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			I have several mothers.

			It’s a bit complicated.

			Especially as they don’t like each other.

			There’s even one who’s going to die.

			Maybe some of it’s my fault?

			Maybe everything happened because of me?

			Because I can’t remember which one is the real one.

		

	
		
			I

			Marianne

		

	
		
			1

			Havre-Octeville Airport, Friday 6 November 2015, 4.15 p.m.

			Malone felt his feet leave the ground, and then he could see the lady behind the window. She was wearing a blue suit, a bit like a police uniform, and she had a round face and funny glasses. In her booth, she reminded him of those ladies who sold tickets for the merry-go-round.

			He felt Maman’s hands trembling slightly as she held him up.

			The lady looked him straight in the eye, turned to Maman, then looked down at the little brown book that lay open in her hands.

			Maman had explained that the lady was checking their photographs. To be sure it was really them. That they really were allowed to catch this plane.

			But the lady didn’t know where they were going – that is, where they were really going.

			Only he knew that.

			They were flying to the forest of ogres.

			Malone placed his hands on the ledge so it would be easier for Maman to hold him up. He was looking at the letters on the lady’s jacket. He didn’t know how to read yet, of course, but he could recognise a few letters.

			J . . . E . . . A . . . N . . .

			The woman signalled to the child’s mother that she could put him down now. Normally, Jeanne wasn’t quite so scrupulous. Especially here, in Le Havre’s little Octeville airport, which had only three counters, two baggage carousels and one vending machine. But the security staff – from the car park attendants to those guarding the runway ‒ had been on high alert since the early afternoon. All of them recruited in a game of hide-and-seek with an invisible fugitive, although it seemed highly improbable that the fugitive would choose to go through this backwater.

			Anyway, it didn’t matter. Captain Augresse had been explicit on that point. They had to post photos of the men and the woman on the walls of the lobby and warn every customs official, every member of the security staff.

			These people were dangerous.

			One of the two men in particular.

			An armed robber, to start with. Then a murderer. A repeat offender, according to the police report.

			Jeanne leant forward slightly.

			‘Have you ever been on a plane before, dear? Have you ever travelled this far away?’

			The child stepped sideways and hid behind his mother. Jeanne didn’t have any children. She had to work ridiculous hours at the airport, and that was enough of an excuse for her two-faced boyfriend to dodge the issue whenever she brought it up. She had a way with little ones, though. More than with men, in fact. That was her gift, knowing how to deal with kids. Kids and cats.

			She smiled again.

			‘You’re not afraid, are you? Because you know, where you’re going, there’s . . .’

			She deliberately paused until the end of the boy’s nose came out from behind the mother’s legs, squeezed into a pair of skin-tight jeans.

			‘There’s a jungle . . . Isn’t that right?’

			The child recoiled slightly, as if surprised that the woman had been able to guess his secret. Jeanne examined the passports one last time before vigorously stamping each of them.

			‘But there’s no reason to be scared, sweetie. You’ll be with your mother!’

			The child hid behind his mother again. Jeanne felt disappointed. If she was losing her knack with kids too . . . But it was an intimidating place, she reassured herself, especially now with all those idiot soldiers walking back and forth with their pistols holstered on their belts and assault rifles hanging from their shoulders, as if Captain Augresse might watch the tapes afterwards and give them bonus points for their zeal.

			Jeanne tried again. It was her job, security. And that also meant her customers’ emotional security.

			‘Ask your mum. She’ll tell you all about the jungle.’

			The mother thanked Jeanne with a smile. She didn’t expect the child to do the same, but he did react – and his reaction was very strange.

			For a moment, Jeanne wondered how to interpret that brief movement of the boy’s eyes. It was only a fraction of a second, but when she had said the word ‘mum’, the boy had not looked at his mother. He had turned his head the other way, towards the wall. Towards the poster of the woman she had pinned there a few minutes before. The poster of the woman the entire regional police force was looking for, and that man standing next to her. Alexis Zerda. The killer.

			She was probably mistaken. 

			The child was probably looking at the large bay window just to the left of the wall. Or the planes behind it. Or at the sea in the distance. Or maybe his head was in the clouds already. Maybe he was just miles away.

			Jeanne thought about questioning the mother and her son again, she had an inexplicable foreboding, an impression that something about the relationship between this child and his mother seemed a little bit off. Something unusual, something she couldn’t put her finger on.

			But all their papers were in order. What excuse did she have to hold them any longer? Two soldiers with shaven heads stomped past in their boots and camouflage fatigues. Providing security by scaring ordinary families half to death.

			It was just the pressure, Jeanne reasoned with herself. The unbearable way airports felt like a warzone every time some dangerous madman was on the loose with the police on his heels. She was too emotional, she knew; she had the same problem with men.

			Jeanne slid the passports through the opening in the toughened glass window.

			‘Everything seems to be in order, madame. Have a good trip.’

			‘Thank you.’

			This was the first word the woman had said to her.

			At the end of the runway, a sky-blue KLM A318 Airbus was taking off.

			*

			*     *

			Captain Marianne Augresse looked up at the blue Airbus as it crossed the sky. She followed its progress for a moment as it flew out over the oil-black ocean, then continued her own weary climb.

			Four hundred and fifty steps.

			From fifty steps further up, JB came running down towards her. 

			‘I’ve got a witness!’ the lieutenant shouted. ‘And not just any witness . . .’

			Marianne Augresse gripped the guard rail and caught her breath. She felt drops of perspiration trickling down her back. She hated the way the slightest bit of exertion made her break out into a sweat – and it got worse with every gram she put on. She hated being in her forties: lunch on the go, evenings on the sofa, nights spent alone, her morning jog always postponed to another day.

			Her lieutenant hurtled down the rest of the stairs, then stood in front of Marianne and handed her some kind of grey and grubby cream rat. Limp. Dead.

			‘Where did you find that?’

			‘In the brambles, a few steps higher up. Alexis Zerda must have thrown it there before he disappeared.’

			The captain did not reply. She just squeezed the cuddly toy between her thumb and index finger, its fur worn, almost white from being constantly hugged and sucked and pressed against the trembling body of a three-year-old. Its two black marble eyes stared at her as if frozen in some final terror.

			JB was right: this thing was a witness. A mucky, broken witness, its heart torn out. Silenced forever.

			Marianne hugged it, imagining the worst.

