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To my editor, friend, and teacher,

Bernard de Fallois (1926–2018).

Every writer should have the good fortune

to meet such an extraordinary publisher.




Prologue

The Day of the Murder

Sunday, December 16

Six thirty in the morning. The Hôtel de Verbier was dark. Outside, it was pitch-black and snowing heavily.

On the sixth floor, the doors of the service elevator opened. A hotel employee appeared with a breakfast tray and made his way towards Room 622.

When he reached the room, he noticed that the door was ajar. Light spilled through the opening. He knocked but there was no response. Finally, he decided to go in, assuming that the door had been left open for that purpose. He walked in and let out a scream. Running from the room, he went to alert his colleagues and call for help.

As the news spread through the hotel, the lights went on, floor by floor.

On the carpet of room 622 lay a corpse.




Part One

Before the Murder
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Love at First Sight

At the start of summer 2018, when I travelled to the Hôtel de Verbier, a well-known luxury hotel in the Swiss Alps, I was far from imagining that I would spend my holiday unravelling a crime that had been committed there many years earlier.

My stay was supposed to provide a welcome break after two small personal traumas in my life. But before I reveal what happened that summer, I need to go back to the beginning of this story: the death of my publisher, Bernard de Fallois.

Bernard is the man to whom I owe everything. My success, my fame, I owe it all to him. It is because of him that people call me a writer. And people read my books because of him.

When we met, I was an unpublished author; he made me a writer whose books were read the world over. Bernard, who resembled an elegant patriarch, had been one of the leading personalities in French publishing. For me, he had been a teacher and most of all, in spite of the sixty-year difference in our ages, a great friend.

In January 2018, Bernard, then ninety-one years old, died, and I reacted to his death the way any writer would: I began writing a book about him. I put my heart and soul into the project, locked in the office of my apartment at 13 avenue Alfred-Bertrand, in the Champel quarter of Geneva.

As always when writing, the only human presence I could tolerate was that of Denise, my assistant. Denise was the good fairy who watched over me. Always in good spirits, she managed my schedule, sorted and filed the letters from my readers, read and corrected what I had written. She also filled my fridge and supplied me with coffee. And, from time to time, she served as ship’s doctor, landing in my office as if she were stepping aboard after an interminable crossing, showering me with advice about my health.

“Go outside!” she ordered, gently. “Take a walk around the park and clear your head. You’ve been locked in here for hours!”

“I already went for my run this morning,” I reminded her.

“You need to get some oxygen to your brain from time to time,” she insisted.

This had become our daily ritual: I complied and stepped out onto the office balcony. I filled my lungs with the cold air of February, then, defying her with an amused look on my face, lit a cigarette. She protested and, sounding annoyed, said, “You know, Joël, I’m not emptying your ashtray. It’s the only way you’ll learn just how much you smoke.”

*

Each day I stuck to the monastic routine I adopted when I was writing, which could be broken down into three indispensable steps: rise at dawn, go jogging, write until evening. It was indirectly, through this book, that I met Sloane. Sloane was my new next-door neighbour. Ever since she had moved in, quite recently, everyone in the building had been talking about her. Our own meeting proved elusive – that is, until the morning when, returning from my daily workout routine, I passed her for the first time. She, too, had been out jogging, and we entered the building together. I understood at once why the neighbours were unanimous in their opinion of her: she was a young woman of irresistible charm. We limited ourselves to a polite hello before we disappeared into our respective apartments. Behind my door, I remained stunned. That brief encounter had been enough to make me fall in love a little.

Soon, I had but one idea in mind: getting to know Sloane.

My first attempt involved running. Sloane ran nearly every day, but her hours were irregular. I would wander around Parc Bertrand, desperate for some chance encounter. Then, one day, I saw her running down a path. Since I was incapable of catching up with her, I decided to wait by the entrance to our building. I lingered in front of the mailboxes, pretending to examine the mail whenever one of the neighbours appeared, until she finally arrived. She walked past and smiled, which made me lose my composure entirely; by the time I had found something intelligent to say, she had already gone inside.

It was the building’s concierge, Madame Armanda, who told me about Sloane. She was a paediatrician. Her mother was English; her father was a lawyer. She’d been married for two years, but the marriage wasn’t going well. She worked at the Geneva University Hospitals and alternated between day and night shifts, which explained my difficulty in trying to make sense of her routine.

After my failed attempt to meet her jogging, I decided to change my approach. I asked Denise to monitor the hallway through the peephole and notify me whenever Sloane appeared. Whenever I heard Denise shout “She’s leaving!”, I charged out of my office, dressed and abundantly perfumed, and made my way to the landing, as if my presence were the merest coincidence. Our exchanges were limited to a greeting. Most of the time, she walked down the stairs, which cut short any conversation. I followed, but for what? When she reached the street, she disappeared. The few times she took the elevator, I stood there mute, and an uncomfortable silence filled the space. In either case, I returned to my apartment, muttering to myself.

“So?” Denise asked.

“So, nothing,” I grumbled.

“Really, Joël, you’re useless! Make an effort at least.”

“I’m a bit shy, that’s all.”

“Oh, please, stop. You’re not very shy when you’re on television.”

“Because you’re seeing the writer on television. Joël is very different.”

“Look, Joël, it’s really not that complicated. You ring her doorbell, offer her some flowers, and invite her to dinner. Are you too lazy to go to the florist? Is that it? You want me to do it?”

Then there was that April evening. I was at the Grand Théâtre de Genève, alone, for a performance of Swan Lake. During the intermission, as I stepped out for a cigarette, I ran into her. We exchanged a few words; then, as the bell announced the resumption of the performance, she suggested that we meet for a drink after the ballet. We met at the Remor, a nearby café. And that’s how Sloane entered my life.

*

Sloane was beautiful, funny, and intelligent – one of the most fascinating women I’d ever met. After our evening at the Remor, I invited her out several times. We went to concerts, movies. I dragged her to an art opening, a strange exhibition that made us laugh out loud; we fled to have dinner at one of her favourite Vietnamese restaurants. We spent several evenings at her apartment, or at mine, listening to opera, talking, and planning the world’s future. I couldn’t keep myself from staring at her; I was helpless in her presence. The way she blinked, or pushed her hair aside, the way she smiled gently when she was annoyed, or played with her painted nails before asking a question – I liked everything about her.

