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Praise for After the Crash

‘A novel so extraordinary that it reminded me of reading Stieg Larsson for the very first time. Bussi’s novel brings with it the same thrill of discovering a truly original voice … It is one of the most remarkable books I’ve read in a long time; Bussi breaks every rule in the book, but I doubt I’ll read a more brilliant crime novel this year’

Joan Smith, Sunday Times

‘There’s a great premise to this thriller, which is already a huge bestseller in the author’s native France … You find yourself quite frantic to know the truth, before this cleverly constructed, smart mystery concludes by delivering a delicious sting in the tail’

Deirdre O’Brien, Sunday Mirror

‘A richly satisfying story about the sole survivor of an airline crash … an old-fashioned puzzle in the manner of a mystery from the Golden Age of crime … hugely enjoyable’

Eilis O’Hanlon, Irish Independent

‘Thriller of the Month … A suspense novel that’s been on the bestseller list for two years in France’

Joanne Finney, Good Housekeeping

‘After the Crash will keep you solidly gripped for its total duration. [The] provocative premise – and its aftermath in the present – sets in motion a truly compelling tale by the talented Michel Bussi, a writer who well knows exactly how to keep the reader turning page after page even when it’s past time to turn out that bedside lamp’

Barry Forshaw, Good Book Guide

‘An original voice … [Bussi] borrows elements from old-fashioned clue-puzzle mysteries to provide a breathtakingly suspenseful thriller … extraordinary’

Meadhbh McGrath, tn2 Magazine

‘An absolutely brilliant psychological thriller that makes you question everything you uncover about the story … I devoured this book and knew from early on that I wouldn’t be able to put it down until Lylie’s identity was revealed’

Zoe Page, The Bookbag

‘Splendidly engineered … a compulsive page-turner’

Maxim Jakubowski, Lovereading


For Malou, little dragonfly born with this story
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23 December, 1980, 12.33 a.m.

The Airbus 5403, flying from Istanbul to Paris, suddenly plummeted. In a dive lasting less than ten seconds, the plane sank over three thousand feet, before stabilising once again. Most of the passengers had been asleep. They woke abruptly, with the terrifying sensation that they had nodded off while strapped to a rollercoaster.

Izel was woken not by the turbulence, but by the screaming. After nearly three years spent travelling the world with Turkish Airlines, she was used to a few jolts. She had been on a break, asleep for less than twenty minutes, and had scarcely opened her eyes when her colleague Meliha thrust her aged, fleshy bosom towards her.

‘Izel? Izel? Hurry up! This is serious. There’s a big storm outside. Zero visibility, according to the captain. You take one aisle and I’ll take the other.’

Izel’s face bore the weary expression of an experienced air hostess who wasn’t about to panic over such a small thing. She got up from her seat, adjusted her suit, pulling slightly at the hem of her skirt, then moved towards the right-hand aisle.

The passengers were no longer screaming, and they looked more surprised than worried as the aeroplane continued to pitch. Izel went from one person to the next, calmly reassuring them: ‘Everything’s fine. Don’t worry. We’re just going through a little snowstorm over the Jura mountains. We’ll be in Paris in less than an hour.’

Izel’s smile wasn’t forced. Her mind was already wandering towards Paris. She would stay there for three days, until Christmas, and she was giddy with excitement at the prospect.

She addressed her words of comfort in turn to a ten-year-old boy holding tightly to his grandmother’s hand, a handsome young businessman with a rumpled shirt, a Turkish woman wearing a veil, and an old man curled up fearfully with his hands between his knees. He shot her an imploring look.

‘Everything’s fine, honestly.’

Izel was calmly proceeding down the aisle when the Airbus lurched sideways again. A few people screamed. ‘When do we start doing the loop-the-loop?’ shouted a young man sitting to her right, who was holding a Walkman, his voice full of false cheer.

A trickle of nervous laughter was drowned out almost immediately by the screams of a young baby. The child was lying in a carrycot just a few feet in front of Izel – a little girl, only a few months old, wearing a white dress with orange flowers under a knitted beige jumper.

‘No, madame,’ Izel called out. ‘No!’

The mother, sitting next to the baby, was unbuckling her belt so she could lean over to her daughter.

‘No, madame,’ Izel insisted. ‘You must keep your seatbelt on. It’s very important …’

The woman did not even bother turning around, never mind replying to the air hostess. Her long hair fell over the carrycot. The baby screamed even louder. Izel, unsure what to do, moved towards them.

The plane plunged again. Three seconds, maybe another 3,000 feet.

There were a few brief screams, but most of the passengers were silent. Dumbstruck. They knew now that the aeroplane’s movements were not merely due to bad weather. Jolted by the dive, Izel fell sideways. Her elbow hit the Walkman, smashing it into the young guy’s chest. She straightened up again immediately, not even taking the time to apologise. In front of her, the three-month-old girl was still crying. Her mother was leaning over her again, unbuckling the child’s seatbelt.

‘No, madame! No …’

Cursing, Izel tugged her skirt back down over her laddered tights. What a nightmare. She would have earned those three days of pleasure in Paris …

Everything happened very fast after that.

For a brief moment, Izel thought she could hear another baby crying, like an echo, somewhere else on the aeroplane, further off to her left. The Walkman guy’s hand brushed her nylon-covered thighs. The old Turkish man had put one arm around his veiled wife’s shoulder and was holding the other one up, as if begging Izel to do something. The baby’s mother had stood up and was reaching over to pick up her daughter, freed now from the straps of the carrycot.

These were the last things Izel saw before the Airbus smashed into the mountainside.

The collision propelled Izel thirty feet across the floor, into the emergency exit. Her two shapely legs were twisted like those of a plastic doll in the hands of a sadistic child; her slender chest was crushed against metal; her left temple exploded against the corner of the door.

Izel was killed instantly. In that sense, she was luckier than most.

She did not see the lights go out. She did not see the aeroplane being mangled and squashed like a tin can as it crashed into the forest, the trees sacrificing themselves one by one as the Airbus gradually slowed.

And, when everything had finally stopped, she did not detect the spreading smell of kerosene. She felt no pain when the explosion ripped apart her body, along with those of the other twenty-three passengers who were closest to the blast.

She did not scream when flames filled the cabin, trapping the one hundred and forty-five survivors.


Eighteen Years Later
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29 September, 1998, 11.40 p.m.

Now you know everything.

Crédule Grand-Duc lifted his pen and stared into the clear water at the base of the large vivarium just in front of him. For a few moments, his eyes followed the despairing flight of the Harlequin dragonfly that had cost him almost 2,500 francs less than three weeks ago. A rare species, one of the world’s largest dragonflies, an exact replica of its prehistoric ancestor. The huge insect flew from one glass wall to another, through a frenzied swarm of dozens of other dragonflies. Prisoners. Trapped.

