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ONE

IT IS THE MIDDLE OF A HOT AND CLAMMY AFTERNOON AT POLICE Headquarters in Algiers. Superintendent Mouloud Taleb, with no pressing business requiring his attention, is content to wait until the clock reaches a respectable hour before taking his leave. At this late stage in his career conspicuous dedication to duty will gain him nothing but the suspicion of his colleagues, so he generally tries to act even more disengaged than he feels. But, even so, 3.45 is too early by anyone’s standards to be making a departure. He is going to have to sweat it out a little longer – literally so, since his office receives no cooling sea breezes and commands only an unappetizing view of the blank concrete wall of the next building.

Since coronavirus made its impact on the country in March, HQ has been more thinly staffed and there has been markedly less crime to investigate for those officers still putting in an appearance. The Hirak protests have been stutteringly revived, but they lie well outside Taleb’s area of responsibility. Though he could not afford to say so at the time, he heartily approved of the organizers’ demands for a root and branch reform of the government and silently rejoiced when President Bouteflika gave way to pressure and resigned. Alas, many of Bouteflika’s apparatchiks remain in place and Taleb is surprised they have not yet concluded that the time really has come for him to retire. It’s hardly their fault he has very little to retire to, although that is in a sense an arguable point. Like so many of his fellow citizens, Taleb is as much a victim of history as a survivor of it.

Much the same could be said of his relationship with Nassim cigarettes, one of which he lights to relieve his boredom. He rises and moves idly to the window, where he gazes down into the street and discovers that very little appears to be happening in the outside world.

Glancing at a ghostly reflection of himself in the dust-filmed glass, he sees a lean, heavy-browed man with thinning curly grey hair, dressed in a crumpled brown suit and a faded yellow shirt, open at the neck. He should be wearing his tie, in case anyone calls in to see him. But no one is going to call in to see him. Friends made in earlier days in the service are all either dead or long retired. He’s a forgotten man.

But not by all, apparently, since at that moment his telephone starts to ring.

With an eagerness he feels ashamed of, Taleb springs to the desk and picks up the receiver.

‘Taleb?’ The voice sounds unaccountably but unmistakably like that of his boss, Director Bouras, who should surely at this hour be in the arms of the mistress he’s reliably rumoured to keep in an apartment in the Oliviers district. But then maybe he is in her arms. Taleb amuses himself for a fraction of a second by wondering if he will hear some purring endearment in the background.

‘Yes, Director?’

‘Are you busy?’

‘Not if you need me.’

‘Amazingly, Taleb, it seems I do.’

‘Are you in your office, Director?’

‘Where else do you think I’d be?’

‘Well, since you rang in person …’

‘My secretary is not in today.’

‘Of course. Well then …’

‘You’ll be here just as quickly as your emphysemic lungs will allow, yes?’

‘Yes, Director. Exactly.’

Pausing only long enough to take a last drag on his cigarette before stubbing it out, Taleb yanks open the drawer of his desk where he left his tie and makes a grab for it. He didn’t untie it before removing it earlier, just loosened the loop, and now it contrives to lasso the trigger of his service pistol as it leaves the drawer, hoisting the weapon out and sending it crashing to the floor, where, to Taleb’s relief and faint surprise, it doesn’t go off. With a shake of the head at his own clumsiness, he carefully retrieves the gun, puts it back in the drawer and locks it safely away.

A few moments later, tie in place, he climbs the stairs to the upper floor of Police Headquarters, where the Director’s lair is to be found. He wonders if the crack about emphysema is a prelude to an unrefusable offer of retirement. As far as he knows, he doesn’t have emphysema, just a morning coughing routine and breathlessness on steep flights of stairs. He has no intention of asking a doctor for an opinion on the subject. Could that be it, then? A compulsory medical examination? No. That would be handled by Personnel. The Director would play no part in it, other than saying a few platitudinous words about distinguished long service at a brief farewell ceremony. A summons of this nature suggests a different kind of problem altogether. And since there’s no significant ongoing case in which Taleb is involved, he’s perplexed as to what the problem might be.

But temporary perplexity is at least rewarded by immersion in the air-conditioned cocoon of the Director’s spacious office, with its wide view of city and sky. The less appetizing features of Algiers – the dilapidated apartment blocks, the rusting satellite dishes sprouting from roofs like mushrooms, the traffic-snarled streets, the haze of pollution – are happily absent from this vista of dockside cranes and stately tankers gliding across the placid broad blue Mediterranean. Status has brought with it for Farid Bouras a sanitized panorama of Alger la blanche.

He is a smooth-skinned, good-looking man running to corpulence and baldness. He didn’t get to occupy such a post without lengthy lunches with influential figures in the hierarchy and it’s beginning to show. Many moral corners have had to be cut on his path to the top and the awareness of this hovers between the two men like an unspoken reproach. If Taleb were as corrupt as Bouras, it would make their relationship a great deal easier, especially since, ironically, they actually like each other.

‘Sit down, Taleb,’ says Bouras, with a lordly sweep of the hand.

Seating for visitors to Bouras’s office comes in the form of a buttoned-leather sofa said to have been imported from Italy. It looks expensive but is notoriously uncomfortable. The general belief is that the Director enjoys watching his underlings try to remain upright on its slippery upholstery. Taleb assumes an unabashed slump between two cushions that he knows from experience to be a secure perch.

It affords a good view of a white rectangle on the wall behind Bouras’s desk, marking the spot where for twenty years hung a framed photograph of President Bouteflika. Following Bouteflika’s forced resignation last year, it has not been replaced, despite the election of a successor. Its absence suggests a certain lack of confidence in the new regime, which Taleb shares.

‘How old were you at independence, Taleb?’ Bouras asks, as if genuinely interested in the answer.

‘Seven, Director.’

‘Do you remember the day?’

‘I remember my father smiling. It was not a common sight.’

‘Did he smile more often after independence?’

‘Less, if anything.’

‘So, there we have it. The history of the republic encapsulated in the history of your father’s smile.’ Bouras broods on this thought for a moment, then says, ‘Do you believe in the existence of hizb fransa, Taleb?’

‘No, Director, I don’t.’ Unlike many of his countrymen, Taleb gives no credence to the conspiracy theory that the French left a fifth column of saboteurs behind them when they left in 1962 – hizb fransa, the ‘party of France’ – dedicated to undermining the new republic in any way they could. He believes that if de Gaulle had been able to pull that off, the old fox would surely have found a way to prevent independence altogether.

