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PART ONE

1

THE WAY OF THE ANGELS

Paris, April 1934

Forty men in white were lying facedown on the cobbled
square.
It looked like a giant snowfield. Swallows whistled as they
brushed past the bodies. Thousands of people were watching
the spectacle. The cathedral of Notre Dame in Paris spread
her shadow over the assembled crowd.
All around, the city seemed to be gathering its thoughts.
Vango’s forehead was pressed against the stone. He was
listening to the sound of his own breathing and thinking about
the life that had brought him here. But for once, he wasn’t
frightened.
He was remembering the sea, the briny air, a few special
voices, a few special faces, and the warm tears of the woman
who had raised him.
Rain started falling on the square in front of the cathedral,
but Vango didn’t notice. Lying on the ground in the midst
of his companions, he wasn’t aware of the umbrellas bursting
into bloom one after another.
Vango didn’t see the crowd of Parisians, the families
dressed in their Sunday best, the devotion of the old ladies,
the children squeezing between people’s legs, the pigeons
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numb with cold, the dance of the swallows, the onlookers
standing up in their carriages. Nor did he see the pair of green
eyes, over there, to the side, watching only him.
Two green eyes brimming with tears, behind a veil.
Vango kept his own eyes tightly shut. He hadn’t turned
twenty yet. This was the biggest day of his life. A solemn
feeling of happiness welled up inside him.
He was about to become a priest.
“Sweet madness!”
The bell ringer of Notre Dame, high up above, muttered
these words as he glanced down at the square below. He was
waiting. He had invited a young lady by the name of Clara to
dine with him on boiled eggs in his tower.
He knew she wouldn’t come: she’d be just like all the
others. And while the water was simmering in the pan beneath
the giant clock, the bell ringer took a good look at the young
seminarians down below who were about to be ordained as
priests. They would lie on the ground for a few minutes more
before making their commitment for life. From his perch
fifty meters above the crowd, it wasn’t the sheer drop that
made Simon the bell ringer’s head spin, but the leap into the
unknown that these prostrated lives on the ground were, of
their own accord, about to make.
“Madness,” he said again. “Madness!”
He made the sign of the cross, because you never know,
and went back to his eggs.
The green eyes were still fixed on Vango.
They belonged to a girl of sixteen or seventeen who was
wearing a charcoal-colored velvet coat. She rummaged in her
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pocket but couldn’t find the handkerchief she was looking
for. The back of that white hand ventured under the veil and
wiped away the tears on her cheeks. The rain was starting to
come in through her coat.
The girl shivered and glanced across to the other side of
the cathedral square.
A man looked away abruptly. He had been watching her.
She felt sure of that. It was the second time she had noticed
him this morning, but she knew, far back in her memory, that
she had already seen him somewhere. A waxen face, white
hair, a thin mustache, and small wire glasses. Where had she
met him before?
The thunder of the organ brought her back to Vango.
The ceremony was about to begin. The elderly cardinal
stood up and made his way toward the young men in white.
He brushed aside the umbrella held out to keep him dry,
just as he brushed aside all the hands that offered to help him
down the steps.
“Leave me be!”
He was carrying his heavy crosier, and every step was a
small miracle.
The cardinal was old and sick. That same morning, his
doctor, Esquirol, had banned him from celebrating mass. The
cardinal had laughed, sent everybody away, and heaved himself
out of bed to get dressed. As soon as he was alone, he could
groan freely with every gesture. In public, he was a rock.
Now he was walking down the steps in the rain.
Two hours earlier, with the black clouds thickening,
everyone had begged him to move the ceremony inside the
cathedral. Once again, he’d held firm. He wanted it to take
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place outside, facing the world these young men would engage
with for their whole lives.
“If they’re worried about catching a cold, let them choose
another job. They’ll live through other storms.”
On the final step, the cardinal came to a stop.
He was the first to detect something afoot in the square.
Up above, Simon the bell ringer didn’t suspect a thing.
He dropped his eggs into the water and started counting.
Who could have predicted what would happen in the time
it takes to boil an egg?
Three minutes to change the course of destiny.
While the water was coming to a boil, the crowd was simmering in a similar state of excitement, starting from the back
row. The girl gave another shudder. Something was going on
in the square. The cardinal raised his head.
Twenty individuals were beating a path through the crowd.
The murmuring swelled. Shouts could be heard.
“Make way!”
But the forty seminarians didn’t move. Only Vango turned
his head to the side, putting his ear to the ground. He could
see the shadows closing in.
