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At 73 Boulevard des Batignolles, there is a small grocer’s shop. The type of place English-speaking tourists tend to call an ‘Arabic shop’. Mancebo, the owner of the shop, doesn’t like that, but he holds his tongue. In any case, they don’t get all that many tourists on the boulevard. Most visitors stick to the Champs-Élysées, the Eiffel Tower, the Louvre or the Arc de Triomphe. Tourists who want to discover the ‘real’ Paris will go somewhere like Château Rouge, feeling bold and cosmopolitan as they stroll at a reassuring distance from the metro entrance. The fact is, there’s no such thing as one real Paris. The city has many faces. If you want to discover Paris, it’s better to sit on one of the city’s benches. From there you can watch several million people trying to find their place in life.

Mancebo discovers Paris every day, sitting on his stool outside the shop at 73 Boulevard des Batignolles.

It doesn’t occur to Mancebo that he discovers Paris every day. He unconsciously registers everything that goes on on the street. The smell of cooking causes him to interrupt his observations. The first time it happens is at lunchtime, when he knows that a meal prepared by his wife, Fatima, will be waiting for him in the apartment upstairs. But before the clatter of china even has time to reach him, Mancebo’s cousin, Tariq, comes rushing into the shop. He works not far away, just across the boulevard in fact, in his cobbler’s shop. The very shop he claims he is about to shut up and sell in order to move to Saudi Arabia and open a school for parachutists. Not that he knows anything about skydiving, but one day about five years ago a man had come in to get his shoes reheeled and in the time it took the glue to dry, he told Tariq how he had changed profession, giving up work as an IT consultant in Paris to open a bungee-jumping school in Jordan. And later that same day a young man came in and happened to mention that he and his wife had moved to Dubai. They had been getting by in ordinary jobs in Paris, but now they lived like kings. That was how Tariq got the idea for his skydiving school. ‘The Saudis are gagging to get airborne,’ he often says. As long as the oil keeps on flowing, they’ll pay, Tariq is sure of it. He’s even gone to the library to borrow books on Saudi Arabia. But Fatima thinks he would be better off mastering the parachute jumping part first.

Tariq doesn’t discover Paris the same way Mancebo does; he keeps to his cobbler’s shop, often having a cigarette in the office. Mancebo is only allowed one cigarette a day, even though he feels like smoking more. Fatima has decreed her husband will smoke only after dinner. ‘Just imagine if a food shop smelled of smoke!’ she likes to say. She also claims to be allergic to cigarette smoke, so Mancebo can’t smoke at home. Mancebo isn’t afraid of his wife, not really. While he works seven days a week she stays at home. Beyond cooking, he’s not really sure how she passes the time, and he doesn’t ask.

The cousins not only work close by, but live close by. Tariq and his wife, Adèle, live in the apartment above the shop, and Mancebo, Fatima and their son, Amir, live in the one above that. It should be the other way round, Mancebo often argues. It would be much more natural for him to have Tariq’s apartment, because then he’d only need to go down one flight of stairs to open the shop, and up one flight after he closed it. But Fatima doesn’t agree. ‘It’s the only exercise you get.’

A few years ago, when Mancebo had more energy, he’d mustered every argument he could think of to engineer an exchange. The first, and most persuasive, was that he is much older than Tariq, and in a few years’ time the stairs could become a problem for him. Secondly, he gets up earlier than the others and sometimes wakes them when he goes downstairs. And, thirdly, Fatima always cooks on the first floor because the stove there is better. It was as clear as day, at least to Mancebo, that his family ought to have the first-floor apartment.

He diligently assembled his arguments and presented them over a grilled chicken one evening. But to his surprise, no one backed him up, not even his wife, which still today strikes him as odd. In fact, she made a joke at his expense, asked if he’d been round the neighbours collecting signatures for his petition. Tariq had laughed, as he always did, Adèle had said nothing, as she usually did, and Amir probably hadn’t been listening.

If anyone asks Mancebo what his job is, he says that he works in the service industry. If anyone asks for further details, he says he owns a grocer’s shop. All this is true. And if anyone asks where this shop is, he replies that it’s at the foot of Montmartre. That point is debatable.

Mancebo likes the idea of living and working at the foot of the white, pointy confection that is the Sacré-Cœur. But his answer leaves many with the impression they can find Mancebo and his shop on the little square called Parvis du Sacré-Cœur, or squeezed into one of Montmartre’s alleyways. That is not the case. You can see the basilica from his address, but it’s far off on the horizon, high up on the hill. Fatima thinks it’s childish of him to say he lives at the foot of Montmartre and snorts every single time he does. Sometimes she tugs his ear and Mancebo protests that no one knows the size of Montmartre. He’s right, of course.