‘But if it did exist,’ Bouras muses, ‘it would account for the damage done to the state by such people as Nadir Laloul and Wassim Zarbi, wouldn’t it?’

‘Have you asked to see me to discuss Laloul and Zarbi, Director? If so, let me be clear. They and their kind have always been motivated by personal greed, not the service of some higher cause.’

‘Didn’t they start out as zealots rather than criminals?’

‘Perhaps. But it didn’t take them long to make the transition.’

‘And in Zarbi’s case he paid for that with twenty years in prison.’

‘Yes. He paid the price. But Laloul did not.’

‘Which still rankles with you, I see.’

‘I would be happy to bring him to justice before I retire.’

‘Well, then …’ Bouras beams at him. ‘I have good news for you, Taleb. You may be able to do just that.’

Taleb feels a stirring of professional pride deep within him. It is disquieting, but also reassuring, as he imagines it would be to rediscover his libido in the wildly improbable event of some sultry temptress attempting to seduce him. Laloul, embezzler of billions from the national oil company, Sonatrach, left his old confederate Zarbi to face the music when he fled the country shortly after Bouteflika’s takeover in 1999, with his stolen fortune already squirrelled away in secret offshore bank accounts. Taleb was part of the team put on the case. Beyond Zarbi, who was handed to them on a plate, their investigations led nowhere but dead ends and walls of silence, as was entirely predictable – and was indeed predicted by most of the officers involved. That was simply the way it was. That was Algeria.

‘We have a lead on Laloul, Director?’ Taleb asks hopefully.

‘Not exactly. We haven’t found Laloul. But we have lost Zarbi.’

‘Lost him?’

‘A condition of his release late last year was that he couldn’t spend a night away from his villa without official permission. But earlier this month … he went missing.’

‘I heard nothing of this.’

‘The DRS kept it to themselves.’ Ah, the DRS: Algeria’s secret intelligence and security organization, viewed by all – including Taleb – with a mixture of fear and suspicion, capable of anything, accountable for nothing. He is unsurprised by their reticence. Zarbi worked for the DRS – and its previous incarnation, the Sécurité Militaire – for more than thirty years. His complicity in Laloul’s fraud was an embarrassment to the organization and Toufik, its notoriously ruthless director, didn’t hesitate to throw him to the wolves. The episode’s still an embarrassment twenty years later and a serious surveillance failure isn’t something the DRS’s current leadership will have wished to advertise.

But Bouras has overlooked a nicety that might cause him embarrassment in some circles and Taleb decides gently to point it out. ‘That would be the DSS, Director?’ Not long after Toufik’s removal from its helm, the intelligence service rebranded itself with a subtle change of initials and some opaque reorganization that supposedly rendered it more accountable – though to whom was not entirely clear.

‘Yes, of course.’ Bouras appears annoyed with himself. ‘How could I have forgotten? The DSS.’

‘Do they know where he’s gone?’

‘No. At least, they claim they don’t. But out of the country. That much seems certain. A seagoing launch believed to have been leased on Zarbi’s behalf has vanished from its berth at Sidi Ferdj.’

‘Does he have his passport?’

‘Not his real one, no. But with his background I don’t think he’ll have had too much trouble acquiring one, do you?’

‘All the more reason for the DSS to have kept a close eye on him,’ Taleb grumbles.

‘I would have gained little by emphasizing that point. What I have gained is an agreement for this department to be involved in the search for him. The DSS’s incompetence left them poorly placed to argue. And our new president is not as enamoured of them as his predecessor, hence this opportunity. The search for Zarbi may lead us to Laloul, Taleb. If I’d been abandoned to a twenty-year jail term by a supposed friend – who’s led a life of luxury ever since – I think I might want to … pay a call on him.’

‘That could be so,’ Taleb agrees.

‘Yes. And perhaps you can do better than the DSS in following whatever clues there are to follow. As the only senior officer involved in the original inquiry who’s still on the active list, you’re the obvious choice. You’re also an assiduous detective. No one has ever doubted that.’ Bouras’s tone suggests this is a quality to be set against several other deficiencies which mercifully he’s not about to list. ‘I’ve arranged for you to meet a DSS agent at Zarbi’s villa in Hydra at eight tomorrow morning. You’ll be working together on this. Her name is Souad Hidouchi.’

‘Her?’

‘Yes, Taleb. She is a woman. You remember them?’ Bouras’s expression suddenly freezes. He raises his hands apologetically and runs one of them over his forehead. ‘I am sorry. Forgive me. I intended no disrespect to you or the memory of your late wife.’

Taleb composes a rueful smile. ‘It’s all right, Director. It’s been a long time.’

Bouras sighs. ‘Still …’

‘I didn’t know the DSS had started using female agents.’

‘Oh yes. There are new brooms everywhere, sweeping out the old ways. We must adapt or be cast aside. Learning to work collaboratively with another department will be good for you, Taleb.’

‘But will their objectives be the same as ours, Director?’

‘That will be for you to find out. It is our objective – apprehending Laloul – that I expect you to pursue, whatever the DSS’s priorities may be.’

‘Understood.’

‘You will report progress to me and me alone. This is a highly sensitive matter.’ Bouras lowers his voice and leans forward across his desk. ‘Le pouvoir has not ceased to exist simply because the younger generation insists it should.’

Ah, le pouvoir. Unlike hizb fransa, there’s good reason to believe, as most Algerians do, that some power over and above the republic’s constitution – some authority that is almost inhuman, despite humans being its ready and willing accomplices – has always had and always will have the final word in the nation’s disputes. And that authority is known to all simply as … le pouvoir: as tireless as it is merciless, always ready to crush any organization – any citizen – who dares to dream of a free and uncorrupt Algeria; the ultimate arbiter of all their fates, that will not be defied and cannot be defeated.

Taleb nods. ‘Superintendent Meslem always said our difficulties in the case were caused by the actions of those far above Laloul and Zarbi in the hierarchy who were protecting themselves.’ Meslem was the lead officer in the inquiry, long since retired and deceased. But Taleb knows Bouras will remember him, as he does, as one well familiar with the machinations of le pouvoir.

‘Just do your best, Taleb,’ Bouras says with quiet emphasis. ‘Don’t take any unnecessary risks. And don’t do anything you know I wouldn’t approve of. Is that clear?’

‘Absolutely.’

