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    Greetings, Édith. To you, and to so many women of action who carry—and will continue to carry—the desire for justice through the pursuit of truth.

      

    


PROLOGUE: CRIME IN PROGRESS
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42 RUE TURBIGO, PARIS, Friday, May 3rd, 1968, 3:40 p.m.

Edith had waited patiently, for many long days, to catch the criminal, and at that moment she had not the slightest doubt it was him.

Them, in fact: the slighter one used his nimble hands to steal the merchandise, while the more muscular one acted as a human shield—and also as a lookout, ready to alert his accomplice if they were detected.

But from where they stood, they couldn’t see the amazon, nearly one meter eighty, in peak condition at twenty-three, who was watching them through the convex mirror as they carried out their petty crime. The former naval markswoman pulled her walkie-talkie from her belt to alert her supervisor:

—“I’ve got the criminal we were looking for,” she whispered, pressing the button. “Requesting backup in the canned-goods section. Over.”

—“What?!” came the startled reply of the duty supervisor at Carrefour. “Edith, I’m begging you, don’t do anything stupid. Help is on the way. Over.”

—“Sorry, sir, but the criminals are getting away. Bonelli, over and out.”

She strode quickly to block the path of the Arab-featured youths.

—“Hey, friends, I think you’re walking off with something you had no intention of paying for at the register.”

—“What? This can?” said the smaller of the pair, holding up a tin of tuna in his hand.

—“I mean the ones you shoved into the pockets of your jacket and your cargo pants, and the ones you stuffed into your friend’s. Listen: don’t make this difficult, OK? Cooperate and follow me to the security office.”

—“You forgot to say ‘please,’” shot back the bulkier youth, nearly matching the ex-soldier in weight, fists tightening.

—“Please,” Edith added, tensing her muscles for the imminent fight.

—“You’re not taking us anywhere. And we’re minors, so you can’t search us. Which means... excuse us.” He placed a hand on the guard’s arm, trying to push her out of the way.

That was his first and only mistake. The veteran of the Indochina War twisted his arm into a judo lock, slamming him nose-first to the ground. The stockier accomplice tried to kick the guard’s ribs while she pinned his partner with a knee in his back, only to realize the blonde with gray eyes had foreseen the move. As his leg swung upward, she sidestepped, seized his foot and sent him sprawling onto his back, his head crashing against the floor—a blow that would later require three stitches.

The “backup” the supervisor had mentioned—Maurice and Omar, one a Congolese immigrant, the other Moroccan—arrived just in time to pull Edith away before she kept pounding on the bulkier of the tin-can thieves. The missing stock had been reported to the subcontracted security company more than a month earlier.

The outcome of this citizen’s arrest was exactly what one would expect from a supermarket chain with the reputation and pedigree of Carrefour: the young men were escorted to the exit by the store manager himself, who apologized again and again for the incident, while Edith once more faced an angry supervisor and a new dismissal notice.

When she reached the apartment she shared with her father at 18 Rue Beaurepaire, two hours before the end of her usual shift, without her Securitas uniform, and with still two hours left before Stefano started his as a night watchman at a jewelry shop, the veteran Italian nearly dropped his pipe. He had been smoking by the window in a futile attempt to keep the small apartment-office from filling with smoke.

—“Again, Edith?” His tone wasn’t meant as reproach, only as the reflection of the dismay he felt that his adoptive daughter had lost yet another job.

—“Again, yes,” she sighed with resignation. Fully aware of her precarious finances—even counting her own meager income and the war pension from her years in the French Navy—she had decided to walk the eighteen blocks from what was no longer her workplace back to their cramped second-floor flat with its two and a half rooms. “Seems that these days, a security guard can’t catch a thief and get rewarded for it, but instead gets a kick in the ass and thrown out.”

—“Language, daughter,” muttered the Italian, his neatly trimmed mustache only faintly gray.

—“But what do you want me to do, Dad? They were stealing merchandise right under my nose! What was I supposed to do? Help them stuff more cans in their pockets?”

—“Too soon to know if they’ll press charges for assault?” he asked bluntly, knowing his adoptive daughter hated being patted on the head and told everything would be fine.

—“They probably will. How should I know?” she shrugged.

—“Well, it’s not that bad. They paid you peanuts anyway, those exploiters. Let’s do this: it’s Friday night, take the weekend off, and Monday you go look for another job. Just tell me what reference you want me to be—bank manager, armored-car company supervisor—and I’ll keep the phone close.”

—“This time I’m going to take a whole week, Dad,” she answered, very serious. “I’m going to put some work into that front office—after all, that’s why we moved to Paris.”

—“And they’re charging us an arm and a leg for the rent!” he complained. “OK, but no more than a week, deal? Make that severance check last, please, because I’ll still need your half of the rent by next Friday.”

