
[image: Cover]



For geographers, friends and colleagues, who explore the world



[image: image]



Contents

Dedication

Title Page

The Day of Anguish

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

The Night of the Owl

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

The Day of Blood

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

The Night of Darkness

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

The Day of Wind

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

The Night of Mud

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

The Day of Stone

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

Chapter 63

Chapter 64

Chapter 65

Chapter 66

Chapter 67

Chapter 68

Chapter 69

Chapter 70

Chapter 71

Chapter 72

Chapter 73

Chapter 74

Chapter 75

Chapter 76

Chapter 77

Chapter 78

Chapter 79

Chapter 80

Chapter 81

Chapter 82

Chapter 83

Acknowledgements

About the Author

Also by Michel Bussi

Copyright



‘What’s wrong, Leyli? You’re pretty. You have three lovely children. Bamby, Alpha, Tidiane. You’ve done very well for yourself.’

‘Done well? That’s all just for show, all that. Hot air. Oh no, no, we’re no perfect family. Not us. We’re missing one key thing.’

‘A father?’

Leyli gave a gentle laugh.

‘No, no. We can easily do without a father, or even several fathers. All four of us.’

‘What are you missing, then?’

Leyli half opened her eyes, like a Venetian blind letting a ray of sunshine filter through to light up a dark bedroom, turning the dust into stars.

‘You’re really quite inquisitive, cher monsieur. We barely know each other, but you still think I’ll tell you my deepest secret?’

He said nothing in reply. The slatted blind in Leyli’s eyes had already closed again, plunging the room back into darkness. She turned towards the sea, and blew out her smoke to blacken the clouds.

‘It’s more than a secret, Mr Nosy Parker. It’s a wicked curse. I am a bad mother. My three children are doomed. My only hope is that one of them, maybe just one of them, will break the spell and be free.’

She closed her eyes. He continued to press her:

‘Who put this terrible curse on them?’

Thunder rumbled behind the closed shutters of her eyelids.

‘You. Me. The whole world. No one’s innocent in this affair.’



The Day of Anguish



1

6.48 a.m.

The barge slipped silently below the number 22 bus.

Leyli, her forehead pressed against the window, two rows behind the driver, watched the huge pyramids of white sand pulling away, carried along by the flat-bottomed boat, imagining that someone was making off with the local sand, and after they’d taken the rest, they’d also steal the beach, one grain at a time.

The bus crossed the Canal d’Arles à Bouc and continued up Avenue Maurice Thorez. Leyli’s thoughts drifted along at the same languid pace as the barge. She had always pictured this canal as a seam that was coming apart, and the town of Port-de-Bouc as a bit of land floating slowly out towards the sea, now separated from the mainland by a twenty-metre-wide strait. By an ocean tomorrow.

That’s plain silly, Leyli reasoned to herself as the 22 joined the bypass – the four lanes of the N568 and their non-stop flow of cars isolated Port-de-Bouc far more from the rest of the world than the well-behaved, tree-lined canal where only the odd lazy barge meandered its way along. It wasn’t even 7 a.m. yet. The sun was up but had still only opened one murky eye. Through the bus window, the pale headlights of the vehicles cut across the reflection of her face. For once, Leyli thought she looked pretty. She had made an effort. She had woken up more than an hour earlier to braid her hair with multicoloured beads, strand by strand, just as her mother, Marème, used to do in Ségou, by the river, during those summer months when the sun burned everything; during those months when she had nevertheless been deprived of sunlight.

She wanted to look attractive. It mattered. Patrice, or rather Monsieur Pellegrin, the employee who was dealing with her case file at FOS-HOMES, was not immune to her colours. To her smile. To her zest for life. To her Fulani roots. To her mixed-race family.

The 22 drove along Avenue du Groupe Manouchian, passing the Agache housing estate.

Her family. Leyli raised her sunglasses and spread the photos delicately on her knees. If she had to touch Patrice Pellegrin’s heart, these snaps were as vital a weapon as her charm. She had chosen them with great care, photos of Tidiane, Alpha, Bamby, as well as the apartment. Was Patrice married? Did he have children? Was he easily influenced? And if he was, did he have any influence himself?

She was getting closer. The bus crossed the retail park, weaving its way between a massive Carrefour hypermarket, a Quick burger outlet and a Starbucks. In just a few months, since her last appointment at FOS-HOMES, around a dozen new signs had sprung up. So many copycat metal cubes, and yet each instantly identifiable at a glance – the white horns of a Buffalo Grill, the orangey flower of a Jardiland, the pyramidal roof of a Red Corner. On the steel-and-glass frontage of the multiplex, a gigantic figure of Johnny Depp as Jack Sparrow stared at her; for a second, the reflection gave her the illusion that Johnny had the same beaded plaits as she did.

Everything here looked exactly the same. Everything looked exactly like everywhere else.

The 22 headed back down towards the Canal de Caronte, between two seas, the Mediterranean and the lagoon of the Étang de Berre, then turned into Rue Urdy-Milou, where the FOS-HOMES offices were located. Leyli looked at her reflection one last time. Her ghostly self in the glass mirror was gradually fading in the faint light of day. She had to convince Patrice Pellegrin that she wasn’t like all those soulless places, those everywhere-and-nowhere places – she who, like them, belonged to here, there and everywhere too.

She had to convince Patrice that she was unique, it was as simple as that. Incidentally, the more she thought about it, the less certain she was that this guy at FOS-HOMES was even called Patrice at all.
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6.49 a.m.

Bamby was standing opposite François.

The skilful interplay of mirrors in the Scheherazade room at the Red Corner produced multiple viewing angles, as if a dozen cameras were filming her and projecting her image onto the walls, the ceiling, from behind, from the front, from below.

François had never laid eyes on such a stunning girl.

Not for twenty years at least. Not since he’d stopped criss-crossing the world and treating himself to Thai and Nigerian prostitutes for just a few dollars – girls who could have ended up as Miss World, had the accident of birth not left them on the wrong side of the tracks. Not since he’d settled down, with Solène, Hugo and Mélanie, and had a house built in Aubagne. Not since he’d begun putting on his tie every morning to go and check the Vogelzug accounts, and now hardly ever went overseas on business. Never any further than Morocco or Tunisia these days.

François calculated the months in his head: he hadn’t cheated on Solène for more than a year. He’d become faithful almost without realising it. At Vogelzug, among the passion flowers fighting the cause of illegal migrants, he had few opportunities of seeing girls dressed as sluts, showing off their curves and flaunting their breasts.

And even fewer of holding those breasts himself.

The girl who was undulating gently in front of him was called Bamby. A Fulani name. She was twenty-four, had the body of an African princess and was writing an anthropological thesis on patterns of human migration. She had contacted him quite by chance; he was part of a sample group of fifty professionals involved in migration management who made up her body of research. Fifty hours of interviews captured on a voice recorder … including one conducted with himself, a one-hour monologue apart from a few prompts, carried out in the Vogelzug offices.

Bamby had seemed captivated by his journey. François had laid it on a bit thick – the beliefs, the activism, the soul-searching ever since the carefree days of travelling light had given way to those of experience, the prime of life, success, seduction. She’d made him read over his words, by email, before they met again a fortnight later, a low-key, run-of-the-mill evening of discussion, without a voice recorder this time. Nevertheless, they’d allowed themselves a long embrace before parting. Call me if you want …

The charming doctoral student had called him back. She was snowed under with work. Her thesis, tutorials to prepare for uni, no room for a boyfriend, this simply wasn’t the right moment, so let’s save some time.