Bouras takes a mobile phone out of one of the desk drawers and slides it towards Taleb. ‘Keep me apprised of progress by standard means. But use this for emergency communications. It has a number on it where I can be contacted. But in an extreme emergency only. It would be best for both of us if you never needed to use it at all.’

‘Then I hope I never will.’

‘So do I, Taleb, I assure you.’

A brief silence falls, broken by a faint squeak emitted by the sofa as Taleb stands to pick up the phone.

‘You’ll want to look through the files on the case, no doubt.’

‘Such files as there are, Director, yes.’ As he recalls, the Ministry of the Interior requisitioned the files, but Meslem, as he also recalls, contrived to hold some material back.

Bouras flaps his hand in a gesture of dismissal in which there’s also a hint of a blessing. ‘Then I won’t detain you any longer.’

On the way back down to his office, Taleb pauses on a half-landing to light a cigarette and gaze out through the grimy window at the no less grimy city, some seedy tracts of which are visible from this vantage point. He knows these crumbling steps and winding streets and malodorous back alleys from long and often bitter experience. They are the map of his career and his life. He also knows their inhabitants, possibly better than they know themselves: hard-pressed, dry-humoured, trapped together in a struggle to thrive, or, if not to thrive, at least to survive. Such is the city of his birth and such are its people.

Taleb feels an unfamiliar lightness of heart as he stands there. He should have found some excuse to refuse the Director’s assignment. No good can come of seeking the truth about how Laloul was able to embezzle so much money over such a long period without being detected. Too many people had and still have too much to lose for such a quest ever to be allowed to succeed. And yet … and yet. He is actually keener to take on the challenge than he would ever have imagined. What is he looking for? Kudos? Redemption? Excitement? The truth – the real truth – against all the odds? He’s not sure. But something more than his existence has supplied him with for far too long. Yes, that’s what he’s looking for. A purpose, a meaning. A last shot at …

‘Still with us, Taleb?’ comes a voice from behind him.

It’s Megherbi from the vice division, obsequious to his superiors, contemptuous of those he considers beneath him.

‘It seems they still have a use for me,’ Taleb responds as Megherbi starts down the next flight of stairs.

‘Hard to believe.’

‘But true nonetheless,’ Taleb murmurs under his breath.

And as he watches Megherbi go, he takes a long draw on his cigarette … and smiles.




TWO

THE HAZY SUN OF LATE JULY FALLS GENTLY ON THE FIELDS AND FOLDS of Hampshire. From the roof of Litster’s Cot, where Stephen Gray is making slow progress with retiling, the view is wide and tranquil, dark green patches of hilltop woodland dotted amongst the paler green of the sloping meadows. The lane below him is quiet, the air still. The only sounds when he isn’t driving a nail home are the sleepy cooing of doves and the occasional barking of a dog half a mile away.

Gray is a stocky, broad-shouldered man in his mid-sixties, hair and beard as grey as his name. He’s gained some muscle and lost some fat in the months he’s been refurbishing his father’s cottage – the long, empty months of national paralysis that to him have been little different from the solitary life he’s led for the past few years. His father died less than a year ago, but he’d been in a care home in Basingstoke for most of the previous decade, leaving Litster’s Cot to moulder gently and refusing to let his son or anyone else do more than pick up post, prune the shrubbery and mow the two pocket-handkerchief lawns.

Gray pauses and mops the sweat from his brow. He leans against the chimney stack and gazes around, savouring the picturesque surroundings. Familiarity has bred a degree of indifference. He knows what he sees is beautiful. But it’s also simply the world he’s part of.

And he’s alone. He can’t see another human wherever he looks. Signs of them, yes. Farmhouses, church steeples, gateways, a rare jet-trail in the sky. The marks of humans, certainly. But not their physical presence. It’s just him out here, enclosed by the heat-stunned afternoon, with the warmth of the sun-baked bricks of the chimney stack beneath his palm.

And then he hears a familiar sound that’s become relatively unfamiliar of late in this corner of the countryside. A car engine.

He listens, wondering how long it’ll be before the car comes into view round the hedge-screened corner of the lane. Then, marginally sooner than he expects, it appears. And somehow he knows at once it’s not going to drive on past.

The car’s a Renault, with a French numberplate. It pulls in by the front garden wall. It’s left-hand drive, of course, so the driver can look straight up at him as she lowers her window. Gray glimpses a narrow face framed by long dark hair, eyes obscured by sunglasses.

‘Is this Litster’s Cot?’ she calls up. The accent is undoubtedly French, but her enunciation is perfect – this, not zees, he notices.

The only reply he gives is an affirmative nod. He’s already apprehensive. Who is this woman? What does she want?

She frowns up at him. ‘Are you Stephen Gray?’

He nods again, reluctantly, suspiciously.

‘Yes?’

‘Yes,’ he admits, feeling forced to speak at last.

‘Très bon.’

She turns off the engine. The silence of the afternoon is instantly restored.

She opens her door and climbs out. She’s quite tall, slim and somehow typically French, dressed plainly but stylishly in pale linen top and trousers. Forty, maybe, with long, slender fingers, round which she winds the cord of the key fob. The gesture hints at nervousness. So does the slight breathlessness in her voice.

‘It was not easy … to find you,’ she says.

‘Why were you trying?’

‘You were not … expecting me?’

‘No. Why would I be? I don’t even know who you are.’

‘Ah. I thought … your sister would have telephoned.’

‘My sister?’

‘She gave me your address. And she said she would call you … to let you know I was coming.’

He wishes then he’d turned on his phone at some point today. But he’s got out of the habit. And he wanted to get on with the retiling uninterrupted. Generally, no one wants to speak to him anyway. But he wishes he’d spoken to Wendy. At least then he’d have had some warning of … whatever this is. The fact that his visitor is French is already disturbing him. ‘Who are you?’ he asks directly.

‘Suzette Fontaine. But you would know me as Suzette Dalby.’

Suzette Dalby. She would have been about ten when Gray paid his third and final visit to the Dalby household in Algiers. A quiet, watchful girl, with large brown eyes that seemed to see everything – and to follow him wherever he turned. Gray knows he’ll be met by those eyes again if she removes her sunglasses. He knows with utter conviction that her gaze will be just the same – and just as inescapable.

‘Can we talk, Mr Gray? I’ve come a long way.’

