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To Lulu, wherever you’ve gone




Prologue in Two Summary Executions

11 a.m., Monday, June 24, 2013

Malceny, Seine-Saint-Denis (93)

A face appears in the centre of the viewfinder.

“Target in position.”

The man holds his breath. He squeezes his trigger finger more tightly.

“Are you sure?”

“Target confirmed.”

Behind the half-open window in the empty flat, the fine net curtain is raised for a moment and the sun glints on the lens. Ten metres below, the target is sitting on the pavement in an old armchair, as if it were his living room.

“Go on, shoot.”

Click. The first photograph.

*

This is the last day of Groupe Stups’s surveillance operation. A requisitioned flat, three policemen, three camp beds and a week taking turns behind their telephoto lens to capture each transaction for posterity.

The arrest is set for six the next morning, at the home of someone they call “Target”, the gang ringleader. But before taking him in, they have to gather evidence. Photograph after photograph, client after client.

Four floors down, one of the dealer’s accomplices is waiting patiently in the shadow of a decrepit tower block, a few metres from the armchair. Hidden in a doorway, awaiting his orders.

Behind his lens, a police officer announces:

“Supplier in position.”

Lookouts at both ends of the street, necks craned as they watch for any glimpse of patrol cars. The officer continues:

“Meerkat 1 and Meerkat 2 in position! The gang’s all here. Their day’s beginning.”

Local residents step round these delinquents as though all this were normal. They know them and they’re used to it.

They don’t really have a choice.

11.05. First client. Stick of hash twenty euros, gram of coke eighty. No heroin – that only attracts wrecked addicts and problems. The first handshake between Target and his client is to pass the money discreetly. Another photograph. Without even getting up from his chair, the dealer makes a quick check of his meerkats. No predators in sight. Target indicates the required amount to the runner.

The runner disappears into the abandoned building and quickly reappears. Another handshake to say goodbye, and the hash is passed into the client’s hand. Another photograph.

The police know this well-oiled routine will be repeated as many as fifty times throughout the day. The first of fifty clients: you need patience to build up a solid dossier.

“Second client approaching.”

Black helmet on black moped. The bike slows, drawing level with the dealer seated like a king on his throne. Then, with a flick of the wrist, the rider revs up again, without stopping. Time only for a souvenir snapshot.

“Client aborted.”

Behind his computer linked to the camera, Capitaine Sylvan asks his colleague:

“Do we know him?”

“Impossible to identify. Crash helmet and gloves.”

The capitaine frowns.

“Ping me the shot.”

The high-definition image appears on his screen. Sylvan analyses it. Rider wearing a helmet. Respect for the Highway Code is unusual around here. And at the height of summer, forty-two degrees, gloves and visor lowered, a black moped with no number plate . . . it doesn’t add up.

In a corner of the room, stretched out on one of the camp beds, the third man gets up and rubs his eyes. He comes over to the screen.

“What’s bugging you, capitaine? No number plate?”

“That among other things. The helmet and gloves as well. In this heat, that’s a bit . . .”

Behind the lens, the photographer interrupts them.

“The moped’s back. And he has a passenger!”

Sylvan leaps out of his chair.

“That’s not a good sign! Switch to video!”

By now, all three men are on their feet. One is glued to the camera, the two others to the computer screen. Sylvan rages:

“Oh fuck, no, you can’t do this to us . . .”

The moped slows again. The passenger plunges his hand inside his jacket. As they pass, he sprays the area with bullets from the gun in his hand.

The first slug splinters the window of a nearby café. The second shatters it. The explosion of glass sends all the customers to the floor. Panic, and the first confused shouts. The third buries itself in the wall a few centimetres from the face of the runner, paralysed with fear. Almost by chance, the fourth hits the ankle of Target, who was trying to escape but now plummets to the ground, screaming. Meerkats 1 and 2 sprint away and vanish round the corner. Target crawls to his armchair, trying to get to his feet. The scooter passenger has already dismounted. In two strides he is next to Target and levels his gun at his forehead. Detonation. A red mist spurts from behind the dealer’s head, then evaporates. Unplugged, he slumps to the ground. The shooter lowers the weapon to his side. Looks defiantly around him, as if to say: “Anybody else?” Then climbs back onto the moped and taps the driver on the helmet. The bike speeds away.

Inside the apartment, the three cops are rooted to the spot. The photographer turns to the others.

“Now what do we do? Get down there?”

Frustrated, Capitaine Sylvan snaps his laptop shut as though slamming a door.