A stroke of luck: François shared more or less the same view of things.

Let’s save some time.

A rendezvous here, at the local Red Corner.

Barely had François entered the room than he lay down on the bed, faking a sudden bout of lethargy brought on by the three miniatures of vodka he’d drunk in the bar below the themed rooms. Saving time? It had taken the pretty young thing several hours to let herself be tamed.

Bamby crouched down near him, without false modesty but with a disarming tenderness. She confined herself to caressing him, just below the nape of the neck where the hair turns soft and fluffy. She was wrapped in a traditional African wax-printed pagne, the colour of the sun. A slim-fitting dress which hugged her body, reaching down to her ankles but leaving bare the upper part of her bosom and her brown shoulders. A little silver pendant disappeared under the elasticated border of the golden material.

‘Is that a bird?’

‘An owl. Do you want to see?’

The pretty doctoral student slid the African fabric downwards, very gently. It seemed as if a curtain were dropping, slowing for a second on her curves, then falling to her waist. All at once.

She had nothing on underneath …

Her breasts sprang out, magnificent, almost unreal; the little owl lay quivering in the valley.

The sun-coloured garment floated over her lower back, brushing against her navel, clinging on to her hips. Bamby stood up again, letting her finger skim down François’s neck, running into the top button on his shirt, then down, down to the flies on his jeans. The little minx had decided to drive him crazy!

She could only just have been a little younger than his daughter. This didn’t shock him. François was aware he was still attractive, silver-haired, reassuring. He knew how alluring money was, too.

Did money have anything to do with all this?

Bamby was swaying softly in front of him. Smiling. Acting like a butterfly that’s likely to flutter away at any moment. François forced himself deep into his thoughts, losing himself, so as to calm down, not fling himself too quickly on this girl, remain in synch with her rhythm. Would Bamby accept money? No, of course she wouldn’t. The simplest thing would be to see her again. From time to time. To treat her like a princess. The occasional present. A restaurant. A more elegant hotel than this suburban Red Corner. He adored these girls who enjoyed the double privilege of being beautiful and intelligent. He had noticed that – contrary to appearances – somehow that made them kinder than the others, because they arouse so much jealousy that they feel obliged to become your exemplary best friend so as not to end up being attacked. Obliged to learn to be modest as a means of survival.

Angels, which few men have the privilege of touching.

He has a soft voice, he likes talking. He likes to hear himself talking, more than anything.

His wife is called Solène. He has a little one-year-old girl. Mélanie.

A little scar forms a comma under his left nipple.

François’s state of arousal intensified as Bamby came closer, slipping her fingers under his shirt, undoing two buttons, lingering on his nipples. She fondled him for a long while and, for the first time, allowed him to place his hands on her breasts, for a few seconds, before she recoiled very slightly, as if burnt by the physical contact.

Or as if she still wants to play, was François’s preferred reading. Bamby stared at him defiantly, then turned around deliberately slowly.

‘I’m going to get a glass of water.’

François’s hands felt like orphans, but it was his eyes’ turn to be dazzled. Patience, he argued silently to himself, there will be something for each sense. Sight was the first to be favoured. As she walked across the room, Bamby let the sun-coloured wrap slip sensuously to her feet.

She had nothing on underneath.

Neither above the waist, nor below.

She moved away, passing in front of a stained-glass window, unleashing a stream of colours onto her skin.

A second later, Bamby was walking back, holding a glass of water, giving François a full-frontal view which left him breathless.

‘Do you like it?’ whispered Bamby innocently.

François sat up against the pillow. That was his secret with women. To never play the conqueror. Even less so when he was certain of having won.

He gazed at her adoringly, the way you accept a present you’ve hoped for so much that you pretend you don’t deserve it.

‘Ma belle, ma si belle, mon hirondelle, what the hell are you up to with an old fogey like me?’

‘Hush, François.’

Bamby moved towards him. She was wearing nothing but a hijab which covered her hair. When they had first met, the headscarf had surprised François; it jarred with the rest of this liberated student’s personality. It added to her ambiguity. Bamby drowned out his question in a peal of laughter.

‘Don’t you think I’m prettier like this?’

Of course, this divine temptress was right. The hijab prevented you seeing the oval shape of her face, concealing her round cheekbones in shadow, like a frame that focuses your gaze more clearly on the highlight in a painting, two eyes tapered like olive leaves, two iridescent, milky-white boats sailing through the mascara night, between the reed lashes, carrying two jet-black pearls glistening with honey.

A fragrance tinged with spices filled the room. Hidden speakers were churning out a constant stream of corny Middle Eastern-sounding tunes. François felt anxious – perhaps there were cameras watching?

Bamby was swaying her hips very slowly, barely even moving to the rhythm of the music, leaving François to fantasise that, as soon as she’d made up her mind, it would be over to him to make her naked body vibrate. That she’d be nothing more than an instrument in his hands, an exceptional instrument which only a few, select virtuosos were allowed to play.

‘You love me because I’m beautiful.’

Bamby had a voice that was almost childlike. Not husky, not that gravelly voice you found in female gospel singers.

‘I don’t know you enough yet. To know the rest.’

‘Close your eyes, then.’

François kept his eyes wide open.

Slowly, Bamby removed the scarf from her head. Her hair was long, black, braided.

‘I want you to love me with your eyes shut.’

The young girl climbed onto the bed. Sweeping aside all prudish distance in one stroke, she straddled François’s chest with her thighs, lifted her breasts to the level of his eyes, then her vagina to within a few centimetres of his stubble. Every inch of Bamby’s skin exhaled the scent of wusulan, the incense Malian women use to perfume their clothes and hair, and to oil their skin to bewitch their lovers.

‘Pleasure me. With your touch. Just your touch.’

Fine. François was more than happy to play along. This was not the first time he’d be making love blindfolded. He’d often found himself doing it, with Solène, at the beginning. Then it had stopped. That was why he was here, for that and that alone. He closed his eyelids. Bamby tied the headscarf around his eyes, and François, now unable to see, fumbled around, trying to reach the areolae around her nipples with the tip of his tongue, to feel the weight of her breasts in the palm of his hand.

‘Behave yourself now, Mr Suit-and-Tie!’ said Bamby in her irresistible little-girl voice.

Her delicate hand closed around his wrist, as if prising a naughty boy’s fingers from a tin of sweets.

Click.

At first, François was confused. His instinctive reaction was to try to pull off the blindfold covering his eyes. Impossible – first one wrist, then the other appeared to be shackled. In a fraction of a second he realised that, after tying the scarf, Bamby had placed him in handcuffs while pretending to play a kinky little game. The handcuffs must have been prepared in advance, he assumed, attached to the bars of the bed, behind the pillow.

This girl had planned everything. Fuck … what the hell did she want from him?

‘Be a good boy, mon petit Casanova,’ continued Bamby, ‘the game has only just begun.’

He dreams of living in a house above Marseille, in Aubagne. He has found a plot of land, at the foot of the Parc de la Coueste. He likes to call women mon papillon, mon hirondelle, ma libellule.