			The child would never have abandoned his favourite toy.

			Distractedly, she ran her fingers through the rat’s fur. There were brownish stains on the acrylic fibres. Blood, no doubt. The same as the blood they’d found in the shelter a few hundred steps below?

			The child’s blood?

			Amanda Moulin’s blood?

			‘Let’s go, JB!’ the captain ordered, her tone deliberately harsh. ‘Get a move on!’

			Lieutenant Jean-Baptiste Lechevalier did not argue. In a flash, he was already five steps ahead of his superior officer. Marianne Augresse forced herself to think as she climbed, partly so that her fatigue wouldn’t slow her down, and partly so that she could begin to string together the theories that were accumulating in her mind.

			Although, when it came down to it, there was only one question that needed an urgent response.

			Where?

			Train, car, tram, bus, plane . . . There were a thousand ways Alexis Zerda could escape, a thousand ways he could disappear, despite the warning that had been sent out two hours previously, despite the posters, despite the dozens of police who were out searching for him.

			Where and how?

			One step, then another, one thought leading to the next.

			Or how and why?

			She avoided asking herself the other question. The main one.

			Why throw away the toy?

			Why tear this beloved creature from the child’s hands? A child who would surely have screamed, refused to climb one more step, who would have preferred to die on the spot rather than be separated from the toy rat that bore his smell, his mother’s smell.

			The breeze blowing in from the sea brought with it the unbearable odour of crude oil. Out in Le Havre’s navigation channel, container ships were queuing up like gridlocked cars at a red light.

			The veins in the captain’s temples throbbed. The stairs seemed to stretch away towards infinity, as if each time she climbed one step, another magically appeared at the edge of her vision.

			The same question ricocheted around the walls of her skull.

			Why?

			Because Zerda had no intention of being burdened with a child? Because the kid was of no more use to him than the cuddly toy? Because he would also get rid of the child, in a ditch somewhere? Because he was just waiting for a more discreet place to commit the act?

			Another Airbus streaked across the sky. The airport was only a couple of kilometres away, as the crow flies. Well, at least Zerda wouldn’t be able to escape through there, Marianne thought to herself, remembering the huge security presence she had installed at the tiny local airport.

			Another twenty or thirty steps. Lieutenant Lechevalier had already reached the car park. Captain Augresse’s fingers tightened around the ball of grey and cream fur, kneading it, as if checking that its heart and tongue had been torn out, that this cloth rat could never tell anyone its secrets; that it was definitively dead, after all those endless private conversations with Malone, those conversations that they had listened to repeatedly, she and her men.

			The captain’s fingers played through the stiffened fur for a second or two, then suddenly stopped. She slid her index finger another couple of millimetres along the fabric, then looked down, not expecting to find anything new. After all, what could this gutted bit of cloth possibly reveal?

			Marianne Augresse’s eyes narrowed, focusing on the faded letters. And suddenly, the truth exploded.

			In a single moment, all the pieces of the puzzle fell into place. Even the most unlikely ones.

			The rocket, the forest of ogres, the pirates and their wrecked ship, the amnesia of a tropical rodent, the treasure, the four towers of the castle, all those nonsensical phrases that she and her men had fruitlessly mused over for five days.

			The tales of a child with an over-active imagination. Or so they had thought . . .

			Yet it was all written there. Malone hadn’t invented a thing.

			It was all there in four words, attached to the fur of this mute witness. They’d all held it, this cuddly toy, but none of them had noticed anything. They had been wholly concentrated on what it had to say. It was very talkative ‒ they had listened to it, but they hadn’t looked at it. This cloth rat, murdered so that it would never talk again, then abandoned by its murderer on the slope. 

			The captain closed her eyes for a second. She suddenly thought that, if anyone had been able to read her thoughts, to intercept them the way you sometimes overhear a fragment of conversation, they would think she was crazy. A cuddly toy can’t speak, it can’t cry, it doesn’t die. No one over the age of four believes that stuff ‒ six at a push, eight max. 

			Yes, if someone began the story at this point, they would think she was out of her mind. She certainly would have, when she was rational. Five days earlier.

			Marianne continued to clutch the toy to her chest as she peered down the hundreds of steps she had just climbed and felt a sudden rush of vertigo. In the distance, all she could see was an infinite stretch of empty sky, a sky that was almost as dark as the ocean, the grey of the waves mingling with the grey of the clouds.

			JB had already started the car; she could hear the engine purring. Summoning all her strength, she accelerated up the final few steps. 

			There was only one question worth asking, now that the truth had been revealed.

			Was there enough time to stop them?

		

	
		
			Four days earlier

			MONDAY

			The day of the moon
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			Little hand on the 8, big hand on the 7

			‘Maman was walking fast. I was holding her hand and it hurt my arm. She was looking for somewhere to hide. She was shouting but I couldn’t hear her, there were too many people.’

			‘Too many people? Who else was there?’

			‘Just people, doing their shopping.’

			‘So there were shops around you?’

			‘Yes. Lots. But we didn’t have a trolley, just a bag. My big Jake and the Netherland Pirates bag.’

			‘Were you and your mother shopping too?’

			‘No. I was supposed to be going on holiday. That was what Maman said. A long holiday. But I didn’t want to go. That was why Maman was looking for somewhere we could hide. So that no one would see me have a tantrum.’

			‘A tantrum like the one you had in school? Like the one Clotilde told me about? Crying. Getting angry. Wanting to break everything in the classroom. Is that what you mean, Malone?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Because I didn’t want to go with the other Maman.’

			‘That’s all?’

			‘. . .’

			‘OK, let’s talk about that some more later, about your other mother. But first, let’s see if you can remember anything more. Can you tell me what you could see? When you were walking fast with your mother?’

			‘There were shops. Lots of shops. There was a McDonalds too, but we didn’t eat there. Maman didn’t want me playing with other children.’

			‘Can you remember the street? The names of other shops?’

			‘It wasn’t in a street.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘Well, it was a kind of street, but we couldn’t see the sky.’

			‘Are you sure about that, Malone? You couldn’t see the sky? Was there a big car park outside?’

			‘I don’t know. I was asleep in the car and I only remember what came after, in the street without a sky with all the shops, when Maman was pulling my hand.’

			‘OK. It doesn’t matter, Malone. In a moment, I’m going to show you some photos. Tell me if you recognise anything.’