They all sensed they were dying.

Pen touched paper once again. Crédule Grand-Duc’s hand shook nervously as he wrote.

In this notebook, I have reviewed all the clues, all the leads, all the theories I have found in eighteen years of investigation. It is all here, in these hundred or so pages. If you have read them carefully, you will now know as much as I do. Perhaps you will be more perceptive than me? Perhaps you will find something I have missed? The key to the mystery, if one exists. Perhaps …

For me, it’s over.

The pen hesitated again, and was held trembling just an inch above the paper. Crédule Grand-Duc’s blue eyes stared emptily into the still waters of the vivarium, then turned their gaze towards the fireplace where large flames were devouring a tangle of newspapers, files and cardboard archive boxes. Finally, he looked down again and continued.

It would be an exaggeration to say that I have no regrets, but I have done my best.

Crédule Grand-Duc stared at this last line for a long time, then slowly closed the pale green notebook.

11.43 p.m.

He placed the pen in a pot on the desk, and stuck a yellow Post-it note to the cover of the notebook. Then he picked up a felt tip and wrote on the Post-it, in large letters, for Lylie. He pushed the notebook to the edge of the desk and stood up.

Grand-Duc’s gaze lingered for a few moments on the copper plaque in front of him: CRÉDULE GRAND-DUC, PRIVATE DETECTIVE. He smiled ironically. Everybody called him Grand-Duc nowadays, and they had done for some time. Nobody – apart from Emilie and Marc Vitral – used his ludicrous first name. Anyway, that was before, when they were younger. An eternity ago.

Grand-Duc walked towards the kitchen. He took one last look at the grey, stainless-steel sink, the white octagonal tiles on the floor, and the pale wood cupboards, their doors closed. Everything was in perfect order, clean and tidy; every trace of his previous life had been carefully wiped away, as if this were a rented house that had to be returned to its owner. Grand-Duc was a meticulous man and always would be, until his dying breath. He knew that. That explained many things. Everything, in fact.

He turned and walked back towards the fireplace until he could feel the heat on his hands. He leaned down and threw two archive boxes into the flames, then stepped back to avoid the shower of sparks.

A dead end.

He had devoted thousands of hours to this case, examining each clue in the most minute detail. All those clues, those notes, all that research was now going up in smoke. Every trace of this investigation would disappear in the space of a few hours.

Eighteen years of work for nothing. His whole life was summarised in this auto-da-fé, to which he was the only witness.

11.49 p.m.

In fourteen minutes, Lylie would be eighteen years old, officially at least … Who was she? Even now, he still couldn’t be certain. It was a one-in-two chance, just as it had been on that very first day. Heads or tails.

Lyse-Rose or Emilie?

He had failed. Mathilde de Carville had spent a fortune – eighteen years’ worth of salary – for nothing.

Grand-Duc returned to the desk and poured himself another glass of Vin Jaune. From the special reserve of Monique Genevez, aged for fifteen years: this was, perhaps, the single good memory he had retained from this investigation. He smiled as he brought the glass of wine to his lips. A far cry from the caricature of the ageing alcoholic detective, Grand-Duc was more the type of man to dip sparingly into his wine cellar, and only on special occasions. Lylie’s birthday, tonight, was a very special occasion. It also marked the final minutes of his life.

The detective drained the glass of wine in a single mouthful.

This was one of the few sensations he would miss: the inimitable taste of this distinctive yellow wine burning deliciously as it moved through his body, allowing him to forget for a moment this obsession, the unsolvable mystery to which he had devoted his life.

Grand-Duc put the glass back on the desk and picked up the pale green notebook, wondering whether to open it one last time. He looked at the yellow Post-it: for Lylie.

This was what would remain: this notebook, these pages, written over the last few days … For Lylie, for Marc, for Mathilde de Carville, for Nicole Vitral, for the police and the lawyers, and whoever else wished to explore this endless hall of mirrors.

It was a spellbinding read, without a doubt. A masterpiece. A thrilling mystery to take your breath away. And it was all there … except for the end.

He had written a thriller that was missing its final page, a whodunit in which the last five lines had been erased.

Future readers would probably think themselves cleverer than him. They would undoubtedly believe that they could succeed where he had failed, that they could find the solution.

For many years he had believed the same thing. He had always felt certain that proof must exist somewhere, that the equation could be resolved. It was a feeling, only a feeling, but it wouldn’t go away … That certainty had been what had driven him on until this deadline: today, Lylie’s eighteenth birthday. But perhaps it was only his subconscious that had kept this illusion alive, to prevent him from falling into utter despair. It would have been so cruel to have spent all those years searching for the key to a problem that had no solution.

The detective re-read his final words: I have done my best.

Grand-Duc decided not to tidy up the empty bottle and the used glass. The police and the forensics people examining his body a few hours from now would not be worried about an unwashed glass. His blood and his brains would be splashed in a thick puddle across this mahogany desk and these polished floorboards. And should his disappearance not be noticed for a while, which seemed highly likely (who would miss him, after all?), it would be the stench of his corpse that would alert the neighbours.

In the hearth, he noticed a scrap of cardboard that had escaped the flames. He bent down and threw it into the fire.

Slowly, Grand-Duc moved towards the mahogany writing desk that occupied the corner of the room facing the fireplace. He opened the middle drawer and took his revolver from its leather holster. It was a Mateba, in mint condition, its grey metal barrel glimmering in the firelight. The detective’s hand probed more deeply inside the desk and brought out three 38mm bullets. With a practised movement he spun the cylinder and gently inserted the bullets.

One would be enough, even given his relatively inebriated state, even though he would probably tremble and hesitate. Because he would undoubtedly manage to press the gun to his temple, hold it firmly, and squeeze the trigger. He couldn’t miss, even with the contents of a bottle of wine in his bloodstream.

He placed the revolver on the desk, opened the left-hand drawer, and took out a newspaper: a very old and yellowed copy of Est Républicain. This macabre set-piece had been in his mind for months, a symbolic ritual that would help him to end it all, to rise above the labyrinth for ever.

11.54 p.m.

The detective glanced over at the vivarium, where the dragonflies were making their dirgelike rattles and hums. The power supply had been off for the last thirty minutes. Deprived of oxygen and food, the dragonflies would not survive the week. And he had spent so much money buying the rarest and oldest species; he had spent hours, years of his life, looking after the vivarium, feeding them, breeding them, even employing someone to look after them when he was away.

All that effort, just to let them die.

It’s actually quite an agreeable feeling, Grand-Duc thought, to sit in judgement on the life and death of another: to protect only in order to condemn, to give hope in order to sacrifice. To play with fate, like a cunning, capricious god. After all, he too had been the victim of just such a sadistic deity.