He loves wusulan, he refuses to touch me if my body isn’t perfumed with it.

He is demanding, sometimes even violent.

François remained hopeful as Bamby finished unbuttoning his shirt, as she brushed her body against his, skimming over him with her scent. It was only a game! Even more of a turn-on.

What on earth could the girl want? He had nothing to feel guilty about. He had no more than two hundred euros on him. To blackmail him? Well, she could bloody well take a hike! But in fact, now that Mélanie and Hugo were adults, that would give him a good excuse to leave Solène. He’d almost managed to put his mind at ease now, to relish finding himself like this at the mercy of this sublime girl. At forty-nine, he never put himself in danger these days, not any more, he had reached a point of equilibrium which felt so reassuring … until he felt the pain in his arm.

A jab! In a vein. That bitch had injected something into his blood!

François panicked, tugged at his handcuffs, considered shouting for help, even though he knew these goddamn rooms had padded walls, soundproofed so lovers could enjoy their intimacy without comparing the intensity of their orgasms with those of their neighbours. And on second thoughts, Bamby hadn’t injected him with anything at all. It had simply felt … as though something were being sucked out. This girl had taken some of his blood!

‘It won’t be long,’ whispered Bamby in a calm voice. ‘Just a few seconds.’

François waited. A long while.

‘Bamby?’

No one replied. He thought he heard crying, but that was all.

‘Bamby?’

He was beginning to lose track of time. How many minutes had he been here? Was he alone in this room? He really had to call for help now – too bad if they found him like this. Too bad about the embarrassment, the shame. Too bad about the explanations he would have to give. Too bad if Solène’s peaceful little world fell apart. Too bad if Mélanie discovered Papa was sleeping with a girl her own age. A girl he knew nothing about, really. Perhaps she’d been manipulating him all along with her tale of a doctorate, a sample group and an interview? Now that he thought about it, this girl was far too hot to be a PhD student …

He was about to yell when he felt a presence by his side.

He tried to focus, to identify Bamby by the scent of wusulan, but the spice-laden perfume filling the damned Scheherazade room infused everything; he strained to listen for the sound of footsteps, for breathing, the rubbing of a pendant on bare skin, but the never-ending solos, played on the oud, made it impossible to hear anything at all.

‘Bamby?’

François felt nothing more than a little pain in his wrist, barely a scratch, less painful than if he’d cut himself shaving. He only understood when he felt the warm liquid running down his right arm.

With all the precision of a barber, someone had slit the veins in both wrists.
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8.30 a.m.

In the long corridor, the chairs positioned in front of each door reminded Leyli of those endless hours spent waiting during parent–teacher meetings, first in primary and then secondary school. Often, she was the last to arrive, took the last appointment of the day, found herself waiting alone, for more than an hour, before being dispatched in two minutes flat by an English or maths teacher equally desperate to get home. Bamby, Alpha, the same story each time. Alone in the corridor, like this morning.

The FOS-HOMES offices wouldn’t open for half an hour, but they had let her in without asking any questions. Before 9 a.m. and after 6 p.m., in the shiny glass offices you found in the business districts, black women were identical ghostly figures. Indistinguishable. Leyli was anxious to be the first in the queue. It was barely 8.30 a.m. when, as she sat on one of the chairs, the lift doors slid apart and Patrice Pellegrin suddenly appeared before her.

‘Madame Maal?’

The FOS-HOMES advisor came towards her down the corridor that led to his office, looking surprised, as though he were walking along it for the very first time.

‘Madame Maal? Apologies, I don’t open for another thirty minutes!’

Leyli’s expression made it clear this wasn’t a problem – she had plenty of time, he didn’t have to make any excuses.

Nevertheless, Patrice Pellegrin fumbled for his words.

‘Um, er, OK, so sorry, back in a sec, I’ll just get myself a coffee.’

Leyli flashed him her prettiest smile.

‘Will you get me some croissants?’

Pellegrin came back ten minutes later carrying a tray laden with two espressos, a bag of pastries, two bottles of fruit juice and a basket filled with butter, jam and fresh bread.

‘Seeing as you’re here, do come in. You can share my breakfast with me.’

Clearly Leyli’s smile, the warm colours of her African tunic and her beaded plaits had done the trick. She wasn’t brave enough to tell Patrice that she drank litres of tea but never coffee. Insolence was a weapon to be used sparingly.

She dunked her croissant in the black liquid, hoping its soft spongy layers would soak up everything in the cup. Through the office’s huge plate-glass window, they had an unobstructed view over Port-de-Bouc – the tower blocks crammed onto the peninsula, the retail parks linking them to the mainland, the tentacles of the breakwaters floating on the sea. The streetlamps were going out, traffic lights were flashing, apartment windows lighting up.

‘I like to be up before everyone else,’ said Leyli in a soft voice. ‘When I arrived in France, I did my first cleaning job at the top of the CMA CGM tower in the Euroméditerranée district. I was up there every night. I loved it. I felt as though I were watching over the city, seeing it wake up – the first windows lit up, the first pedestrians, the first cars, the first passers-by, the first buses, all those lives beginning again and me about to go to bed, the opposite of the rest of the world.’

Pellegrin gazed dreamily at the panorama for a moment.

‘I’m on the other side, over towards Martigues, in a bungalow. I can’t see any further than the thuja trees that surround the house.’

‘At least you have a garden.’

‘Yes … And in order to enjoy it, I’ve got to leave really early in the morning, before all the roads get clogged up in Marseille. I get here ahead of time to slog through the files.’

‘Except when a tenant rolls up to get on your nerves.’

‘To keep me company!’

Patrice Pellegrin was a chubby forty-something and possessed the reassuring self-confidence of a married man, a guy whom a girl won’t readily let go once she’s found him, and who’s borne him a kid or two very quickly to be sure of hanging on to him for ever. A guy who, when he’s chatting sweetly to a girl, isn’t necessarily coming on to her.

‘I live over there,’ said Leyli, pointing at the eight white towers of the Les Aigues Douces area which stood lined up facing the Mediterranean, like sugar dominoes.

‘I know,’ replied the advisor.

They carried on talking for a few minutes while they finished their breakfast, and then Pellegrin took a seat behind the desk. He got out a file and invited Leyli to sit down in front of him. They were separated by the desk, a hideous thing in a light shade of pine. Playtime was over.

‘Now then, Madame Maal, what can I do for you?’

Leyli, too, had her files ready. She spread out a series of photos of her apartment for the FOS-HOMES employee, giving a running commentary as she did so.

‘I’m not telling you anything new, Monsieur Pellegrin, you know as well as I do that the one-bedroom apartments are all the same, no matter which block you’re in: twenty-five square metres, kitchen-living room, bedroom. How do you expect the four of us to fit inside?’

She stuck a few photos right under Pellegrin’s nose – her sofa converted into a bed each night, the children’s room where Bamby, Alpha and Tidiane all slept. Their things scattered around or piled up – clothes, school notebooks, paperbacks and toys. Leyli had spent hours staging these apparently impromptu photos, to ensure there was enough mess for Patrice Pellegrin to be aware of the urgency of the situation, and sufficiently little to prove she was still a good mother, well organised, school things neatly sorted, clothes folded, a spotless interior when it came to cleanliness. Just one issue, Patrice. We’re packed in like sardines.