			Malone waited on his bed, motionless.

			Gouti didn’t say anything, as if he were dead. Then he started talking again. He often did that. It was normal.

			‘Look, Malone. Look at the pictures on the computer. Do they seem familiar?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Were these the shops you saw with your mother?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘You’re sure?’

			‘I think so. There was that red and green bird. And the parrot too, the parrot dressed up as a pirate.’

			‘OK. That’s very important, Malone. I’ll show you some other photos in a bit. But now let’s go back to your story. You went and hid somewhere with your mother. Where?’

			‘In the toilets. I was sitting on the floor. Maman closed the door, so she could talk to me without anyone else hearing.’

			‘What was she saying, your Maman?’

			‘She told me that everything in my head was going to go away, like the dreams I have at night. But that I had to force myself to think about her, every night before I go to sleep. That I had to think hard about her, and our house, and the beach. The pirate ship. The castle. That was all she said to me, that the pictures in my head would go away. I didn’t really believe her but she kept saying the same thing, that the pictures in my head would fly away if I didn’t think about them each night in my bed. Like leaves falling off the branches of a tree.’

			‘This was before she left you with your other mother . . . is that right?’

			‘The other one isn’t my mother!’

			‘Yes, yes, Malone, I understand, that’s why I said your other mother. And what else did she tell you? Your first mother, I mean.’

			‘To listen to Gouti.’

			‘And this is Gouti? Your cuddly toy? So you had to listen to Gouti, is that what your mother told you?’

			‘Yes! I must listen to Gouti, but in secret.’

			‘He must be very powerful then. How does Gouti help you remember?’

			‘He talks to me.’

			 ‘When does he talk to you?’

			‘I can’t tell anyone, it’s my secret. Maman made me swear. She told me another secret too, in the toilets. The secret that protects you from ogres when they want to take you into the forest.’

			‘OK, it’s your secret. I understand. But she didn’t say anything else, Malone?’

			‘Yes! She said that.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘Malone! She told me it was a nice name and that I had to answer when someone called me that.’

			‘But you weren’t called Malone before that? Do you still remember your other name?’

			Malone remained silent. An eternity passed.

			‘Don’t worry, it doesn’t matter. And what happened after that?’

			‘She cried.’

			‘OK. So what about your house, from before? Not the one you live in now. The other one. Can you remember that?’

			‘A little bit. But almost all the pictures have gone away, because Gouti never talks to me about that.’

			‘I understand. But can you describe the pictures you have left of the house? You were talking about the sea earlier? About a pirate ship and the towers of a castle?’

			‘Yes. There was no garden, just a beach. If you leant out of my bedroom window, the sea was right there. I could see the pirate ship from my room – it was broken in two. I remember the rocket too. And that I couldn’t go far from the house because of the forest.’

			‘The forest of ogres, you mean?’

			‘That’s right.’

			‘Can you describe the forest for me?’

			‘That’s easy. The trees were as high as the sky. And there weren’t just ogres in the jungle, there were big monkeys too, and snakes, and giant spiders . . . I saw them once, the spiders. That was why I had to stay in my room.’

			‘Do you remember anything else, Malone?’

			‘No.’

			‘OK. So tell me, Malone . . . I’m going to call you Malone, if that’s OK, until we remember your name from before. Your cuddly toy. What kind of animal is it?’

			‘Well . . . it’s a Gouti.’

			‘A Gouti. I see. And you say it really talks to you. Not just in your head? I know it’s a secret, but can you tell me just a little bit about how it talks to you?’

			Malone suddenly held his breath.

			‘Quiet, Gouti,’ he whispered.

			Malone heard footsteps on the stairs. He always listened very carefully to the noises in the house, especially when he was in his bedroom, under the sheets, listening in secret to Gouti.

			Maman-da was coming.

			‘Quick, Gouti,’ whispered Malone, ‘you have to pretend to be asleep.’

			His toy stopped talking just in time, before Maman-da came into the room. Malone held his furry rat close. Gouti was very good at pretending to be asleep.

			Maman-da’s voice was always a bit slow, especially in the evenings, as if she was so tired she could never finish her sentences.

			‘Everything OK, sweetie?’

			‘Yes.’

			Malone wanted her to leave, but just as she did every evening, Maman-da sat down on the edge of his bed and stroked his hair. Tonight, the stroking went on even longer than usual. She put her arms around his back and pressed her heart against his chest.

			‘Tomorrow, I’m going to see your teacher at the school, remember?’

			Malone did not reply.

			‘They say you’ve been telling stories. I know you love stories, sweetie, and that’s normal for a little boy. In fact, I’m proud that you can invent things in your head. But sometimes grown-ups take those stories seriously; they think they’re true. That’s why your teacher wants to see us, do you understand?’

			Malone closed his eyes. It was a long time before Maman-da made a move.

			‘You’re sleepy, my darling. I’ll let you get some rest. Sweet dreams.’

			She kissed him, turned off the light and finally left the room. Malone waited, cautiously. He glanced at the cosmonaut alarm clock.

			Little hand on the 8, big hand on the 9.

			Malone knew he shouldn’t wake up his toy until the little hand was on the 9. Maman had taught him that too.

			He looked at the calendar of the sky pinned to the wall, just above the alarm clock. The planets shone in the darkness. When the lights were turned off in his room, all you could see were those planets glowing in the night. Today was the day of the moon.

			Malone couldn’t wait for Gouti to tell him his story. His own. The story about the treasure on the beach. Lost treasure.
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			Today, Mimizan beach. I took off my bikini top just for Marco, my boyfriend. He likes my breasts. So did the fat pig lying next to us, visibly.

			Want to kill

			I stabbed his fat gut with the end of the parasol, right through his belly button.

			Convicted:	28

			Acquitted:	3,289

			www.want-to-kill.com

			The telephone rang, waking Captain Marianne Augresse with a start. For a brief instant, her eyes remained fixed on her cold, naked skin, then she removed her arm from the bath where she had been dozing for the past hour and picked up the phone. Her forearm knocked the little tray of toys balanced on the laundry basket and plastic boats, wind-up dolphins and small fluorescent fish scattered over the surface of the water.

			‘Shit!’

			Number unknown.

			‘Shit!’ the captain repeated.