Crédule Grand-Duc sat on the chair behind the desk and unfolded the copy of the Est Républicain, dated 23 December, 1980. Once again, he read the front page: ‘The Miracle of Mont Terrible’.

Beneath the banner headline was a rather blurred photograph showing the carcass of a crashed aeroplane, uprooted trees, snow muddied by rescue workers. Under the photograph, the disaster was described in a few lines:

The Airbus 5403, flying from Istanbul to Paris, crashed into Mont Terri, on the Franco-Swiss border, last night. Of the 169 passengers and flight crew on board, 168 were killed upon impact or perished in the flames. The sole survivor was a baby, three months old, thrown from the plane when it collided with the mountainside, before the cabin was consumed by fire.

When Grand-Duc died, he would fall forwards onto the front page of this newspaper. His blood would redden the photograph of the tragedy that had taken place eighteen years earlier, it would mingle with the blood of those one hundred and sixty-eight victims. He would be found this way, a few days or a few weeks later. No one would mourn him. Certainly not the de Carvilles. Perhaps the Vitrals would feel sad at his passing? Emilie, Marc … Nicole in particular.

He would be found, and the notebook would be given to Lylie: the story of her short life. His testament.

Grand-Duc looked at his reflection one more time in the copper plaque, and felt almost proud. It was a good ending: much better than what had gone before.

11.57 p.m.

It was time.

He carefully positioned the newspaper in front of him, moved his chair forward and took a firm grip of the revolver. His palms were sweaty. Slowly he lifted his arm.

He shivered, in spite of himself, when the cold metal of the gun barrel touched his temple. But he was ready.

He tried to empty his mind, not to think about the bullet, an inch or two from his brain, that would smash through his skull and kill him …

His index finger bent around the trigger. All he had to do now was squeeze and it would all be over.

Eyes open or closed?

A bead of sweat rolled down his forehead and fell onto the newspaper.

Eyes open. Now do it.

He leaned forward. For the final time, his gaze rested on the photograph of the burnt-out cabin, and the other photograph of the fireman standing in front of the hospital in Montbéliard, carefully holding that bluish body. The miracle baby.

His index finger tightened around the trigger.

11.58 p.m.

His eyes were lost in the black ink of the newspaper’s front page. Everything blurred. The bullet would perforate his temple, without the slightest resistance. All he had to do was squeeze a little harder, just a fraction of an inch. He stared into eternity. The black ink below him came into focus again, as if he were playing with the lens of a camera. This would be his final view of the world, before everything went dark for ever.

His finger. The trigger.

His eyes wide open.

Grand-Duc felt an electric shock run through him. Something unimaginable had just happened.

Because what he was looking at was impossible. He knew that perfectly well.

His finger relaxed its pressure slightly.

To begin with, Grand-Duc thought it must be an illusion, a hallucination provoked by his imminent death, some kind of defence mechanism dreamed up by his brain …

But no. What he had seen, what he read in that newspaper, was real. The paper was yellowed by age, the ink somewhat smeared, and yet there could be no doubt whatsoever.

It was all there.

The detective’s mind started working frantically. He had come up with so many theories over the years of the investigation, hundreds of them. But now he knew where to begin, which thread to pull, the whole tangled web came apart with disconcerting simplicity.

It was all so obvious.

He lowered his pistol and laughed like a madman.

11.59 p.m.

He had done it!

The solution to the mystery had been here, on the front page of this newspaper, from the very beginning. And yet it had been absolutely impossible to discover this solution at the time, eighteen years ago. Everyone had read this newspaper, pored over it, analysed it thousands of times, but no one could possibly have guessed the truth, back in 1980, or during the years that followed.

The solution was so obvious: it jumped out at you … but on one condition.

The newspaper had to be looked at eighteen years later.
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2 October, 1998, 8.27 a.m.

Were they lovers, or brother and sister?

The question had been nagging at Mariam for almost a month. She ran the Lenin Bar, at the crossroads of Avenue de Stalingrad and Rue de la Liberté, a few yards from the forecourt of the University of Paris VIII in Saint-Denis. At this hour of the morning, the bar was still mostly empty, and Mariam took advantage of the quiet to clean tabletops and arrange chairs.

The couple in question were sitting at the back of the café, as they usually did, near the window, at a tiny table for two, holding hands and looking deep into each other’s blue eyes.

Lovers?

Friends?

Siblings?

Mariam sighed. The lack of certainty bothered her. She generally had a keen instinct when it came to her students’ love lives. She snapped out of it: she still had to wipe down the tables and sweep the floor; in a few minutes, thousands of stressed students would rush from the metro station Saint-Denis – Université, the terminus of Line 13. The station had only been open for four months, but already it had transformed the local area.

Mariam had seen the University of Paris VIII slowly change from its rebellious beginnings as the great university of humanities, society and culture into a banal, well-behaved suburban learning centre. Nowadays, most professors sulked when they were assigned to Paris VIII. They would rather be at the Sorbonne, or even Jussieu. Before the metro station opened, the professors had had to cross through Saint-Denis, to see a little of the surrounding area, but now, with the metro, that too was over. The professors boarded the metro on Line 13 and were whisked off towards the libraries, laboratories, ministries and grand institutions of Parisian culture.

Mariam turned towards the counter to fetch a sponge, casting a furtive glance at the intriguing young couple: the pretty blonde girl and the strapping, spellbound boy. She felt almost haunted by them.

Who were they?

Mariam had never understood the workings of higher education, with its modules and examinations and strikes, but no one knew better than her what the students did during their break time. She had never read Robert Castel, Gilles Deleuze, Michel Foucault, or Jacques Lacan, the star professors of Paris VIII – at most, she might have seen them once or twice, in her bar or in the campus forecourt – but nevertheless she considered herself an expert in the analysis, sociology and philosophy of student love affairs. She was like a mother hen to some of her regulars, an agony aunt to others, helping them through their heartaches with professional skill.

But despite her experience, her famous intuition, she could not fathom the relationship between the couple at the window.

Emilie and Marc.

Shy lovers or affectionate relatives?

The uncertainty was maddening. Something about them didn’t fit. They looked so alike, yet they were so different. Mariam knew their first names: she knew the first names of all her regulars.

Marc, the boy, had been studying at Paris VIII for two years now, and he came to the Lenin almost every day. A tall boy, good-looking, but a little too nice, like a dishevelled ‘Little Prince’. Daydreamy, and somewhat gauche: the kind of provincial student who still didn’t know how things worked in Paris, and who lacked the money to look cool. As for his studies, he wasn’t a fanatic. As far as she understood, he was studying European Law, but for the past two years, he had seemed very calm and thoughtful. Now, Mariam understood why.