Patrice seemed genuinely concerned.

Outside the window, the sun had suddenly risen above the tall corrugated-iron silhouette of the multiplex and now flooded the room with its rays, like a solar clock announcing that the city’s offices were now open. Almost without thinking, Leyli pulled some dark glasses from her bag. Glasses in the shape of an owl, two perfectly round lenses connected by an orange beak with two little pink pointed ears on top. They made Patrice smile.

‘Is the sun bothering you?’

He went over to lower the blinds, without asking for any further explanation. Leyli appreciated the gesture. Often, when she wore a pair of glasses from her collection in even the mildest of sunlight, ones costing five euros at most, she sensed others wincing in discomfort; aggressive people took her for a poser, manic depressives for a woman who was deeply unhappy. Leyli didn’t hold it against them. Who could have suspected the truth?

Pellegrin, on the other hand, seemed to view it as nothing more than an amusing eccentricity. As soon as the office was plunged into semi-darkness, Leyli lifted her dark glasses up again.

‘I quite understand, Madame Maal. But …’ (His eyes fell on a tall column of files in assorted colours, a pile consisting purely of applications for council housing.) ‘But I’ve got hundreds of families in the queue already, just like yours.’

‘I’ve found a job,’ said Leyli.

Patrice Pellegrin seemed genuinely delighted.

‘A permanent job, at the Heron Port-de-Bouc,’ she continued. ‘Cleaning the bedrooms and breakfast room, everything I love doing! I start this afternoon. If you find me a bigger apartment, now I’ll be able to pay. I’ve got an employment contract. Would you like to see it?’

She held out a sheet of paper. Pellegrin left the office for a few seconds to make a photocopy, then handed it back to her.

‘I’m not sure that’s enough, Madame Maal. It’s certainly a point in your favour but …’ (He stared at the stack of files once more.) ‘I … I’ll send you an email as soon as I have any news.’

‘You said that before, the last time. And I’m still waiting!’

‘I know … er … ideally, how much space would you need?’

‘At least fifty square metres …’

He wrote everything down on a sheet of paper. Without batting an eye.

‘In Les Aigues Douces?’

‘Or anywhere else – I really couldn’t care less, as long as it’s bigger.’

Pellegrin continued taking notes. It was impossible for Leyli to tell whether her request felt a bit surreal to the advisor. He reminded her of a father solemnly writing down a list of over-the-top Christmas presents asked for by his child. Pellegrin finally looked up.

‘Not too hard, then, living at Les Aigues Douces?’

‘We’ve got the beach, and the sea. That helps us cope with the rest.’

‘I understand.’

Patrice seemed genuinely moved. He tried to avoid looking at the tower of files again; it was becoming a nervous tic. Perhaps he pulled the same old trick on every tenant, and those goddamn folders contained nothing but blank sheets of paper.

He quite understood, he understood completely. He sounded like the kindly, well-meaning complaints manager of a prestigious store who’d been transferred to a council housing estate. Leyli tortured her beaded plaits by twisting them around her fingers.

‘Thanks. You’re a good guy, Patrice.’

‘Um … my name’s Patrick. But it doesn’t matter … You too, Leyli, you’re—’

Leyli didn’t let him finish.

‘You’re a good guy, but on balance, I’d have preferred to run into a bastard! Sure, I’d have given him the same old charm routine, but at least he’d have had the nerve to move my case to the top of the pile, he’d have shoved a rocket under the admin team, stood up to his boss. You, you’re too honest. Basically, it’s a bloody shame I just happened to be landed with you!’

Leyli had delivered her tirade with a disarming smile. Patrick Pellegrin froze for a second, his pen hovering in the air, wondering if she was joking, then burst out laughing.

‘I’ll do my best. I promise.’

Patrick seemed at least as genuine as Patrice. He got up and Leyli figured she had to do likewise. He stared briefly at the owl glasses perched on his client’s forehead.

‘They’re so you, those pretty glasses, Madame Maal. You arrive before dawn. You can’t stand the sun. Are you a night owl?’

‘I was. I have been, for a long time.’

He saw a veil of melancholy descend over her eyes. As the Mediterranean sun blazed overhead, Patrick Pellegrin pulled up his office blind again to welcome the long daily queue of tenants, while Leyli lowered her owl glasses onto her nose and left.

Patrick Pellegrin closed the file labelled ‘Leyli Maal’, and was just about to add it to the stack of a hundred-plus other files to be reviewed in three days by the joint commission, for at most only a dozen or so vacant apartments, when his arm stopped abruptly in mid-air.

Leyli Maal’s application had no chance of being successful for months to come, not even with this new job! Yet Patrick was reluctant to place it among the others. It felt as if that amounted to filing Leyli Maal away in the anonymity of hundreds of other single mothers, women of African origin sweating blood and tears to raise their families, to find a home, a job, to make ends meet.

Leyli Maal was unique.

Patrick was thoughtful for a moment, looking down at his cup of coffee, now empty, and Leyli’s, where a vile grey sponge was bobbing around on the surface, surrounded by soft crumbs.

Leyli Maal was in a class of her own.

For starters, mused Patrick, Leyli Maal was beautiful, wasn’t she?

Yes, indisputably. She was sparkling, quick-witted, disarming beyond your wildest dreams, but Patrick could sense, beneath the sequins in her eyes, the weight of years riddled with misfortune, below her rainbow tunic a weary body which no longer revealed itself to any man.

Was he imagining things? Impossible to be sure, but he was haunted by another question. Was Leyli Maal genuine?

Through the window, he saw her taking her place at the Urdy-Milou bus stop, waiting, standing, for a few minutes, then getting onto the 22, as packed as a cage stuffed with battery chickens. He carried on watching, following the bus until it disappeared around the corner with Boulevard Maritime, unsettled by his feelings of confusion. He felt an unexpected sense of complicity with this simple, unpretentious woman, he could even have fallen in love with her very easily, and yet, without knowing why, he was convinced that Leyli hadn’t told him the truth.

Patrick continued watching the lorries moving along the Canal de Caronte for a moment, then closed the file labelled Maal again. Another ninety-nine files would be dumped on top of it before the day was over.
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9.01 a.m.

Commandant Petar Velika absorbed every detail of the Scheherazade room with a mixture of dismay and disgust. The naked man lying on the bed – stiff, cold, drained of blood – seemed to be carved from stone, as white as everything else was now red: the bed sheets, the Persian rugs, the once golden-brown hangings attached to the walls. The commandant’s eyes lingered on the arms handcuffed to the frame supporting the canopy.

‘Jeez. Holy shit …’

Petar Velika had, however, seen more than his fair share of crime scenes, and even more that weren’t elaborately staged like this. Having fled Tito’s Yugoslavia at fifteen and left half his family in Bjelovar, he’d enrolled at police college when he was just twenty and taken only a few months to build his reputation as a tough cookie and a leather-clad toughie. Thirty years later, most of them spent recovering bodies all over the Marseille metropolitan area, things had not got any better.

‘He took more than an hour to bleed to death,’ said Julo beside him.

‘Oh?’