—“Count on it, Dad,” she smiled warmly for the first time since she arrived. “Next Friday, without fail. And thanks for supporting me... in everything, in general,” she added, gesturing with her hand for emphasis.

—“Yeah, yeah, of course. Your turn to cook tonight, but please nothing too heavy, or I’ll doze off at the jewelry shop.”

—“Vegetable soup for two... coming right up!”
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CHAPTER 1: THE FLEUR-DE-LIS
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APARTMENT 204, 18 RUE Beaurepaire, Tuesday, May 7th, 1968 – 12:30 p.m.

The former Italian militiaman who had fought against Mussolini’s rise in Italy and later joined the French maquis in World War II felt the weight of his forty-seven years that so-called “morning” after serving as a night watchman at the jewelry shop, riding home on his Vespa, and having had only six hours of sleep. Yet the activity of his daughter in the tiny two-by-three-meter office at the entrance of their rented apartment was feverish.

—“Let no one say my daughter doesn’t know how to clean,” he muttered, running a finger along one of the shelves in the small library, confirming there wasn’t a speck of dust.

—“Hello, Dad. Good morning,” she said, rising from the desk with a smile, greeting him with two kisses, one on each cheek.

—“I see you’re still determined to carry on with this venture. Wait... what’s that guy doing scraping the frosted glass?” he whispered, nodding toward the man in a light-blue coverall who was erasing the previous signage on the office door.

—“Ah. That? Name change. I think that was my initial mistake.”

—“And how much will it cost us?” he huffed.

—“Four hundred francs, that’s all,” she waved the expense off.

—“Four hundred francs?!” he exclaimed.

—“What do you think? Should I go ahead or not?” the sign painter asked, addressing Stefano.

—“Go ahead, go ahead. Don’t worry about it,” Edith replied.

—“But... daughter: we could eat for a week with that money.”

—“And we’ll eat even better if this succeeds,” she pointed to the tiny office. “This morning, while I was jogging, I had one of those inspirations... you know, when you suddenly notice something obvious you’d overlooked before?”

—“And what inspiration was that?” the forty-something gave in, sitting at the client side of the desk, resting his cheek on fingers forming an “L.”

—“It’s been eight months since we moved here from Poitiers and opened this office, right? And how many clients have we had?”

—“Zero.”

—“How many phone calls?”

—“Zero.”

—“So I thought: why ‘Edith Bonelli, Private Investigator’?”

—“Because that’s what you want to do?” he shrugged, not understanding where she was going.

—“Here, Dad,” she placed a phone book in front of him. “Look in the Yellow Pages where we’ve placed our ad, and tell me, besides me, what other women’s names appear under ‘Private Detectives.’”

The Italian went along with the exercise, though he knew the answer. Of the twenty-five paid classified ads, all were men’s names except two neutral ones, and then, of course, there was his daughter’s ad, for which they had also paid a sum that felt steep given their limited budget.

—“You’re the only one, that’s true.”

—“Of course I am! Private detective is a purely male field,” she said as if it was obvious. “There’s one reason, I believe the main one, why nobody’s ever called us.”

—“And what name change do you have in mind?”

—“Bonelli Investigation Agency,” she made the gesture of what the sign would look like. “Neutral.”

—“Doesn’t sound bad,” he glanced toward the door, where the sign painter was finishing scraping off the old name. “And the logo—you’re going to change it too?”

—“Yes, you finally convinced me, Dad, so you can’t say later that I’m hopelessly stubborn,” she smiled. “The judge’s gavel and revolver forming an ‘X’ did give off a Nazi vibe.”

—“Praise the Lord! For once in my life, you listen to me,” he said sarcastically. “Yes, well, Nazi or communist, I think I told you, because at first glance it could pass for the hammer and sickle on the USSR flag.”

—“Also. I was thinking of an imperial eagle as the new logo.”

—“But... how can you think of an imperial eagle, Edith? Did you hit your head?” the Italian exploded.

—“And why not?” the former naval markswoman confronted him.

—“For starters, it’s the registered logo of the security company that hires me, Vector. And also, the imperial eagle is directly associated with the United States.”

—“Ah. I hadn’t thought of it that way,” Edith considered. “Still, French society is quite pro-American.”

—“You’re wrong, daughter. I’d say fifty-fifty. Look: it’s your venture...”

—“Ours,” Edith corrected.

—“Yes, well, ours, but it’s your initiative, in which I would eventually step in pretending I know the case details.”

—“And you’d investigate too, Dad,” she smiled, placing her hand over his. “I’m telling you, this business works for both of us if it goes well.”

—“OK, but for that, we’d need clients first. Anyway, like I was saying: put whatever logo you want, but half the French—or more—are against U.S. intervention in our affairs. Look at the number of NATO bases,” he made air quotes, “filled with American troops on French soil. When was that... last Thursday? Didn’t you see the student protests at Paris-Orly airbase on TV?”

