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Prologue

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

*  *  *

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

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

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

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

*  *  *

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

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

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

Suddenly, they began talking about Alpha.

The Lizard . . . The Lizard . . .

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

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

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

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

Alpha observed the man more closely.

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

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

His breath . . . like gusts of hot air.

Gusts of hot air?

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

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

The same symptoms.

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

Jean-Marc . . .

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

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

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

So, you’ve created a persona for yourself? Gynoid? What wiles have you had to learn to go unnoticed? Do you hunt what you once were? What are you hiding from everyone?
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1

The young woman opposite had bruises to her face and neck. She had obviously been crying, and her pale, washed-out complexion was red in patches.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

*  *  *

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

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

Déborah shook her head.

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

Marion nodded to la Poire:

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

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

*  *  *

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

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

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

‘But always at the same time?’

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

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

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

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

‘What happened next?’ prompted la Poire.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Déborah shuddered, her eyes fixed on the middle distance.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Yes.’

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

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

‘What happened next?’ asked Marion.

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

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

‘No.’

‘Not even with his fingers?’

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

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

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

‘Did he ejaculate?’

‘Yes, into the condom.’

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

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

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

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

‘Did he leave immediately after the assault?’

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

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

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

*  *  *

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘How long has he been doing this?’

‘About two weeks.’

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

‘Will my statement help you catch him?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Yes.’

‘The name rings a faint bell.’

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

‘My mo—’

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

La Poire looked stunned, but visibly relaxed.

‘Yes. Yes, he is.’ He smiled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Then he asked if she had a friend or relative with her, and, since she was alone, Marion offered to take her home. Reassured, the nurse allowed herself to be persuaded, and the two women left the incident room together.


OPS/images/cover.jpg
He watches. He waits. He strikes.

EMPATHY

ANTOINE RENAND





OPS/images/title.jpg
EMPATHY

ANTOINE RENAND

W

WELBECK