Soon, I thought only of her. I even began to forget about my book.

“You look lost, Joël,” Denise would say to me when she saw that I hadn’t written a single line.

“It’s Sloane,” I explained behind my silent computer.

I couldn’t wait to see her again and continue our interminable conversations. I never tired of listening to her talk about her life, her passions, her wants and ambitions. She loved Elia Kazan movies and opera.

One night, after dinner at a brasserie near Pâquis, where we had both drunk a good deal, we ended up back in my living room. Looking amused, Sloane surveyed the knick-knacks and books along the walls. She stopped for a long time in front of a painting of Saint Petersburg that had belonged to my great-uncle. Then she stopped in front of my bar. She liked the sturgeon in relief on the bottle of Beluga vodka. I poured us two glasses, over ice, and turned the radio to a classical music station, one I often listened to in the evening. She challenged me to identify the composer who was being broadcast. That was easy; it was Wagner. And it was during the Ride of the Valkyries that she kissed me and pulled me against her, whispering in my ear how she wanted me.

*

Our affair lasted two months – two wonderful months. But by then, my book on Bernard had got the upper hand. At first, I simply took advantage of the nights when Sloane was at the hospital to continue writing. But the more I wrote, the more I was carried forward by my novel. One evening, she asked me to go out and, for the first time, I declined. “I have to write,” I explained. At first, Sloane was very understanding. She, too, had a job that sometimes kept her away more than she had anticipated.

Then, I turned her down a second time. Once again, she was sympathetic. Please don’t misunderstand me; I adored every minute of the time I spent with Sloane. But I felt that with Sloane it was for the long haul – that our moments of complicity would be repeated indefinitely. The inspiration for a novel, though, could vanish just as easily as it arrived; it was an opportunity I had to take advantage of.

Our first fight took place one evening in mid-June when, after having made love, I got up from her bed to get dressed.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“Home,” I replied, as if it were perfectly natural.

“You’re not going to sleep here with me?”

“No, I’d like to write.”

“So, what, you come over to get laid and then you leave?”

“I have to put some work into the book,” I replied sheepishly.

“But you can’t spend all your time writing!” she shouted. “You spend all your days, all your evenings, even your weekends! It’s insane. You never want to do anything anymore.”

I felt that our relationship was at risk of withering away as quickly as it had burst into flame. I had to act. A few days later, the day before leaving on a ten-day trip to Spain, I took Sloane to dinner at her favourite restaurant, the Japanese place in the Hôtel des Bergues, located on the roof of the building and offering a breathtaking view over the entire city of Geneva. The evening was wonderful. I promised Sloane I would write less and leave more time for “us”, telling her again how much she meant to me. We even made tentative holiday plans for August, in Italy, a country we were both in love with. Would it be Tuscany or Puglia? We would do some research when I returned from Spain.

We remained at our table until the restaurant closed, at one in the morning. The night, at the start of summer, was warm. Throughout the meal I had the strange sensation that Sloane was expecting something from me. And as we were about to leave, when I got up from my chair and the staff began to mop down the terrace around us, Sloane said, “So, you’ve forgotten?”

“Forgotten what?”

“It was my birthday today.”

Seeing the look on my face, she understood that she was right. She left, furious. I tried to stop her, muttering my excuses, but she jumped into the only available taxi in front of the hotel, leaving me alone on the street, like the imbecile I was, before the astonished eyes of the hotel valets. By the time I had got into my car and returned to my building, Sloane was already in her apartment; she had turned off her phone and refused to open the door. I left for Madrid the following morning. While there, I wrote to her many times, but my messages and emails went unanswered. I had no news from Sloane.

I got back to Geneva the morning of Friday, June 22, to discover that Sloane had broken up with me.

It was Madame Armanda, the concierge, who was the messenger. She intercepted me as I arrived at the building.

“Here’s a letter for you,” she said.

“For me?”

“It’s from your neighbour. She didn’t want to put it in the mailbox because your assistant opens your mail.”

I opened the envelope at once and found the following message:


Joël,

It will never work.

See you,

Sloane



The words were a stab in the heart. Head down, I walked up to my apartment. At least Denise was around to lift my spirits, I thought. Denise, a kind woman whose husband had left her for someone else, an icon of modern solitude. Nothing can help you feel less alone than to find someone more forlorn than yourself. But, entering the apartment, I ran into Denise on her way out. It wasn’t even noon.

“Denise? Where are you going?” I asked.

“Hello, Joël, I told you I was leaving early today. My flight is at three.”

“Your flight?”

“Don’t tell me you forgot! We talked about it before you left for Spain. I’m going to Corfu with Rick for two weeks.”

Rick was a guy Denise had met online. In fact, we had talked about the holiday, but I had completely forgotten about it.

“Sloane left me,” I blurted out.

“I know, I’m very sorry.”

“What do you mean, you know?”

“The concierge opened the letter Sloane left for you and told me everything. I didn’t want to tell you while you were in Madrid.”

“And you’re leaving all the same?” I asked.

“Joël, I’m not going to cancel my holiday because your girlfriend dumped you. You’ll find somebody else just like that!” she said, snapping her fingers. “Women are always making eyes at you. It’s okay. I’ll see you in two weeks. It’s going to pass quickly, you’ll see. Besides, I’ve taken care of everything, I even went shopping. Look.”

She led me into the kitchen. Alerted to my break-up with Sloane, Denise had anticipated my reaction: I was going to stay locked in my apartment. Evidently worried that I wouldn’t feed myself in her absence, she had stocked up on provisions. From the cupboards to the freezer, there was food everywhere.

And then, she left. And I was alone in my kitchen. I made myself a coffee and sat at the black marble counter behind which some tall chairs were aligned, all desperately empty. The kitchen could accommodate ten, but there was only me. I dragged myself to my office, where I looked for a long while at the pictures of Sloane and me. I grabbed a cardboard box and wrote “Sloane”, followed by the date she had left me: “6/22, a day to forget.” But it was impossible to get Sloane out of my head. Everything reminded me of her. Even the couch in my living room, where I had sprawled out, reminded me how, a few months earlier, on this same spot, on this same fabric, I had begun the most extraordinary relationship of my life, which I had managed to completely sabotage.