—“Fine. No imperial eagle. I don’t want to alienate half our potential clients with the wrong logo. What do you suggest?”

—“How about a simple, plain fleur-de-lis?”

—“Fleur-de-lis, fleur-de-lis,” she thought. “But what does the fleur-de-lis say to the general public?”

—“For starters, it’s a patriotic symbol. One I think unites all the French, right?”

—“Yes, also a symbol of the hereditary monarchy, don’t forget. Do you know what this street was called before?”

—“No, but it seems you do.”

—“Marshal Marchand, before they changed it to Beaurepaire.”

—“Marchand, like the coup supporter who helped Louis XVIII seize the throne before the Second Republic.”

—“The same Marchand. And now the street is Beaurepaire, right? Like the war hero of the French Revolution. Two plus two—when has it ever given anything other than four, Dad?”

—“But the fleur-de-lis goes beyond monarchy. I think it’s a consensus logo to say ‘I’m French and I feel represented.’ Also, consider if in the future, as you aspire, this grows beyond our borders,” he indicated the modest office, “and the Bonelli name starts to be recognized. Bonelli is Italian, unless you want a more French-sounding surname. But Bonelli plus fleur-de-lis? That’s an Italian-French pair. You see what I mean?”

—“Mmm... okay. Today I’m going with the easy yes. Pierre,” she addressed the sign painter.

—“Yes, Mrs. Bonelli?”

—“What discount if we use a fleur-de-lis instead of the imperial eagle? Surely it’s simpler.”

—“The price is the same,” he shrugged.

—“OK. Fleur-de-lis it is, then. Can you sketch it before you start painting?”

—“Yes, of course. No problem.”

—“Good. I’ll have to call the printing house to update the business cards. Maybe we’re in time,” she said, dialing the specialized calendar and card printer while taking action. “OK, thanks. When can they be ready? I see. No, please don’t throw away the ones with the imperial eagle. Since I have to pay for them, I’ll find some use. Thanks.”

—“And we keep spending,” Bonelli Sr. complained.

—“Don’t get angry so often, or you’ll wrinkle more than you already are.”

—“Sure, mock me if you like.”

—“Today I’m in a bulletproof optimism mood, Dad. I think I’ve found our first potential client,” she placed that day’s Le Monde on the desk.

—“General De Gaulle?” Stefano was amazed, seeing the front-page headline of the country’s largest circulation newspaper. “The students and the Communist Party have the poor general cornered: he can’t suppress the protests, and he can’t not suppress them.”

—“Not De Gaulle, Dad. The police blotter below.”

—“Ah, yes. The Montmartre rapist.”

—“Exactly.”

—“Wait: you’re going to defend a rapist?” the almost fifty-year-old exclaimed.

—“And what if he isn’t? Throughout the trial, he and his defender claimed the accused was innocent, and besides...”

—“Wait a moment, I’m reading the full article,” he reached the police section where the extended front-page note was. “No, Edith. You definitely can’t expect this man to pay you fees. He has a public defender, and also... says he comes from a humble family.”

—“Humble and Vietnamese, recently emigrated to France.”

—“I don’t understand why it matters that he’s Vietnamese.”

—“The two victims they found dead... what were they like?” she looked at him sharply.

—“Blonde tourists with light eyes. I see your point.”

—“One Dutch, one German,” Edith clarified. “And I was in Vietnam, fighting, and I can assure you that the French newcomers there couldn’t tell one Vietnamese from another. I swear! Until their eyes got used to it, they just didn’t. And on top of that, the Vietnamese community in France is quite small. I don’t think it even reaches 200,000, counting first and second-generation immigrants. This young man could just be some kid from a humble family who got caught being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

—“Holding the second victim in his arms, all covered in her blood,” the Italian quoted from the article.

—“He and his lawyer claim he was trying to revive her, and clearly he wasn’t clever enough to run when the police arrived. And then the witnesses at the nightclub, at the café on the corner of the dark alley where the poor girl was raped and stabbed—they were more French than Camembert, Dad. And like I’m telling you: put the accused—or any other Vietnamese person—in front of them, and they’d say it was him they saw that night.”

—“And with no semen traces left by the perpetrator, there’s no way to rule him out either.”

—“Exactly. Tell me: what did he do with the condoms he used? Because they were never found. Or did he not ejaculate on either occasion?”

—“Fair enough. You’ve got a point. But I insist: he’s not going to pay you.”

—“Then he won’t pay me. It’s front-page news, Dad—Le Monde, no less—and he’s facing life imprisonment. What if we manage to prove his innocence? Microphones all over France would be on the detectives who solved the case. Well... on you, more precisely.”

