try to leave France for another country, where he would probably be arrested, since his identity was now known. Life must goes on, he said, but still he kept a pistol next to the bed.

The lift doors glided opened, and Déborah walked down the wide corridor towards the thirty-fourth-floor penthouse, a bag in one hand, and a folder tucked under her arm containing some work papers and the results of her pregnancy test.

She slipped her card into the reader and silently opened the door.

The moment she stepped inside, she noticed something different. A sound that was familiar, but felt strange here in the suite. The traffic noise from the street seemed a little louder.

She heard nothing else. She walked down the hallway towards the living room. And then she saw them: Anthony, on his belly on the ground, with something that looked like a long screwdriver buried in his side, near the heart. Beneath him, the white carpet was sodden with blood. And, crouching by his side, a man dressed all in black, like a puma or a jaguar.

He seemed to be whispering something to his prey, murmuring words that Déborah could not hear over the distant roar of traffic.

The man had not seen her come in. It all felt like a dream. In a second, the ground seemed to open, and she was overcome by despair.

In spite of herself, two tears trickled down her cheek.

Anthony . . .

Suddenly, sensing her presence, Alpha looked up. Déborah stood, frozen, dropping her bag and her folder. Alpha smiled.

He looked exultant. And Déborah knew, without a shadow of doubt, that the moment he was on his feet he would attack her.

She had to make a decision. A crucial decision. There was no time to hesitate: once he moved, it would be too late: she could never beat him physically.

A split-second decision. It was something she had often done in a previous life as a professional tennis champion. How to make the right choice, take the right shot. Knowing which way to run, how to react. Whether to volley as the ball came over the net or let it whizz past at a hundred miles an hour. Though she could be slow in certain situations, Déborah knew better than anyone how to quickly analyse a situation and react instinctively.

The door behind her was still open. She could make a run for it, avoid the lift, take the stairs, maybe she would be faster, maybe he would give up.

Abandon Anthony.

Or she could stay and face Alpha. Save Anthony, if it wasn’t too late. If Alpha won, he’d rape her and probably kill her. Her one hope was the gun. She hadn’t seen it in the living room, she looked again . . . It wasn’t on the floor. She glanced from Anthony’s hands to Alpha’s . . . neither was holding the pistol.

So, she raced down the hall towards the bedroom. She was completely focussed on her goal. Get to the bedroom, open the drawer.

If the gun wasn’t there, she was dead.

She ran at break-neck speed, knowing that her whole life had been leading to this moment.

Behind her, she thought she heard Alpha’s footsteps, but she couldn’t turn around. She knew she was fast, at least as fast as that fucking monster.

She raced into the bedroom, taking the tight corner by the doorway at full speed. The room was in darkness. She threw across the bed, slid open the drawer of the bedside table, slipped a hand inside, grabbed the pistol then rolled onto her back, aiming the gun at the doorway and releasing the safety the way Anthony had taught her.

In the half light, she saw Alpha appear in the doorway, a tall black silhouette, his face deathly white. Déborah had beaten him, she had been faster. She was and always would be a champion.

With a howl of rage, she pulled the trigger.

Alpha stopped in his tracks, a bullet to his stomach. He did not say a word or make a sound. He stared at Déborah as he brought a hand to his belly and felt the bullet wound . . . he seemed surprised. He glanced down at his bloody fingers, then up at Déborah, who still had the gun trained on him.

Alpha bowed his head: he looked disappointed – almost sad. Then he took a step back and, hesitantly, turned to the door and walked away.

Startled by what had just happened and still panting for breath, Déborah sat, frozen for a moment. Then she leapt off the bed and made her way back down the hall, still gripping the gun.

Alpha was shuffling slowly, like an old dog embarrassed by his limp. He walked past the front door and into the living room. Déborah followed at a distance, careful to match his pace. She was stunned and trembling; she could not say a word. Alpha walked over to Anthony. Terrified, Déborah almost shot him in the back, but kept on walking as far as the open window through which he had entered. When he got there, he turned to Déborah one last time and seemed to hesitate. Then he summoned the strength to climb through the window and slowly climb down, disappearing into the darkness.

Déborah ran over to where Anthony was lying. She touched his face and talked to him, trying to bring him round. He was unconscious and did not seem to be breathing. Déborah felt his wrist for a pulse: nothing. She pressed her fingers against his carotid artery. There was a pulse but it was extremely weak. Anthony was still alive. She had to call for help. She tried to reassure him.

‘I’ll be right back, don’t you go leaving me now.’

She ran back, picked up her handbag, and took out her phone and jabbed at the keypad. When the emergency services answered, she begged them to get there as soon as possible.

She dropped her phone and stood, rooted to the spot, staring at Anthony who lay motionless a few feet away. Then suddenly, she screamed, a shriek of fear and rage at the thought of losing everything.

The gun still lay on the ground next to Anthony. She looked from the Glock to the open window and the black night outside. Alpha had to die. The man who had done this could not be allowed to survive, and if by some miracle Anthony survived, she had to protect him . . . Because she knew he would come back.