It took all my strength not to knock on her door or call her. Early in the evening, no longer able to contain myself, I went out onto the balcony, smoking cigarette after cigarette in the hope that Sloane would step outside and we would fall into each other’s arms. But Madame Armanda, who had seen me from the pavement when she went to walk her dog and found me still there on her return an hour later, cried out from the entrance to the building, “There’s no point in waiting, Joël. She’s not there. She went on holiday.”

I returned to my office. I had to get out of there. I wanted to get away from Geneva for a while, to erase my memories of Sloane. I needed calm; I needed peace and quiet. Then I saw, on my table, among my notes on Bernard, the note about Verbier. He loved the place. The idea of going to Verbier for a while, to take advantage of the quiet of the Alps and find myself, appealed to me at once. I turned on my computer and quickly found the home page for the Hôtel de Verbier, a legendary hotel, and the photos that scrolled before my eyes convinced me – the sun-drenched terrace, the Jacuzzi overlooking the magnificent landscape, the half-lit bar and comfortable salons, the suites with fireplaces. It was exactly what I needed. I clicked the reservations tab and keyed in the information.

That’s how it all began.
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Holiday

On Saturday, June 23, 2018, at dawn, I put my suitcase in the boot of my car and set out on the road to Verbier. The sun was just above the horizon, bathing the empty streets of central Geneva in a powerful orange halo. I crossed the Mont Blanc Bridge before driving along the flowered shore to the United Nations and then taking the autoroute in the direction of the Valais.

That morning, everything seemed marvellous: the colour of the sky appeared new, the landscape on either side of the autoroute more bucolic than ever before; the small villages scattered among the grapevines and overlooking Lake Geneva could have been taken from a postcard. I left the autoroute at Martigny and continued along the winding local road, which, after Le Châble, climbs all the way to Verbier.

After an hour and a half, I reached my destination. The morning had barely begun. I walked up the main street and crossed the village, then had only to follow the signs to find the road to the hotel. It was located very near the village (a few minutes on foot) but was so well situated that you felt as if you were in a special place. The building, a typical mountain luxury hotel with its turrets and broad roof, was nestled in a small swath of greenery, surrounded by the pine forest as if by a wall and looking out across the Bagnes Valley, of which the hotel had a spectacular view.

I was welcomed at the hotel by the charming and attentive staff. At once, I felt at ease in this serene setting. As I was checking in at the front desk, an employee said to me, “You’re the writer, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“We’re honoured to have you here. I’ve read all your books. Have you come to write your new novel?”

“Not at all!” I answered with a laugh. “I’ve come to relax. Vacation, vacation, vacation.”

“I think you’ll enjoy yourself here, you’re in one of our most beautiful suites, number 623.”

A porter escorted me and my luggage to the sixth floor. Moving along the corridor, I watched the room numbers pass: 620, 621, 621A, 623.

“That’s strange,” I remarked to the porter, “there’s no room 622.”

“No,” he answered, without further comment.

*

Room 623 was magnificent. It was decorated in a modern style, which contrasted perfectly with the hotel’s ambiance. There was a living room, with a large couch, a fireplace, an office with a view overlooking the valley, and a broad balcony. In the bedroom area, there was a large bed and a dressing room, which led to a marble bathroom with an Italian shower and an immense bathtub.

After I had familiarised myself with the suite, I started thinking about the room numbers. This bothered me.

“Why 621A and not 622?” I asked the porter who was bringing in my luggage.

“Probably an error,” he replied, vaguely.

I couldn’t tell whether he was really ignorant or simply lying. In any case, he had no desire to continue the conversation.

“Do you need anything else, sir? Should I send someone up to unpack your bags?”

“No, thank you, I’ll do that myself.” I thanked him and slipped him a tip.

He quickly disappeared. Driven by curiosity, I went to inspect the hallway. Aside from the room adjoining my own, there was no other “A” room on the floor. Strange. I forced myself not to think about it. After all, I was on holiday.

On my first day at the hotel, I went for a walk in the forest to a restaurant high on the slope, where I admired the view. Returning to the hotel, I took advantage of the heated pool, then spent the rest of the afternoon reading.

That evening, before going to dinner, I drank a Scotch at the bar. While there I chatted with the bartender, who had a number of juicy anecdotes about the other guests. That’s when I saw her: a woman about my own age, beautiful, visibly alone, sitting at the other end of the bar, where she ordered a dry Martini.

“Who is that?” I asked the bartender after he had served her.

“Scarlett Leonas. A guest. She arrived yesterday from London. Very nice. Her father is an English aristocrat, Lord Leonas. Do you know him? She speaks perfect French; you can tell she’s had a good education. I understand she left her husband and came here to hide out for a while.”

The next few hours, we would cross paths two more times.

First, at the restaurant, where our tables were not far from each other. Then, quite unexpectedly, around midnight, when I went out to the balcony of my suite to have a smoke and noticed that she was staying in the room next to mine. At first I thought I was alone in the blue night. Leaving Geneva, I had taken a picture of Bernard with me and was holding it in my hand. Leaning against the railing, I lit my cigarette and looked at the photograph, melancholy. Suddenly, a voice tore me from my reverie.

“Good evening,” I heard.

I jumped. She was there, on the balcony next to mine, discreetly curled up in an outdoor lounge chair.

“Excuse me. I scared you,” she said.

“I wasn’t expecting to meet anyone at this hour.”

“My name is Scarlett.”

“Joël.”

“I know who you are. You’re the writer. Everyone here is talking about you.”

“That’s never a good sign,” I noted.

She smiled. I wanted the moment to go on, and offered her a cigarette. She accepted. I held the pack out to her, then lit her cigarette with my lighter.

“What brings you here, Writer?” she asked, after exhaling a puff of smoke.

“I needed to get some air,” I replied, somewhat evasively. “And you?”

“Same. I left my life in London, my job, my husband. I needed a change. Who is that in your photo?”

“My publisher, Bernard de Fallois. He died six months ago. He was someone very important to me.”