The voices were becoming clearer now.
“What’s going on?”
“Move back!”
People were distrustful. Two months earlier, riots had
led to fatalities and hundreds wounded in the Place de la
Concorde.
“It’s the police!” a woman called out to reassure the crowd.
They were looking for somebody. The faithful tried to
quell the hubbub.
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“Shhhh . . . be quiet!”
Fifty-nine seconds.
Under his clock, the bell ringer was still counting. He
was thinking about young Clara, who had promised him she
would come. He looked at the wooden crate set with two
places. He could hear the saucepan humming on the embers.
A cleric wearing a white robe went over to the cardinal
and whispered something in his ear. Just behind them stood a
short, rotund man, holding his hat in his hand: Superintendent
Boulard. There was no mistaking his drooping eyelids, like
those of an old dog, his big snout, his ruddy cheeks, and his
eyes, which twinkled with a zest for life. Auguste Boulard.
Unflappable under the April shower, he was on the lookout
for the slightest sign of movement from the young men lying
on the ground.
One minute and twenty seconds.
Just then, one of the seminarians stood up. He wasn’t
very tall. His robe was weighed down with the rain. His face
was streaming. He turned full circle in the midst of so many
bodies, none of which moved. On every side, plainclothes
police-men emerged from the crowd and began to advance
toward him. The young man brought his hands together as if
in prayer, then let them fall to his sides. The clouds in the sky
were reflected in his eyes.
“Vango Romano?” the superintendent called out.
The boy nodded.
In the crowd, somewhere, a pair of green eyes was flitting, like butterflies in a net. What did these people want
from Vango?
The young man started moving. He stepped over his fellow
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seminarians and walked toward the superintendent. The police
officers were edging forward.
As he advanced, Vango pulled off his white robe to reveal
the black clothes underneath. He stopped in front of the cardinal and dropped to his knees.
“Forgive me, Father.”
“What have you done, Vango?
“I don’t know, Your Grace. Please believe me. I don’t
know.”
One minute and fifty seconds.
The old cardinal gripped the cross with both hands. He
leaned on it with his full weight, his arm and shoulder wrapped
around the gilded wood like ivy on a tree. He looked sadly
around him. He knew every one of these forty young men
by name.
“I believe you, little one, but I fear I may be the only one
here who does.”
“That already means a great deal, if you really do believe me.”
“But it won’t be enough,” whispered the cardinal.
He was right. Boulard and his comrades were only a few
paces away now.
“Forgive me,” Vango begged again.
“What do you want me to forgive you for, if you haven’t
done anything?”
Superintendent Boulard, who was now standing right
behind him, put his hand on the boy’s shoulder, and Vango
gave the cardinal his answer: “For this . . .”
Vango grabbed hold of the superintendent’s hand, stood
up, and twisted Boulard’s arm behind his back. Then he flung
him toward one of his men.
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In a few leaps, the young man had escaped the two police
officers who rushed toward him. A third brandished his gun.
“Don’t shoot!” ordered Boulard from the ground.
A great clamor rose up from the crowd, but with a simple
hand gesture, the cardinal silenced it.
Vango had made his way up the platform steps. A group
of choristers scattered noisily as he ran through them. The
police officers looked like they were crossing a school playground. With every step, they tripped on a child or were
head-butted in the stomach.
“Tell them to stand aside! Who is in charge of them?”
The cardinal raised his finger in the air, delighted.
“God alone, Superintendent.”
Two minutes and thirty seconds.
Vango had reached the central portal of the cathedral. He
saw a small, pale, plump woman disappear behind one side
of the double doors and close it after her. He threw himself
against the wooden door.
On the other side, the lock turned.
“Open up!” shouted Vango. “Open up for me!”
“I knew I shouldn’t have,” a trembling voice answered
him. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean any harm. It was the bell ringer
who told me to come here.”
Behind the door, the woman was crying.
“Open up!” Vango called out again. “I don’t even know what
you’re talking about. I’m just asking you to open the door.”
“He seemed a nice person. . . . Please. My name is Clara.
I’m not a bad girl.”
Vango could hear the policemen’s voices behind him. He
felt his legs buckle.
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“I’m not blaming you for anything. I just need your help.
Open the door for me.”
“No . . . I can’t . . . I’m frightened.”
Vango turned around.
There were ten men in a semicircle around the carved
cathedral gates.
“Don’t move,” said one of them.