“From the fourth floor? By the time we arrive . . . All we’d do is blow our cover. Holy shit! Fuck . . . three weeks’ work and now we have to start from scratch. Shit!”

*

On the pavement, curious onlookers form a circle around the body. Just to see. Feasting their eyes on this image of death they have just escaped from. Fascinated by the scarlet pool of warm blood spooling out from the shattered head.

A gang leader has been knocked off his throne. A 24-year-old thug whose realm consisted of no more than a few wretched streets.

*

7.30 a.m., Wednesday, June 26, 2013

Malceny, Seine-Saint-Denis (93)

In the underground car park of his apartment block, Sasha Dimov is struggling with his son’s seat belt, his body twisted round into the back of the car.

“I can do it on my own, you know. I’m six now. I’m a big boy . . .”

So soon . . . like all fathers who only see their child one weekend every fortnight, Sasha tells himself his son has grown up too fast. Or that he himself hasn’t paid enough attention.

“You know that from tonight you’re sleeping at Mémé’s?’

“Yeah . . . that’s a rubbish way to start my holidays. How long for?”

“For as long as it takes Papa to sort out a few things and then we’re off to the sun.”

“Will there be a swimming pool?”

“Yes.”

“And a jet ski?”

“That too.”

“Will Maman be coming?”

“You ask too many questions. You’ll scramble your brain.”

The car sets off up the spiral ramp. A few seconds later, the headlights of a grey saloon car with tinted windows go on. It starts to follow them. The second basement, then the first. Once round the final curve, Sasha narrows his eyes to adjust to the daylight. Two metres ahead of him, a black 4×4 hurtles out from the side then brakes violently, darkening the exit and blocking the way. Sasha stamps on the brake. His son’s body is thrown forward: the seat belt almost chokes him.

“What’s wrong, Papa?”

Gripping the wheel with one hand, Sasha reaches for the gearstick with the other. Before slamming the car into reverse, he glances in his rear-view mirror. A grey saloon is up against his rear bumper. There’s no escape.

The scene freezes. The engines of the three vehicles turn over. Time at a standstill in the eye of the hurricane. Sasha turns calmly towards his son, but his voice is quavering.

“Listen carefully . . . You’re to do what I say without asking any questions, right? Do you know why?”

The kid has never heard his father speak in this tone of voice before. Fear flits from one heart to the other.

“Because you’re a secret agent?”

“That’s right, because I’m a secret agent. Now, undo your seat belt.”

The kid does as he’s told.

“O.K., that’s good. Now lie flat on the floor, and whatever happens, don’t lift up your head. Got it?”

“Got it.”

“I love you, my boy.”

Their eyes meet one last time. Sasha turns round in his seat. Two men in black balaclavas, the barrels of their guns pointing straight at him. As Sasha closes his eyes, a hail of metal smashes the windscreen, rips through his body, perforates the seats, and spatters the interior of the car with blood.

Like a giant echo chamber, the underground car park amplifies the sound waves from the gunshots. As they climb back into the 4×4, one of the gunmen feels the right side of his face through the balaclava.

“Fuck it, I’ve cut my ear.”




Part One

Revolution
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10 a.m., Friday, June 28, 2013

Cité des Poètes, Malceny, Seine-Saint-Denis (93)

The two kids were dragging the heavy motorbike along the asphalt. The back wheel was immobilised by a chain their wire cutters hadn’t even scratched. Their efforts in the heat had left them bathed in sweat. Panting, they finally reached the row of garages at the foot of the Verlaine tower. The two thieves stopped at the first one, exhausted.

“Fuck it, that’s enough. I can’t go any further, we can stick it in this one.”

“There’s a padlock.”

“There are no padlocks here, this is our turf.”

“Well, there’s one on this one.”

“So what? You’ve got cutters, haven’t you? Get to it!”

The padlock gave way. While the first youngster held the bike upright, the other grabbed hold of the bottom of the iron shutter, which screeched as he pulled it up.

Unfortunately for them, the garage was already occupied.

As their eyes grew accustomed to the darkness and they realised what they were seeing in front of them, they ran for their lives, without giving their booty a second thought.

From the window of his lodge, the caretaker of the tower block had seen everything. As usual, he’d let them get on with it. And yet it was the first time they had behaved like that. Running off without finishing the job. Calm had returned to the concrete walkway, but he was still puzzled, staring at the motorbike on its side and the open garage. After a few moments, he decided to go and have a look. Just a quick look.

Peering under the raised shutter, he swore, took a step backwards, got his feet caught up in the bike, and fell.