“I’m very sorry.”

“Thanks. I’m having a hard time turning the page.”

“That’s got to be difficult for a writer.”

I forced myself to smile, but she saw the sadness in my face.

“I’m sorry. I was trying to be witty and I failed.”

“Don’t worry about it. Bernard was ninety-one; he had every right to leave. I have to deal with it.”

“There are no rules for sorrow.”

She was right.

“Bernard was a great publisher. But he was more than that. He was a great man, a man with great qualities, who lived several lives throughout his career in publishing. He was a writer and a scholar, he was also a tough businessman, a man with a lot of charisma and rare conviction. Had he been a lawyer, the entire Paris bar would have been out of work. There was a time when Bernard was the head, feared and respected, of some of the largest publishing groups in France. At the same time, he was close to the leading philosophers and intellectuals of the time, politicians as well. In the last part of his life, after he had ruled Paris, Bernard retired, but without losing any of his aura. He started a small publishing house; it was a bit like him: modest, discreet, prestigious. That’s the man I knew when he took me under his wing. Kind, curious, joyful, and luminous – he was the teacher I had always dreamed of. His conversation was brilliant, witty, light-hearted, and deep. His laugh was an enduring lesson in wisdom. He knew all the quirks of human behaviour. He was an inspiration, a star in the night.”

“He sounds like an extraordinary man,” Scarlett said.

“He was.”

“Writer, even so, it’s a fascinating line of work . . .”

“That’s what my last girlfriend thought before she got together with me.”

Scarlett burst out laughing. “No, I really meant it. I mean, everyone dreams about writing a novel.”

“I’m not so sure.”

“Well, I do.”

“Then do it,” I suggested. “All you need is a pencil and a stack of paper, and a whole wonderful world opens up before you.”

“I wouldn’t know how to go about it. I wouldn’t even know where to get an idea for a novel.”

My cigarette was out. I was getting ready to go back inside when she held me back, which I had no reason to complain about.

“How do you find the ideas for your novels?”

I remained silent for a moment before replying.

“People always think that writing a novel begins with an idea. But a novel begins most of all with a desire: the desire to write. A desire that grabs you and that nothing can stop, a desire so strong that you turn your back on everything else. That perpetual desire to write, I call the writer’s sickness. You can have the best plot for a novel, but if you have no desire to write, you’ll get nowhere.”

“And how do you create a plot?” she asked.

“Very good question, Dr Watson. New writers often make that mistake. They think the plot consists of facts assembled one by one. They imagine a character, place him in a situation, and so on and so on.”

“So,” said Scarlett, “I had an idea for a novel. It goes something like this: a young woman gets married and, on her wedding night, kills her husband in their hotel room. But I never managed to get any further than that.”

“Because you’re assembling facts, as I just described. But a plot needs questions. Start by presenting your scenario as a series of questions: why does a young bride kill her husband on their wedding night? Who is this young woman? Who is her husband? What is the background of their marriage? Why did they get married? Where did they get married?”

Scarlett replied point for point.

“The husband is immensely rich but a contemptible miser. She wanted a dream wedding with white swans and fireworks, but in the end all she got was a discount celebration in a moth-eaten inn. Mad with rage, she ends up killing her husband. The judge at her trial is a woman, and she rules that there are attenuating circumstances because there’s nothing worse than a stingy husband.”

I burst out laughing.

“You see, simply presenting your initial story as a series of questions offers infinite possibilities. In answering the questions, the characters, places, and actions will present themselves to you. You’ve already sketched out some of the characteristics of the husband and wife. You’ve progressed the plot by introducing the trial. Is the real story the murder? Or the trial? Will she be acquitted? The magic of the novel is that even a simple fact, any fact, when presented as a series of questions, opens the door to a story.”

“Any kind of fact?” she repeated, somewhat incredulously, as if she were challenging me.

“Any kind of fact. Let’s take a very concrete example. Unless I’m mistaken, you’re in room 621A, right?”

“Absolutely.”

“And me, I’m in room 623. And the room before yours is 621. I walked the entire floor to make sure: there is no room 622. That’s a fact. Why, in the Hôtel de Verbier, is there a room 621A instead of room 622? That, that’s a plot line. And the start of a novel.”

She smiled. She was beginning to enjoy the game.

“Yes, but there could be a rational explanation. Some hotels skip room 13 out of concern for superstitious guests.”

“If there’s an immediate rational explanation, the plot fails and there is no novel. That’s when the novelist goes into action. For a novel to exist, the writer has to push back on the walls of rationality, undo reality, and – especially – create a story where there was none before.”

“And how would you do that for this hotel room?” asked Scarlett, who seemed not to have completely understood what I was saying.

“In the novel, the writer, in looking for an explanation, will question the concierge of the hotel.”

“So go on!” she suggested.

“Now?”

“Of course, now!”

*

“Room 621A is typical of the hotel,” the concierge explained to us, amused that we would show up at that late hour to ask such a question. “When the hotel was being built, the number 621 was attached to the doors of two rooms by mistake. All we had to do was replace one of the 621s with a 622, and everything would have been settled. But the owner at the time, Edmond Rose, an astute businessman, preferred to name it 621A. This succeeded in arousing the curiosity of our guests, who asked especially for that room, convinced there was something special about it. The trick has continued to work to this day because you’re here, in the middle of the night, questioning me about it.”

When we returned to the sixth floor, Scarlett said to me, “So, room 621A is simply a construction mistake.”

“Not for the novelist,” I reminded her, “otherwise the story ends there. In the novel, the concierge is lying. Buy why? What’s the truth about this mysterious room 621A? What happened there that made the hotel staff decide to conceal it? That’s one way to construct a story from a simple situation.”

“And now?” she asked.

“And now,” I joked, “it’s up to you to move forward. I’m going to bed.”

Little did I suspect that I had just ruined my holiday.

*

The following morning at nine, I was awakened by someone knocking on my door. I went to open it and saw Scarlett. She was surprised to see me looking the way I did.

“Were you sleeping, Writer?”

“Yes, I’m on holiday. You know, those periods of rest when people leave you alone.”

