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			CHAPTER one

			◆ ◆ ◆

			December 1933 

			PARIS

			GILLES

			The steam train’s whistle sounded like a woman’s scream. A desperate cry for help that no one heeded as it echoed through the night across the flat frosty fields of northern France. It set nerves on edge as the massive engine panted its way eastward.

			Rail tracks tell lies. They seduce us. Their gleaming silver pathways and metal fishplates pretend that life can go in straight lines from Point A to Point B. They make believe that life is orderly and disciplined. All lies. We know that. Yet there is comfort to be found in sitting at a ­gently shuddering glass window and swallowing the lie. 

			Gilles Malroux was happy to avail himself of that comfort right now. He stared through the train’s window at the blackness ­thundering along outside and saw only himself thrown back at him. A stern shadowy face of a man in his thirties, skin taut across sharp cheekbones and a moustache straggly enough to hide the scar on his upper lip. Large chestnut-brown eyes, eyes that saw danger. He was tired of those eyes and looked away. He licked his lips and they tasted of soot.

			Today was 23rd December. A Saturday. Two days before Christmas.

			‘I don’t like this fog,’ the pinstriped stranger seated next to him said to no one in particular in the carriage. ‘It gives me the heebie-jeebies.’ 

			
			‘I’m the same,’ volunteered the woman opposite. ‘But I’m off to visit my son for Christmas and nothing on God’s earth is going to prevent it. Not even this damn fog.’

			She was middle-aged, fluffy hair with a wisp of burgundy velvet for a hat and an enamel hatpin in the shape of a bird of some sort, a single tight curl of hair in the centre of her forehead. A calm, worthy kind of person. She smiled with sympathy at the stranger next to Gilles. Nice smile, he thought.

			A name was thrumming in his head with each turn of the ­two-­metre-wide wheels under him and it wouldn’t stop. Dr Antoine Laval was the name in question, churning through the forefront of his brain. Laval, Laval, Laval, the wheels kept it turning. Dr Laval was travelling in the seat at the other end of the carriage, hiding ­behind today’s copy of Le Figaro, a man who liked to hide, Gilles sensed. A man who could be startled by his own shadow. He was wearing spectacles, a tan coat with a vicuña collar and a brown ­homburg and was the possessor of an enormous black furled ­umbrella that he’d used to lever himself up the high step off the platform on to the train. Gilles had watched him.

			The station had been in a state of chaos. Elegantly extended two years earlier, the Gare de l’Est was one of the six large railway station termini in Paris, located in the 19th arrondissement and facing the boulevard de Strasbourg. It was the main jumping-off point for all trains heading east and it seemed as if the whole of Paris wanted to scramble out of the city and cram itself on trains in festive mood to visit family and friends for the holiday. The platforms and concourse were heaving with hurrying travellers, harried porters, overstuffed suitcases and wailing infants. Two dogs had launched into a violent fight near the ticket office. Dr Laval had whacked the larger of the animals with his furled umbrella to break its hold on the small terrier’s throat, though he seemed to be unknown to either owner. Maybe he just liked terriers. Or underdogs.

			
			Numerous extra trains and carriages had been laid on for the holiday season, creating frantic fuss and confusion, and over everything at the station hung the delicious aroma of hot freshly roasted chestnuts, drifting on the icy air. Gilles had a weakness for roasted chestnuts, the highpoint of Christmas as far as he was concerned, but he didn’t stop for them today. It was too risky.

			He took his seat at the window.

			Once they left the stop-start suburbs of Paris, the fog reached out with its heavy grey fist and grasped the train more firmly. It dulled the sound of the vibration of the metal wheels and swallowed the blackened steam that was belching from the stack. The train was the evening express scheduled to travel the 500 kilometres from Paris to Strasbourg. 

			Gilles had done his homework. He believed in being thorough. The train was hauled by locomotive 241.017 with a 4–8–2 wheel arrangement. It was a Mountain engine and one of the largest locomotives on the French railway system. Powerful. Unstoppable. Like a runaway avalanche. You wouldn’t want such a monster thundering into you. The engine driver was tractionaire Daubigny and his fireman was someone called Charpentier. Not that Gilles needed these details, but you could never be too thorough, in his opinion.