He had been waiting for her. His Emilie.

She had arrived this year, in September, so she must be two or three years younger than him.

They shared certain traits. That slightly common accent, which Mariam could not locate, but which was indisputably the same. And yet, in Emilie’s case, the accent somehow seemed wrong; it did not fit her personality. The same could be said of her name: Emilie was too ordinary, too bland for a girl like that. Emilie, like Marc, was blonde and, like Marc, she had blue eyes. But while Marc’s gestures and expressions were clumsy, simple, unoriginal, there was a je-ne-sais-quoi about Emilie, a strikingly different way of moving, a kind of nobility in the way she held her head, a pure-bred elegance and grace that seemed to suggest aristocratic genes, a privileged education.

And that was not the only mystery. In terms of money, Emilie’s standard of living appeared to be the very opposite of Marc’s. Mariam had a knack for evaluating, in an instant, the quality and cost of the clothing worn by her students, from H&M and Zara to Yves Saint Laurent.

Emilie did not wear Yves Saint Laurent, but she wasn’t far off. What she was wearing today – a simple, elegant orange silk blouse and a black, asymmetrical skirt – had undoubtedly cost a small fortune. Emilie and Marc might be from the same place, but they did not belong to the same world.

And yet they were inseparable.

There was a complicity between them that could not be created in only a few months at university. It was as if they had lived together all their lives, perceptible in the countless protective gestures that Marc made towards Emilie: a hand on her shoulder, a chair pulled out for her, a door held open, a glass filled without asking. It was the way a big brother would behave towards a little sister.

Mariam wiped down a chair and put it back in position, her mind still churning over the enigma of Marc and Emilie.

It was as if Marc had spent the previous two years preparing the ground for Emilie’s arrival, keeping her seat warm in the lecture hall, a table near the window in the Lenin. Mariam sensed that Emilie was a brilliant student, quick-witted, ambitious and determined. Artistic. Literary. She could see that determination whenever the girl took out a book or a folder, in the way she would skim confidently over notes that Marc would take hours to master.

So, could they be brother and sister, in spite of their social differences?

Well, yes. Except that Marc was in love with Emilie!

That, too, was blindingly obvious.

He did not love her like a brother, but like a devoted lover. It was clear to Mariam from the first moment she saw them together. A fever, a passion, completely unmistakable.

Mariam did not have a clue what this could mean.

She had been shamelessly spying on them for a month now. She had glanced furtively at the names on files, essays, placed on the table. She knew their surname.

Marc Vitral.

Emilie Vitral.

But ultimately, that did not help. The logical supposition was that they were brother and sister. But then what about those incestuous gestures? The way Marc touched Emilie’s lower back … Or perhaps they were married? She was only eighteen: very young for a student to marry, but not impossible. And, of course, it was technically possible that they just happened to have the same name, but Mariam could not believe in such a coincidence, unless they were cousins or belonged to a more complicated kind of family, with step-parents or half-siblings …

Emilie seemed very fond of Marc. But her expression was more complex, difficult to read. She often seemed to stare into space, particularly when she was alone, as if she were hiding something, a deep sadness … It was that melancholy which gave Emilie a subtle distance, a different kind of charm to all the other girls on campus. All of the boys in the Lenin stared hungrily at her, but – probably because of that reserve – none of them dared to approach her.

None except Marc.

Emilie was his. That was why he was here. Not for his courses. Not for the university. He was here purely so he could be with her, so he could protect her.

But what about the rest? Mariam had often tried talking with Emilie and Marc, chatting about any old subject, but she had never learned anything intimate. But one day, she was determined she would find out their secret …

She was cleaning the last tables when Marc raised his hand.

‘Mariam, could you bring us two coffees please, and a glass of water for Emilie?’

Mariam smiled to herself. Marc never drank coffee when he was alone, but always ordered one when he was with Emilie.

‘No problem, lovebirds!’ Mariam replied.

Testing the water.

Marc gave an embarrassed smile. Emilie did not. She lowered her head slightly. Mariam only noticed this now: Emilie looked awful this morning, her face puffy as if she hadn’t slept all night. Was she worrying over an exam? Had she spent the night revising, or writing an essay?

No, it was something else.

Mariam shook the coffee grounds into the bin, rinsed the percolator, and made two espressos.

It was something serious.

As if Emilie had to give Marc some painful news. Mariam had witnessed so many conversations like that: farewell dates, tragic tête-à-têtes, with the boy sitting alone in front of his coffee while the girl left, looking embarrassed but relieved. Emilie looked like someone who had spent the night thinking and who, by early morning, had made her decision and was ready to accept its consequences.

Mariam walked slowly towards them, the tray in her hands bearing two coffees and a glass of water.

Poor Marc. Did he have any inkling that he was already doomed?

Mariam also knew how to be discreet. She placed the drinks on the table, then turned and walked away.
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2 October, 1998, 8.41 a.m.

Marc Vitral waited a few moments for Mariam to move away. Then he bent down over his backpack, which he’d left on the floor next to his chair, and took out a small cube wrapped in silver paper.

‘Happy birthday, Emilie,’ he said cheerfully.

He handed her the package.

Emilie rolled her eyes.

‘Marc!’ she scolded him, ‘you’ve wished me happy birthday three times in the last week. You know I don’t need all that …’

‘Shhh. Open it.’

Frowning, Emilie unwrapped the present. Inside was a piece of silver jewellery: a complicated-looking cross, with each arm ending in a little diamond shape, except for the top one, which featured a large circle surmounted by a crown. Emilie held the cross in her hands.

‘You’re mad, Marc.’

‘It’s a Tuareg cross. Apparently there are twenty-one different kinds. One shape for each city in the Sahara. This one is from Agadez. Do you like it?’

‘Of course I like it. But …’

Marc went on, unstoppable: ‘Apparently, the diamond shapes represent the four cardinal points. Whoever gives someone a Tuareg cross gives them the world.’

‘I know the legend,’ Emilie whispered softly. ‘ “I offer you the four corners of the world because you cannot know where you will die.” ’

Marc smiled, embarrassed. Of course Lylie already knew all about Tuareg crosses, just as she knew about everything. There was silence for a moment. Emilie reached out for her cup of coffee. Instinctively, Marc did the same. His fingers moved towards hers, hoping they would touch. Suddenly, Marc’s hand stopped dead. Lylie was wearing a ring. It was gold, beautifully wrought, and set with a pale sapphire; a magnificent antique, and undoubtedly worth a fortune. Marc had never seen it before. He stared at it in confusion for several seconds, overcome by the jealousy he always felt when confronted with something that seemed to distance him from Emilie. Finally he managed to stammer: ‘That … that ring, is … is it yours?’

‘No, I stole it this morning from a shop in the Place Vendôme!’

