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To my family, who keep me in line:

Martine, Claude, Victor, Corinne and Bruno




Translator’s Note

Administratively, France is divided into 96 départements, where the central government is represented by the préfet or prefect. The départements are numbered alphabetically: Ain is No. 1, Paris No. 75. In the 1960s, as Paris spread outwards into the banlieues (suburbs or outskirts) separated from the inner city by the Périphérique or ring road, three new départements were created: 92 Hauts-de-Seine, 93 Seine-Saint-Denis, 94 Val de Marne. The action of the novel takes place in Seine-Saint-Denis, formerly an area of heavy industry, but more recently one with a high proportion of tower blocks and a substantial immigrant population.




Prologue

March 2011

The height could be a match. The age certainly was. As for the physique, it was hard to be sure. Old Simon picked up his telephone and, taking care not to raise too many hopes, announced:

“I may have a lead.”

At the far end of the line, the old lady’s voice was little more than a breath.

“Camille?”

“I’m not sure, madame.”

Before hanging up, Simon told her the time and place they should meet: the mortuary at the Institut médico-légal de Paris.

*

Found lifeless, half-naked and with no proof of identity in a squat in the Les Lilas neighbourhood of Seine-Saint-Denis, she must have been around twenty. For the autopsy, Dr Léa Marquant, the forensic pathologist at the Institut médico-légal, the Paris forensics institute, had slit from the base of her neck down to her pubis with a single stroke of her scalpel, as gently as a caress. The girl’s interior betrayed the effects of an abusive consumption of drugs and alcohol, as well as of violent sexual relations no-one could have imagined to be consensual. Never before in her career as a forensics expert had Dr Marquant used the expression “massive destruction of the perineum”. How on earth had it come to that? What savagery had been inflicted on the victim for there to be literally no wall between her vagina and anus?

Dr Marquant had taken the corpse’s dirty hands in her own, stroked her hair, and then traced with her fingers the wounds on her face. First, though, she looked all around: things like that weren’t done. She had removed her latex gloves and run her hands over the face once more. She had succumbed to the worst emotion known to her profession: empathy.

And so when a few days later she read by chance in the Institute diary that family members were coming to identify the corpse, Léa Marquant had wanted to be there. It was not an obligation, but she wanted to be there. For her own sake. And for hers.

*

When the sheet is pulled off, people react differently, unpredictably. Mute suffering that sinks in and robs a person of all their strength as they desperately try not to see the ground opening beneath their feet. Vengeful anger that will not accept the verdict and searches for a suitable target. Tearful sorrow that is so loud it ends up getting on your nerves. Impassive calm that is the harbinger of huge storms.

Dr Marquant saw three visitors arrive. She did not recognise any of them, but deduced that the one who was a head and a half taller than the other two and looked like a retired wrestler must be the police officer. His greeting was terse.

“Lieutenant Mathias Aubin.”

“Good morning, lieutenant. Dr Marquant. Doesn’t Capitaine Coste like us anymore, or are you being punished?”

“It’s just something I’d like to see through. The capitaine said to say hello.”

She would cope. Shame though, she preferred Coste, who was more discreet, with those sad blue eyes of his.

She introduced herself to the family. First of all to the old lady in the wheelchair, then to the young man pushing her. She invited them to follow her to the mortuary. The policeman fell into step with them, silent as a shadow.

*

They made their way through the basement. She opened the door to a large space like a deposit box vault, the walls lined with square doors about seventy centimetres wide. Each of them the portal to a life, a story, an ending. The neon lights clicked on, lighting up the mortuary. Dr Marquant checked the file number and from among the 450 cold chambers opened the one containing corpse number 11-1237. She pulled the drawer out, revealing the shape of a body beneath a white sheet.

Glancing enquiringly at the family members, she thought she caught a flicker of apprehension in their eyes. She paused for a moment, her hand on the sheet, then gently drew it down so that only the ruined face was visible.

A few minutes earlier, the massive policeman had tried to warn them. The body they were about to see was that of an addict who may once have been their daughter and sister, but who had no doubt changed, aged, and become scarred by her life in the margins. He had deliberately chosen not to mention the sexual abuse: such details were not necessary until the body had been formally identified. Yet no warning or preparation could have prevented their revulsion when the face appeared.

A prisoner in her wheelchair, the old lady pushed on its arms. Struggled to her feet as best she could to gain some height. Authoritatively, but audibly shocked, she declared it was not her daughter. The son did not utter a sound. The face was so swollen there could easily be a mistake. The forensic expert lowered the sheet completely to reveal a corpse speckled with bruises, scratches, raw wounds with brown scabs, and traces of a thousand syringe marks in blackened, infected craters. The old woman clasped her son’s hand and in a firmer voice again insisted that the person stretched out in front of them was not their Camille. Next to her, the son had half-opened his mouth, but the words he was trying to say came out as nothing more than a sigh.

Léa Marquant knew there could be an infinite array of reactions to the sight of a corpse. Yet she could not stop herself quickly covering up the naked body, troubled by the unhealthy way the young man was staring at it. Especially since he too had said he did not recognise the girl.