			Attention to detail had saved Gilles’s life more than once and as the train cut through the enveloping wall of fog at an unrelenting 150 kph, he experienced a ripple of unease. He glanced along the line of his fellow passengers on both sides of the carriage. There were eight of them altogether, bundled up in their winter coats, their cases and colourful gifts stowed above in the luggage nets. Gilles’s gaze lingered for no more than a second on the suitcase above Dr Laval’s head. It was new-looking, a mahogany-brown one with a hefty black leather strap keeping it nice and snug, but hinting that it contained something that might be worth ­looking at. The other passengers seemed to be feeling festive, but he wondered about the secretive Dr Laval still lying low behind his Figaro. 

			
			Do you feel safe, Dr Laval? Or are you terrified out of your mind?

			Gilles, who made a habit of studying such things, was well aware that this railway company, Compagnie de Chemin de Fer de L’Est, ­employed an Advanced Warning System that was plagued by safety deficiencies which other railways – such as in Britain where the Hudd system was employed – had overcome. But Gilles believed in doing his job efficiently and cleanly. So here he was two days before Christmas, which he had hoped to spend roasting chestnuts with his sister, seated now behind a metal missile that weighed in excess of 200 tonnes, hurtling itself towards Strasbourg through a blackness that he could neither see nor touch.

			In the slick sheen of the reflection of the window he studied the passenger at the other end of the carriage. I can see you, Dr Laval. I can touch you. I can kill you.

			Lights flashed, sharp stabs in the darkness, brief pinpoints glimmering through the fog. In the village that had to listen every night to the thundering wheels of the Strasbourg Express as it roared down the track and vibrated the neat rows of graves in the cemetery, old men glanced at their pocket-watches to check that the train was running on time. 

			Gilles Malroux continued to stare out of the window, focused on the tantalising reflection of the mahogany suitcase above Dr Laval’s head. It interested him. Judging by the deep dip it created in the netting of the luggage rack, its contents were weighty. Exactly what Gilles wanted to see. He dragged his gaze away from it and the corners of his mouth gave a brief twitch, his version of a smile.

			No one had mentioned the suitcase to him. Not surprising. They didn’t trust him, but then he didn’t trust them either. Trust was an expensive commodity; it could get you killed. And he always made a point of not getting himself killed. He felt his breathing soften in anticipation. The smart suitcase would be an unexpected bonus when the job was completed and it would make a special festive cadeau for his sister on Christmas Day. Yes, a surprise gift, and he almost laughed out loud because he could picture it all tied up with scarlet ribbons that would make Camille’s green eyes pop wide open with astonishment. When she saw what it contained, she’d let rip with one of her screeches of delight. That’s presuming he was right about Dr Laval, of course.

			He could be wrong.

			He flicked that thought aside and glanced at the newspaper that his man was holding up as tight as a shield in front of his face. What, he wondered, would it take for Dr Laval to lower his shield? The arrival of the ticket collector? A call of nature? A fracas of some sort in the carriage? Gilles could easily start one of those, a sudden argument with the pinstripe seated next to him or a flare-up of temper with the young woman whose infant had jolted awake, tired and fractious. But no, there was no point. 

			He was not wrong.

			He knew his allotted mark, every detail of him, from his father’s name and occupation right down to the three moles on the left side of Laval’s face and the careful eyes that had such a clever but distracted look to them. As if the man paid too little heed to life around him and too much to the life inside his head. A dangerous oversight. Gilles ­believed that was the trouble with thinkers, they thought themselves into dead ends. It had been child’s play for Gilles to trace Dr Laval to his apartment in the Vaugirard district, a cosy respectable residential area of Paris in the 15th arrondissement, and then to track him today to the Gare de l’Est. Him and his smart new suitcase.