‘Going by the cuts to his wrists, I’d say he lost between fifty and sixty millilitres of blood per minute. If you extend that to an hour, it’s easy to do the maths – that makes three thousand six hundred millilitres, namely half the body’s total blood volume, the moment when organs begin to fail one after the other.’

Velika was already only listening to his assistant with half an ear. They’d foisted this guy on him, a decent enough lad, twenty-three years old, fresh out of police college. He wondered what could have driven such a bright kid to ask to be assigned to a team as utterly hopeless as the one he was in charge of. Julo Flores. A police lieutenant who was considerate, polite, fast, knowledgeable, almost impossible to offend and even gifted with a certain sense of humour. In short, everything to wind him up!

Nodding to his assistant every now and then, Commandant Velika watched the other two cops bumbling around the Scheherazade room. The illusion of having been teleported back in time was perfect: a sort of ritual killing committed in the caliph’s palace, punishment meted out to a eunuch who’d dared place his hands on the vizier’s favourite concubine. The scent of spiced incense filled his nostrils. No one had turned off the belly-dance-and-harem music still pumping out of invisible speakers, as you might instinctively do. The cops stomped around, crushing the woollen carpets with their boots, their Lumilite torches scraping against the porcelain bowls and vials of argan oil. The Scheherazade room certainly lived up to its name – you’d easily have believed you were in the heart of the souk in Baghdad.

‘Can I open the window?’

His question was directed at Mehdi and Ryan who were busy taking fingerprints.

‘Um, yeah …’

Velika pulled back the curtains and pushed open the shutters.

The magic fizzled out in an instant.

The window looked onto a concrete yard and a storage area for wheelie bins and skips. The exotic music was drowned out by the sound of gulls in the air, and lorries and buses streaming relentlessly along the main road. He turned his head and his eyes alighted on the signs at the neighbouring retail park: the Starbucks, the Carrefour, the multiplex. Johnny Depp’s dreadlocks were on full view, a massive five metres by four. The Mystic Middle East had evaporated in the fumes belching from exhaust pipes. No minarets stood opposite, merely the towers of apartment blocks and the silos at the port. The caliph’s palace was nothing more than a cube of corrugated metal. A miracle of modernity.

‘Boss,’ said Julo gingerly, standing just behind him. ‘This is Serge Tisserant, the manager.’

In front of the commandant stood a man of about forty, wearing a tie, looking like a guy who flogged sofas or fireplaces for a living – the kind who’s a walking-talking marketing brochure.

‘Perfect timing,’ said Petar, glancing around at the crimson-stained wall hangings. ‘So, tell me a bit more about how these Red Corners work – feels like they’ve been popping up all over the place, these last few years?’

The commandant smiled as he watched Julo, standing behind them, taking notes on a rectangular tablet hardly any bigger than a paperback, ultra-thin, a gadget meant to replace the wads of paper that Velika was in the habit of scattering everywhere.

‘It’s a brand-new concept in hotels,’ replied the salesman.

‘Tell me more.’

‘Well, it’s a franchise that’s expanding, pretty much all over the world. You have a bar on the ground floor and rooms upstairs. The principle’s based on, um, I suppose you’d call it self-service. The guest simply needs a bank or credit card to open their bedroom door – it’s as easy as paying a toll on the motorway. Guests are billed by the quarter-hour, then the half-hour, then the hour. The charge only goes on your card when you leave, like in a car park. A few minutes later, one of our housekeeping ladies turns up to clean everything and the room’s free to book again. No reservations, no names, no room service. Like any normal hotel, you see, Commandant, but more convenient.’

Petar’s eyes wandered over the ornate Ali Baba-esque decor of the room again.

‘Yeah … I guess. But still, the furnishings, the look of your rooms – it’s not exactly what you’d find in a budget hotel, right? Like a HotelF1?’

Tisserant’s face was a display of impeccably mastered professional pride.

‘That’s the other innovation at Red Corner! We’ve got themed bedrooms. Have you had time for a tour? We have the Luxor room, the Taj Mahal, the Montmartre, the Caravanserai, the Venetian—’

The manager was apparently set to reel off the entire promotional leaflet. Petar cut him short. Julo must already have downloaded all the marketing bumph.

‘Tailored for each hotel? But you’ve got precisely the same rooms in all the Red Corners across the world, haven’t you?’

Mr Glossy Brochure puffed himself up again.

‘Exactly the same! The same thrill of travelling to exotic places, the same change of scenery, wherever you are on the planet.’

Petar noticed this seemed to amuse Julo. Even pique his interest. After all, perhaps it was the ideal concept for romantic young people on measly salaries? For his part, he was staggered by this sort of cardboard cut-out decor. Why not a Vukovar room while they were at it? In the Scheherazade room, meanwhile, the two cops carried on bustling around ineptly. Ryan was trying to saw through the handcuffs to take away the body.

‘Are there cameras in the rooms?’

‘Are you kidding?’ said the salesman, who mastered less well the role of the mortally offended small-scale craftsman. ‘All our rooms guarantee the strictest anonymity. Secure, private, soundproof …’

Ah, thought Petar, that ability to say ‘our’ which you find in employees of a company that’s going to replace them in less than six months.

‘And outside?’

‘We have three cameras in the car park and one in front of the door – they film round the clock.’

‘Fine, we’ll check … And if you don’t mind (he stared intently into the salesman’s eyes), would you kindly turn off that bloody screeching! It’s like the frigging Arabian Nights in here!’

‘I’ll try,’ spluttered Tisserant. ‘Um … All the mood music’s controlled centrally too.’

‘Well then, ask Sydney, or Honolulu, or Tokyo to kill the sound!’

Finally, the music in the room had fallen silent, the body had been removed, the scent of spice had dissipated and most of the cops had slipped away. Petar was leaning against the window ledge, the only place in the room to sit apart from the mattress, now transformed into a blood-soaked sponge. The commandant turned to his assistant.

‘I’m all ears, Julo. I’m sure you’ve already interrogated a dozen websites, and hacked into his social media, and you know all there is to know about this poor guy.’

Lieutenant Flores merely gave a little smile.

‘Got it in one, Commandant! The victim’s called François Valioni. Forty-nine. Married. Two kids. Hugo and Mélanie. He lives in Aubagne, Chemin de la Coueste.’

Petar had lit a cigarette, and blew out the smoke in the direction of the retail park.

‘You’re bloody fast, Julo. Fast and precise. I’m gonna end up believing in the virtues of this fucking big data lark.’

The lieutenant blushed, and paused for a second.

‘Um … well, to be honest, boss, it’s mainly because I found the victim’s wallet in his jacket.’

Petar burst out laughing.

‘Excellent! Good, carry on, what else?’

‘A weird little thing. It was Ryan who noticed it, a needle mark on the right arm, but this wasn’t any old jab. Someone … someone took some of his blood!’

‘What?’

‘While he still had some left, of course.’ (Petar appreciated his assistant’s touch of black humour. Thanks to his influence, the kid was gradually starting to loosen up.) ‘In all probability, his killer took some of his blood using a kit before slashing the veins in his wrists.’

Julo produced a clear plastic bag containing a needle, a small test tube and a cotton bud soaked in blood.

‘A gizmo that costs fifteen euros – we found it in the bin. You can find out your blood group in less than six minutes.’

Petar threw his cigarette butt out of the window. It landed among the condoms scattered around the Red Corner’s rubbish skips.