Mancebo’s daily life is governed by the scents and signs of the city. He has no need of a watch. But he does have an alarm clock, which rings just after five o’clock every morning. Fifteen minutes later he’s in his white van on the way to Rungis, to the south of Paris, to buy fresh fruit and vegetables. By eight, he’s back in Paris, and a few minutes after that he drops in on François at Le Soleil for a quick coffee, which he calls breakfast.

Along with Mancebo’s shop and Tariq’s cobbler’s, the cousins’ local café, Le Soleil, forms a triangle in their neighbourhood. ‘The Golden Triangle’, the bar owner likes to joke, alluding to the more famous triangle between three well-known old cafés: Café de Flore, Les Deux Magots and Brasserie Lipp. ‘Bermuda Triangle, more like,’ Tariq always says. Neither François nor Mancebo really understands what he means by this.

At nine on the dot he pulls up the grille and the shop breathes in the morning air. Then he works until the smell of cooking intensifies. Down with the grille and time for lunch. Once he’s finished his meal, he makes his way downstairs to pull up the grille for the second time that day. It comes back down late in the afternoon, when the time comes for a pastis with Tariq at Le Soleil. After that, it’s back to work until the smell of cooking again lies heavy in the air, at around nine. The grille comes down for the last time.

Another day is over. He counts the day’s takings, twisting rubber bands around the notes and putting them into a plastic bag. He’ll take those to the bank. The aroma of a rich bean stew wafts through the chink between the door and its frame, a pair of slightly parted lips. The very breath of the building lets Mancebo know when it’s time to bring in the stands, which in turn signals to Tariq that it’s time to shut for the day. In the mornings, when Mancebo opens up the shop, yesterday’s breath is always lingering in the air, but only for a few minutes, or as long as it takes to pull the fruit and vegetable stands outside. Then it blends with the dubious freshness of the Paris air.

Mancebo finishes counting the money. It hasn’t been a good day. Heat has paralysed the city, but now a storm seems to be brewing. He starts shutting the little green doors on the vegetable stand. Mancebo adjusts the small black cap he wears all year round. He feels naked without it. Just as Adèle does without her headscarf. He remembers the dinner when they discussed the similarities between his cap and Adèle’s headscarf. Both have become a part of them. Fatima thinks neither the cap nor the headscarf serve any purpose. She would never wear a headscarf, it would only get in the way of her chores. Whenever she’s fed up with Adèle for not helping with the housework, she chides that headscarves were invented for people who sit around listening to the radio all day. Adèle claims she can’t do anything more because of her back. Fatima thinks it’s this back problem that has prevented Tariq and Adèle from producing children. Not the condition in itself, but the fact that they might not be able to do it in the ‘baby position’, as Fatima puts it.

Sometimes Tariq closes only an hour after his pastis, and spends the rest of the afternoon in the office behind the workshop. But he never leaves the shop until it’s time to eat. ‘What would I do up there with the womenfolk?’ he always says. Mancebo doesn’t really know what he does in the office when he shuts up early. Tariq claims he has financial matters to attend to, but Mancebo can see him, reading the paper as he smokes.

A middle-aged lady comes in, and Mancebo greets her politely. He knows who she is, she often comes in to buy a little something in the evening. She probably does her big shop somewhere else and only comes to him when she’s forgotten something. Today it’s biscuits and a Coca-Cola. She pays, Mancebo wishes her a good evening and accompanies her to the door. She leaves just as Tariq comes in, pats his cousin on the shoulder, opens the door to the stairwell and vanishes upstairs. The scent of food grows stronger now that the lips of the shop have been flung open.

It’s been a thoroughly ordinary day. A day that started like all others and passed like all others, and Mancebo assumes, understandably enough, that it will also end like all others. But in actual fact, he assumes nothing. It’s only once a day becomes extraordinary that the time leading up to it seems ordinary. Mancebo has nothing but food on his mind right now, food and his daily cigarette. Maybe Fatima is right when she says Mancebo’s reptile brain takes over as the day progresses. The morning demands that he be bright and alert for the drive to Rungis, working out the quantities of everything he needs to buy. But as the day wears on, he becomes more and more passive. The gateway to the slower tempo is his afternoon pastis at Le Soleil.

‘Hi there,’ he calls to announce his arrival.

Fatima vigorously stirs the orange-coloured stew, and Tariq lights his sixteenth cigarette of the day as he grumbles about not having had time to smoke.

‘You hear that!’ Fatima cries, ‘Tariq hasn’t even had time for a smoke.’