As they were leaving, the police officer produced a form from his briefcase, crossed the box RECOGNITION NEGATIVE, and got the two visitors to sign it. His hopes of giving this anonymous figure a family were dashed. He offered to accompany them home, but they politely refused.

*

In the taxi taking them back to their residence in the heights of Saint-Cloud, they did not exchange a word. The mother refused to accept any feeling of guilt. She had acted for the good of the family, ready and willing to pay for it with her soul if one day God reproached her for it.

Huddled in his corner, her son concentrated on trying to breathe steadily. Whenever the taxi took a bend, he was afraid he would throw up onto the leather seats. Heart in his mouth, he could feel all the strength draining out of him, the extremities of his body tingling in a way that was a precursor to being seriously ill. For a second his mind was elsewhere, and it took him some time to remember where he was and what he was doing.

*

Camille. He had recognised her as well. His Camille, his almost sister. He had recognised her and not said so.




Part One


This isn’t Hollywood, it’s Seine-Saint-Denis.

Commandant M.C. Damiani
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Wednesday, 11 January, 2012

Coste opened one eye. His mobile went on vibrating on the pillow he did not use. He screwed up his face to read the time. Four-thirty. Even before he picked it up, he knew that someone, somewhere, had been taken out. There was no other reason in Coste’s life for him to be woken in the middle of the night.

*

Grimacing, he swallowed a cup of bitter coffee, leaning against the fridge where a Post-it reading BUY SUGAR was coming unstuck. From the silence of his kitchen, he stared out at the sleeping buildings. His was the only light on in the neighbourhood; I’m the town’s wake-up call this morning, he told himself. Checking the gun at his waist, he pulled on a sweater and a baggy black coat, then pocketed his keys. The police Peugeot 306 did not like the cold and refused to start. At this early hour, Victor Coste and his vehicle were in the same mood. He waited a while, lit a cigarette, coughed, tried again. After a few hiccups, the engine came to life. The empty streets offered him an avenue of red traffic lights which he drove through cautiously until he came out on Route Nationale 3.

Four endless grey lanes thrusting like a lance into the heart of the Paris outskirts. As he drove, the houses turned into high-rise buildings and then tower blocks. He looked the other way as he passed the Roma camps. Lines of caravans pressed up against each other next to the R.E.R. railway lines. Washing hung out to dry on the metal fences cordoning off this part of the city no-one was sure whether they loved or hated. He closed his car window as he passed through the stench of the municipal rubbish dump, just a few yards from the first dwellings. This showed how far Département 93 and its citizens were respected: as far as sticking mountains of garbage under their noses. An idea that ought to be suggested to the people living in the city of Paris itself, just to see how they liked it. Unless of course the poor and immigrants had a less keenly developed sense of smell . . . Past row upon row of construction firms and a quick hello to the black-economy workers waiting in a huddle for the gangmaster’s van. Trying to arrive without feeling too depressed as a new day dawned.
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Pantin, 5.15 a.m.

Derelict warehouses on the banks of the Canal de l’Ourcq. Stretching for thousands of square metres like an abandoned village, despite the yearly promise that they would be pulled down. A succession of empty buildings where, back in the 1930s, canal barges unloaded their cargoes. All that remained from those days was a rusty iron carcass, its doors boarded up, windows smashed.

A fine drizzle only added to the inhospitable appearance of the surroundings.

*

Coste lifted the yellow POLICE tape marking the security perimeter designed to keep away any unlikely onlookers at this time of the morning. He took out his I.D. and flashed it at the uniforms on duty. Ronan, the motorbike rider in his team, crushed his cigarette and greeted him, handing him a Maglite torch. Growling a “Good morning” in response, Coste pointed the beam of light at the rusty iron door separating them from the crime scene.

They pushed at it several times until finally, with a prolonged screech, it gave way. Coste went in first, followed by his colleague. He climbed a staircase steep enough to remind him he would soon turn forty, and found himself in a room that seemed vast in the darkness. He shone his torch, which revealed nothing but dancing dust particles. A uniform appeared out of nowhere.

“You two from the Police Judiciaire?”

“Capitaine Coste. What have you got for me?”

Lighting the way for him, the policeman began:

“It’s the security guard, or rather his dog, that raised the alarm. The guy got off his backside and went to take a look.”

He stepped to one side.

“Be careful! There’s a hole there. So he went to see and found him here. Dead.”

Ronan muttered what a wonderfully informative summary this was. The uniform took this badly and vanished. Coste and his colleague found themselves alone, staring down at a black giant. Slumped on the floor as if he had collapsed on top of himself, arms hanging from a body that must have measured almost two metres. His head was down on his chest. In the centre of his chest, on a startlingly white sweater, were three gaping holes ringed with blackened bloodstains.

The two men stayed silent for a moment in front of the corpse. Somehow it gave them a strange feeling of being more alive than usual.

“Ronan, go and find that officer you managed to upset so much. Make sure he gives you a more detailed report and then get on the radio and tell them we need the forensic people and a doctor. Ask them for some floodlights. Powerful ones.”
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