“Well, in that case, your holiday is over,” she announced, entering my suite, holding a fat book under her arm. “I have the answer to your so-called plot: why is there a room 621A at the Hôtel de Verbier instead of 622? Because there was a murder! Fiction is stranger than fact.”

“What? How do you know that?”

“I got up early and went to a café in the village centre to ask some questions. Several people were willing to talk to me about it. May I have a coffee, please?”

“Excuse me?”

“Coffee, please! Next to the minibar there’s a capsule espresso machine. Put the capsule inside, press the button, and the coffee flows into the cup. You’ll see. It’s magic.”

I was completely seduced by Scarlett. I did as she asked at once and prepared two espressos.

“Nothing connects this murder and this strange business with room 621A,” I noted, bringing her the cup of espresso.

“Wait till you see what I found,” she said, opening the book she had brought.

I sat down next to her.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“A book about the history of the hotel,” she explained as she turned the pages. “Found it at the bookshop in the village.”

She stopped at a photo of an architectural drawing of the hotel and put her finger on it.

“This is the sixth floor. We’re lucky, all the same. You see, this is the hallway here, and there, you can see that, for every room, there’s a number. They follow one another numerically. Look! And number 622 is right here, between 621 and 623.”

Somewhat shocked, I saw that Scarlett was right.

“What are you thinking?” I asked, certain that she had something in mind.

“That the murder took place in room 622 and the hotel management wanted to erase the memory.”

“That’s merely a hypothesis.”

“Which we’re going to check out. Do you have a car?”

“Yes, why?”

“Let’s go, Writer!”

“What do you mean, ‘Let’s go’? Where do you want to go?”

“To the archives of the Nouvelliste. It’s the largest daily in the region.”

“It’s Sunday.”

“I called the office. They’re open on Sunday.”

I liked Scarlett. That’s why I went with her to Sion, roughly an hour away, where the Nouvelliste’s headquarters were located.

Behind the desk, a receptionist informed us that access to the archives was reserved for subscribers.

“You have to subscribe,” Scarlett said, hitting me with her elbow.

“Um, why me?”

“Come on, Writer, we don’t have time to quibble. Subscribe, please.”

I hesitated and then took out my credit card, which gave us the right to access the archive room. I had imagined a dusty basement stacked with thousands of old newspapers. In reality, the archive room was a small office equipped with four computers. Everything had been digitised, which made life much simpler. Seated before the screen, Scarlett needed only a few keywords to find a series of articles. She clicked on the first and shouted victoriously. The story was on the front page, along with a photograph of the Hôtel de Verbier with several police cars parked in front:


MURDER AT THE HOTEL

Yesterday, Sunday, December 16, a man was found murdered in room 622 of the Hôtel de Verbier. A hotel employee discovered the body of the victim as he was bringing him his breakfast.
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The Start of the Affair

Sunday, December 9, seven days before the murder

The plane was stuck on the tarmac at the Madrid airport. Over the loudspeaker, the captain had announced that a large snowstorm in Geneva had forced the airport to close briefly, at least long enough to clear the landing strip. The plane should be able to leave in about a half hour at most.

This was a minor inconvenience for most of the passengers on board, except for one Macaire Ebezner, a passenger in business class, sitting in the first row. His eye fastened on the window, he quickly swallowed the glass of champagne the hostess had offered him while he waited. He was nervous. Something wasn’t right. He was convinced that the plane’s being held had nothing to do with the snow: they had found it. They were going to pick him up on board the plane. He could feel it. He was trapped, like a rat. There was nowhere to run. Examining the tarmac through the window, he suddenly caught sight of a police car travelling at high speed towards the aircraft, its lights blinking. He felt his heart rate increase. He was trapped.

*

The previous day, in the middle of the afternoon, in the neighbourhood of Salamanca, in the centre of Madrid.

Macaire and Perez exited the Serrano metro station. They had identified the informer and recovered the documents from his apartment, then fled into the metro to avoid being seen. But exiting the car, Perez had the impression that they were being followed. Walking up the stairs to the street, he discovered he had been right.

“Don’t turn around,” he ordered Macaire. “Two guys are tailing us.”

By the tone of his voice, Macaire knew that it was over. Yet, they had been careful to pay attention to the signs; they would pay dearly for their lack of vigilance.

Macaire felt a rush of adrenaline.

“Go right,” Perez told him. “I’ll head left. I’ll meet you at the apartment later.”

“I’m not leaving you alone!”

“Now!” Perez ordered. “Do as I say. You’re the one with the list.”

They separated. Macaire turned right and walked down the street at a brisk pace. He noticed a taxi by the kerb that had just dropped off a passenger, and he jumped inside. The driver took off, and Macaire turned around. Perez had disappeared.

Macaire had himself dropped off at Puerta del Sol and mixed in with the mass of tourists. He entered a clothes shop from which he emerged completely changed, just in case someone had noted his appearance. Not knowing what he was supposed to do, he called the emergency number. It was the first time in twelve years that he had used it. He found a phone booth near the Retiro and dialled. He knew the number by heart. He identified himself to the receptionist and was connected to Wagner, who told him the bad news.

“Perez was picked up by the Spanish police. They have nothing on him; he’ll get out. In any case, he has a diplomatic passport.”

“I have the list,” Macaire said. “It was our man.”

“Perfect. Burn the list and follow the protocol. Go back to your apartment and return to Geneva tomorrow as planned. Don’t worry. Everything’s going to be fine.”

“Perfectly fine,” Macaire agreed.

Before hanging up, Wagner remarked, in a somewhat amused tone of voice, which was like an explosion given the gravity of the situation, “Oh, since I have you on the line, you’re in the paper. It’s official.”

“I know,” Macaire replied, slightly annoyed by the light-hearted comment.

“Bravo!”

The line suddenly went dead.

Following the directions he had been given, Macaire returned to the apartment, taking every possible precaution, and burned the list. He greatly regretted having agreed to this trip, which was supposed to be his last. He was afraid that it was one too many. He had a lot to lose: his wife, his dream life, and the expected promotion. One week from now, he would be president of the family bank, one of the largest private banks in Switzerland. The news had made its way into the weekend edition of the Tribune de Genève, which had come out that very day. He had received congratulatory messages from everyone – except his wife, Anastasia, who had remained in Switzerland. As always with this type of trip, he had arranged it so that she didn’t come along.