‘Haven’t we all?’ He’s not sure why he’s just said that. But undeniably Madame Fontaine, the woman he last met as a young girl in Algiers more than thirty years ago, has come a long way. And to hunt him down here, when international travel is so fraught, suggests a compelling motive. ‘I’ll come down,’ he says decisively.

He moves carefully across the slope of the roof, steps on to the ladder and begins to climb down, more slowly, strictly speaking, than he needs to. He’s playing for time, wondering exactly what’s prompted this visit. It’s not something he’s foreseen. And it’s not something he welcomes.

He reaches the bottom, walks round the side of the house and follows the cracked concrete path around the edge of the lawn to the rusted sunburst front gate. His visitor hasn’t opened it. She’s waiting on the other side.

‘Come in,’ he says. The gate spring squeaks as he holds it open for her.

She pulls off her sunglasses and looks at him. ‘Hello again,’ she says, with a disarming smile.

He meets her gaze glancingly and finds it as disturbingly unaltered as he expected. ‘How long has it been? Thirty-two years?’

‘You are good on dates. But yes, that is when it was. The spring before things went bad. Eighty-eight. Most of my lifetime ago.’

‘How did you track me down?’

‘You were in Papa’s address book. I still have it.’

‘Ah.’ But the address Dalby had was the house in Guildford. So … ‘My ex-wife must have put you on to me.’

‘She put me on to your sister. She thought you were living with her.’

‘Well, Madame Fontaine, the thing is—’

‘Please, call me Suzette. I’m sure that’s what you called me when we last met.’

‘OK. Suzette. What’s brought you all this way? It must be something important for you to go to such an effort.’

She nods. ‘It is.’

He looks at her inquisitively. But she doesn’t continue.

‘Could we … talk inside?’ She nods towards the house. ‘There is … quite a lot to explain.’

‘Sure.’ He thinks he still sounds nonchalant and untroubled, though he can’t be sure. ‘Actually, why don’t we go into the back garden? We can talk there. I could make tea … if you’d like some.’

She smiles. He realizes he has no memory of her smiling as a child. She was a grave and silent little girl. A different person, perhaps, in a different place, at a different time. ‘That would be nice.’

He leads her round through the honeysuckle-draped side gate to the back garden, where there’s a wrought-iron table and a couple of chairs.

‘I’ll be right back,’ he says, leaving her there and heading indoors.

He goes into the kitchen, washes his hands and sets the kettle to boil, then hurries into the sitting room, finds his phone where he left it on the windowsill and turns it on. There’s just one message – from Wendy.

‘Hi, Stephen. Wendy here. I’ve sent someone on to you at Litster’s. Hope you don’t mind. She seems … anxious to see you. Suzette Fontaine. Dalby, as was. Pretty weird, her showing up after all these years. She had to explain to me who she was, of course, but you’ve met her, so maybe it makes more sense to you, her coming to see you, I mean. Anyway, I wanted to warn you she’s on her way. I hope you get this before she arrives, but since your phone never seems to be on …’ She sighs. ‘Give me a call when she’s gone. I’d like to know what it’s all about. And how you’re getting on there. So … Hope to speak to you soon. ‘Bye for now.’

Why couldn’t Wendy just have said she had no idea where he was? Because she wasn’t a natural dissimulator, for one reason. And because he didn’t ask her to cover his tracks. But then, why would he have? There was no reason to expect Suzette to burst out of the past.

But now she has. He casts a glance out through the window as he loads the tray and sees her circling the lawn, arms folded, head down, thinking. Yes, she’s thinking. But what about?

He heads out into the garden with the tray and a synthetic smile. ‘This is quite a surprise … Suzette,’ he says as he sets it down on the table.

‘I know. Sorry.’

‘Please. Do sit down.’

They sit a little awkwardly, either side of the table, Gray in the sun, Suzette in a shadow cast by the oak tree at the end of the garden. He pours the tea, offers milk and apologizes for the lack of sugar.

‘I was sorry, you know,’ he says hesitantly, ‘to hear about your father.’ His condolences are twenty-six years late. He’s aware – and aware she’s aware as well – that he could have found some way to express them to her and her mother at the time had he made the effort.

‘He should never have stayed in Algiers,’ she says, dolefully but matter-of-factly. ‘He was a marked man.’

‘What have you done with your life since then?’

‘Nothing remarkable. I live near Paris. I have two children. The usual stuff. You?’

‘No children. No marriage either now, as you’ve discovered. This place belonged to my father. He died last year. I’m doing it up. And living here while I’m about it. Now, are you going to tell me—’

‘Why I’m here?’

‘I’m guessing it must be something to do with your father.’

She nods and sips her tea. ‘Yes. It is.’

‘So …’

‘And also your sister.’

She doesn’t mean Wendy, of course. She means Harriet. She can only mean Harriet. Harriet was what took Gray to Algeria. She was the link with Nigel Dalby, Suzette’s father.

She sighs. ‘It is a strange thing.’

‘What is?’

‘According to my mother, Papa always said he had no idea what actually happened to your sister Harriet. That’s what he told you, isn’t it?’

‘Basically, yes.’

‘Well, it seems that may not be true.’

Gray frowns. ‘No?’

‘A few weeks ago, I received a letter from Coqblin and Baudouin, a firm of Swiss lawyers based in Geneva, acting on behalf of an Algerian client. A man called Saidi, although that must be about the commonest surname in Algeria, so I’m not sure it’s genuine. The lawyers said Monsieur Saidi had found a document hidden in our old apartment in Algiers, apparently written by my father.’

‘What sort of document?’

Suzette hesitates. She seems to be struggling to find the right words. Then she says, ‘I suppose you could call it a confession.’

‘A confession?’

‘Of what actually happened in Paris at the time of Harriet’s … disappearance. Of what Papa did that … led to her disappearance.’

Gray sets down his cup and looks intently at Suzette. ‘What did he do?’

She closes her eyes for a moment. ‘This is very difficult for me, Stephen. Monsieur Saidi is asking me to say whether I think the document is genuine. It is typewritten, you see. They have sent me a photocopy. It looks like it was typed on the kind of old manual machine that Papa used, but I cannot be sure. Even so, everything in it suggests to me Papa wrote it. It’s not all about Harriet. There are … other things. I think Monsieur Saidi hopes to sell the document to the French press. You will understand why when you read it.’

‘You have it with you?’