She laughs and tastes the stew.

‘Hi there, you lazy devil,’ Mancebo calls out to Tariq before he ruffles Amir’s hair and kisses Fatima on the cheek.

The heat in the room is unbearable. Everything is quickly laid out on the low table and they sit down on the rugs, everyone except Fatima, who is still pottering around them. Tariq gestures with one hand that she should sit down. She does so, immediately, as though she had been waiting for his signal. They start helping themselves to the food. Tariq puts out his cigarette and Adèle removes her veil from her face.

‘We’ll all die of passive smoking in here,’ grunts Mancebo, mainly to placate Fatima.

They sing the praises of Fatima’s cooking. But Adèle is unusually quiet tonight.

Suddenly, she jumps up, as though something had startled her, and glances around the table.

‘Didn’t you hear that?’

Fatima shakes her head, causing her double chin to tremble, and licks the last of the dressing from the spatula. Amir’s mobile rings and Fatima tells him in extravagant gestures that he needs to leave the table.

‘Relax, darling. It was only the mobile,’ Tariq says.

‘No, it was before that, there was someone knocking … banging …’

She hardly gets to the end of her sentence before they all hear it. Yes, there’s definitely someone down there, banging on the bars of the grille. Tariq gets up, takes the chance to light another cigarette and looks out of the window. A light drizzle has started to fall, and the boulevard is empty.

‘I can’t see anything, but there could be somebody down there.’

They hear more banging, and without a word Mancebo puts on his black cap and hurries downstairs. He doesn’t really think about who it could be, doesn’t even try to guess. He’s too tired to think. He’s only going down, really, so he’ll be able to eat in peace afterwards, to have his smoke and then go to bed.

There’s a woman standing outside the shop, and once Mancebo unlocks the door and pushes up the grille she comes sweeping in. Mancebo thinks that the bread will be gone by the time he gets back up. But at the same time, he knows that his survival depends on good, personal service in the shop, and that includes flexible opening hours. Otherwise his customers may just as well buy their food at Monoprix, or at the Franprix nearby. Many of his lines are available there for half the price. But that doesn’t change the fact it’s highly likely all the bread will be gone. The woman looks around, as though she’s surprised that she has entered a shop. Then she smiles. Mancebo doesn’t return the gesture. The woman smiles again, and this time he smiles back.

‘What can I do for you, madame?’

She looks around the shop, as though she can’t quite believe where she is. As though someone had dragged her in there, blindfolded. She smiles again, but Mancebo pretends not to see. He’s starting to feel weary and wonders if he’ll miss the tea and cakes as well.

Suddenly, the woman takes an interest in his wares, as though she has finally realised that Mancebo’s patience is running out. The woman sweeps around, there’s no better way to describe her progress through the shop. Mancebo scratches his head beneath his cap and yawns. She stops, but this time she doesn’t smile. Instead, she looks earnestly at Mancebo, grabs one of the jars of olives and heads towards the till. She holds out the jar as though she wants to show him what she has found, as though Mancebo should exclaim, ‘Wherever did you find a thing like that?’ When he doesn’t, she lifts the jar a few centimetres from the counter then heavily sets it back down.

‘Anything else?’

He doesn’t know quite what to make of this woman. She picks up the olive jar for the third time and again puts it down on the counter. It’s as though she’s trying to make Mancebo understand something. She shakes her head conspiratorially, her gaze now directed at the street. She pays, thanks him and walks off carrying the jar as though it were a relay baton. Mancebo locks up and shakes his head.

‘I had a real nutcase down there,’ he pants when he reaches the top of the stairs.

‘As I always say, if you locked up the population of Paris and only let out the sane ones, we’d be down to less than a million,’ Tariq replies.

Fatima laughs and shows Mancebo the bread she’s saved for him. It’s her way of showing love. He is just tucking in to the warm pitta when the banging starts up again. They glance at each other. Are they hearing right? Fatima frowns and goes into the kitchen.

The banging resumes, and this time it’s more desperate. But Mancebo doesn’t budge. When the knocking starts yet again, everyone around the table stares at him. It’s his job to do something about it. Mancebo takes his bread in one hand and trudges back down the stairs he had hoped not to see again that day. Halfway down, he realises he’s forgotten his black cap. It would never have occurred to him to greet a stranger like that, so he walks back into the babble of voices. It seldom stays quiet for long in his family. Adèle casts a quick glance at Mancebo but the others don’t notice his return.