			She had been hoping it was one of her lieutenants: JB, Papy, or one of the other duty cops at Le Havre police station. She had been waiting for a call since the previous day, when Timo Soler was spotted in the Saint-François quarter, near the pharmacy. She had stationed four men between the Bassin du Commerce and the Bassin du Roi. They had been searching for Timo Soler for nearly a year: nine months and twenty-seven days, to be exact. The hunt had begun on Tuesday 6 January 2015, during the armed robbery in Deauville. The surveillance camera had immortalised the face of Timo Soler just before he vanished on a Münch Mammut 2000, taking with him the 9 mm Luger bullet, lodged, according to the ballistics experts, somewhere between his lung and his shoulder. Marianne had known she wouldn’t get a wink of sleep until the following morning and so had planned only to doze ‒ in the bath, then on the sofa, then in bed ‒ hoping to jump up in the middle of the night, grabbing her leather jacket and abandoning her crumpled sheets, her Tupperware box of food and her glass of Quézac mineral water in front of the dormant television, pausing only to throw a handful of biscuits to Mogwai, her cat. 

			‘Yes?’

			Her index finger slid across the wet glass. She gently patted the iPhone with a towel that was hanging close by, desperately hoping that this would not end the call.

			‘Captain Augresse? Vasily Dragonman. You don’t know me. I’m a school psychologist. A mutual friend, Angélique Fontaine, gave me your mobile number.’

			Angie . . . For fuck’s sake, thought Marianne. She was going to tear a strip off that little slut, with her lacy bras and loose tongue.

			‘Is this a professional matter, Mr Dragonman? I’m expecting an important call on this number at any moment.’

			‘Don’t worry, it won’t take long.’

			He had a soft voice. The voice of a young priest, a hypnotist, or a telepathic magician from the East. A smooth and confident talker, with just a hint of a Slavic accent. 

			‘Go on,’ sighed Marianne.

			‘You’re going to find what I have to say slightly disconcerting. I’m a school psychologist. I cover the whole region north of the Havre estuary. For a few weeks now, I’ve been looking after a strange child.’

			‘Strange how?’

			Marianne’s free hand played with the water between her half-submerged legs. There were worse things than being woken in your bath by a man, even if he wasn’t calling to invite you to dinner.

			‘He claims that his mother isn’t his mother.’

			The captain’s fingers slid over her damp thigh.

			‘Sorry?’

			‘He claims that his mother isn’t his mother, and that his father isn’t his father either.’

			‘How old is this kid?’

			‘Three and a half.’

			Marianne bit her lip.

			An over-zealous shrink! Angie must have been completely taken in by his smooth psychobabble. 

			‘He expresses himself as if he were a year older than that,’ the psychologist continued. ‘He’s not particularly gifted, but he is precocious. According to the tests that . . .’

			‘And his parents really are his parents?’ Marianne cut in. ‘Have you checked with his teachers? He’s not adopted, or in foster care, or anything like that?’

			‘There’s no doubt whatsoever. He really is their child. The parents say the kid has an over-active imagination. The headmistress is meeting them tomorrow.’

			‘So, the situation is being dealt with then . . .’

			Marianne suddenly felt guilty about the curt way she had replied to the soft-voiced shrink. Just below the surface of the water, the fin of a mechanical dolphin tickled her legs. It had been at least six months since Grégoire, her nephew, had last stayed over; and, given that he would turn eleven next month, it was far from certain that he would ever return to binge on pizza and DVDs at his aunt’s house. She ought to throw these toys away, along with the Pixar films and the Playmobil boxes, throw them all in a bin bag like so many regrets, instead of allowing them to taunt her.

			‘No,’ the psychologist insisted. ‘It’s not being dealt with. Because, as odd as this may sound, I have a feeling the child might be telling the truth.’

			 ‘What about the mother?’ the captain asked.

			‘She’s furious.’

			‘You don’t say! Please get to the point, Mr Dragonman. What do you expect me to do about it?’

			Marianne used her knee to push away the dolphin. She felt flustered by the voice of this stranger, particularly as he almost certainly had no idea that she was naked as she spoke to him, her thighs in the air and her feet resting on the edge of the bathtub.

			The psychologist left a long silence, allowing the captain to sink a little deeper into her hot, damp thoughts. Although realistically, the idea of sharing a bath with a man didn’t get her that excited. She had too many hang-ups, perhaps. And there wouldn’t be enough space to cram her body between the cold wall of the bathtub and the muscles of an ephemeral but well-built lover. Her real dream, though she could never admit it to anyone, was to share her bath with a baby. To spend hours splashing around with a little mite who was as chubby as she was, the water gone cold, surrounded by plastic toys.

			‘What do I expect you to do? I don’t know. Help me?’

			‘You want me to open an investigation, is that it?’

			‘Not necessarily. But you could at least do some digging. Angie told me that’s what you do. Just check out what the boy is saying. I have hours of recorded interviews, notes, drawings . . .’

			The dolphin was back. It was obsessed.

			The longer the conversation went on, the more convinced the captain became that the simplest thing to do would be to meet this Vasily Dragonman. Especially as it was Angie who had sent him. Angie knew what she was looking for. Not a man; Marianne couldn’t care less about men. At thirty-nine, she had at least another twenty years in which she could sleep with all the men in the world. No, Marianne had hammered the message home to Angie during their girls’ nights out: in the coming months, the captain would be going in search of a single, mythical creature: a FATHER. So, in sending this guy her way, Angie was perhaps thinking . . . After all, a school psychologist would make the perfect father. A man with a professional understanding of early childhood, quoting Freinet, Piaget and Montessori while other blokes were content to read magazines such as L’Equipe, Interview or Detective. 

			‘Mr Dragonman, the usual procedure for a child in danger is to call one of the child protection organisations. But I must admit that this case you have described seems . . . well, unusual. Do you really want to notify the authorities on the basis of the child’s declarations? Does he strike you as mistreated? Do the parents appear dangerous? Is there anything that might give us a reason to separate them?’

			‘No. On the face of it, the parents seem completely normal.’

			‘OK. So there’s no emergency. We’ll make some enquiries. We wouldn’t want to put the parents in prison just because their son has an over-active imagination . . .’

			A shiver ran through the captain’s body. The bathwater was now cold and faintly pink, as if the mixture of lavender, eucalyptus and violet essential oils she had poured in had gone stagnant. Marianne’s breasts emerged from the pale surface, large in comparison to the little yellow plastic boat that floated over her belly. A vision of the end of the world, thought Marianne. Two virgin islands polluted by a liner dumping its toxic waste.