He knew he ought to have gone in. To check whether the man was still alive, to put his fingers somewhere on his neck to search for a pulse, the way he’d seen it done on T.V. But he stayed where he was, unable to move, too scared to go inside the garage and have the shutter clang down behind him.

*

Extract from call to police emergency number on June 28, 2013.

Communication begins 10.10.

“Police emergency service.”

“Good morning. I’m the caretaker at the Verlaine tower block, on the Cité des Poètes estate . . . There’s a guy in one of the garages. I think he’s dead.”

“Are you sure, sir?”

“No, I’m not . . . he’s tied to a chair and there’s tape round his mouth with blood on it . . . at least I think it’s blood, but there’s no way I’m going in there.”

“Sir? Have you tried talking to him? He may be alive.”

“Yeah, get a move on then.”

Call terminated by caller at 10.11.
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Control Room at Seine-Saint-Denis police headquarters

A buzzing hive where all the calls to the police emergency number are received, the room is lit by giant screens retransmitting live all the images from the region’s C.C.T.V. cameras. The information about a possible dead body was passed from caretaker to call handler, and from him to Commandant Auclair, the Control Room chief. In his sixties, with a paunch typical of those who have done their stint on the beat, Auclair waddled across the huge room. He asked the operator who had taken the call to replay the brief conversation for him.

“Have you sent a patrol car?”

“Affirmative. It should arrive in a few minutes. I’ve also sent firemen, just in case . . .”

“Very good. I’ll inform the Police Judiciaire. Who’s on duty there?”

The handler opened the duty roster and flicked through a few pages.

“Capitaine Coste’s group.”
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Emboldened by the presence of so many uniforms, the caretaker summoned up his courage. He even allowed himself to indulge his curiosity. Craning his neck above the police cordon like a periscope, he was now trying to see what only a few moments earlier he had fled from. His attention was distracted by the arrival of a car with a flashing blue light that slammed to a halt half on the road, half on the pavement. The two plain-clothes officers who got out pushed their way under the yellow police tape in front of the garage. They took a quick look inside, then talked to a uniform, who jerked his chin in the caretaker’s direction.

He saw them coming towards him. The first one, a man wearing jeans and a white T-shirt with a police lanyard round his neck, seemed quite amenable, despite his thuggish appearance. The other, a woman with a crew-cut and an exaggeratedly masculine build, had nothing appealing about her at all. As he had hoped, it was the man who spoke to him.

“Morning. Police Judiciaire, crime investigation unit. Are you the one who called the police?”

“Yes, that’s me.”

“Was it the person renting the garage who told you?”

“Renting the garage? Oh, nobody’s done that for ages. I mean yes, but no-one leaves their car or anything valuable in them. They’re all full of stolen goods.”

“O.K., let’s hear your story.”

The male officer turned to his colleague.

“Johanna, call the forensics team. Tell them to bring a floor lamp. A powerful one. You can’t see a thing in there.”

The caretaker risked a comment:

“It’s not worth it. You only need to switch the light on: the electricity is connected.”

“Are you taking the piss? You tell me it’s a thieves’ warehouse, and you leave the electricity on? You could cut it, couldn’t you? That would be a start.”

“Tried that. Next day they set fire to my car.”

“Did you report it?”

“No, I switched the electricity back on.”

“Yeah, that makes sense. So what exactly do you do in your job?”

Piqued, the caretaker said drily:

“I look after a tower block on an estate where your colleagues won’t even set foot anymore. I clean the staircase and the lobby when there’s no-one squatting there, and the rest of the time, I close my eyes to everything. I try not to antagonise anyone so as not to get my face smashed in, and I tell the residents that I’m doing what I can.”

“In other words, you don’t do a whole lot.”

“I do what I can. All on my own, and without that gun of yours.”

The caretaker realised he had made a mistake and that, despite looking like a tank, the woman officer would probably have been more pleasant to deal with. Sure enough, she was the one who helped get her colleague off his back.

“What’s wrong with you? Give him a break,” she said, tugging at the man’s arm.


The officer ran a hand over the damp nape of his neck.

“Sorry, it’s this heat. It gets on my nerves.”



Around them, at the foot of the neighbouring tower blocks, small groups were congregating, their hoods up despite the sun. Insults shouted at the forces of law and order, but nothing to worry about. It wasn’t long before they were joined by more local kids, together with their older brothers, keen to stir things up a bit. Just as honey attracts wasps, so the police would doubtless be one of the highlights of their day. No way they were going to miss out on a bit of friction.
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