‘Hang on, Julo, let’s get this straight. So this guy, François Valioni, willingly enters the Scheherazade room, most likely accompanied by his future killer, he lets himself be handcuffed to the bed before his killer takes some of his blood, waits for the result, then bleeds him dry and buggers off, leaving behind a halal corpse.’

‘You could sum it up like that.’

‘Fuck …’

Petar took the time to reflect before he carried on, with a heavy dose of irony:

‘Perhaps we’re dealing with a guy who’s looking for a blood donor. It’s urgent, a matter of life and death. He tests a potential donor, and when the blood doesn’t match, he flips out and bumps him off. What’s Valioni’s blood group?’

‘O+,’ replied Lieutenant Flores, ‘like more than a third of the French population. Or else it’s a remake of Twilight.’

Petar frowned, taken aback.

‘It’s a vampire story,’ said Julo.

‘Oh, really? And you couldn’t have said Dracula like everyone else? Right, we’ll start by asking the external cameras what they’ve seen. The person who came into this room with François Valioni must be a girl. I can’t really see this decent family man venturing in here with his boyfriend.’

Julo Flores remained standing in front of his boss. He produced two more little clear bags.

‘We found these in Valioni’s pockets too.’

Petar leant over to examine both of the exhibit bags and their contents. In the first, he could see a red wristband, made of plastic, perforated, the kind you’d fasten around your wrist in an all-inclusive hotel. He spent longer musing over the second, which contained … six little shells. Six virtually identical shells – oval, white, opalescent with a pearly sheen, three centimetres long, split down the middle by a narrow, serrated opening.

‘I’ve never seen that kind of shell on the beaches here!’ said the commandant. ‘Mystery number two. Where could our nice Monsieur François have picked these things up?’

‘He travelled for work, boss.’

‘Did you find his diary too?’

‘No, but there were some business cards in his wallet. François Valioni manages the finance division of a refugee aid organisation, Vogelzug.’

Petar Velika’s world-weary attitude suddenly switched to one of keen interest.

‘Vogelzug, you sure?’

‘I can show you his business card, and the photo on his company ID, and—’

‘No, it’s OK, it’s OK …’ (Petar Velika’s curiosity had turned into eagerness, tinged with unease.) ‘Leave me alone for a bit, I just need to take stock of things … Here, get me a coffee at the Starbucks next door.’

Lieutenant Julo Flores, initially surprised, paused, and then, realising his superior wasn’t joking, left the room.

As soon as his assistant was sufficiently far away, Petar Velika checked he was alone, then took out his phone.

His hand was trembling slightly.

Vogelzug.

It couldn’t be a coincidence.

He looked again at the apartment blocks, the port, the industrial zone, and on the other side, close by, the marina. A mix of abject poverty and oodles of cash.

Shit. And plenty more to come.
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10.01 a.m.

‘Can we have some more Coke, Grandpa?’

Jourdain Blanc-Martin nodded. He wasn’t going to deprive his grandchildren of Coke, or indeed anything else, and especially not on their birthday. He was standing in the rooftop conservatory – an airy, glass-walled space that housed a swimming pool – holding an espresso, with the children playing a little further away.

Everything was going smoothly, at last.

He’d arranged a birthday party for his son Geoffrey’s twin boys, Adam and Nathan, as Geoffrey had been left on his own, his wife having gone off to Cuba for two weeks. Jourdain was a little reluctant to admit it, but he’d been more stressed about sorting out this party than organising the Frontex symposium, to be held in three days’ time at the conference centre in Marseille. More than a thousand delegates. Forty-three participating countries. Heads of state, CEOs … It was as if all this energy devoted to migrants no longer really interested him. It was probably time for him to hand over, permanently, to Geoffrey, the eldest of his three sons, before settling into a deckchair and watching the sunset over Port-de-Bouc. To sip a coffee which hadn’t been brought to him by a secretary. To hear children’s laughter other than via the speaker of a taxi’s hands-free kit.

The party was going brilliantly, like a dream in fact, but then again he’d paid through the nose for it. Five party hosts for fourteen kids, all of them classmates from the Montessori les Oliviers school. Their parents were hardly on the breadline, but he’d still left them open-mouthed with a welcome by the pool on the fifth floor of his villa, La Lavéra, which looked out over the Golfe de Fos, Port-Saint-Louis-du-Rhône, as far as the edges of the Camargue and the beaches of the Pointe de Carro. No need to bring anything, the invitation card had said, no presents, just your swimming gear.

Fountains of fizzy drinks, pyramids of sweets, showers of streamers and confetti. A Bacchanalian feast for the very young.

The sound of violins playing Barber’s Adagio for Strings floated up from Jourdain’s right pocket: the ringtone on his mobile. He didn’t answer. Not now. He was blown away by the party hosts and their ingenuity. A young lad was playing Peter Pan, a rather cute-looking girl was Tinker Bell, another girl was a Native American, and all the kids had been dressed up as pirates. A large inflatable island was moored in the centre of the pool, guarded by a dozen or so plastic crocodiles. The children were on air beds, paddling their way between the harmless reptiles to reach the island and retrieve the gold chocolate coins strewn across its surface. It was obvious they were loving every minute.

Jourdain turned his attention away from the pirate crew for a second to gaze at the panoramic view from the conservatory. Due south stood the towering apartment blocks of the social housing development – one of those high-priority urban projects – in Les Aigues Douces, the area where he had grown up. Down below, a few hundred metres from the high-rise blocks and overlooked by his villa, Port Renaissance – Port-de-Bouc’s marina – stretched out before him. An unrestricted view of his yacht, the Escaillon, and the Maribor, smaller and more feminine, which belonged to his daughter-in-law.

Just a few hundred metres, and yet two worlds with nothing in common. Hermetically sealed. He had taken fifty years to move from one to the other. It was what he was most proud of – to have made his fortune less than a kilometre from the apartment block where he was born, to have climbed every step of the ladder without going into exile, to be able to look down on those tower blocks whose shadow had crushed his childhood, just as a prisoner might buy a house next to the jail where he’d been locked up so as to better savour his freedom.

‘Can we have some more Coke, Grandpa?’

‘As much as you like, darling.’

Nathan was on his fourth glass. He already looked nothing like his twin brother. He was putting on a kilo a year. It was an easy way of telling them apart, even though Geoffrey kept mixing up his sons half the time. Geoffrey was travelling the world for Vogelzug, only coming home every third Sunday to kiss the kids and sleep with his wife, Ivana, a dazzling Slovenian who was less interested in her children’s toys than her own, her little luxury yacht and her F-Type Jaguar, who’d end up cheating on Jourdain’s big lumpish idiot of a son, convinced that her husband was unlikely to win the prize for self-restraint in various Hiltons and Sofitels around the globe.

When Jourdain had created his organisation, in 1975, there were barely fifty million people on the planet who’d been displaced for reasons linked to work, or war, or poverty. That figure had exceeded a hundred and fifty million by 2000, and the curve continued to grow exponentially. What other raw material, what source of energy, what financial investment could boast of such a steady rate of growth over the fifty previous years? He hoped his nice-but-dim little Geoffrey, with responsibility for the entire organisation resting on his shoulders, had better things to be doing than having it off with prostitutes.