			Gilles was wearing gloves, beautiful soft black leather ones that left no fingerprint on anything he touched, and he kept his face turned ­towards the unrelenting blackness outside. No one would remember him, if questioned. A man in a black hat pulled low, seated beside the window. A dark woollen scarf. Nothing more. A blur. No mention of the scar on his lip or the single white streak in his hair, both hidden from view and hidden from memory. 

			But one thing was causing Gilles concern. Where did Dr Laval plan to leave the train? At Châlons? Or at Nancy? Or did he intend to continue all the way to Strasbourg? Gilles’s instinct told him Strasbourg. The man was leaving Paris in a hurry and Strasbourg sat right on the border, so it would be an easy hop and a step across into Germany or, better still, south to Switzerland. 

			A finger tapped his knee. ‘Don’t I know you?’

			Gilles stiffened. He turned. The man directly across from him, the one whose knees almost touched his own, was leaning forward, grey eyes keenly interested, his mouth hanging loose as if he’d downed a few too many glasses of something before boarding the train.

			Gilles gave him a blank stare. ‘No.’

			‘Come now, Monsieur, I think you’ll find we’ve met before. I have an excellent memory for faces and yours rings a bell.’

			‘We’ve never met.’

			‘I travel all over Europe – I’m in textiles, by the way – so I meet a lot of faces and I am good at remembering them.’ He laughed. ‘Faces, I mean. As well as textiles.’

			‘You are mistaken.’ 

			Gilles shut down the conversation by turning back to his window and the milky darkness. He felt another tap on his knee, but he didn’t turn this time. The man was getting on his nerves.

			‘Do you recall a bar in Pigalle called Merci?’ the man asked in a low voice.

			‘No.’

			‘I wondered if you were still in the market for . . .’ 

			‘Monsieur, we have never met before. I have no idea what you are talking about.’

			But in reality he knew. Knew exactly. He knew where the sleazy bar was squeezed into a nook behind Paris’s Opéra and knew exactly the man’s game and merchandise. Gilles had done business with him, briefly, over a wine-soaked table. Textiles, my arse. Inside the ­ostrich-skin attaché case that the man clutched so tightly on his lap lay row upon row of tiny samples of illegal rum, run at night into Saint-Malo by boat from French Martinique. The man was right. He did have a bloody good memory for faces. It had been more than two years ago and their meeting had been only a matter of minutes. In Gilles’s line of work, faces could be the death of you, so he fixed every single one of them into his brain’s face-library that he could flick through at will. This man’s face, smug and shiny, had until now been obscured under a soft grey fedora pulled down over his eyes while he slept off the booze. 

			Gilles felt a ripple of annoyance. Of unease. The skin on his palms prickled. He was not a superstitious person, he chose not to believe in crazy signs and portents the way his mother had done, but sometimes the grip of childhood is hard to throw off. It had stuck with him deep down on the inside, so he found it impossible not to see this unexpected crossing of paths as a bad sign. An ill omen. A foreshadowing, as she used to call it.

			Imbécile!

			He was being absurd. What the hell was he thinking?

			He leaned forward and tapped the man on the kneecap. He felt the urge to tap it with a sledgehammer. In a flat voice he stated, ‘I do not know you.’

			The man jerked back, startled by the sudden warning in Gilles’s chestnut eyes. The bald passenger seated next to him uttered a snort of irritation at the unwanted disturbance, but Gilles didn’t shift his gaze from the rum smuggler.

			‘You do not know me,’ he said softly.

			The man nodded in instant agreement. ‘I don’t know—’

			Before he could finish, a violent screech of brakes hurtled through the carriage, metal shrieking on metal, eardrum-splitting in its intensity. A noise like thunder rumbled under their feet and sparks danced like Christmas lights outside in the darkness. 

			There’s only one reason a train hits the brakes this hard. 

			Gilles knew what was coming and was the first to react. He slid off his seat to the floor, pushing aside the rum man’s polished feet and curling into a ball, clamping his arms around his own legs to protect them from impact. You can’t run if your shins are shattered. His heart was drumming, his ears conscious of the rising cries of panic around him. A parcel fell from above on to his shoulder. A pair of gloves flew off a lap and landed on his head. 