Back downstairs, Mancebo switches on the light above the till and squints towards the grille. He can’t see anyone and starts to doubt whether someone really was knocking on his door this time. His fingers drum against the door frame, waiting the few seconds he has decided to let elapse. Then he stops drumming and strains to hear anything unusual. He hears nothing, other than the gentle patter of rain.

Mancebo yawns and switches off the light. The requisite time has passed and he has almost forgotten what he’s doing down in the shop. But the instant he turns his back, there’s more knocking, even harder this time, as though his visitor is banging something hard against the grille. Bloody hell, what now? He realises that it’s the same woman, the one who bought the olives a few minutes earlier. Her smile suggests that she finds the whole situation embarrassing, but that she has no choice in the matter.

The rain beats down on Mancebo’s fingers as he opens the door, keeping the grille down just to be on the safe side. He looks at the woman in her long black coat and black shoes. Her hair, which looks black now that it’s wet, contrasts vividly with her pale face. She holds up the jar of olives, as if the mere sight of it will make Mancebo raise the grille. Rain is splashing into the shop now, and all Mancebo wants is for this strange encounter to be over.

‘What do you want now, madame? Can I help you with anything?’

Mancebo is surprised at his own patience. The woman starts nodding hysterically.

‘Yes, you can help me, monsieur …’

She falls silent, as though she wants Mancebo to supply his name. He doesn’t have the slightest urge to do so.

‘Yes, you can help me, monsieur, but you’ll have to let me in.’

‘The shop is closed, madame. Can’t it wait until tomorrow?’

The woman shakes her head. ‘No, it can’t wait until tomorrow.’

She sounds desperate. Mancebo looks to check there’s no one with her, but sees only a couple caught out by the rain, hurrying along the boulevard. The woman is clutching the olives tightly, and it dawns on him that she must have been banging the jar on the door. She looks him straight in the eye.

‘I promise not to stay long, monsieur.’

In the end, Mancebo raises the grille and the woman sweeps in like a wet cat, quick and gracious. She pushes back her hood and shakes her head. And then she smiles, a calm and easy smile, and takes in the shop, as though she has forgotten her urgent business now she’s safely inside.

Mancebo starts to feel a certain tension in the air. He’s never experienced anything like this before. This scene doesn’t fit in his humdrum life, and perhaps it will give him a story to tell. Usually Tariq is the one making the jokes and telling the stories. He’s read most of them on the Internet, but even so. Mancebo always says that if you run a cobbler’s shop you have time to read any old rubbish, but Mancebo feels his silence acutely.

The rain had stopped the moment the woman entered the shop, as though the weather gods were after her and her alone. Mancebo doesn’t throw her out straight away, instead he observes her from a distance. She laughs and drops the jar on the counter, even though she’s paid for it.

‘Just so you don’t think I’ve stolen it.’

She’s playing for time, maybe she doesn’t want to go back onto the street. But if she’s scared of something out there, why would she seek refuge here, Mancebo thinks. Plenty of bars and restaurants are still open, there’s even a McDonald’s not far away. Mancebo’s shop is shut and she couldn’t have even been sure he would hear her knocking and come downstairs. She runs her long white fingers over the tins and jars, as though she’s checking them for dust.

‘How can I help you, madame?’

She looks disappointed, as though his question has come too soon. As though there was something she wanted to do before the question arose.

‘You can call me Cat,’ she whispers, holding out her hand.

Mancebo instinctively shakes her hand. ‘Madame Cat?’

‘Cat will do fine.’

‘Like the animal?’

She nods. Mancebo nods back, and decides the story is getting better and better. By now he has forgotten the cakes and tea upstairs.

‘So how can I help you … Madame … Cat?’

The woman suddenly looks uncertain.

‘So how can I help you?’

‘You’re the only one who can help me, Monsieur …’

‘Mancebo.’

‘Can we talk in peace here?’

Mancebo nods and straightens his back. He likes this feeling of importance. Never before has he been the only one who could help somebody. He might have been the one to save a party when all the other food shops were shut, or to supply an item for a half-mixed cake or a spontaneous picnic. But no one has ever told him that he is the only one who can help them.

‘I want to ask you a favour. Or rather, I want to offer you a job.’

‘I’ve got a job.’

‘And it’s precisely because you’ve got this job that I want to offer you another.’

Mancebo gives her a sceptical look.

‘No one could do this job better than you, Monsieur Mancebo.’

The rain resumes and a couple of happy teenagers dash across the boulevard, hand in hand. Their laughter makes Madame Cat jump.

‘I want you to spy on my husband.’

For the first time, Mancebo starts to wonder whether this is all a joke. But when he looks into Madame Cat’s eyes, he realises this woman isn’t joking. She looks as earnest as any woman could possibly look.