Marc still felt floored and his eyelid fluttered slightly. The Tuareg cross he had given her had cost him all the money he’d earned from two days and three nights working as a switchboard operator for France Telecom, his student job, but it looked like cheap tat compared to that ring. And Lylie had already put the African jewel back in its canvas box, whereas the ring sat proudly on her finger.

He forced himself to swallow a mouthful of coffee, then said: ‘That … your ring … Was it a birthday present?’

Emilie lowered her eyes. ‘Sort of. It’s a bit complicated … Beautiful, though, isn’t it?’

She paused, trying to find the right words.

‘I’ll explain it to you, don’t worry, at least not about this ring …’

Emilie put her hand on Marc’s.

Don’t worry. At least not about this ring …

The words reverberated inside Marc’s head. What did she mean? Lylie looked awful this morning, as if she had not slept all night, even though she was trying to smile at him. Suddenly, as if she had made an important decision, her eyes lit up. She took a few sips of coffee then bent down over her school bag. She pulled out a notebook with a pale green cover and slid it across the table towards Marc.

‘Now it’s my turn, Marc. This is for you.’

Marc felt another wave of vague anxiety rise within him.

‘What is it?’

‘Grand-Duc’s notebook,’ Emilie replied instantly. ‘He gave it to me the day before yesterday, the day after my birthday. Well, actually, he left it in my letter box, or got someone else to leave it there. I found it in the morning.’

Marc cautiously touched the notebook with his fingertips. His eyelid was fluttering again.

That notebook. Grand-Duc’s investigation … Now he understood. Emilie had spent the last two days reading and re-reading it. The eighteen-year investigation carried out by that mad old private detective. A lifetime’s work. Emilie’s lifetime. Almost to the day.

Some fucking birthday present!

Marc looked for clues in Emilie’s expression. What truth had she discovered in the notebook? A new identity? A calm acceptance of everything, at last? Or nothing at all? Only questions without answers …

Emilie was not giving anything away. She was too good at this game. She poured a few drops of water into her coffee, her little ritual, and drank it slowly.

‘You see, Marc, he did give it to me in the end, just like he always promised. The truth. For my passage into the adult world.’

Emilie laughed nervously. Still Marc did not pick up the notebook.

‘And …?’ he asked. ‘What does he say, in this notebook? Anything important? Do you … do you know now?’

Emilie looked away, out through the window, where small groups of students were crossing the Paris VIII forecourt.

‘Know what?’

Marc began to feel exasperated. The words formed in his head but he did not say them aloud: Know what that stupid detective was paid, for so many years, to find out! Know who you are, Lylie. Who you are!

Emilie played distractedly with her ring.

‘Well, now it’s your turn. You need to read it, Marc.’

Marc’s mind was in turmoil. He picked up the notebook and heard himself say: ‘All right, little dragonfly. I’ll read your damn notebook …’

He was silent for a moment, then added: ‘But what about you? Are you OK?’

‘Yes, don’t worry, I’m fine.’

Emilie sipped her coffee again. She looked as if she were forcing herself to drink it.

‘Did Grand-Duc leave a note?’

‘No, nothing. But it’s all in the notebook.’

‘And …?’

‘It’s better if you read it yourself.’

‘So where is Grand-Duc now?’

Emilie’s eyes clouded over again, as if she was hiding something. She made a show of looking at her watch.

‘Are you leaving already?’

‘I don’t have classes this morning, but you do. At ten o’clock. Constitutional European Law. You have a tutorial with the young and fascinating Professor Grandin. I really have to go.’

Emilie poured the last drop of water into her coffee, drank the rest slowly, then bent down over her bag again.

‘I … I have another present for you.’

She handed him a little gift-wrapped packet, slightly larger than a box of matches.

Marc froze. He was filled with foreboding.

‘You mustn’t open it now,’ Emilie continued breathlessly, ‘only after I’ve gone. One hour later. Promise me? It’s like hide-and-seek: you have to give me time to disappear. So close your eyes and count to, let’s say, a thousand …’

Emilie seemed to be putting all her energy into convincing Marc that her request was just some foolish lovers’ game, but Marc was not fooled.

‘Promise?’ Emilie insisted.

Resigned, Marc nodded. They looked at each other for a long time. Emilie blinked first.

‘No, you won’t do it. You’re stubborn, Marc, I know you. You’ll tear into it as soon as my back is turned.’

Marc did not contradict her. Emilie lifted a slender hand.

That damn ring sparkled in the light.

‘Mariam?’

The landlady reacted instantly, as if she had been watching them, just waiting for such a command. She stood in front of Marc and Emilie’s table.

‘Mariam, I have a favour to ask you. I want to leave this packet with you. You must give it to Marc in one hour, and not a moment sooner! Even if he begs you, bribes you or blackmails you. And, now that I think about it, you must send him off to his class in one hour too – room B318!’

Mariam looked at the package in her hands.

‘I’m trusting you with this, Mariam.’

She had no choice. Emilie leapt up from her chair, shoved the jewellery box containing the Tuareg cross into her backpack, and kissed Marc chastely on the cheek. Her lips landed halfway between his cheek and the corner of his mouth. An ambiguous kiss, as if placed deliberately to taunt Mariam.

Emilie pushed open the Lenin’s glass door and walked out onto the square in front of the university. In seconds, she was swallowed up by the swarm of passing students, vanishing like a ghost.

The door banged shut.

Mariam closed her fingers around the package. She would do as Emilie had asked, of course, but she did not like this game. Mariam had seen many couples break up: in such a situation, women could be amazingly determined and imaginative.

Emilie was one of those women.

This whole scene stank of a lie. Emilie had run away as fast as her legs would take her, and the gift she had left in Mariam’s hand was a time bomb. Marc should never have let her leave like that. That boy was too naïve, too trusting … Mariam still couldn’t decide if the girl who was fleeing from him was his sister, his wife, his mistress, or his friend; she could not figure out what connected the two of them; but she was certain that Emilie had only one goal in mind.

To break that connection.
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2 October, 1998, 9.02 a.m.

Marc stared at Mariam as she stood behind the counter. The landlady had put Emilie’s gift in her cash register, while shooting Marc an unequivocal look. There was no point getting his hopes up: nothing would happen before the hour appointed by Emilie. Female solidarity. In desperation, his eyes fell on Crédule Grand-Duc’s pale green notebook. Emilie had known what she was doing. Marc was stuck here with an hour to kill before his first class of the day: a soporific tutorial with a young professor who spent half the time answering his mobile phone. Emilie had trapped him.

The Lenin was packed now. A tall guy asked Marc if he could take the empty chair from his table. Marc nodded distractedly. The red and white Martini clock on the wall told him the time was 9.03 a.m. Marc had no choice, but all the same he hesitated even to open the notebook. His fingertips stroked the shiny cover.