‘I made another copy for you. I want your opinion … before I give him an answer. Technically, if it is genuine, the contents should belong to me and my mother, although Papa never made a will and I don’t know exactly what the situation is under Algerian law. And there is an implication Monsieur Saidi will pay us to let him use it. I thought … maybe there were things you found out about Harriet that would mean you could … verify some of what Papa says.’

‘Maybe.’

‘But you need to read it, of course. And decide for yourself.’

‘I’ll be glad to. I’ve spent a lot of my adult life trying to learn how Harriet died. This is, in some ways, an answer to a prayer.’

Suzette bows her head. ‘I doubt you’ll think that … when you’ve read it.’

‘To be honest with you,’ Gray says hesitantly, ‘I always suspected your father knew more than he was willing to tell me.’

‘You should remember that even before the Terror it was dangerous to speak about … people close to the regime.’

‘Are you saying “people close to the regime” were involved in Harriet’s death?’

‘Did you know about her connection with a man called Zarbi?’

‘Wassim Zarbi? Yes. When I asked your father about him, he said he worked for the security service.’

‘Yes. The Sécurité Militaire. It would never have been safe for Papa to … make any kind of allegation against such a man.’

‘But he does make an allegation against him … in this document?’

‘I wondered for a long time what to do about this, Stephen. Whether to contact you or not. It is all so long ago. My mother would like it to be forgotten.’

‘You’ve discussed this with her?’

‘Not coming to see you, no. I knew what she would say about that without needing to ask her. But she’s read the confession. She’s told me what she thinks we should do.’

‘And that is?’

‘Maman’s opinion isn’t relevant. I want your opinion.’

‘Well, you can have it, obviously.’

They study one another across the table. There’s an existential strangeness to their encounter. Gray feels sure Suzette senses this, just as he does. She was a child when they last met and he was in his early thirties. Now she’s older than he was then and he’s in his mid-sixties. But Harriet’s for ever young, plucked from life at twenty-three. And Nigel Dalby never made it to his mid-sixties. A Hampshire cottage garden on a summer’s afternoon is no place for a haunting. But Gray’s lost sister and Suzette’s dead father haunt them nonetheless.

Suzette stands up then and says simply, ‘The copy’s in my car. I’ll go and get it.’

As she walks away across the lawn towards the side gate, Gray tops up his teacup and tries to order his thoughts. Bees are buzzing around the nearby lavender bush. A cabbage white butterfly is fluttering over the patch of weeds where his father once grew vegetables. And the doves are still cooing. But he doesn’t feel the peace that seems to ooze from his surroundings. He feels doubt and uncertainty. What to say to this woman? How much to tell her? All he knows for certain is that there are no good answers to those questions. Not in this situation.

A few minutes slowly pass. Then she’s back, smiling cautiously as she lays an A4 buff envelope on the table in front of him. ‘Here it is.’

He moves to pick it up, but she keeps her hand resting on it.

‘I’d prefer it if you didn’t read it until I’ve gone. I want you to study it carefully. I want you to give me your … dispassionate response.’

‘You think that’ll be possible? We’re talking about my sister. And how she died.’

‘I know this is hard for you. It’s hard for me too.’

‘I’ll tell it how I see it, Suzette. Is that good enough?’

She sits down again and takes her hand off the envelope. But he makes no further move towards it.

‘Do you mind if I smoke?’

‘Go ahead.’

She lights a low-tar Camel. The first draw she takes suggests it’s badly needed.

‘Monsieur Saidi seems to think someone might have forged my father’s confession, Stephen. I don’t know why. Do you have any ideas?’

‘I don’t see what anyone would have to gain from that.’

‘Neither do I.’

‘Does it read to you like his work?’

‘Yes. But … I have nothing to compare it with. The letter E is misaligned, though. And it was like that on Papa’s typewriter. I used to look over his shoulder as he typed letters and invoices and smell the smoke from his cigarette propped on the ashtray by his elbow. Imported Rothmans. The ashtray was Bakelite. It had a picture of Cagayous in the saucer. A cartoon character from Algerian newspapers back about a hundred years ago. It must already have been an antique when Papa first got hold of it. He liked things like that. He liked the past. Well, parts of the past.’

She’s been speaking in an increasingly dreamy tone. But now, with an almost physical effort, she focuses her thoughts. ‘Who told you my father had been killed, Stephen?’

‘Er … I got a letter from his assistant in the bookshop.’

‘Riad Nedjar?’

‘That’s him.’

‘Did you ever hear from him again?’

‘Nedjar? I can’t say I did. Are you in touch with him?’

‘No. He emptied the apartment after Papa was killed and sent us some of his possessions. They didn’t include the typewriter. Too bulky, I imagine. And there would have been no reason for him to think we wanted it anyway. I don’t remember the details of it all and Maman doesn’t seem to either. We were both … very upset.’

‘Naturally.’

‘Anyway, I’m wondering if Nedjar knew anything about Papa writing this … confession.’

‘I thought it had been hidden.’

‘According to Monsieur Saidi, yes. He didn’t say where exactly. Under the floorboards, maybe. I don’t know. But Nedjar was the only friend Papa had left by the end. So …’

‘Does he still live in Algiers?’

‘Apparently not. I made enquiries. It seems he left the country a few months after Papa was killed.’ She shrugs. ‘Everyone who could leave was leaving then. The nineties in Algeria were … madness.’

‘Do you know where he went?’

‘France is the obvious answer. But he speaks English as well as French. Papa taught him the language. He speaks it well. So, he could be in this country. Or the US, maybe. He could be anywhere. But as for how Papa was living in those months after Maman and I left … he’s probably the only one who could tell us. And there’s not much chance of finding him.’

‘I guess not.’

‘I’m not sure I want Monsieur Saidi making money out of my father’s confession, Stephen, even if he shares it with me. And especially not if there’s any doubt about whether the confession is genuine.’

‘I’ll read it, Suzette. And I’ll tell you what I honestly think. That’s really all I can do.’

‘Of course.’ She stubs out her cigarette. ‘Can you phone me … as soon as you’ve been through it? I’m staying at a hotel the other side of Basingstoke. Tylney Hall. You know it?’

‘I know of it.’ Gray picks up the envelope and prises back the flap, gauging the number of sheets it contains. ‘I’ll aim to call you in the morning.’

She nods. ‘OK.’

They go out through the house, Gray fetching his phone so they can swap numbers. He notices her noticing how dilapidated the interior is. ‘It’s a work in progress,’ he says with a rueful smile.

‘Did your father live here alone?’