‘What, me, spy on your husband? Why? And why on earth me, of all people? I haven’t got time to tail a stranger all day long. Can’t you see how much I have to do here? I get up at five in the morning to go to the market, and I don’t turn off my light until midnight.’

‘Exactly,’ she says, ‘you’ve answered all your questions. See that building over there?’

She points across the street and Mancebo looks at the building above Tariq’s cobbler’s. It’s identical to the building they are standing in. It has a shop on the ground floor and two apartments on the floors above. The only difference is that the building opposite is free-standing, and there’s a fire escape running down one side.

‘My husband and I live in the apartment on the top floor. The apartment beneath us is empty. For a while now, I’ve suspected that he’s cheating on me. I work away a lot, travelling, I’m an air hostess, and since he’s a writer he works from home. Or he used to work at home, but he’s suddenly changed his habits. He doesn’t write as much … And my friend has seen him out and about during the day.’

‘But what makes you think he’s cheating on you?’

‘A woman can feel these things.’

Mancebo’s back is starting to feel stiff, but his brain has perked up, not to mention his heart, which isn’t used to pumping red excitement round his body. He puts up one hand to indicate that she’s not to go anywhere, and disappears behind the counter. He quickly returns with two stools. She takes a seat and unbuttons her raincoat. Mancebo takes it as a sign that she trusts him and he feels honoured. He puffs himself up like a proud toad before he sits on his stool.

Madame Cat’s hair has started to dry and Mancebo can see that its true colour is more of a chocolate brown. Even though he has asked her to sit, Mancebo has no intention of taking on the job. But he very much wants to hear more of her story. He gets to hear gossip about his neighbours every day, but he’s never heard anything like this.

‘But you surely must have more proof that he’s having an affair than the fact that he sometimes goes out during the day?’

‘I do. He seems stressed.’

Madame Cat goes quiet, as though she’s trying to think of something else that has changed recently.

‘And he brings books home.’

‘So? I thought you said your husband was a writer, surely there’s nothing odd about that?’

‘You’re right … he writes crime fiction and it’s the only thing he likes reading, but he’s been coming home with all kinds of books lately. One day, I found a book about pruning fruit trees.’

‘So?’

Madame Cat looks at Mancebo.

‘We live in an apartment.’

Shame washes over Mancebo. He doesn’t feel like the most quick-witted of detectives, but the fact that her husband has stopped writing surely doesn’t have to mean that he’s unfaithful? There is such a thing as writer’s block, Mancebo thinks. And he can’t be accused of marital infidelity just because he has been seen out and about during the day.

‘And how would I recognise your husband?’ Mancebo asks, mostly to show that he can be capable of clear thinking.

Madame Cat gives Mancebo a questioning look.

‘We’re the only people living in the building opposite, and he usually wears a brown cap. I was thinking of hiring a private detective. I even called a few. Did you know that there are two thousand and thirty-seven private detectives in Paris?’

Mancebo shakes his head and eagerly absorbs this fact. He likes short, pithy gobbets of information that he can show off later at Le Soleil.

‘But then last Saturday, around lunchtime, when he went out to buy cigarettes, I looked through his computer, and that was when I caught sight of you, sitting on your stool outside the shop. I must have seen you there a thousand times, but that was when the idea first came to me. I realised there was no one who could carry out the task better than you! Nobody would suspect a thing because you’re always sitting there, from morning until night. And you wouldn’t have to do much.’

Madame Cat lowers her voice and moves closer to Mancebo.

‘All I want is for you to give me written reports of what goes on during the day and in the evening. When he goes out, when he comes back, who goes into the apartment, or anything else you think might be of interest. You’ll be paid handsomely, let’s say the same rate as a professional private detective. The money will be in one of these, every Tuesday morning.’

She holds up the olive jar. Mancebo scratches his head and is about to take off his cap when he changes his mind.

‘The money will be in a jar of olives?’

Madame Cat nods.

‘I’ve lived here long enough to know that every Sunday evening you put out the glass for collection, don’t you? So you’ll put the week’s report into an empty olive jar, and I’ll make sure to collect it early the next morning, before seven. The week’s new delivery of bottles arrives early on Tuesday mornings, usually before you’ve had time to open the shop. That’s where you’ll find your payment.’

Mancebo scratches his head again.

‘I need your answer right away, if you don’t mind, Monsieur Mancebo. I’ve waited long enough.’
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It didn’t feel particularly special to be back in the café, oddly enough. The last time I’d been there, I was being interviewed about the revelation that HSBC had helped its clients to place their capital in Switzerland, evading hundreds of millions of dollars in tax.