			Somewhere in the carriage the infant screamed as the sudden shuddering of the carriage tore the child from its mother’s arms. Gilles reached out, seized the child from the floor and tucked it inside the protective ball of his body.

			Twenty seconds. That was all it took.

			Overhead the lights spat and sparked, struggled to regain power and then blacked out completely. The train shook wildly, rattling and rocking as it fought to slow, bucking on the rails. Heavy luggage plunged down from overhead racks. Bodies shot forward in the darkness. Heads cracked against heads. Cries of pain and shock sent bolts of fear leaping from seat to seat.

			‘What’s happening?’ a voice panicked.

			‘The train can’t stop!’

			‘Mon Dieu, have mercy.’

			‘My baby! Where’s my baby?’

			‘Help me!’

			Someone flicked a lighter into life, clutched at Gilles’s arm. It was the pinstripe next to him. A young man wide-eyed with fear, face whiter than chalk except for a scarlet gash on his forehead. 

			‘We’re going to die, aren’t we?’ The young man’s lips were bloodless in the flickering light. ‘Pray! Pray with me, I beg you. Notre Père, qui es aux cieux, Que ton nom soit sanctifié . . .’

			
			Other voices took up the Lord’s prayer, fighting against the thunderous noise of the train, and Gilles was acutely aware that every pulsing second could be his last.

			‘Get down,’ he shouted. ‘Cover your head.’

			The young man dropped to the floor, arms wrapped over his head, but before the lighter went dead, Gilles cast a glance up at the dim ­outline of Dr Laval’s suitcase. Still there. In the rack. Too heavy to fall out of the net. Its owner was sitting bolt upright, eyes closed, his lips murmuring something inaudible.

			So there’d be no festive gift in scarlet ribbons for his sister now. Gilles felt a shiver tight under his ribs, a cruel pause halfway between life and death as grief rolled over him.

			‘Happy Christmas, Camille,’ he whispered.

			That was the moment when the Paris–Strasbourg Express slammed into the rear wagons of the stationary Paris–Nancy train at 110 kilometres per hour, at a point between Pomponne and Lagny-sur-Marne, twenty kilometres east of Paris. 

			It was carnage.

			 

		

	
		
			
			CHAPTER Two

			◆ ◆ ◆

			CAMILLE

			Twenty kilometres away, Paris gave no thought to hurtling express trains. The city was too preoccupied with Christmas. The greeting of ‘Joyeux Noël’ sounded on shoppers’ lips as they bustled through the brightly lit boulevards. The scents of cinnamon and sweet chestnut drifted from pavement stalls and in the festive shops on Haussmann the tills rang out as eagerly as the church bells from the ornate tower of the Église de la Sainte-Trinité. There was a sense of urgency and excitement in the city streets, an unaccustomed togetherness, as long as you ignored the beggars huddled on the corner of Saint-Lazare station.

			As the daylight drained away, darkness crept across the river. It spread a web of ice that whitened the beards of the stone gargoyles on pont Neuf, while in alleyways it clung to cobblestones to catch out unwary drinkers. Saturday was always a rowdy evening in Paris’s bars and restaurants, today more than ever. 

			Deep in the shadowy streets of Montparnasse district over on the Left Bank of the city, I sat quietly in my rented room up on the fourth floor on rue Didot, doing my best to ignore the city. I shut my ears to the drunken revellers falling over the battered wicker chairs of La Cave à Rosa, the bar that spilled on to the narrow pavement opposite my building with its scrawny Christmas tree and lights that flashed throughout much of the night. I was engaged in polishing my work shoes. I believe implicitly that sloppy shoes betray a sloppy mind. Shoes underpin our daily lives. At their best, at their very best, I am convinced they can even turn us into someone we’re not.