*

On the tarmac of the Madrid airport, the police car passed in front of the plane and continued along the service road without stopping. False alarm. Macaire collapsed in his seat, relieved. Suddenly, the plane shook and began to roll slowly in the direction of the departure runway.

A few minutes later, when the plane finally rose into the air, Macaire, feeling he was out of danger, breathed a long sigh of relief. He asked for a vodka and some nuts, then unfolded his copy of the Tribune de Genève, one of the newspapers available in the cabin. Turning to the business pages, he saw his picture.


MACAIRE EBEZNER TO BE NAMED PRESIDENT OF THE EBEZNER BANK THIS SATURDAY

A decision has been made. Macaire Ebezner, 41 years old, will take over the reins of the largest private bank in Switzerland, to which he is the sole heir. The news was confirmed – although not in so many words – by an influential member of the bank, who preferred to remain anonymous. “Only an Ebezner can lead the bank,” he stated.



He asked for another vodka and swallowed it fast. He sighed.

He thought he had closed his eyes for no more than a few minutes but, when he awoke, the plane was already on its final approach to Geneva. He saw the chiselled contour of Lake Geneva and the lights of the city. It was snowing heavily, and snowflakes were spinning through the air. They were well into winter; Switzerland was covered in white. The flight from Madrid was one of the first to arrive at the Geneva airport after the lengthy delay caused by the weather.

It was nine thirty p.m. when the plane touched down at the newly cleared runway. Once he had disembarked, Macaire quickly crossed the interior of the airport, which he knew by heart, his briefcase in hand. He left the arrival area, looking relaxed. The customs agents didn’t question him.

Because the snow had slowed air traffic for the last hour, a long line of taxis waited at the exit for the few travellers who had showed up. Macaire got into the first car. The driver set aside the newspaper he had finished scanning.

“Chemin de Ruth, Cologny,” Macaire said.

Glancing at his customer in the rear-view mirror, the driver, waving his copy of the Tribune de Genève, asked Macaire, “That’s you in the paper, isn’t it?”

Macaire smiled, flattered to be recognised.

“Yes, it’s me.”

“It’s a great honour, Monsieur Ebezner,” the driver said, his face filled with admiration. “It’s not every day that I get to carry a star of high finance.”

Examining his face reflected in the glass, Macaire was unable to suppress a broad smile. He was at the peak of his banking career. The tension he had felt in Madrid was forgotten. He had managed to extricate himself from that business, and his future looked splendid. He was looking forward to being at the bank the next day – anxious to see the expressions on all their faces. Even though his rise to the presidency had been known for months, the article was going to generate gossip. Starting tomorrow, they would be fawning all over him. Just a few more days of patience. Saturday evening, during the bank’s big annual weekend bash at the Verbier, he would be named as the head of the prestigious establishment.

*

The taxi went down rue de la Servette, then avenue de Chantepoulet, and crossed the Mont Blanc Bridge. The shores of Lake Geneva were glittering. The large fountain, the Jet d’Eau, rose majestically among the snowflakes. Between the snow and the Christmas lights, Geneva was a fairyland. Everything looked calm and serene.

The car then drove up quai du Général-Guisan and continued on towards Cologny, one of Geneva’s most affluent communities, where Macaire lived with his wife, Anastasia, in a magnificent house overlooking Lake Geneva.

In the Ebezner kitchen, at that moment, Arma, the maid, tasted the veal roast she had been lovingly preparing for the past few hours; it was perfect. She again looked admiringly at the newspaper article she had placed on the work surface to keep her company. It was official. Monsieur would be named president of the bank next Saturday. She was so proud of him. She never worked weekends, but last night, as soon as she had seen the article in the café she patronised, she had decided to come to work so she could greet him upon his return from Madrid. She knew he was alone because his wife was spending the weekend with a friend (Madame Anastasia didn’t like to be alone in the large house when her husband was travelling). Arma thought it was sad that no-one would be there on his return to celebrate such important news.

When she caught sight of the headlights of the taxi as it entered the property, she rushed outside to greet her boss, not bothering to put on her coat, in spite of the falling snow.

“You’re in the paper!” she cried proudly, waving the article before Macaire, who was trying to get out of the taxi.

“Arma, what are you doing here? It’s Sunday!”

“I didn’t want you to come home to an empty house with nothing on the table.”

He smiled affectionately.

“President. So, it’s official.” Arma beamed.

She grabbed the small suitcase that the driver removed from the boot, then followed her employer into the house as the taxi drove off. The car had barely passed the entrance gate to the property when a man appeared in its headlights. The driver stopped and lowered the window.

“I did as you said,” he told the man, who appeared unconcerned by the falling snow.

“Did you show him the article?”

“Yes, I followed your orders to the letter,” the driver swore, as he waited for his compensation. “I pretended to recognise him, just like you told me.”

The man appeared satisfied and handed a bundle of hundred-franc notes to the driver, who left immediately.

*

In the house, seated at the kitchen table, Macaire had Arma serve him a thick slice of the roast. He was preoccupied – mostly because of Anastasia. He had sent her a message to let her know he had arrived in Geneva. She had replied, laconically:


Pleased that your trip went well.

Congrats on the article in the Tribune.

Returning tomorrow, better not to drive with all this snow.



Rereading the message, Macaire wondered who was lying to whom. He had been doing so for twelve years now. For twelve years a secret had been burning his lips. Arma recalled him from his thoughts.

“I’m very happy for you. When I saw the article, I nearly cried. President of the bank! You were in Madrid for work?”

“Yes,” Macaire said, lying.

His mind was elsewhere and he wasn’t paying the least attention to Arma. She went off to clean the pots and pans, furious with herself. What an idiot she had been to come here to meet him this evening. She thought he would be pleased. It would have been an opportunity to spend a special moment together. But he couldn’t care less. He hadn’t even noticed that she had been to the hairdresser and painted her nails. She decided to go home.

“If you have no further need of me, sir, I’ll be going.”

“Of course. Please go, Arma, and thank you for this delicious meal. Without you I would have gone to bed on an empty stomach. You’re a pearl. Speaking of which, don’t forget that I’ll need you here all of next weekend.”