I hadn’t been the only one to investigate HSBC. There were 140 of us, journalists from forty-five countries, but the work itself was solitary. Towards the end, I was working day and night because Le Monde had set a strict publication date. Our research also showed that the bank had been doing business with arms dealers who supplied weapons to child soldiers in Africa. The affair grew, and with it the pressure.

I was back at square one, the café, looking for new commissions. The tablets were in my bag. Just in case. I hadn’t really been taking them for long enough to have seen the promised benefits. During the months I was working on the HSBC case, I had been hoping the result and eventual revelations would be appreciated. But when it finally came around, the whole thing felt meaningless. And with that meaninglessness came the collapse.

I’d seen the warning signs, the trouble sleeping and strange physical ailments. Depression caused by exhaustion, that was the diagnosis, but I didn’t feel depressed, just indifferent. The medicine I was prescribed was for anxiety. And that was the knotty equation which made me wait before starting the tablets. Though with the wait came the anxiety, as though on command, which made it easier to start the medication.

There was nothing strange about the way he entered the café, but then he paused in the middle of the room as though he was some kind of chosen one. His eyes darted from person to person. I glanced up at him. In the man’s eyes there was an unusual but very attractive blend of uncertainty, hope and tenacity. Once he had scanned the customers nearest the till, he moved on to the group sitting closer to him. Then he looked directly at me and I held his gaze, while not exactly returning it. The man continued to peer around intently and I had the feeling he was looking for a woman. I lowered my eyes and went back to my work.

‘Are you waiting for Monsieur Bellivier, madame?’

His tone was formal, and implied the answer itself was unnecessary. It was more like a greeting, a message or code. There was no hope in it, nothing personal, his voice expressed no emotion whatsoever. I shook my head, almost instinctively. The man looked at me as though he was giving me time to change my mind. He took several steps back and returned to his spot in the middle of the café. Then he began scanning the customers again.

I studied him and became increasingly convinced that it had to be a woman who was waiting for Monsieur Bellivier. The man was paying no attention to the male clientele.

He turned to another woman, and though I couldn’t make out what he said, I was sure he was asking her the same question. She shook her head. I put a full stop at the end of my sentence and studied the woman. She had brown hair in a pageboy cut, just like me. The man was beginning to look a little desperate. Was he Monsieur Bellivier? Or was he his representative?

The man was still standing in the middle of the café, resolute. That was when I had the idea. It was a banal act in and of itself, but it both frightened and appealed to me. The woman was meant to be there. I waved him over. The first step. A slight movement of the hand. He didn’t seem surprised, more embarrassed that I hadn’t waved him over sooner. I whispered:

‘Yes, I’m waiting for Monsieur Bellivier.’

He extended his hand and I shook it, but we didn’t exchange names. For a moment, I found it strange that he didn’t introduce himself, but I decided it must be because he was, in fact, Monsieur Bellivier. And introducing myself was unnecessary, since he clearly ought to know who was waiting for him. A silent handshake was therefore the most appropriate greeting. The fact he shook my hand told me that we didn’t have any sort of personal connection. If we had, he would have kissed me on the cheek. So, this was a professional encounter.

That was it, wasn’t it? I’d satisfied my sudden urge. But the thought of playing along for a little bit longer was tempting. I could just as well take a few more steps. He would realise I wasn’t the right person as soon as we started talking.

I closed my laptop. It could give the game away about who I was. If he was angry when he realised I wasn’t the right woman, it would be better that he didn’t know my real identity. The man suddenly looked around, as though to check whether we were being watched. He sat down in the armchair opposite mine and smoothed his trousers a little, while I took the opportunity to drop my phone into my bag. I was shedding as much of myself as I could.

He got to his feet and asked whether I wanted anything. I shook my head because I was afraid to use my voice. Could we have spoken on the phone? He went over to the counter. The green armchair I was sitting in seemed to grow when he left me. The seat that normally felt so safe, so enveloping, suddenly felt far too big for me.

The man added sugar to his coffee and stirred it. I stayed silent. I tried to work out a way of calling the whole thing off, but my fantasies about who the man was and what sort of person might be waiting for Monsieur Bellivier took over. Maybe he thought I was an escort? Wasn’t that how it worked? You agreed on a public meeting place and then went to a fancy hotel afterwards?

‘Have you been waiting long?’

Perhaps he was simply being polite, but it could also have been a trick question. Maybe he was an hour late, or an hour early.

‘I wanted to be in good time,’ I replied. My voice had returned.

It seemed like he wanted to smile, but he resisted, his face remaining neutral.