—“A bit of free publicity like that wouldn’t hurt, to be honest. But also consider: if you can’t exonerate him because he really is guilty of both crimes, the press would still report that the Bonelli Investigation Agency”—she pointed behind her to the sign painter—“participated in defending the accused without charging a cent.”

—“A double-edged sword, indeed. Well, I have to go, pick up the cards from the printer, and make it to the courthouse in time for today’s hearing. Can I borrow the Vespa?”

—“Yes, of course.”

—“I promise to fill the tank.”

—“I already did yesterday, but be my guest and leave it full when you return anyway.”

—“Thanks, Dad. I left cheese omelette and sausages in the oven. Just heat them up, okay?”

—“Okay.”

—“Oh, and tonight you cook. Love you,” she kissed her adoptive father on both cheeks before hopping into the shower and struggling into the uncomfortable dark-gray two-piece suit she’d bought eight months ago, when they moved from Poitiers, dreaming of becoming a private detective. She tied her thick blonde hair in a ponytail and looked at herself in the bathroom mirror.

—“This is how a private detective should look,” she told her reflection. “Go get them, tigress!”
Palace of Justice of Paris, 08 Bd du Palais, Tuesday, May 7, 1968, 2:10 p.m.

Edith paused for a minute to contemplate the imposing façade of the building on the Île de la Cité, which had been the palace of the kings of France until Charles V moved his residence to Le Marais after a bloody revolt in 1358. After the French Revolution, in 1793, the Revolutionary Tribunal began using it for what it had always been used ever since: administering justice.

The detective had been wise to leave early, arriving nearly two hours before the hearing began, because she had to make a significant detour to avoid yet another student demonstration in what history would remember as the May 1968 events in France—a movement that spread globally, though the young Indochina War veteran considered it just another hippy movement with slogans about abolishing class society or capitalism, among many others.

She had also been wise, she realized, given the line to enter the building through security. She didn’t have time to waste and wanted to be in the front row behind the accused, so she went directly and boldly to the guard post, showing her identification from the French Ministry of the Interior accrediting her as a private investigator (a license she had never used in practice, but also never mentioned to the building security guards, despite the many times she had attended criminal trials).

—Hello, David, how’s it going? —greeted the judicial guard, a light-eyed brunette who could have been the perfect magazine cover Adonis if not for his prominent nose.

—Edith, long time! —the man joked, since she had been seen at the courts two or three times a week since moving to Paris—. You’re not trying to skip the line, are you?

—Well, you see. Normally I wouldn’t, you know me, but in this case, I predict the hearing will be packed, and... I need to be in the front rows —she confided in a low voice.

—Ah. And which case brings you here today?

—That of Nguyễn Văn Hải, at four o’clock.

—Ugh. That one will fill up long before the hearing begins. You can bet this entire line is for that case in particular, mostly journalists and law students.

—Yes, the latter, the ones not in today’s march —the blonde joked, aware of the officer’s center-right profile.

—I don’t know what country they want, honestly. Cuba, the USSR, or China, but here in France? It’s crazy! Right?

—Check me, I voted for De Gaulle in the last presidential election —shrugged the woman in the dark gray two-piece suit—. So? What do you say? Could you sneak me in?

—Mmm... yes, but don’t make a habit of it, okay? Also, you can’t enter this way, not in front of everyone —he whispered—. Do you know where the staff entrance is, just around the corner?

—Do birds know how to fly? —she retorted.

—Penguins don’t —he remarked with a smile.

—Touché —she smiled at him, and thanked the guard with the prominent nose sincerely for making that exception when he let her in through the staff entrance—. Which courtroom is it?

—Number 14. Do you know how to get there?

—Yes, of course: via the marble stairs in the main hall, right in front of where they end, isn’t that right?

—What a memory. One would think you’ve been coming here two or three times a week for the last eight months —he continued their ongoing joke, which was indeed the case.

—For some things, don’t be fooled. Listen, David. I owe you one. Will you accept a drink sometime when you finish work?

—It would be a pleasure. You know my schedule —he smiled at her.

When she arrived at the courtroom, the previous trial was still underway. She looked for a familiar face and sat next to Richard, a final-year law student with whom she usually discussed the cases they attended together. She wasn’t in the front rows as she would have liked, but the fifth row behind the accused wasn’t too bad either, and perhaps when the room emptied after this hearing and before the one she was interested in began, she could move to where she intended to be.

—Hello, Richard. What’s this one about?

—Robbery with assault in a supermarket. The accused has no chance. He’s looking at seven to ten years.

—Ah, I see —the entire conversation, of course, was whispered between them.

—Still, I’m not here for this case today: I’m here for Nguyen’s case, for rape and multiple homicide —he clarified.

—Same here —she confided.

Time passed, and the hearing continued until 3:35 p.m., when the verdict that the advanced law student had predicted was announced: ten years, the maximum in the French Penal Code at the time for that type of
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