“Next weekend?” Arma gasped.

“Yes. You know it’s the big weekend banquet, off limits to the wives. I’m worried about leaving Anastasia alone again. Two weekends in a row, that’s a lot. You know how much she hates being alone here. You could even sleep in one of the guest bedrooms. It would mean a lot to her.”

“But you told me I could take next Friday off,” she reminded him. “I was planning to take off until Monday.”

“Oh, damn, I completely forgot. Can you cancel your plans? Please, it’s very important that someone be here with Anastasia. She may want to have some friends over, and it would be good if you were here to take care of the house and do some cooking. I’ll pay you double for your time from Friday to Sunday evening.”

She wouldn’t have agreed for all the money in the world. That weekend was very important. But since she was incapable of refusing her boss anything, she reluctantly accepted.

*

When Arma had left, Macaire locked himself in his office, a small room on the ground floor. He unhooked a picture from the wall (a watercolour of Geneva), which hid a small safe whose combination only he knew. He opened it. Inside was a single object: a notebook. For several weeks he had been writing down his secrets, just in case – so that someone would know. Recently, he had felt that he was being watched –

surveilled. Events in Madrid seemed to confirm this. For twelve years, he had taken risk after risk. Writing down the truth somewhere could prove vital.

He flipped through the notebook. The first pages showed columns of numbers and sums of money, as if it were an accounting document. Maybe undeclared funds, someone might assume if the notebook were to fall into the wrong hands. That was a ruse. The following pages appeared blank, but were covered with his confessions. For greater security, Macaire had been writing with invisible ink. It was an old trick, but it still worked. Using a fountain pen, intentionally left empty, whose tip he dipped into a mixture of water and lemon juice, everything he wrote immediately disappeared into the pages. Although filled, they remained blank. If, one day, Macaire wanted to recover his invisible text, he simply had to put the pages near a source of light and heat, and his entire story would appear.

At first, it had been a tedious business, but with some training, his hand had become agile. Even without seeing his text, Macaire wrote quite legibly. He opened his notebook and located the last page of the text, whose corner was folded over, and dipped his pen into the bowl of lemon juice. He didn’t notice the shadow hidden in the darkness a few feet away. Someone was watching him through the bedroom window.

The man remained motionless as he observed Macaire for more than an hour. He watched Macaire write, then return the notebook to the safe behind the painting before leaving the room – no doubt to go to sleep, given how late it was.

The man disappeared into the night, silent and invisible, making his way outside the property by slipping over the wall. Snow continued to fall and would soon cover his tracks. When he arrived at chemin de Ruth, the man got into a car parked near the shoulder. There was no-one in sight. He started the car and drove for a few minutes until he was some way off, then stopped to make a call.

“He returned home, and he suspects nothing,” he assured his contact. “I even arranged for a taxi driver to discuss the article with him.”

“A very good idea! Excellent.”

“How did you manage to get the article published? With a picture, no less!”

“I have my contacts. Poor guy, tomorrow he’s going to fall from his perch.”

*

A kilometre away, the Ebezner home went completely dark. Macaire, in his large bed, quickly fell into a deep sleep, the article extolling his rise by his side. He had never felt so happy. He had no idea that his problems were only just beginning.
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Agitation

Monday, December 10, six days before the murder

Six thirty in the morning. Awakened by the sound of his alarm, Macaire needed a few moments to remember that he was home. Opening his eyes, he jumped at the memory of the events in Madrid. Then, realising he was safe in his bed, he allowed himself to be overcome by a feeling of calm. Everything would turn out well.

He hadn’t closed the shutters. Through the window, he saw that it was still dark outside and continued to snow heavily. He had no desire to engage with the cold. Wrapped in his duvet, he decided to spend a few more minutes in bed and closed his eyes.

*

At that moment, on rue de la Corraterie, in central Geneva, his secretary, Cristina, entered the imposing Ebezner Bank building with her usual punctuality. Since she had been hired six months earlier, she would arrive for work every morning at six thirty, when the tellers opened the building. She did so mostly to show her employers she was serious but also, especially, to have time to look through the files without being disturbed and without anyone asking questions.

Because of the snow, she had come on foot, unwilling to risk being caught in traffic on the poorly cleared streets. Wearing boots, her heels in her bag, she had walked from her apartment in Champel across the still sleeping city.

She strode across the broad entrance hall of the bank, elegant in her tightly belted coat. The tellers, in a row behind the counter, all of them a bit in love with her, marvelled at how nothing could diminish the zeal of this young employee, whose beauty was matched by her dedication.

“Good morning, Cristina,” they all shouted with one voice.

“Good day, gentlemen,” she smiled, placing before them a bag of croissants she had bought in a nearby bakery.

Touched by her gesture, they thanked her profusely.

“Did you see the weekend paper?” one of them asked, as he swallowed half a croissant. “You’re going to be secretary to the president!”

“I’m very pleased for Monsieur Ebezner,” she said. “He deserves it.”

She headed for the elevators, then got off on the fifth floor, the centre of operations for wealth management. Following a long hallway whose walls were tastefully decorated, she arrived in the antechamber that served as her workplace and that led to the offices of her two superiors: Macaire Ebezner and Lev Levovitch.

This antechamber wasn’t very large or very practical. A large desk blocked the passage; there was an armoire in one of the corners and a large photocopying machine. Cristina was the one who had asked that she be placed there. In all the departments, including wealth management, the secretaries occupied large, comfortable offices. But she preferred to be in direct contact with her superiors.

Cristina had quickly made herself indispensable at the bank. She worked hard and never complained. Intelligent, perceptive, charming. Always in a good mood, always willing to help out. She screened calls, carefully sorted the mail, handled meetings and scheduling.

Ever since her first day at the bank, she had been very impressed by Lev Levovitch. He was one of Geneva’s most esteemed bankers, revered for his business acumen. He was the most feared as well. About forty years old, arrogantly good-looking, he had the allure of an actor and the bearing of royalty. Charismatic, gifted, fluent in six languages, he was annoyingly perfect. No-one was indifferent to him; everyone was envious.