An elderly professor, standing at the counter with a glass of beer and a copy of Le Parisien newspaper, was eyeing Marc’s place. He wasn’t wrong – Marc had only one desire at that moment: to run out after Emilie and throw this damn notebook in the bin.

He looked through the window, as if he might spot her familiar outline amid the increasingly dense crowd; as if the swarm of humanity might stop moving and part like the Red Sea, so he could run after Emilie. His vision went blurred. His heartbeat accelerated. His throat tightened. He knew the warning signs so well: the tachycardia, the respiratory problems … He turned his gaze away from the square.

As soon as he did so, he began to breathe more easily.

His hands touched the pale green notebook again.

So Emilie had won, as she always did. He too was going to have to confront his past.

Marc took a deep breath and opened the notebook. Grand-Duc’s handwriting was small and dense. Slightly jumpy, but perfectly legible.

Then Marc began to read.

Crédule Grand-Duc’s Journal

It all began with a disaster. Before 23 December, 1980, I doubt if anyone – or hardly anyone – had ever heard of Mont Terri. I certainly hadn’t. Mont Terri is one of those little peaks in the Jura mountains, on the border between France and Switzerland, a peak located inside a loop of the Doubs river. It is a mountain where cows are pastured, a long way from anywhere, with the nearest towns being Montbéliard on the French side, and Porrentruy on the Swiss side. Although it is not especially high – 2,638 feet, to be precise – it is nevertheless not always accessible, particularly in winter, when it is covered with snow. Mont Terri is known, above all, for having been a Franco-Swiss département – known as Mont Terrible – during the Revolution. Since then, it has been forgotten by everyone except the hundred or so people who live there. When the Airbus 5403 from Istanbul to Paris smashed into its south-west flank on the night of 22-23 December, journalists opted to use the name ‘Mont Terrible’, rather than Mont Terri. You have to look at it from their point of view: ‘The Tragedy of Mont Terrible’ is a much better headline than ‘The Tragedy of Mont Terri’.

Perhaps people still remember the accident today. Perhaps not. There are so many such disasters, and they are all alike. A few months before I began to write this, a Boeing 747 crashed near Tenerife in the Canaries, killing one hundred and forty-six people. The year after the tragedy of Mont Terrible, on 1 December 1981, a DC-9 from Ljubljana to Ajaccio crashed into Mont San Pietro, killing one hundred and eighty: the only air accident in Corsican history. But everyone has forgotten about that, apart from the Corsicans. Today, everyone remembers the crash at Mont Sainte-Odile … until the next crash takes its place in their memory.

At the time, in 1981, people were talking about a chain of disasters.

What a load of rubbish! All you have to do is look at the statistics. Trust me: I spent hours reading websites about plane crashes. They are staggeringly detailed, providing numbers of deaths plus other facts and figures about the moments before the final dive. This may seem unbelievable, but the statistics show that in the last forty years, there have been more than 1,500 aeroplane crashes, with more than 25,000 fatalities. A quick calculation reveals that this makes nearly forty crashes per year: almost one per week, somewhere in the world.

So it’s not surprising that everyone has forgotten about the tragedy of Mont Terri back in 1980. One hundred and sixty-eight deaths are now just so many specks of dust.

At the time, I too didn’t pay much attention to the Mont Terri disaster. That morning, I barely even registered the news. I was staking out criminals on the coast near Hendaye: a case involving the embezzlement of casino profits, against a backdrop of Basque terrorism … It was pretty dangerous stuff, but exciting: my specialty at the time. I had gone solo as a private detective five years earlier, after almost twenty years acting as a mercenary all over the world. I was nearly fifty years old, with a bad hip and a spine as twisted as a caduceus. Each week of stake-out, I put on over two pounds, which I would then take at least a month to lose. In short, being a private detective, even if it was rather a half-assed plan, definitely seemed to suit me just fine.

Like everyone else, I must have heard the news of the crash in the morning, or heard it on the radio, while I was doing surveillance in the car park of the casino in Hendaye. Back then, I had no idea that a few months later that accident would take over my entire life. Ironic, isn’t it? If only I had known …

The Airbus 5403 from Istanbul to Paris crashed into Mont Terri on 23 December, in the middle of the night. At 12.37 a.m., to be precise. No one ever found out exactly what happened that night. Until that point, it had been quite a mild winter, but on the morning of the 22nd, it had begun to snow – and it hadn’t stopped. That night, there was a terrible snowstorm. Mont Terri is a bit like a stepping stone between the Swiss Jura and the French Jura. The pilot simply missed his footing. That was what people said at the time, anyway: everyone blamed it all on the poor pilot, who was burnt to cinders like everyone else in the cabin. What about the black box, you may ask? All it revealed was that the plane was flying too low and that the pilot had ended up losing control. The victims’ association and the pilot’s family sought to find out more, without success. So the pilot was blamed, along with the snow, the storm, the mountain, fate, Murphy’s Law, and sheer bad luck. There was a hearing, of course. The victims’ families needed to understand. But the public didn’t really care about that particular judgement.

The cabin was crushed at 12.37 a.m. It was the experts who calculated that afterwards, because there were no witnesses except the passengers – and nothing could be learned from them, not even a broken watch that might have indicated the time of the crash. Before Christmas, ecologists had been fighting to save every pine tree in the Jura mountains. In a few seconds, the Airbus uprooted more trees than a century of Christmases. Those that were not torn from the earth were set on fire, in spite of the snow. The aeroplane ploughed a motorway through the forest, several thousand feet long, before collapsing, exhausted. A few seconds later, it exploded, and continued to burn all night.

The first emergency services did not discover the burning fuselage until an hour later. The reaction to the disaster was very much delayed, as nobody lived within a three-mile radius of the crash site. It was the inferno that alerted the valley’s inhabitants. And then the rescue services were hampered by the snow: the helicopters remained grounded, and the first firemen were only able to reach the blazing aeroplane on foot, by following its scorched path. The storm died down in the early morning, and for a few hours Mont Terri became the centre of the world. There was even a trial, or at least an investigation, I think, into why the emergency services arrived so late. But not many people were interested in that judgement either.

Besides, the rescue workers must have thought that there was no point rushing: it was clear there could be no survivors. But firemen tend to be conscientious, even at 1.30 a.m., in the Jura mountains, during a snowstorm. So, they searched anyway, if only so that they hadn’t travelled all that way for nothing, and could do something more useful than warming their hands for a few minutes by the vast fire that had destroyed everything on this side of the mountain – the fire that had transformed the bodies of the one hundred and sixty-eight terrified passengers into ashes.