			The psychologist’s voice snapped the policewoman out of her reverie.

			‘I’m sorry, Captain, please don’t take this personally, but you’re wrong. That is why I was so insistent with Angie, and why I felt compelled to call you this evening. This is an emergency. It’s urgent for this child. Absolutely urgent. Irreversible, even.’

			Marianne’s voice rose. ‘Irreversible? For God’s sake, you told me the kid wasn’t in any danger!’

			‘Please understand, Captain. This child isn’t even four years old yet. All those things he remembers today, he could easily forget tomorrow. Or the day after tomorrow. Or in a month or two.’

			Marianne stood up. 

			‘What are you trying to say, exactly?’

			‘That this child is clinging to fragments of memory in order to convince me that his mother is not his real mother. He talks about a castle, a pirate ship, a forest of ogres . . . other things. But in a few days, or maybe a few weeks, as surely as this child will get older, he will learn new things – the names of animals and flowers and letters and the rest of this infinite world that surrounds him – and then his older memories will be erased. And that other mother, whom he remembers today, that previous life that he tells me about each time I see him, will simply cease to exist!’

		

	
		
			4

			Little hand on the 9, big hand on the 12

			Malone listened to the silence for a long time, making sure that Maman-da was not on her way back up the stairs.

			His small fingers reached beneath the sheets until they felt Gouti’s heartbeat. His toy was slightly warm. When he had completely woken up, Malone hid under the sheets and got ready to listen. It was the day of the moon. It was the day of the story about Gouti and the hazelnuts. Malone couldn’t remember how many times he’d heard it. 

			There had been many days of the moon, so many that he couldn’t count them. But he didn’t remember any days of the moon from the time before.

			Malone put his ear against Gouti, as if the toy were a very soft pillow.

			*

			*     *

			Gouti was just three years old, which was already pretty big in his family, because his mother was only eight and his grandfather, who was very old, was fifteen.

			They lived in the biggest tree on the beach, which had roots shaped like an immense spider. Their place was on the third floor, first branch on the left, between a tern that was almost always away on trips and a lame owl who had now retired, but who used to work on the pirate ships.

			Maman said that Gouti was very similar to his grandfather ‒ a daydreamer, just like he was. It’s true that his grandfather spent a lot of time dreaming, but that’s because he was losing his memory. They would often find him asleep on another branch, his white moustache all dishevelled, or burying a grey stone instead of an acorn. Gouti liked to sit in front of the sea and imagine that he was climbing on a boat, hiding in its hold, secretly eating wheat or oats from a bag until they discovered a new island. He imagined himself staying on that new island and making a new family. He often thought about that and forgot the rest.

			And yet he did have work to do. His work was always the same, but it was very important: gathering the hazelnuts from the forest and burying them close to the house. Because the reason the whole family was living in this place was the forest. Hazelnuts, walnuts, acorns, pine cones . . . this was the treasure that fell from the sky in the autumn and that had to be carefully hidden before winter so they could eat for the rest of the year. Maman didn’t have the time to do this because she was busy with his little brother Mulo and his little sister Musa.

			So, every day, Gouti would gather and bury the nuts, then he would look out to sea and daydream. And every evening, on the way back to their big tree, he would realise that he had forgotten where he had buried the nuts.

			Under a large stone? Between the roots of a tree? Near a seashell?

			It was impossible to remember.

			But poor Gouti never dared tell his mother.

			Days passed, all of them the same, and with each passing day Gouti felt more ashamed and less able to admit to his mother that he was too absent-minded for such a precise and meticulous job.

			Then one morning, winter came.

			Gouti’s whole family left its branch and went to hide under the spider of roots. Theirs was a deep, clean burrow that Gouti’s grandfather had dug a long time ago, but with the family growing so large there was no longer enough space to keep their food close by.

			They slept for six months, but it felt like only a second.

			When they awoke and went up to the surface, they thought they must have emerged on the wrong side of the earth.

			Their big tree was no longer there.

			No tern, no owl. Even worse, there were no longer any hazel or walnut trees, any oaks or pines. There was no more forest.

			A winter storm had blown down all the trees while they slept.

			Their mother always knew how to organise things, even in a crisis such as this. The most important thing is food, she said in a calm voice, and she asked Gouti to go and dig up the food he’d buried in the sand.

			Gouti started to cry.

			The beach was vast. It would be easier to find a pine needle in a forest; they would all die of hunger before he found a single hazelnut . . . and the trees that lined this beach would never produce any more nuts because they were all lying on the sand, their branches broken, their roots in the air.

			Maman did not scold Gouti. She simply said: ‘We have to leave, children. We must find another place where we can feed ourselves.’ And she asked Gouti to carry Musa on his back since she was still very little, while she would carry Gouti’s grandfather, who seemed to have aged another two years during the second that their winter nap had lasted.

			They went all around the world.

			They crossed plains and rivers, mountains and deserts. They ate wherever they could, in cellars and attics, at the top of strange trees they had never seen before and at the bottom of endless holes that seemed to burrow beneath the ocean. They were chased away by brooms, they made children scream in schools and old ladies in churches, they travelled in trucks and on boats, and even once in an aeroplane.

			And then one day, months or maybe even years later, one day when they were even more starving than usual, the grandfather with the white moustache, who had hardly uttered a word since the start of their voyage, told them: ‘It is time to go home.’

			Maman must have thought it was a ridiculous idea. But as grandfather never said anything, when he did speak, she felt she had to obey him.

			So home they went. They were sad because they remembered the trees of their forest lying on the sand, the vast beach without a single leaf under which they could hide, the empty seashells and the dead branches. 

			At first they thought they must have come to the wrong beach.

			Only grandfather was smiling, making his white moustache dance. He asked the whole family to sit on a little pile of sand and began to talk: ‘A long time ago, when I was young – around Gouti’s age – I was very absent-minded and I used to daydream about going around the world. We were poor and thin, there were barely any trees on the beach, there was no forest, we had almost nothing to eat and, on top of that, every time I buried one of the few hazelnuts I had managed to find, I would forget where I’d left it. And then one day, from one of those forgotten hazelnuts ‒ just one ‒ a tree grew, and on its branches were a hundred hazelnuts. Then another tree. And another. A forest. The forest where you were all born.