‘Let me explain that Monsieur Bellivier sent me. He couldn’t come himself, unfortunately, but I’m sure you’ll get the chance to meet him.’

So, the man opposite me wasn’t Monsieur Bellivier. Not that this information was much help. He could be absolutely anyone, which meant I knew as little as I had before.

‘We’re glad that you wanted to do it, and I hope you’ll be happy.’

That you wanted to do it. So there was a task to be performed. My mind turned back to escorts.

‘Tired?’

I shook my head and smiled.

‘Well, I don’t suppose I ought to tell you too much more right now, we’d be better off taking a look at the place. I can explain everything when we get there and you can settle in.’

He held open the café door and we stepped out into the wall of heat. My decision to work in that particular café in the Paris business district was based largely on the quality of its air conditioning. Working in a café also meant that I got out into the real world, which made me feel normal.

I stole a glance at the man as we took the escalator down to the plaza and wondered how to find a natural opening that would enable me to extract myself. I could pretend to get a text from the person I’d actually been waiting for and apologise – it was all a misunderstanding. I could pretend I felt ill …

‘It’s not far,’ the man said with a smile.

Suddenly, we were in front of Areva, the tallest tower in La Défense. I abandoned the escort idea. Areva was one of France’s leading energy companies, and it had recently been in the news for questionable business practices. I had often come across the company’s name in my work on HSBC’s dealings in Africa.

Was this where Monsieur Bellivier worked? Would I be given access to confidential documents? Could this be a scoop? My interest had been piqued and my fear abated a little. I wanted to know more. The man went through the swing doors and over to the vast reception desk to exchange a few words with the receptionist. Suddenly, a little more rapidly than I’d expected, he came back with a pass.

‘Don’t lose it.’

I turned it over to see who I was, apprehensive I might read my own name. But I hadn’t been given a name, only a title. ‘Sales Manager’, the blue pass said. The man studied my face and then said something more cryptic than anything he’d said before:

‘He’s got a sense of humour.’

I couldn’t be sure, but I imagined he must mean Monsieur Bellivier. Which meant I wasn’t actually a sales manager. My idea about being shown documents started to seem more likely.

The man had a pass of his own, and I tried to read it but I couldn’t. He placed it gently on the barrier, there was a beep, and he was through to the other side. I needed to do the same. I’d missed my chance to extract myself naturally, or as naturally as I could in the circumstances.

We stopped to wait for the lift. A few people were already queuing, which meant I wouldn’t have to be alone with the man. That very moment, in front of the lift, my appetite for work returned. It was a long time since I had felt that way.

We entered the lift with men in suits and a woman in a red dress. Her beautiful legs looked surreal against the bright red colour. I saw the man press the button for the top floor. It merely strengthened my theory about confidential documents, which would probably be stored well out of the way. The two men wished us a good afternoon before they got out of the lift. We continued on up. The shapely legs also left us. I kept a firm grip on my pass.

For the first time, we were alone together, and I sensed that he was nervous. Maybe I wasn’t the only one being forced to play someone I wasn’t. Time seemed to stretch. But all lifts stop eventually, and this one was no exception. The doors opened and the man gestured theatrically for me to get out first. The floor was silent. I couldn’t see another soul.

There was an emergency exit sign on one of the doors. It wasn’t far from the lift. But what would I do if the door was locked? A feeling of panic washed over me and I started running towards the emergency exit. I grabbed the door, which swung open, and heard the buzz of people. I turned around. The man had made no attempt to stop me. He was still by the lift, watching with dismay. I was breathing heavily. I looked down, took a few steps downstairs and caught sight of a suited man hurrying past with a cup of coffee.

I went back up. Several hundred people were working right beneath me. I could reach them easily, and they could reach me.

‘Sorry. It happens sometimes. I’m claustrophobic. The lift was an ordeal. Excuse me.’

‘Don’t worry. You should have told me. As you see, there are stairs.’

I followed the man along the corridor. There were windowed doors on either side, and I could make out huge conference rooms through the blinds.

‘Here we are,’ he said with a wave of his hand.

I stopped. He produced two identical keys and unlocked the door with one of them. This time he strode in first. I loitered in the doorway. It was a large room with a boardroom table in the centre. Over by the window there was a low desk with a computer, and there was a shabby old swivel chair in one corner. The few items of furniture had a forlorn look to them. Even the computer looked second hand.

The man glanced out of the window.

‘Rather spartan, I’m afraid, but it’s neat and tidy. A woman comes in to clean every day. Even if it’s only you here, the wastepaper bin will need to be emptied and the floor vacuumed from time to time.’