			
			I had applied several coats of black Saphir shoe paste on the silk-smooth leather and was polishing round and round in small circles with a strip of muslin wound across my fingers. Every now and again I spat on it, making a sharp pfft noise in the small silent room. The water content acted as a lubricant on the polish, so that I could work it with the brush more deeply into the underlying wax to create a mirror-like coating. The painstaking process gave me pleasure. The rhythm. The murmur. The fact that I made no mistakes.

			Mistakes. 

			My hand froze. For a moment I felt my heart twist out of shape. Today I had made mistakes.

			With an effort I laid my shoe-brush down on the newspaper that was spread out meticulously on the surface of the small table and picked up a yellow buffing cloth. It was soft and clean. I nodded with approval at the neat black shoe into which my hand was curled, forming a bridge of support under its polished hide. Happy feet are the basis of a happy day, I reminded myself.

			I badly needed a happy day. 

			A light knock sounded on the door, more of a scratch than a knock. 
I lifted my head and threw down my pencil.

			‘Not now, Barnaby,’ I called. ‘I’m busy.’

			A grunt came from outside on the landing. 

			I was still seated at the small table that doubled as my desk, but now the newspaper had gone and in its place a pile of books towered in front of me. Ploughing through them and using a freshly sharpened Conté pencil, I was making detailed notes on a pad. My notes were neat. ­Elegant even. Not the impatient scrawl of a few years back that shot off in all directions like the tails of feral cats. No, that had been no better than sloppy shoes. That was banished. This hand had been fastidiously cultivated during night after night of laborious practice and – along with my gleaming shoes – it had got me where I wanted to be.

			
			‘You have a fine script, Mlle Malroux,’ Mme Beaufort, the department supervisor, had said with an approving lift of an eyebrow as she scrutinised my letter of application which lay flat on the desk in front of her. The office was panelled in oak. Smart and dignified, like its ­occupant. ‘Let us see if your typing skills are equally desirable.’

			They were.

			‘And your employment references?’ Mme Beaufort pressed. 

			She was a woman of around fifty with busy eyes and restless hands. Her great mass of hair was held tightly with pins, immaculate, dark but on the turn now, shimmering with silvery threads that she made no effort to disguise by soaking them in black tea the way my mother had done. It was swept up into a stylish chignon that emphasised the narrowness of her face. Her clothes were of quiet good taste and she wore no rings on her fingers despite her Madame title.

			‘Voilà,’ I said as, with a steady stare, I handed over the excellent forgeries. 

			The scratch on the door came again. 

			The building was densely occupied because it was dirt cheap. The first three floors had been split up into a number of small apartments scarcely worthy of the name and the upper two floors were let out as numerous individual rooms all crammed on top of each other. The higher you went, the cheaper they became because the roof leaked and the shutters were hanging by a thread. Mine was on the fourth floor along with five others, served by a severely liver-stained bathroom and clanking pipework at the end of the landing. 

			Barnaby Riverton lived right next to the bathroom. He was young, English, and possessed an Englishman’s airs and graces, and he wore very old but very beautiful brogue shoes that I coveted. Despite the quality of his footwear, he was yet another penniless painter over here in Paris. As half of Montparnasse was inhabited by equally penniless artists these days, he fitted right in.

			
			‘Please, Barnaby, go away.’

			The sound of a body sliding slowly down the wooden panels of the door brought me to my feet at once.

			‘Barnaby, what are you . . . ?’

			I pulled open the door. My friend and neighbour was slumped on the floor, propped against the wall, his handsome face trying its best to grin up at me. 

			‘I’m sorry, old thing,’ he whispered and sank his head on his knees. He was covered in blood, as if someone had tipped a pot of Cadmium Red all over him.

			I felt a jolt of pain. ‘Not again, Barnaby,’ I murmured softly and stretched out a hand to raise him to his feet, the way you would a clumsy child. 

			It was his left wrist again. But not an artery this time. I drew him into my room, kicked the door shut from prying eyes, and gently laid him on my bed, ignoring the mess he made of my bedcover. I fetched a bowl of cold water from the bathroom on the landing, tore a clean pillowcase into strips, kissed his feverish forehead, and set to work.
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