She had to end it . . . To rid the world of this monster. To protect them both.

Déborah straightened up, her face steely and determined. She walked over, picked up the Glock, leaned out of the window and scanned the darkness.

Then she saw him, just above the thirtieth floor, clinging to the façade with his bare hands. In spite of the gunshot wound, in spite of the roaring wind.

She was stunned by the superhuman strength of this monster.

‘LOOK AT ME!’ she screamed, aiming the gun at him.

Alpha looked up and saw her, but he was not about to give up. His gripped the fingerholds he managed to find and, using every ounce of energy, he tried to shuffle sideways.

Déborah was still sobbing as she fired the first shot, but it missed. Alpha’s movements abruptly slowed, he was bleeding out. He had managed to move about fifteen feet to the left so that Déborah now had to lean out of the window and aim diagonally, thereby running the risk of falling. Alpha weighed up the possibilities of escape, but he no longer had the strength. He looked up at the Glock one last time.

Déborah thought she saw him smile as he stood, his arms spread wide, resigned to his fate. She fired until she had emptied the clip. Some of the bullets missed their target. From down below there was a screech of tyres and the sound of a car crashing, but she did not notice. Two of the bullets hit Alpha in the chest, throwing him backward. The slender black body crumpled and disappeared into the shadows before landing with a thud a hundred and fifteen metres below on the hotel’s awning.

There was no sound of sirens, even in the distance.

Déborah went back and crouched beside Anthony. She touched his face, she kissed him.

She examined the wound. It was still bleeding, but she knew it would only bleed more if she removed the screwdriver. There was nothing she could do but wait. Lie down next to him. She pressed her head to his chest and listened to the faint beat of his heart, ready to do whatever she needed if it stopped beating. Never give up.

Anthony lay, unconscious, his breathing shallow, almost imperceptible.

‘I can’t live without you,’ she whispered as tears coursed down her cheeks. ‘I can’t bear it.’

Then, her voice choked with emotion, she said:

‘I’m carrying our child. I don’t want him to grow up without you . . .’

She listened, hoping for a reaction, but there was none.

Not the slightest reassuring sound. It felt as though they were alone in the world.

High up in this glass tower, far from all human life and so close to heaven.



Epilogue

Déborah had committed of a number of offences.

This was something she only found out later, when she was interviewed by the police. Not only had she shot a fleeing man, but the shots that had gone wide showed a reckless disregard for human life. Being forced to fire at an angle – through no fault of her own – she had hit an apartment building on the corner. Fortunately, the stray bullet had not killed anyone inside; however one of her shots had struck a moving vehicle, causing the driver to panic and swerve, hitting a bus shelter. While the driver’s injuries were superficial, various insurance companies spent weeks passing the buck, which would eventually stop with Déborah Joubert.

Using a unlicensed firearm. Causing the death of a man – admittedly a man who was public enemy number one, but a man who was not an immediate threat at the time. Causing a road traffic accident . . . Now Déborah found herself with a young investigating officer having to justify her actions.

How could anyone blame this woman who had never fired a gun before – though that fact was used against her – and whose lover lay dying only feet away? Fortunately for Déborah, the most brilliant, talented lawyer in France was at her side and Louisa did not intend to give an inch to the magistrate who was thirty years her junior. But the judge made little attempt, so cowed was he to be in the presence of Louisa Rauch, whose every word hit home. And so, having known Anthony’s father, Déborah finally got to know Louisa, who from the first treated her with the utmost kindness. She was captivated by the young woman, and immediately loved her like a daughter. Only once (so far) had she asked if she could feel Déborah’s pregnant belly. Though it was still too early for the baby to have started moving, Louisa was overcome as she imagined the unborn baby. She had no intention of allowing the mother of her grandchild to be mistreated by the courts.

Also present in the judge’s chamber was Anthony, who watched his mother’s brilliant legal wranglings.

Shortly after being released from the hospital, Anthony visited Louisa. Once again, they found themselves alone together, in a conversation filled with things unsaid. Perhaps they would never be truly able to be honest with each other, but it had been enough to bring them together again, to express how much they meant to each other.

For Anthony, the brush with death had been another step along the path to a new life . . . with the woman who had saved his life, not once, but twice; by stopping Alpha in his tracks, and by performing CPR when his heart stopped beating. This woman who had saved him in so many other ways, a woman who was carrying the child he instinctively knew – or hoped – would be a girl.

He would continue to seek redemption, though he did not know what form that might take. Much still seemed complicated but, for the first time in a long time, he felt that a future was possible.

Anthony sat in silence and watched his mother argue the case for Déborah’s defence with every fibre of her being. She seemed somehow happier and more fulfilled. She was wearing her robes and smiling, doing what she had been born to do, as happy as a fish in water.

Anthony watched her as she spoke. He was not really listening to what she was saying. He could finally see her.

She was beautiful.
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