			‘Home.

			‘No life passes without a storm, without having to start over again.’

			And so they walked on over the sand.

			And on the beach, where Gouti had buried and forgotten hundreds of hazelnuts, walnuts and acorns, there was the biggest, greenest, densest forest they had ever seen. Gouti’s mother hugged him tight to her chest while Mulo and Musa ran between the trees and applauded with their little paws, watched calmly by the tern and the owl, who had come back long ago.

			Then Gouti’s grandfather said that he was very tired, that he would soon fall asleep, just for a second, but a second that would last longer than the winter. But first, he had one last thing to tell Gouti.

			He took his grandson aside, and they walked until their feet almost touched the waves and his moustache was flecked with foam. Then grandfather spoke softly: ‘You see, Gouti, the real treasure is not what we spend our life searching for; the real treasure was buried close by all the time. If we plant that treasure one day, if we cultivate it and water it every evening, even if we forget why, then one fine morning, when we have lost all hope, that treasure will bloom and grow.’

			*

			*     *

			Gently, Malone let Gouti fall asleep once more. His toy would need to be wide awake tomorrow. Maman-da and Pa-di were coming to school to see his teacher. He was a little scared about what they would say.

			He had to sleep too, but he didn’t really want to. He knew the nightmares would return. He could already hear that icy rain falling, cold, shining, cutting. He didn’t even want to close his eyes.

			Not because he was afraid of the dark. When Malone closed his eyes, behind his eyelids, in his head, he saw only one colour, as if everything had been painted.

			Just one colour.

			Red.

			Everywhere.
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			The day of the war
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			Vasily Dragonman waited patiently in the lobby, his bag resting on his knees. Policemen hurried past him. If it weren’t for their uniforms and the psychologist’s worn leather jacket, he could easily have passed for a pharmaceutical sales rep waiting in a hospital corridor, with overworked nurses rushing back and forth in front of him.

			Captain Augresse appeared. She was walking more slowly, down the middle of the corridor, forcing her colleagues to flow around her, brushing the walls on either side as they passed. She called out to one of the policemen who was walking towards her.

			‘Papy, did you call the doctor back?’

			Lieutenant Pierrick Pasdeloup slowed down. All of his colleagues called him Papy, not only because he was the oldest person in this particular station, only a few months from retirement, but above all because – at just over 50 – he already had six grandchildren scattered across France. Shaven-headed, with a thin salt-and-pepper beard, he had the gentle eyes of a faithful dog and the lean physique of a runner. The very oldest guys in the brigade thought he was still young, the younger ones that he was already old. 

			‘He’s busy with patients all morning,’ the lieutenant replied. ‘He’ll call us back when he gets a moment.’

			‘But did he confirm that the man he stitched back together yesterday really was Timo Soler?’

			‘He’s one hundred per cent sure. Timo Soler came to him a few minutes after we spotted him near the pharmacy in Saint-François. Professor Larochelle patched up our armed robber at the port – the Quai d’Osaka – hidden away between some shipping containers.’

			‘And the good doctor contacted the police immediately afterwards? Not too troubled by professional secrecy, this one . . .’

			‘No,’ Papy confirmed with a smile. ‘And you ain’t seen nothing yet.’

			Marianne Augresse blinked away the image of the wounded robber and turned to Vasily.

			‘Shall we go, Mr Dragonman? I’ve had to fit you in between two meetings, and I can’t promise we won’t be interrupted by an emergency.’

			The psychologist’s calm demeanour stood in sharp contrast to the general frenzy around him. He sat down without creasing his leather jacket, opened his bag, took out a notebook and spread the child’s drawings in front of him. His light brown eyes – almost the colour of varnished wood, terracotta or golden pastry – scanned the documents like a laser. His Slavic accent seemed even more pronounced than it had been on the phone.

			‘These are Malone’s drawings. I have an entire notebook filled with notes and comments. I started typing them up, but . . .’

			Marianne Augresse lifted one hand, as if to make Vasily freeze so that she could observe him. This psychologist was incredibly charming. A bit younger than her, maybe, but she adored shy, reserved men, the type who seemed to burn with some secret, inner passion. Like a tragic character straight out of a novel by Tolstoy or a play by Chekhov.

			‘Excuse me, Mr Dragonman, but could you start at the beginning? Who? Where?’

			‘Yes, yes, I’m sorry. The child’s name is Malone. Malone Moulin. He’s in his first year of preschool. In Manéglise. I don’t know if you know where . . .’

			The captain signalled for him to continue, with a simple glance at the map of the estuary pinned to the opposite wall. Manéglise was a small village of around 1,000 people, surrounded by fields, about ten kilometres from Le Havre.

			‘It was the school nurse who brought him to my attention. According to her, Malone kept talking nonsense. I met him for the first time three weeks ago.’

			‘And that’s when he told you that his parents weren’t his real parents!’

			‘Exactly. He claims to remember another life, before . . .’

			‘And the parents deny this.’

			‘Yes.’ He checked his watch. ‘In fact, they should be meeting the headmistress of the school in Manéglise at this very moment.’

			‘Without you?’

			‘They didn’t want me there.’

			‘The parents or the headmistress?’

			‘Well, both, really.’

			The psychologist gave a sorrowful smile, his eyes imploring. A lost dog in the street, begging for a sandwich.

			‘It’s hard to argue with their view, really, isn’t it? Frankly, Mr Dragonman, if Angélique hadn’t sent you . . .’

			There was a sparkle in his golden eyes as he pushed the child’s drawings in front of the captain.

			‘At least let me explain. These drawings, a few words. It won’t take long.’

			Marianne Augresse hesitated. This man really was irresistible, the way he kept apologising, stammering, hesitating, yet never letting go of his objective. She would have to ask sly little Angie where she had found him.

			‘OK, Mr Dragonman, you have fifteen minutes.’

			At that moment, the door opened, and Papy broke the spell.

			‘We’ve got the doctor on the phone!’

			‘Jesus! Put him through to my personal line.’

			‘I can do better than that,’ said Lieutenant Pasdeloup. ‘I can project his face on to your wall, larger than life. This is Professor Larochelle, Marianne, he’s a bigwig at the Monod hospital and his office is equipped with the latest videoconferencing technology.’

			The captain asked Vasily Dragonman to leave the office for a few minutes.