‘Yes. My mother died many years ago. She never recovered from losing Harriet.’

‘I’m sorry. I think Papa may have mentioned that.’

‘Don’t worry.’

‘Did your father … ever recover … properly?’

‘He … coped, I suppose you could say.’

‘And you?’

‘Things happen to you in life, Suzette. You can’t make them unhappen. I’m sure you don’t need me to tell you that.’

‘No. Of course. I understand.’

And about that at least Gray is in no doubt.




THREE

AN HOUR LATER, SUZETTE FONTAINE IS GAZING FROM THE WINDOW OF her room at Tylney Hall, out across the orderly parkland of the hotel’s grounds. All is green and somnolent in the golden late afternoon light. The contrast with the clamour and stridency of her native Algiers couldn’t be greater. It’s such a different world it could be a different planet. But it’s very much the planet she lives on, more than a quarter of a century after abandoning her homeland for the comfort and safety of France.

And comfort and safety are, she’s well aware, what she should be governed by. As far as she is concerned, her meeting with Stephen Gray went as well as she could have hoped, allowing for her ambivalence about what conclusion she wants him to reach regarding her father’s confession. She didn’t tell Stephen Gray that Saidi’s lawyers have made it as obvious as lawyers can that their client actually wants her to say the confession is a fake – and for this she will receive ‘compensation’ much greater than her theoretical share of the proceeds from selling it to the media. Theoretical, because, of course, it won’t be sold. That’s as clear as day to her. She’s effectively going to be paid to deny her father wrote the document. It’s basically as simple as that. Though as to why … there simplicity gives way to a tangle of speculation.

She can’t help wondering whether her current financial difficulties are known to Coqblin & Baudouin’s client. The insolvency of Vincent’s gallery business, coming hard on the heels of the accusation that he was acting as a high-class fence for forged artworks, attracted a slew of lurid if short-lived publicity. Their separation is probably known as well, though the scale of the debts she’s run up trying to sustain herself and her children probably isn’t. It could be guessed, though. It could be surmised by anyone with an interest in calculating how susceptible she’d be to a certain kind of offer: just the kind of offer, in fact – implicit, discreet and hedged about with well-turned legalese – that she’s recently received.

She knows what her mother thinks she should do. She can still hear the exact note of exasperation mixed with insistence in Maman’s voice when they last spoke. ‘It is not important why Saidi wants you to agree the document is a forgery, Suzette. Look where asking that kind of question got your father. Focus on what is best for you and the children. That is all you should be thinking about. Say what Saidi wants you to say and let him compensate you.’ The policy of not asking awkward questions has served Maman well in her marriage to Kermadec. (Suzette only ever thinks of her stepfather by his surname, and refuses to call him Papa or Gérard when they meet, which is seldom. She suspects he’s not just a shady businessman, but probably an out-and-out crook. She dislikes him intensely and, worse still, he knows it. Indeed, he seems to take some perverse pleasure in it.) ‘This is actually good news, ma chère. Surely you can see that? It will make things easier for you. And for Timothée and Élodie. You should be putting them first. Besides, I do not believe for an instant your father wrote the document. So, there really is no problem, is there?’

No problem? If only that were so. Her mother is an expert in reinvention. She remembers her appointments with her beautician and hairdresser more accurately than her own past. After they left Algiers, Suzette hoped and prayed every day her father would join them in Marseille. But he never came. And when news of his death reached them, she could see Maman was actually relieved. As a relatively young widow, she had many more options than as the wife of an absent husband. Kermadec was already waiting in the wings. It was time to move on.

But not for Suzette. It wasn’t then. It isn’t now. If the document Coqblin & Baudouin sent her is genuine, it’s a message from her father she can’t ignore. It amounts to the story of his life – and death.

What will Gray say? If he denounces the confession as a forgery on the grounds that it contains manifest untruths about his late sister, then the problem is solved for her. But if he says everything about it rings true to him, she’ll have to decide what she’s going to do.

That won’t be easy. The name Haddad that appears many times in the document seems to her to have been substituted for a different name erased from her copy. It doesn’t contain the letter E, of course, which is consistently misaligned elsewhere, and may have been chosen for that reason. Even without that to go on, though, the letters in Haddad are just a fraction more sharply defined than in other words. But if it is a substitution, whose name isn’t she supposed to see? And why?

This is exactly the kind of question Maman cautioned her against asking. And she’s tried to take her advice, she really has. She crosses the room to the bedside table, picks up her phone and checks for messages. Élodie has sent her a picture of the octopus salad lunch she’s enjoying with her friends at a taverna on Mykonos. Laughing and carefree, full of holiday spirit, she knows nothing of the fragility of her future. Suzette sends a brief reply, trying to sound carefree herself.

There’s no message from Timothée, which isn’t surprising. Their relationship is increasingly fraught. Timothée blames her for the split with his father, doubly so because he can’t actually find a reason to blame her. Vincent was the one doing deals with crooks, after all, not her. Somehow, though, that doesn’t matter.

Their most recent argument happened because she made the stupid mistake of allowing herself to be provoked by his assertion that ‘her kind of people’ – by which he apparently meant French colonists in North Africa – were ultimately responsible for Islamist terrorism in France. The fact that it was no more her choice to be born in Algeria than it was his not to be counted for nothing.

She wishes now she hadn’t ended up shouting at him. She can still see the telltale edge of a smirk at the corners of his mouth as he looked blankly at her, before shrugging and ambling out of the house.

Suzette sighs and puts the phone back down. Lying on the bed is the envelope containing her copy of her father’s confession. His supposed confession. ‘Oh, Papa,’ she murmurs, dreaming for a second she really can speak to him, even though the last words they exchanged were on a bad telephone line between Algiers and Marseille a few days before he was killed in February 1994. So long ago. But sharper in her memory than most of every day since.

She sits on the bed and slides the document out of the envelope. Are these pages she holds in her hands really copies of pages her father fed into his typewriter and filled with his words as he sat alone in their Algiers apartment and waited for the end? Or are they artful forgeries, produced to order to serve some sinister purpose in the present day?

She doesn’t know the answer. But she knows, as she starts reading the words once again – which she can’t seem to stop herself doing – what she feels.
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J’AVOUE

I’m like a fly trapped in an upturned glass. I can see out, but I can’t leave. I should have left with Monique and Suzette when I still had the chance. I’m not sure why I didn’t. I said I had to look after the bookshop. Monique said I was crazy. She was right. Who was I kidding? They burnt me out a few weeks later. Le Chélifère up in flames. Just a shell left. The books reduced to ashes. A few scorched covers. But the pages – and the words on them – all gone.