Barber’s Adagio played on, relentlessly. Jourdain headed for the terrace, as much to get away from the children’s screams, which were becoming unbearable, as to answer the phone. Peter Pan and Tinker Bell hadn’t managed to control the six-year-old monsters for more than twenty minutes with their aquatic treasure hunt. These well-behaved little kids, empowered by their Montessori education, were taking their roles very seriously indeed, whacking each other senseless with foam swords, scattering sugary Haribo strawberries in the water like myriad drops of blood, and turning the marshmallow skewers into mini-harpoons to burst the poor innocent crocodiles, or spear the gold chocolate coins on the island.

Jourdain closed the glazed door of the conservatory behind him, and read the name on the screen of his phone.

Petar Velika.

What the …

‘Blanc-Martin?’

‘Speaking.’

‘It’s Velika. I know you don’t like me calling you on your personal phone, but—’

‘But?’

Jourdain stared into the distance at the tip of the peninsula. It jutted out into the sea as far as the end of the jetty, opposite the Fort de Bouc, practically closing off the harbour.

‘We’ve got a corpse on our hands. You’re not going to like this. He’s a high-flyer, one of your top execs. François Valioni.’

Jourdain dropped onto a teak deckchair, which almost toppled over. The screeching of seagulls mingled with the muffled shrieks of the children behind the French window.

‘Go on.’

‘He was murdered. We found Valioni this morning. Blindfolded. Handcuffed. His veins were slit. In a room at the Red Corner.’

Jourdain instinctively turned his head towards the retail park in Port-de-Bouc, even though you couldn’t see it from his terrace. He had spent tens of thousands of euros on reforestation, so the view to the north of his villa would be of nothing but the maritime pines lining the Canal d’Arles à Bouc.

‘Do you have any leads?’ he asked.

‘Even better. They’ve just brought me the footage from the security cameras.’

At the other end of the phone, Petar Velika screwed up his eyes, trying to analyse the pixellated image: a hijab obscured most of the girl’s face as she stared into the camera outside the entrance to the Red Corner, then turned away almost immediately, as if to leave a clue that was intriguing, but not enough to go on.

Nevertheless, he remained upbeat:

‘You can clearly see Valioni going inside with a girl. A really stunning girl.’

Jourdain walked even further away, checking that no one was standing nearby, that no Captain Hook, Smee or Native American chief had emerged from their make-believe land behind glass.

‘Well then, you identify her, you track her down and you lock her up. If she’s left you an image of herself, that shouldn’t be difficult.’

Petar qualified his statement.

‘She … she was wearing a Muslim headscarf, an odd sort of headscarf with an owl pattern …’

The concrete parapet was more than a metre high, but Jourdain Blanc-Martin felt himself drawn towards the void.

‘Are you sure?’

‘About that, yes.’

Jourdain’s eyes skimmed across the apartment blocks in Les Aigues Douces – all alike, built like the towers of a white citadel facing the Mediterranean. Like an unfinished fortress whose walls had seemingly never been erected.

Blanc-Martin was mulling things over in his mind. A headscarf with an owl-pattern print. Blindfolded. Slashed veins.

A really stunning girl …

A queasy feeling in the pit of his stomach told him she would strike again, she would carry on killing, spilling blood.

Until she’d found the man she was looking for.
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10.27 a.m.

As she was about to exit the stairwell, Leyli groped around for the timer to put on the light, using the only hand she had free. Her hand slid over the peeling paintwork until it reached the switch on the seventh-floor landing of Block H9 at Les Aigues Douces.

Leyli winced at the sight of the cracked tiles, the rusty handrail, the patches of damp and mould which had left blisters along the skirting. FOS-HOMES had repainted the front of the blocks the previous summer, but apparently there hadn’t been enough paint left for the stairwells. Or else, she thought as she looked at the hearts, skulls-and-crossbones and genitals spray-painted on the walls, the council had set up a committee to discuss the preservation of the graffiti, a testament to the urban artistic heritage of the early twenty-first century. What was she complaining about? In a few millennia, people would come to visit her landing just as they visited the Lascaux caves today. Leyli loved thinking positively! After all, her little charm act might work its magic on Patrick Pellegrin and he’d unearth that dream apartment, perhaps an email was already waiting for her … fifty square metres … on the ground floor … a small garden … fully fitted ki—

‘Madame Maal?’

The voice, which was more like a piercing cry, was coming from the floor below. A girl’s face appeared on the staircase, twenty steps lower down. Kamila. That was all Leyli needed right now!

‘Madame Maal,’ repeated the girl. ‘Could your kids please turn down the music? Some of us in this tower are trying to revise. Just so we can get the hell out, some day.’

Kamila Saadi. Her downstairs neighbour. A psychology student. In her third year, like Bamby. As a matter of fact, Kamila did everything like Bamby. Through one of those strange quirks of fate, Kamila had arrived in the building two years earlier, having been placed there by FOS-HOMES. The social housing agency was trying to put them all up at Les Aigues Douces – students, the retired, the unemployed, the poorest of the poor from other areas who didn’t have the option of refusing and who added a semblance of diversity. Before they cracked up and left.

Kamila had recognised her upstairs neighbour among the six hundred and fifty other female students who were crammed, along with her, into the psychology lecture theatres at Aix-Marseille University. For a whole year, they’d taken the same bus, the 22, revised the same subjects, shared the same kebabs. Kamila and Bamby had done everything together, but Kamila hadn’t done it quite as well. Kamila and Bamby looked like each other – the same long hair, whether braided or straight, the same slender black eyes with glints of hazelnut, the same olive-coloured skin – but Kamila wasn’t quite as pretty. They had sat the same exams, but only Bamby had passed her end-of-term assessments with distinction. They had dated the same boys, but it was Bamby who’d gone out with the cutest. Their beautiful friendship had slowly turned into an ugly jealousy. And to think that when they first became friends, Leyli had been afraid that Bamby might move in with Kamila, that her floor might become the girls’ ceiling.

‘Keen’V,’ continued Kamila, labouring the point. ‘Canardo, Soprano – no thanks, I’m way too old for all that.’

And Gaël Faye, added Leyli in her head. Bamby really liked Gaël Faye. And Maître Gims, whom Tidiane adored, or Seth Gueko, Alpha’s favourite, or – depending on the time of day – Jean-Jacques Goldman, Daniel Balavoine, Renaud. Leyli would listen to Radio Nostalgie at full volume while she was ironing. At night, working for her bosses, she wore earphones, but at home she wasn’t about to forego the pleasure! When you’ve only got twenty-five square metres to live in, music’s the only way of making the rooms feel bigger.

On Kamila’s landing, the opposite door opened to reveal a man of around fifty whom Leyli had sometimes bumped into on the stairs. He appeared to have only just woken up and was wearing a crumpled T-shirt, the kind you slip on in the morning to go to work and don’t bother taking off when you collapse into bed in the middle of the afternoon. His face was as wrinkled as his T-shirt, and his two blue eyes, which were clear and bright, still seemed to be lost in their dreams. A beard was devouring his chin and neck, while a few sparse hairs fought bravely against his baldness. The T-shirt clung to the bulging curve of his belly.

‘Well,’ said the neighbour, ‘I didn’t hear a thing.’