He was familiar with his accounts down to the slightest detail. He understood the markets better than anyone and could anticipate their movements. Even when the stock markets unwound, his customers made money.

Oddly enough, Levovitch wasn’t born into this world; he didn’t come from a patrician Genevan family. Starting from nothing, he had worked hard to get where he was, which earned him the respect of the big players with whom he now rubbed shoulders and the sympathy of the staff, who saw themselves reflected in his modest origins.

Both secretive and discreet, cultivating an air of mystery, he never boasted about his work, letting the facts reported by the journalists speak for him – gossip as well. He was an adviser to the richest clients, intimate with the powerful, the friend of presidents, but, never forgetting where he came from, he was always available for those in need, came to the assistance of those without resources, and was generous to those who sought his help.

In Geneva everyone talked about him; everyone dreamed about calling him their friend. In spite of it all, he was a solitary man, without attachments. He lived in a very large suite on the fifth floor of the luxurious Hôtel des Bergues, located on the shore of Lake Geneva. His private life was well hidden; he didn’t seem to have any friends, and his only confidant was his chauffeur and butler, Alfred Agostinelli, the epitome of discretion. A desirable bachelor, Levovitch’s name was on the lips of every young woman of Geneva’s best families, and the great families of Europe hoped he had eyes for one of their daughters. But Levovitch seemed to be completely detached from such ordinary needs. His heart was an impregnable fortress. It was said he had never fallen in love.

*

Levovitch arrived at the office every morning at seven sharp. But on that day, by 7:40 a.m., he still hadn’t shown up. Yet Lev lived no more than a ten-minute walk from the bank; snow couldn’t have been the reason for his absence. Struggling to find a good reason for the delay, Cristina assumed he had had a meeting outside the bank. Checking her boss’s schedule, she saw that the page was empty until four p.m., where he himself had written – she recognised his handwriting – an enigmatic note in capital letters: VERY IMPORTANT MEETING. She was nonplussed. In general, she was the one who entered all the appointments on his calendar. This must have been added at the last minute. Cristina was intrigued and wondered what it could possibly mean.

Suddenly, she heard a voice in the hallway. She knew that the floor was always deserted at that hour. She listened, then stepped quietly forward along the hallway. In the stairwell stood Sinior Tarnogol, one of the members of the bank’s board, who was walking up the stairs to his office on the sixth floor and had stopped to catch his breath. He was talking on the phone and spoke freely, convinced that, at that early hour, he was safe from eavesdroppers.

Cristina, keeping out of sight, listened to the conversation. She was stunned. The news would go off like a bomb.
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The End of the Holiday

At the offices of the Nouvelliste, Scarlett had printed out all the articles concerning the murder in room 622. She had discovered that the crime had never been resolved. And in the car on the way back to Verbier, she had only one thought in mind: to convince me to write a book about it.

“Hey, Writer, there was a murder in this hotel! That’s crazy. Think about it – the cosy atmosphere, the guests under suspicion, the detective questioning witnesses sitting by the fireplace.”

“So, Scarlett, what do you want to do? Reopen the case? Solve a murder that the police couldn’t solve?”

“Exactly! You’re better than a cop, you’re a writer. We’ll conduct the investigation together and you’ll write a book about it.”

“I’m not going to write a book about it,” I told her.

“Come on, Writer. I’m certain that Bernard would have wanted you to write about it.”

“Nope. My next novel will be a crummy police procedural.”

“Don’t be so grumpy. There’s even a novel within the novel: how we discovered that the number of room 622 was changed after the murder. Aren’t you curious to find out why the concierge lied to us last night?”

“That’s all we need.”

“Yes, in fact. And I’ll help you.”

“You’ll help me? You’ve never written a book.”

“I’ll be your assistant.”

“I already have an assistant and, believe me, you don’t want to be like her.”

“Then from now on you’ll have two assistants.”

“I’m supposed to be on holiday. I’m supposed to be relaxing.”

“You can relax when you’re dead.”

“In any case, I’m not available. I have commitments.”

“Oh? What?”

“Why, this afternoon, for example, I’m getting a massage. After that I’m going to the spa to sit in the Jacuzzi and enter a state of absolute relaxation.”

“That’s a good plan, Writer. Take care of yourself, build up your strength. The more relaxed you are, the better your book. Just tell me what I can do to help out.”

After remaining silent for a long while, I said, “You need to find the pieces of the puzzle that will help us follow the thread of this story.”

Scarlett’s face brightened.

“That means you accept!”

I smiled. Of course, I accepted, if only to spend some time with her.

*

That afternoon, while Scarlett was supposed to be gathering material for our investigation, I took advantage of the hotel’s spa services. Upon returning to my suite, I discovered that Scarlett had taken possession of the room. She had covered the wall with the articles we had found about the murder.

“How’d you get in?”

“I asked reception to open the door.”

“And they did?”

“I told them I was your assistant. The great writer’s assistant. Can you imagine? They were quaking in their boots. Take a look at what I found.”

I sat on one of the armchairs, and she pointed to a sheet of paper on which she had written: “Ebezner Bank.”

“Are you familiar with the Ebezner Bank in Geneva?” she asked.

“Yes, of course, it’s one of the largest private banks in Switzerland. They’re located on rue de la Corraterie.”

“Does the name Macaire Ebezner mean anything to you?”

“No, but with a name like that, there has to be some connection with the bank.”

“Bravo, Sherlock Holmes!”

She held out an article from the Tribune de Genève published eight days before the murder, which she had dug up on the internet. I read the title:


MACAIRE EBEZNER TO BE APPOINTED PRESIDENT OF THE EBEZNER BANK ON SATURDAY



“Ebezner was supposed to be named president of the bank on the weekend of the murder,” Scarlett explained. “He was supposed to succeed his father, Abel Ebezner, who had died a year earlier. Except that, contrary to what the article states – you should always be suspicious of the press – the announcement had to be postponed.”

“How do you know?”

“It wasn’t easy, but I finally managed to get hold of last night’s concierge. He explained that, if there were any questions from guests, management told him to invent this story about the wrong room numbers. Because a murder in a hotel is bad for business. I asked to speak to the manager but, as if by coincidence, he’s not around this week. I
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