			‘It’s to do with the armed robbery in Deauville, in January, do you remember that?’

			The psychologist nodded, more amused than annoyed, and went out to wait patiently in the corridor while a second lieutenant entered, pushing a trolley with a camera and a microphone on it.

			‘We need to update our equipment!’ said the cop, pointing the camera at the white wall.

			He crouched down next to the trolley. He was wearing a skin-tight white T-shirt and jeans. About thirty. Face of an angel, muscles of a bodybuilder, trainers on his feet and a general laid-back appearance.

			Lieutenant Jean-Baptiste Lechevalier. Married. Two children. A devoted husband and contented father. And a walking, talking female fantasy.

			‘Hurry up, JB!’

			Marianne was only grouching at him for form’s sake. Her gaze lingered for a moment on the lieutenant’s curved back, before descending to those square centimetres of exposed flesh between the bottom of his T-shirt and the top of his jeans. 

			Already taken. Hands off . . .

			‘All right, we’re ready,’ said JB, getting to his feet with a cat-like undulation of his pelvis. 

			Lieutenants Pasdeloup and Lechevalier both sat down. Marianne took a seat behind her desk. JB touched the remote control and the white wall of the police station was transformed into a sumptuous, high-tech vision. Everything in the image appeared to be square or rectangular, from the varnished wooden desk to the grey leather chairs, from the exotic wood furniture to the plasma screen hung on the wall, even the large bay window that bathed this entire room in light.

			The surgeon appeared in a moment, the ice cubes clinking in the glass he held. His white coat, worn casually over a three-piece suit, seemed specially designed to match his carnivorous smile.

			‘Captain Augresse? Sorry, I only have a few minutes. There’s a woman I have to meet. She’s lying down, eagerly awaiting my organ!’

			He paused for two or three seconds before continuing, as if the video system was equipped with canned laughter to punctuate every joke he made. His immaculate teeth looked like an advert for the work of his colleagues in orthodontics.

			‘I’m performing a liver transplant, so let’s make this quick. You wanted to talk to me?’

			‘You treated Timo Soler yesterday?’

			The surgeon lifted the glass to his lips. The liquid was copper-coloured. Whisky? Red Bull? In the corner of his office, some golf clubs protruded from a Hugo Boss bag. Every detail seemed like part of an expensive Hollywood set.

			‘The armed robber, you mean? I already told your detectives everything. Your fugitive called me yesterday, late afternoon. An emergency. We met at the Quai d’Osaka, out of sight of any witnesses. He was waiting for me in a white Yaris. I noted the registration number, of course. He had a nasty wound between the subclavian artery and the upper lobe of the left lung, caused by a nine-millimetre bullet that had lodged there and been extracted somewhat summarily a few months earlier. The wound hadn’t been treated since then. According to what the man told me, the wound had reopened recently, following a nasty fall. He was in agony. I did what I could.’

			‘You managed to operate on him like that? In his car, at the port?’ The captain didn’t hide her surprise.

			‘Of course not! When I said that I did what I could, I meant: I did what I could to help you.’

			‘Help us?’

			JB appeared to be spellbound by the surgeon’s room. He could see what looked like a swimming pool behind the office window, or perhaps it was the sea? The office was located on a hill in Sainte-Adresse, the chic part of Le Havre. 

			The surgeon seemed annoyed. ‘Yes. I wanted to help the authorities. Informing you about the presence of the man you’ve spent months searching for is the least any honest citizen would do, don’t you think?’

			‘Of course, Professor. And what else did you do to help us?’

			‘I injected him with a double dose of nalbuphine, an analgesic that’s twice as strong as morphine. That calmed him down instantly and will ease the pain for a good twelve hours. After that, I examined his wound, fiddled about with it and then sewed it up. From the outside, it looks like a piece of haute couture.’

			The professor flashed another brilliant smile, then moved closer to the camera, as if he were about to impart a secret. 

			‘But inside, Captain, I must admit that I made a holy mess of it. A scalpel cut here, another there. The pain will be unbearable for Timo Soler when the effects of the drug begin to wear off. He will have no choice but to call me again . . . and this time, you’ll be waiting for him with the cavalry.’

			Marianne swallowed before replying.

			‘Yes indeed. We’ll be there.’

			Larochelle emptied his glass.

			‘Perfect. I have to go now. The young lady is waiting for me to give her a new liver. And hopefully, she’ll be a liver. Not a dyer, if you see what I mean . . .’

			After one last burst of laughter the line went silent, and the luxurious decor vanished instantaneously, as if it had never existed. The three cops continued staring at the white wall a moment longer.

			‘The man’s a saint,’ said Papy at last.

			‘Where would the forces of law and order be without committed citizens such as him?’ JB added.

			‘OK,’ grumbled Marianne. ‘But all the same, if Timo Soler does resurface to get himself sewn up again, we’re not going to stand by and watch. We’re going to nab him.’

			The captain turned to JB. ‘Spielberg, tidy up your things.’

			Then to Papy. ‘You stay on Dr House’s tail, on a minute-by-minute basis.’

			And then, finally, she picked up the child’s drawings that had been left on her desk. Four wavy, black vertical lines, and a fifth line, in blue, that went diagonally across them. 

			A child’s scribble, nothing more.

			‘Give me fifteen minutes with that shrink. He’s going to explain to me how a three-year-old’s memory works.’
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			Little hand on the 12, big hand on the 1

			The class dispersed and Malone found himself alone. Half of the children were already lined up in pairs, forming a noisy caterpillar, waiting to go through a little iron gate behind the playground that led to the canteen. The other half were running towards their parents. Mothers mostly. The fathers tended to come in the mornings or evenings. Each child grabbed a hand or two arms, hugged a neck or clung to a leg.

			But not Malone. Not today.

			‘Be a good boy and wait here. They won’t be long.’

			Clotilde, his teacher, smiled at him.

			It was true: Malone did not have long to wait. Maman-da and Pa-di arrived just after the other parents had left. Maman-da was rarely late, but she usually came on her own to fetch him for lunch, not with Pa-di.

			Malone ran over to Maman-da and grabbed her hand. He understood – they’d reminded him again that morning – that they had to talk to the teacher today at lunch about the stories he’d been telling. It was strange to go back into the classroom when it was empty, to have all the toys to himself.

			‘Mr and Mrs Moulin? Please, sit down.’