They searched, their eyes streaming from the smoke and the horror. It was a young fireman – Thierry Mouchot, from the Sochaux brigade – who found her. You may be surprised by this level of detail, so many years later, but trust me, it’s all true. Later, I would spend several hours talking to him, encouraging him to spin out into eternity those few seconds, going back over all the details to the point of absurdity. That night, he did not realise at first what he had found. He thought it must have been a corpse – the body of a dead baby. But it was the only body of a passenger on the Airbus that had not been burned to cinders. The baby was very young – less than three months old. It had been ejected on impact, from the front left door of the Airbus’s cabin, which had been partially blown open when the plane crashed into the mountainside. All of this was reconstructed afterwards by the experts, proved in great detail during the inquiry, as they attempted to calculate which seats the baby and its parents had occupied on the plane. Have no fear: I will come back to this shortly. Please be patient …

Mouchot, the young fireman, was convinced that what he had discovered was a corpse: after all, the baby had been covered with snow for more than an hour. And yet, when he bent over it, he saw that the child – its face, its hands, its fingers – was hardly even blue. The body was lying about a hundred feet from the blaze. It had been kept warm by the protective heat of the burning cabin. The young fireman quickly carried out mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, exactly as he had been taught, followed by a very gentle cardiac massage. He could never have believed he would be able to save a newborn baby, particularly in conditions such as these.

The baby was breathing again, weakly. In the minutes that followed, the emergency services took care of the rest. Afterwards, the doctors confirmed that it was the fire in the clearing, the heat produced by the molten cabin, that had saved the infant – a little girl with blue eyes, very blue eyes for one so young, probably European to judge from her pale skin. She had been ejected far enough from the plane not to be burned alive, but close enough to benefit from the protection of the fire’s warmth. What had consumed the other passengers, including the child’s parents, had saved her life. That was what the doctors said to explain the miracle.

Because it truly was a miracle!

Most of the national newspapers finished their special report on the disaster late that night; they could not wait for the emergency services’ verdict. Only one paper, the Est Républicain, took the risk of waiting longer, of holding the presses, of making its staff stay up even later, of sending out a general alert. A good editor’s hunch, probably. The Est Républicain had at its disposal an army of freelancers in every corner of the Jura mountains, and they hung about in front of hospitals, by police cars … News of the miracle first began to spread at about 2 a.m. In its edition of 23 December, 1980, the Est Républicain was able to use the headline on its front page: The Miracle of Mont Terrible. Alongside the photograph of the burnt-out fuselage, the newspaper published a colour photograph of the baby being held by a fireman in front of the Belfort-Montbéliard hospital. The brief caption told the story: The Airbus 5403, flying from Istanbul to Paris, crashed into Mont Terri, on the Franco-Swiss border, last night. Of the 169 passengers and flight crew on board, 168 were killed upon impact or perished in the flames. The sole survivor was a baby, three months old, thrown from the plane when it collided with the mountainside, before the cabin was consumed by fire.

France awoke to the news of this tragedy. In every household in the country, the orphan discovered in the snow moved people to tears. That morning, the Est Républicain’s scoop was taken up by all the other newspapers, all the radio stations and television channels. Perhaps you can recall it now? The wave of hot tears that rained down in an outpouring of national grief.

One detail remained. The newspaper had published a picture of the miracle child, but not her name. It was difficult, at two in the morning: they would have had to get hold of Air France in Istanbul. That, at least, is what the editor must have thought. After all, the name of the miracle child was not so important. True, adding the blue-eyed orphan’s name to the caption under her photograph would have increased the story’s emotional impact, but ‘The Miracle Child of Mont Terrible’ wasn’t bad either. And it preserved part of the mystery until the baby’s identification, which was due to be announced the following morning.

At the latest.

Now, let’s see …

How long have I been searching for that child’s name? Only about eighteen years …
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2 October, 1998, 9.10 a.m.

Marc’s concentration was broken by the raucous laughter of five students sitting around a high table, about twenty feet away from him. It looked as though the five boys were passing around photographs: probably snaps of their latest night out, the kind of pictures they would keep all their lives, hidden away somewhere, a memory half-glorious, half-shameful. Marc knew them vaguely – they all belonged to one of the main associations that ran the university’s social activities.

He looked up.

9.11 a.m., if the Martini clock was to be believed.

Mariam was talking to a girl dressed head to toe in black. The landlady did not even glance at Marc.

He sighed, and started reading again.

Crédule Grand-Duc’s Journal

So that is the precise moment when the mystery of Mont Terri began. Maybe a few snatches of memory are coming back to you now? I have reconstructed the events that followed with metronomical precision, but I will spare you the hundreds of hours I spent interviewing witnesses. I believe a summary of the facts will prove sufficiently edifying.

The orphaned baby discovered by the young fireman was placed in the care of the pediatric department of the Belfort-Montbéliard hospital, and watched over by an army of doctors. Léonce de Carville learned both pieces of news – about the crash and the miracle baby – from the radio, at six in the morning (Léonce always woke early). With a single telephone call, he cancelled his entire work schedule for the day and headed instead to Montbéliard by private jet. Fifty-five years old at the time, Léonce de Carville was one of the hundred best known captains of industry in France. An engineer by training, he had made his fortune laying pipelines in every continent on Earth. The de Carville business was subcontracted by the world’s largest oil and gas multinationals. The de Carvilles’ success was due not so much to technological innovation in the oil and gas pipelines they supplied, as to their ability to install them in the most dangerous and complicated locations: underwater, under mountains, in seismic zones, and so on. The business really took off in the 1960s, when the de Carvilles invented a revolutionary technology to stabilise oil pipelines in areas of permafrost, a technology the company managed to export – in the middle of the Cold War – to both Siberia and Alaska.

In the white maze of the Belfort-Montbéliard hospital, Léonce de Carville wore that mask of dignity that would impress everyone involved in the case.

‘Follow me, please,’ said an eager nurse.

‘Where is she?’

‘In the nursery. Don’t worry, she’s doing fine …’

‘Who is looking after her?’

‘Um … Dr Morange,’ the nurse answered, a little surprised. ‘He was on duty last night …’

Léonce de Carville did not have to say another single word to make his meaning clear.

‘You are lucky, Mr de Carville. Dr Morange is one of our most renowned specialists. He’s still here. You can ask him anything you like …’

Léonce de Carville’s mouth cracked into what may have been a smile or a scowl. He walked on, determined and assured, and people quickly moved aside to let him pass.