Riad got rid of the debris. Cleared the place out and made it secure. I don’t know how. I didn’t ask. I’d got the message by then. Should have sooner. When they started growing their beards and dressing like Afghans the writing was on the wall. Then the killings began. They started with Boudiaf. He was the first honest leader this country’s ever had. No wonder he had to go. Shot dead on live television by one of his bodyguards. Next came the intellectuals: writers, journalists, university lecturers; and booksellers, of course. Shooting the messenger is standard practice. I really should have been able to work that out. But I didn’t believe things could fall apart so quickly.

They gave me plenty of hints. Not subtle ones either. Hissing and drawing their fingers across their throats as I walked past in the street should have told me what they had in mind for anyone like me, dressed in western clothes, speaking French and English, daring to sell European books. I was in their sights.

Riad told me as much. Close Le Chélifère and clear out was his advice. Which would have put him out of a job. But he reckoned that was better than coming in one day to find me lying dead in the doorway. A less provocative window display would help, he said, if I was determined to go on trading. But what could be less provocative than Dumas and Zola? I’d even moved Camus to a high shelf in a shadowy corner. Riad wasn’t sure. Tintin, maybe. Or maybe no books at all.

Well, there are no books now. And he’s lost his job anyway. He’s found another, though. Clerk at Hasnaoui’s warehouse. Which doesn’t stop him delivering food to me and stopping to chat – or mostly just listen while I talk. He’s a good man, Riad. A gentle soul. But he doesn’t have any illusions. Algeria’s gone mad, as he sees it. Lost its collective reason. The killings don’t serve any purpose. They’re just a symptom of the madness.

Riad’s the only person I speak to now, apart from occasional phone calls to Monique and Suzette. I can’t always get a line. Or an answer. And Riad thinks using the phone at all is risky. I think he’s exaggerating. I’m not the target of some kind of organized manhunt. As long as I stay in the apartment, I’m safe.

But what does safe mean? What’s the difference between safety and imprisonment? Precious little as far as I can see.

So, here I am, wandering the five small rooms of our apartment – six, if you count the tiny entrance hallway. It actually seems quite big to me now I have it to myself. I sleep in Suzette’s old room. I feel less lonely in her bed than in the one I shared with Monique. When I wake, the sun’s often shining on the wall by the door, where I can see the lines we pencilled on the plaster to record Suzette’s height as she grew up.

I read a lot. Reread, actually. I’ve never kept many books here, so the list isn’t long. Nothing highbrow. The complete Sherlock Holmes short stories and a sizeable chunk of Maigret is basically what it amounts to. Plus copies of Le Monde and the International Herald Tribune Riad buys under the counter from a contact at the airport to keep me in touch with the outside world.

I can tell the time now, almost to the minute, by the way the sun works its way round the apartment. I’ve become sensitive to any change in the weather. Even variations in traffic noise give me clues to what’s going on in the city around me.

And then there are the pigeons. I can hear their cooing and the explosive flapping of their wings as they take off from their rooftop perches. Sometimes they land on the balcony. But I don’t go out there in daylight, so I just cock my head like they do and fix their beady eye with mine through the glass. When they realize there aren’t going to be any breadcrumbs, they give up and fly away.

I wish I could give up and fly away.

From one end of the balcony, if I lean out over the railings, I can see the Martyrs’ Memorial up on the southern heights above Sidi M’Hamed. I haven’t gone out there to look at it for a long time now. The design has always troubled me. It looks like some cloaked and cowled phantom surveying the city, waiting to devour its citizens. But they’re doing a good job of devouring themselves now. They’ll have to build another memorial soon, to another generation of martyrs.

No one learns anything from history in Algeria. They just keep repeating it in ever more exaggerated forms. I wish I’d never come to the country. I’ve had many happy times here. But the horror this place generates blots out everything else eventually. You can’t survive it. You can only flee. And it’s too late for me to do that.

In a sense, my fate was written before I was born. My father worked in Naval Intelligence during the Second World War. He met and fell in love with a beautiful secretary at Free French HQ in London. They married in 1941 and I was born the following year.

They were often apart in the early years of their marriage. After the war, when life was less exciting and Dad began his transition into a crusty tweed-jacketed schoolmaster, Maman started to feel bored and stifled. England in the late forties and early fifties wasn’t the place for her. She left when I was twelve. Moved back to Paris. Took an Italian lover. Lived ‘la belle vie’. It all sounded wonderfully exotic to the teenage me. And I missed her badly. More than I could ever tell Dad, especially after they were divorced and he married Marjorie, the school matron. I nicknamed her Margarine: a tasteless substitute for the real thing.

In Paris, Maman dressed more elegantly than she ever did in England, chain-smoked Disque Bleus, drank like a fish and spent most of her time shopping. Giuseppe was besotted and denied her nothing. He was some kind of businessman. I never worked out what kind exactly. He often had to go to Milan at short notice. He wore smart suits, drove a Maserati and smoked cigars. They lived in an apartment on the Île St-Louis. To me their life seemed impossibly glamorous, though a few overheard rows suggested it was no idyll. There was a problem with unpaid bills. And another problem called Isabella who lived in Milan.

I tried to ignore all that. Giuseppe was entertaining and generous. And I wanted to spend as much time in Maman’s world as I could. My love for France, I realize now, was just a larger version of my love for her. I think I always knew, somewhere deep down, that I wouldn’t have her for long.

I went up to Cambridge in 1961. To read Modern Languages. French, obviously. I already had my sights set on a postgraduate place at the Sorbonne. But I’d only been there a couple of weeks when my tutor summoned me with bad news. Giuseppe had phoned the college to say Maman was gravely ill in hospital after falling down the stairs in their apartment building. I should go at once.

I tried to call Giuseppe, but got no answer. I called Dad and was amazed to discover Giuseppe hadn’t thought to inform him what had happened. Not that he seemed particularly interested. All he said was that it would probably be a good thing if I went to Paris to ‘represent the family’. I set off early the following morning.

It was a difficult journey from London onwards. I was so distracted thinking about Maman I got on the wrong branch of the Northern Line and missed my train at Charing Cross by five minutes. The weather worsened and the next ferry from Folkestone was delayed for hours. It was already getting dark when we docked in Boulogne. And it was gone nine o’clock when the train rolled into the Gare du Nord in Paris.