			Clotilde Bruyère looked slightly embarrassed as she gestured to the only available chairs in the classroom, which were all of thirty centimetres high. Meetings with parents were often held here, and normally it did not pose much of a problem for the adults.

			Normally.

			On his Lilliputian chair, Dimitri Moulin – one metre eighty tall and weighing in at one hundred and ten kilograms – looked like a circus elephant perched on a stool. With his legs folded up, his knees were almost touching his chin. 

			Clotilde turned to Malone.

			‘Will you leave us for a moment, my dear? You can go and play outside for a bit. We won’t be long.’

			Malone waited in the playground. He didn’t care. He’d deliberately left Gouti behind ‒ in the dolls’ corner, next to the blue bed. No one would notice his toy there, and Gouti would tell him everything afterwards. He looked longingly at the slide and the tunnel, where the big kids usually played and he was never able to. He thought about seizing this opportunity, running over there.

			The sky was very dark, as if it were about to rain.

			The toilets were a long way from the slide and the tunnel, a very long way, almost at the other end of the playground. If the rain suddenly started to fall, he wouldn’t be quick enough to escape the glass drops.

			Then he heard Pa-di shout something, even though the classroom door was shut. Poor Gouti, thought Malone.

			His toy was always a bit scared when Pa-di got angry.

			Seated on the mat for car toys, Dimitri Moulin had unfolded his legs and was grinding his heel into the realistically printed houses, gardens and roads.

			‘Mrs Bruyère, I’ll be blunt. I have better things to do than go back to nursery school! I’ve just got a new job. I had to negotiate with my boss to be allowed to start work at one today. I’m sure you don’t care – you’ll be paid every month until you retire, but that’s not true for me.’

			The usual rant against employees of the state. Clotilde responded with silence. She wasn’t used to it yet – she’d only been a teacher for six years, and a headmistress for two – but she’d been warned about this when she started: it was a classic complaint, almost as common as moaning about the number of weeks’ holiday teachers were given. She had chosen to teach pre-school because she was gentle and patient. These qualities were also supposed to be useful for calming down angry fathers.

			‘That’s not what we’re here to talk about, Mr Moulin.’

			‘So let’s get to the point then. Look, I’ve brought everything with me. This should save us a long chat.’

			From the bag he wore over his shoulder he took out a series of cardboard folders.

			‘His birth certificate! Our family record book, stamped by the mayor’s office and the maternity ward. Photograph albums showing pictures of the kid since he was born. Go on, take a look. You really think he’s not ours?’

			Amanda, sitting next to him, remained silent. Her eyes drifted over to the dolls’ corner. Malone had left his cuddly toy sitting on a high chair. Gouti stared at them as if he was absorbing every word of the conversation. As if he were spying on them, Amanda thought stupidly.

			‘Mr Moulin,’ the teacher said calmly, ‘we have never questioned the fact that Malone is your child. It’s just that . . .’

			‘Don’t treat us like idiots!’ Dimitri Moulin interrupted. ‘We understand perfectly well what that shrink was implying, that Romanian, Vasily whatshisname. And your insinuations too, those little notes left in my kid’s exercise book.’

			Gentle and patient. Clotilde stuck to her strategy. After all, Mr Moulin could scarcely be any harder to tame than Kylian or Noah, the two troublemakers in her class.

			‘Mr Moulin, the reason I wrote those notes and suggested this meeting was simply that your son is saying things that might be described as surprising for his age, particularly when he talks to the school psychologist. I simply wanted to meet with you so that you could give me a little more information.’

			‘You’re talking like a cop!’

			Clotilde moved forward a few centimetres and squatted down so that her eyes were level with Dimitri Moulin’s. She was used to living eighty centimetres above the ground. The bulk and height of this rhinoceros would not give him any advantage in her classroom. Quite the opposite. 

			The headmistress glared at Moulin.

			‘Will you please calm down. No one has mentioned the police. This is a school. My school. So, in the interest of your child, we are simply going to have a quiet discussion.’

			Dimitri Moulin looked as if he wanted to get up from his midget chair and storm out, but his wife put a hand on his thigh to restrain him. He stared at the teacher defiantly.

			‘All right. You seem like a good teacher, after all. But as for that shrink, I just . . .’ He was silent for a moment. ‘Can’t parents refuse that kind of thing, their kid being seen by a shrink?’

			‘It’s complicated. It all depends on why . . .’

			‘Well, doesn’t matter to me anyway,’ Moulin cut in again.

			He seemed to have mellowed. Maybe because he was actually quite attracted to this little woman who was standing up to him.

			‘After all,’ he went on, ‘I know there’s something not quite right about the kid. He doesn’t talk much, he uses words that are complicated, there’s a bit too much going on in his head. If it’ll do him good to speak to someone, well . . . I’m glad. That he can speak to an adult, I mean. But this Vasily Dragonski . . . Don’t you have anyone else? Someone more . . .’

			‘More what?’

			‘You know what I mean.’ He laughed. ‘More French. I’m not allowed to say that, right?’

			He leant over and, pushing away the little cars, spread the photograph albums across the town printed beneath his feet.

			‘Anyway, you might as well have a look at them. So we haven’t come here for no reason.’

			Clotilde turned her eyes to the documents.

			‘Vasily Dragonman is not under my authority. He reports directly to the regional education authority. I am here today as a mediator. We will discuss the matter and afterwards, I will provide him with my conclusions. It will probably be necessary for you to meet him again. Briefly.’

			Dimitri Moulin seemed to be thinking. His wife spoke for the first time.

			‘You mean that the school psychologist can alert the authorities without even going through you?’

			‘Yes,’ replied Clotilde. ‘If there’s any doubt about the child’s safety, he can speak first of all to the child welfare services, who will appoint a social worker . . .’

			‘First of all?’ yelled Dimitri. ‘What comes after that?’

			Clotilde delicately removed a little fire engine that Moulin’s heavy shoes were threatening to crush. Then she said in her thin voice:

			‘Informing the police.’

			‘The police? You’re not bloody serious? For a kid who’s not even four years old and can barely string together three sentences?’

			Clotilde rescued a second vehicle. She felt she had control of this conversation once more.

			‘I didn’t say we would do that,’ she reassured him with a smile. ‘I can see that Malone is an adorable little boy who is growing up in the normal way and who is being perfectly well looked after. Besides – just between us – the last thing I
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