Was I supposed to thank him at this point? I said nothing. He took one of the keys from the key ring and walked back to hand it to me. I took the key and he suddenly looked relieved. Like I had shouldered some of his burden.

‘Well then, I suppose I’d better explain.’ He spread his arms wide. ‘You certainly can’t complain about the view. You can see all the way to the foot of Montmartre from here. Can you see the Sacré-Cœur over there?’

This talk of the basilica was clearly a way to entice me into the room. I accepted the invitation. The view was magnificent. We both looked out at Paris, and for a few seconds, our eyes met in the pane of glass. He turned around and I continued to study the unfamiliar woman reflected in the window.

‘Well. Where shall I start …?’ He put his briefcase on the desk, opened it and took out a document. ‘I’ll let you read it yourself, and then you can ask me any questions you have, I think that’ll be best. I’ll go and get us some coffee. There’s a machine on the floor below, by the way. You can use it whenever you want.’

Just a few minutes earlier I had been sitting in the café, worried about revealing the slightest thing that could give away my identity. Now I was about to read what looked like a contract while my unknown employer went to fetch coffee. He left the door open, for which I felt a certain gratitude. I took out my mobile. Suddenly, it was no longer a threat but a source of security, not that I knew who I would ring if the need arose. But I checked I had reception all the same, and then I started to read.

The contract was well written and comprehensive, but it didn’t answer any of my questions. My working hours were given, modest in length, and maybe there was some logic to them. They meant I would arrive later than most other people in the building, leaving before the standard working day was over.

The contract was for three weeks. For obvious reasons there was nothing about a period of notice, but it did say what my task would be. The salary would be paid after the final working day. The amount was stated in bold type. A large sum of money. This couldn’t be a standard journalism job.

I could do my ordinary work here just as well as in the café down below, and maybe I would also be given access to some interesting material. Though I doubted I would ever receive the promised sum, I decided that if I did, my son and I would go away on holiday. Otherwise he would be stuck in the city all summer.

My eyes were resting on the Sacré-Cœur when I heard a knock at the door. I jumped.

‘Sorry if I frightened you, but you’ll have to get used to this being your office.’

The man had returned with two plastic cups of coffee. In some strange way it was good to see him again, he was at least a real, living human. He wasn’t just a name, a signature or a shadowy figure. He suddenly seemed more real than I did. I had no idea who I was, and even less now I had read the contract.

‘So, as you’ve probably realised, there’s going to be a lot of dead time. Unfortunately, this isn’t a job in which a great deal happens. Maybe not all that intellectually demanding, either, but as I said, it’s stress-free. You’ll have plenty of time for other things.’

He pointed to a brown cardboard box under the table. I hadn’t noticed it before now. I started to doubt it had even been in the room when we first came in.

‘Mr Bellivier said you loved reading, so he’s left you a whole box of books. So, are we agreed?’

I made my signature illegible. It hadn’t occurred to me that contracts often demand you print your name underneath. The man took the contract and I made some other comment about the view, to distract him from the signature.

‘Good, so that’s that. In case we don’t meet again, I’d like to wish you the best of luck. But I’m sure it’s all going to be fine.’

I nodded.

‘Take the afternoon off, you can start properly tomorrow.’

‘If I have any questions, I mean, if anything happens, if the computer stops working, is there anyone I can ask, anyone I can get in touch with?’

For the first time, he lost his way in the script. He changed tack. Now we were in a different play.

‘Nothing’s going to go wrong, everything will work. But if anything should happen, it’s important that you don’t contact any … outsiders. If something isn’t working I’m sure Monsieur Bellivier will soon notice and contact you personally.’

We walked to the lift together. What was I supposed to say if some Areva employee came up and asked me what I was doing there? I didn’t ask the question out loud, but I knew what the man would have answered: ‘Nobody’s going to come up here.’ And maybe he was right. The lift arrived and we got in.

‘Do you know who once lived up here? This whole floor was his apartment.’

I shook my head, I didn’t dare guess it had been Monsieur Bellivier.

‘Before Areva, Framatome owned the building, and before that, Fiat. And the CEO, Giovanni Agnelli, took this floor as his private residence.’

It was a good lift anecdote, both in length and form. It could even have been written for that purpose.

‘It’s best for you not to have any contact with the people who work here. How shall I put it … it’s important that you’re as discreet as possible. But I’m sure you understand that.’

I understood.

OEBPS/images/9781474605458.jpg
An encounter in Paris can change everything...






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
~NNITING
woNSIEUR
c\))‘a;LIVIEI(

BRITTA ROSTLUND

Translated from the Swedish by Alice Menzies

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE





OEBPS/images/common.jpg
&

@l