This is a roundabout way of explaining how I found myself in Paris on the night of 17 October 1961. It was just a date at the time. An ordinary Tuesday. I didn’t know it was going to earn an infamous place in history. Or that I was going to see that history unfold. Right in front of me.

In his call to the college Giuseppe had said Maman was in the Hôtel-Dieu hospital on the Île de la Cité. I still hadn’t been able to speak to him. And a call I’d made to the hospital while waiting for the train in Boulogne had been cut off after the phone had swallowed all my coins. So I had no idea how she was. I was in a state of high anxiety as well as exhaustion when I got on the Métro at the Gare du Nord.

I should have got off at Cité, right by the hospital. But I decided to go on to the next stop, St-Michel. I needed to walk a little and breathe some fresh air before facing whatever was waiting for me at the Hôtel-Dieu.

Big mistake.

The first inkling I had that this wasn’t a normal night in Paris was the sight of a man on the platform at St-Michel with blood streaming from a wound to his head. He looked Algerian. So did quite a few other people around him. They were talking excitably. They looked … frightened.

I’d followed the war in Algeria more closely than most in England partly because my mother was French and partly because she wasn’t short of opinions on how the rebellion should be dealt with. It’s fair to say she wasn’t sympathetic to the Algerian cause. But the general assumption was that France would eventually grant them independence and withdraw from the country. De Gaulle’s government was in talks with the Algerian liberation army, the FLN. A peace treaty was in the offing.

But there was no peace that night. I emerged from the Métro station into a scene of carnage. A mass of Algerian demonstrators had been hemmed in by the police. Like me, they were trying to cross the Pont St-Michel and as I made my way towards the river I was immediately caught up in something between a battle and a riot.

I turned east, thinking I could cross by the Petit Pont further upstream. But everything got much worse very quickly. There were sirens and whistles and shouts and screams and the sound of windows being smashed. There were occasional cracks of gunfire as well. Groups of Algerians were fleeing from attacks by baton-wielding police. I was jostled and barged and nearly thrown off my feet. To add to it all it was raining heavily. We were splashing through deep puddles red with blood, stepping on abandoned hats, scarves, even shoes. I couldn’t really believe what was happening around me. I couldn’t really believe I was in Paris rather than Algiers. It was as if war had broken out around me.

There was no chance of crossing by the Petit Pont. As I tried to pick my way through the mayhem, I looked ahead and saw Algerians being literally thrown off the bridge by police officers. I saw one policeman beating the hands of a protester who was clinging on to the parapet until he let go and disappeared into the water. Glancing downstream, I saw similar scenes playing out on the Pont St-Michel. The river was high and flowing fast. The protesters who fell or were thrown in were swept away, vanishing into the darkness.

I was still stumbling towards the Petit Pont, dazed by the shock of what I was seeing, when a policeman lunged at me. He took a swing at my head with his baton, but I managed to get my arm in the way, though the pain of the blow made me think he’d broken it. Then he spat at me. I think I just stared at him, too taken aback even to run away.

And then, luckily for me, another policeman stepped between us. He shouted to his colleague that I obviously wasn’t an Algerian, although the word he used wasn’t ‘Algérien’. I explained as best I could that I was English, trying to reach the Hôpital Hôtel-Dieu, where my mother was a patient. And he was suddenly transformed from a baton-wielding thug into something closer to my bobby on a bike vision of police officers. He took me by the arm and led me through the police lines and over the bridge, completely ignoring the vicious assaults on demonstrators that were going on all around us, in fact steering me gently and adroitly between them.

‘Qu’est-ce qui se passe?’ I asked as another couple of hapless souls were thrown screaming and bleeding off the bridge right in front of us.

‘Un nettoyage en retard,’ I remember he replied. The phrase sounded almost innocent. An overdue clean-up. Apparently, that was all I was seeing. Some Parisian street-cleaning. A little necessary housekeeping. Nothing for me to worry about now I was in his care.

He took me as far as the hospital entrance and left me there. I didn’t realize until I went in that there was blood on my face. I couldn’t have said how it got there. At first, I was taken for walking wounded from the riot. I glimpsed several figures on stretchers who looked a lot worse off than me. Eventually, I managed to explain why I had actually come.

A nurse consulted a list. I watched her finger work its way down the names. Then her finger stopped.

And I knew at once by the expression on her face that I was too late.

It seems almost criminal that my beautiful and cultured mother should have died because she fell down a flight of stairs while drunk at the age of forty-four. She could easily still be alive today. She’d only be in her mid-seventies. But she died that night, 17 October 1961, without regaining consciousness.

I can’t recall what happened over the next twenty-four hours with much clarity. Various aunts and uncles came to lend support to Giuseppe and me. He basically disintegrated, which somehow obliged me to cope on a practical level, even though my emotions were in turmoil. The gardienne of the apartment block stepped in to manage many things that needed managing with quiet efficiency.

I stayed in Paris until after the funeral, which was fixed for the following Monday. As for the violence on the streets, at first I literally forgot about it. It was several days before I was in any state to understand what I’d been caught up in. And then the official version of events seemed totally out of kilter with what I’d seen. A few Algerians killed and wounded, several policemen injured. I knew that couldn’t be right.

The press didn’t believe it either. Awkward questions were being asked. Why had the police fired on unarmed and peaceful demonstrators? What was the true scale of fatalities? On the TV I saw hundreds of arrested demonstrators being loaded on to planes at Orly airport for deportation back to Algeria. I started to tell Uncle Benoît – my mother’s older brother – what I’d witnessed being done to them on the streets and he exploded with rage, saying deportation was too good for them. The FLN had been murdering police officers on their way to or from work for the past two months. There had to be retribution for that. When I suggested it wasn’t FLN gunmen the police had attacked on the night, just ordinary Algerian immigrants, he grew angrier still and demanded to know whose side I was on. If we’d been in his house rather than my mother’s apartment, I think he’d have thrown me out.

But that was Uncle Benoît. He had a softer side. I remember him putting his gigantic arm round me at Maman’s graveside as brown leaves skittered across Père-Lachaise cemetery beneath an autumnally grey sky and tears welled in my eyes. They were welling in his as well. He didn’t say a word and he didn’t need to. He was always a better communicator when he didn’t speak.

When I got back to England, I discovered no one knew anything about
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