He gave her a knowing smile. Goodness me, thought Leyli as she recalled Patrick Pellegrin’s smile from earlier, the male race was certainly excelling itself this morning.

He smiled at Kamila the same way.

‘I head off to work at 6 a.m., I sleep here all afternoon. If the music were too loud, ma belle, I’d have heard it.’

He had a strange, rasping voice, as if he’d been shouting too much. It made you less inclined to contradict him, let alone force him to repeat himself. Kamila shrugged and slammed the door of her apartment. The stranger climbed the stairs and extended his hand to Leyli.

‘Guy. Guy Lerat.’

And at the same time, he grabbed the two bags of shopping clutched in her hands. Yoghurts, cut-price cakes, fake Nutella, a whole lot of junk food bought at the Lidl to fill up the fridge. Guy stood on the doorstep, looking sheepish, while Leyli searched for her keys and opened the door. She felt rather moved by this big timid hulk who wasn’t brave enough to venture into her home.

‘Please come in.’

He seemed hesitant.

‘Just up to the fridge, that’s all …’

He placed one foot on unknown territory.

‘So is it true, then?’ asked Leyli as she took the bags from his hands. ‘The music doesn’t bother you?’

‘No idea,’ he replied in his croaky voice, ‘I sleep with earplugs on!’

Guy’s eyes twinkled mischievously, and Leyli burst out laughing as she thought about Kamila’s fit of pique. That pesky little so-and-so was sure to find a way of taking revenge.

‘I work on the machines, you see, at the refinery, down at the oil terminal. They’ve done the calculations, we’re getting more than a hundred decibels in our ears, all day long. All very well, you know, having ear defenders, but we’ve still gotta talk to each other. Fucked up our voices it has, the whole damn lot of us. They say it’s because of the noise, and we believe them, and they keep assuring us it’s not asbestos, which is something, I guess. But they’ll probably tell us it’s something even shittier between now and retirement …’

Leyli nodded sympathetically, went into the kitchen and began putting away the shopping while Guy looked round the apartment, which consisted of just two rooms. He first took a peek into the tiny bedroom, whose door opened straight onto four bunk beds. It felt like a weird sort of room where the child had seemingly changed beds every five years, without letting go of the previous one. On the first were scattered some soft toys, a Buzz Lightyear, a model of the Millennium Falcon, comics, football sticker albums and books on Greek mythology; on the one above, covered in a green, yellow and red duvet, posters of African reggae singers, trainers and a carton of cigarettes took pride of place; on the one beside hung two bags, through which you could make out lacy blouses, fuchsia tops, pairs of sequinned shoes. The last bed was completely empty. Not even a quilt on the mattress. Bare and dirty. As if reserved for a child yet to be born. Guy wondered why, given how crammed in they were, the other three children hadn’t colonised the fourth mattress too.

‘Would you like some tea?’ asked Leyli.

Guy said nothing, but turned away from the bedroom, as if caught red-handed.

‘Don’t look at the mess,’ continued Leyli. ‘Three kids, all in there, can you imagine? Tidiane’s ten – have you seen the pile of books he brings back from the library every week? The complete opposite of his brother, Alpha.’

Her gaze fell on the top bunk.

‘Alpha and school … It’s all very complicated … I pushed as much as I could so he’d stay on until sixteen, but for the last two years, apart from music, his pals and sport … I’m not worried about him, mind you, Alpha’s streetwise, he’ll always manage to worm his way through. He just needs to stay on the right track.’

Leyli was choked with emotion, her voice quivering. Guy carried on listening.

‘And Bamby, well, she’s going to be twenty-two. She’s just got her psychology degree. She’s not sure whether to look for work or carry on studying, but finding something in psychology, well … She helps me with little jobs all over the place.’ (Her eyes drifted across to the portrait of her three children which hung in the living room. Tidiane snorting with laughter, Alpha’s head rising clear above the two others, and Bamby, staring into the lens with her big doe eyes.) ‘She has no problem finding a job as a waitress in those bars down on the beach. Now then, some tea?’

Guy was still somewhat reluctant. He took a step towards the main room. The sofa was impeccably neat and tidy, and he guessed that was where Leyli slept by converting it into a bed. A small table, four chairs, a computer, an ashtray. Most striking of all, however, were two quirky features which were impossible to ignore. Firstly, a big wicker basket crammed full of sunglasses of every shape and colour. Then there were the figurines. Dozens of owls placed just about everywhere around the room. Made of wood, glass, terracotta.

‘My own little collection,’ said Leyli, beaming proudly. ‘There’s a hundred and twenty-nine of them, exactly.’

‘But why owls?’

‘Oh, so you like them too? Are you a night owl as well?’

‘Mmm. A dawny owl, more like.’

Leyli smiled again and walked towards the steaming kettle.

‘Cup of tea?’

‘Another time.’

Guy took a step towards the door. Leyli pretended to take offence.

‘You do know it’s terribly insulting to turn down hospitality from a Fulani woman! They’ve found explorers in the desert butchered with machetes for a lot less.’

Guy squirmed uncomfortably. He seemed increasingly ill at ease. His eyes had settled on the framed picture above the computer. A sunset over a river – probably an African river, judging by the dark shadows of the dugouts and the huts.

‘I’m joking,’ said Leyli. ‘What’s bothering you?’

‘Nothing … it’s just that … I’m not used to it.’

‘Used to what? The mess? Kids? Owls? To a girl as rich and sexy as me coming up to you, and inviting you back to her luxury hotel for a glass of champagne?’

‘Used to Africa,’ said Guy.

He was almost out of the apartment, standing by the door and nervously toying with a loose piece of tile with his foot. Leyli froze, the kettle in her hand.

‘Wow, I didn’t see that coming. Kindly explain, dear neighbour.’

Guy seemed to summon up all his courage at once. His words poured out in a stream that almost felt aggressive.

‘Do I need to spell it out for you? I spent my youth between Vitrolles and Gardanne, I’ve been slaving away for thirty years, working on the docks at Port-de-Bouc, three-quarters of my mates are pieds-noirs, or the sons of pieds-noirs, we spend the weekends shooting ducks in the Étang de Berre, we all vote for the same party, it’s the right sort of party, about as far to the right as you can go, do you get me …? Look, you seem really nice, I’ve no problem with you, even less with your kids, but … fuck, how can I put this … I’m not really the kind who mixes with Arabs—’

‘The Fulani aren’t Arabs.’

‘Darkies, wogs, ragheads, Bin Ladens, call ’em what the hell you like.’

‘Ah, so you think I’m a Bin Laden, do you? Righto, hop to it! Sit yourself down on that pouffe – here, take this cup, and mind you don’t burn yourself.’

Guy shrugged in annoyance, but he was no match for Leyli’s infectious energy.

‘You rescued me from that bitch Kamila, so you really can’t turn down my cup of tea. And besides, I’m celebrating a new job. My first permanent contract for three years. I start this afternoon.’

As Guy was taking a seat, she took down the painting of the sunset over the river using her free hand. She cast one last glance over to the kitchen, around the living room, then her eyes lingered on the children’s room. She felt reassured.

She hadn’t left a single clue lying around. She’d made no mistakes of any kind. This fear always haunted her, gnawing away inside, whenever she let someone into her home. She had to think about everything all of the
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