The night before, the industrialist had lost his only son and his daughter-in-law. He had been the one, the shrewd CEO, who had pushed his son, two years earlier, into taking over the Turkish subsidiary of the de Carville business. It was an open secret that young Alexandre de Carville had been next in line to lead the multinational after his father’s retirement. Alexandre de Carville had coped brilliantly with his baptism of fire in Turkey, where not only his scientific training but also his diplomatic and political skills were needed. He had had to deal with both a military regime and a democratic government, as the country went through a volatile phase. And he had been playing for the highest stakes: his ultimate objective was to win the biggest contract in de Carville history, something that would make the company’s fortune for decades to come. Alexandre de Carville had moved to Turkey with his family to negotiate a deal for the Baku–Tbilisi–Ceyhan oil pipeline, the second longest in the world at over a thousand miles, stretching from the Caspian Sea to the Mediterranean. More than half of the pipeline would go through Turkey, ending at the little port of Ceyhan, on the south-eastern Mediterranean coast, close to the Syrian border, where Alexandre de Carville and his family had set up a summer house. It was a long-term undertaking: for two years, negotiations had stalled. Alexandre de Carville had spent most of the year in Turkey, with his wife Véronique and their daughter Malvina, who was six years old at the time. Following the news of her pregnancy, Véronique had not returned to France: her fragile health had led the doctors to advise against all travel. The child’s birth had gone well, however: Lyse-Rose was born in the Bakirkoy, the largest private maternity hospital in Istanbul. Léonce de Carville and his wife Mathilde, who had remained in France, had received an elegant card announcing the birth, together with a rather blurry photograph of their new granddaughter. But there had been no rush. The family reunion was scheduled for Christmas 1980. At the start of the Christmas holidays, Malvina de Carville had flown to France, as she did every year, one week before her parents. The rest of the family – Alexandre, Véronique and little Lyse-Rose – were to arrive a few days later, on the night flight from Istanbul to Paris on 23 December. In the de Carvilles’ vast family mansion at Coupvray, on the banks of the Marne, everything was ready. In honour of her little sister, Malvina – an adorable, mischievous dark-haired girl who commanded an army of servants like a general – had ordered that the route from the entrance hall to Lyse-Rose’s bedroom, including the great cherry-wood staircase, should be decorated with pink and white pompoms.

Malvina de Carville …

Allow me to digress for a few lines, so that I can introduce you to Malvina. It’s an important point, as you shall soon discover.

I don’t think Malvina de Carville ever liked me very much. In fact, that is something of an understatement. The feeling is mutual. Even if I tell myself that she is not to blame for her madness, that without this tragedy she would undoubtedly have grown up to be a clever and desirable woman – well born, then well married – it does not alter the fact that, with her ever increasing obsessions, she has always scared the shit out of me. Unlike her grandmother, she never trusted me; she must have sensed that I thought of her as some kind of monster. I promise you, I am not exaggerating. However adorable she may have been at six years old, a monster is what she became: ugly, embittered, uncontrollable. Anyway, that discussion is for another time. With a little bad luck, this notebook could end up in her hands, and God knows how that shrew might react!

So, let’s talk instead about the thing that made her go mad: the so-called miracle, and what happened afterwards.

In the Belfort-Montbéliard hospital, Léonce de Carville maintained his usual reserve. But, for once, those around him did not take it for coldness, but for modesty, humility, decency. He remained stoical, even when he was shown his granddaughter for the first time, sealed off from him by a wall of glass that rendered her screams silent.

‘That’s her,’ the nurse said. ‘The first crib, directly in front of us.’

‘Thank you.’

His tone was sober, calm, composed. The nurse gave him some space. She had heard the news: Lyse-Rose was the only thing left in this poor man’s life.

In that moment, the industrialist’s faith must have been shaken – or dented at the very least. Of course, Léonce was not as fervent a Catholic as his wife Mathilde. He had converted only out of consideration for his new family, so that his rational, scientific views would not upset them or the other good (and highly influential) Catholic families in Coupvray. But in such moments, it would have been difficult, even for the most rational of men, not to think of supernatural forces. Not to be torn between anger at a cruel God who had taken your only son, and gratitude and forgiveness towards a mean God who, perhaps out of remorse, had agreed to save your granddaughter. But only her.

Lyse-Rose cried silently inside her glass cage.

‘It’s a miracle,’ said Dr Morange, behind him. The doctor was wearing a white shirt and a priest’s smile.

He looked exactly the same when I met him, years later, and he told me everything that had happened.

‘She’s doing miraculously well. She is not suffering any after-effects at all. We are keeping her in purely for observation, as a precaution, but she has already fully recovered. It is truly astounding.’

Thank you God, Léonce de Carville must have thought, despite himself.

It was at that moment that a nurse came to see Dr Morange. There was a telephone call for him. Urgent, yes, and very strange. Dr Morange left Léonce de Carville by the glass cage that contained his granddaughter.

Now that he was alone, the poor man could finally let his tears flow, thought the doctor, who – like everyone else in the world – loved a tragedy with a happy ending. He took the receiver from the nurse. ‘Hello?’

The voice on the line sounded as if it were coming from the end of the world.

‘Hello Doctor, I am the grandfather of the baby, the one from the plane. You know, the one that survived the crash, in the Jura. The switchboard put me through to you. How is she?’

‘She’s well, very well. I think she may even be out of here in a few days. Her paternal grandfather is already here. I could get him for you, if you like …’

There was a silence. In that moment, the doctor sensed that something had slipped beyond his control.

‘Doctor … I’m terribly sorry, but you must be mistaken. I am the baby’s paternal grandfather. And my granddaughter has no maternal grandfather. My daughter-in-law was an orphan …’

The doctor felt a strange tingling in his fingers. His brain seethed with possible explanations. A hoax? A journalist attempting to find out more information?

‘We are talking about the plane from Istanbul to Paris that crashed last night? The miracle child? Little Lyse-Rose?’

‘No, doctor …’ The doctor heard the relief in the other person’s voice. ‘No, doctor, I think there’s been a misunderstanding. The baby that survived is not called Lyse-Rose. She is called Emilie.’

Sweat beaded on the doctor’s forehead. This had never happened to him before, not even in the operating room.

‘Sir, I am terribly sorry, but that’s impossible. The child’s grandfather is here, in the hospital. Mr de Carville is here right now. He has seen the baby and identified her as Lyse-Rose …’

There was an embarrassed silence on both ends.

‘Do … do you live far from Montbéliard?’ the doctor asked. ‘Dieppe.’

‘Ah … Well, I think perhaps the best thing, Mr …?’

‘Mr Vitral. Pierre Vitral.’

‘Well, Mr Vitral, I think the best thing is for you to telephone the police station in Montbéliard. I believe they are currently trying to verify the passengers’ identities. I’m afraid I can’t tell you any more. But they will be able to provide you with the information you need …’

Suddenly, the doctor felt bad: he was acting like a cold-hearted bureaucrat, sending this poor, distressed man to the next office, just to get rid of him
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