Vango pinned his back against the door that shone with
brass. “It’s too late now,” he whispered. “Whatever you do,
don’t open up. I’ll have to go another way.”
He took a step toward the men, then turned around and
looked up. Above him was the Portal of the Last Judgment.
He knew every detail by heart. There was carved stone filigree around the door. To the right, in relief, the damned of
hell were depicted. To the left, paradise and its angels.
Vango chose the way of the angels.
Just then, Superintendent Boulard reached the scene. He
nearly passed out when he saw what was happening. In less
than a second, Vango Romano had scaled the first rows of
statues. He was five meters above the ground now.
Three minutes.
Simon the bell ringer, who hadn’t seen anything, removed
the eggs with a spoon.
Vango wasn’t so much climbing as gliding gently across
the cathedral facade. His fingers were able to get a grip on the
tiniest piece of relief. His arms and legs moved effortlessly.
He looked like he was swimming vertically.
The crowd watched him, openmouthed. A lady fainted
and slid off her chair like a scrap of cloth. Down at the foot
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of the great wall, police officers were moving around in every
direction. As for the superintendent, he was frozen to the
spot.
A first shot rang out. Boulard managed to find enough
breath to bellow, “Stop! I told you not to open fire.”
But none of the policemen had used a weapon. One officer was pointlessly giving a leg up to his colleague. The poor
devil was all of eighty centimeters off the cobbles. Others
were trying to open the two-ton door with their nails.
A fresh burst of gunfire.
“Who is shooting?” roared Boulard, grabbing one of his
men by the collar. “Instead of wrestling with that door, find
me the person who’s shooting. What do you want to get in
there for, anyway? To light a candle?”
“We thought we’d catch him in the towers, Superintendent.”
“There’s a staircase on the north side,” an irritable Boulard
informed them, pointing to the left. “I’m keeping Remi and
Avignon with me. I want to know who’s trying to shoot my
target.”
Vango had already made it to the level of the Kings’
Gallery. He drew himself up to his full height and hung on
to a column. He was breathing calmly. Determination and
despair were both visible on his face. He was looking down
at the square below. Thousands of eyes stared up at him. A
bullet caused a stone crown to shatter into smithereens, just
by his ear, blowing showers of white powder onto his cheek.
Far down below, he could see the superintendent pacing in
circles like a madman.
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“Who did that?” boomed Boulard.
It wasn’t the police firing at him. Vango soon realized that.
He had other enemies in the vicinity.
He continued his ascent and in a few moves had reached
the foot of the Rose Window. He was now climbing the most
beautiful stained-glass window in the world, much as a spider
glides over its web.
Down below, a hush had fallen on the crowd. The onlookers stood there, captivated by the vision of this boy hanging
on to the West Rose Window of Notre Dame.
The swallows flew in a tightly packed flotilla around
Vango, as if to protect him with their tiny feathery bodies.
Below his bell, and with a tear in his eye, Simon took
the top off the first egg with his knife. Once again, she hadn’t
come.
“It’s a sad world,” he mumbled.
When he heard the squeaking of the wooden staircase that
led to the bell, he stopped.
“Clara?” he called.
He looked at his second egg. Confused, Simon thought
for a split second that happiness was knocking at his door.
“Clara? Is that you?”
“She’s waiting for you downstairs.”
It was Vango. A final bullet had grazed him while he was
regaining his footing in the Grand Gallery.
“She needs you,” he told the bell ringer.
Simon felt a flicker of joy. Nobody had ever needed him.
“And you? Who are you? What are you doing here?”
“I don’t know,” said Vango. “I’ve got no idea. I need
you too.”
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* * *
Out in the square, the other girl, the one with green eyes
and the charcoal-colored coat, was battling against the crowd.
At the precise moment when Vango had made a run for it,
she had seen the man with the waxen face taking out a gun
from his coat. She had rushed toward him, but the crowd prevented her from making any progress. When she finally got
to the other side, he was no longer there.
Earlier, she had looked as forlorn as a bedraggled cat.
Now she was a fierce lion clearing everything in her path.
And then she heard the shot. Strangely, she knew at once
that Vango was the target. With the second shot, her eyes
turned toward the Hôtel-Dieu Hospital, on the north side of
the square. That was when she saw the man. He was on the
first floor. The pistol was protruding from a broken window,
and in the gloom, it was possible to make out the icy reflection of the killer. It was him.
She glanced upward. Vango was doing his balancing act on
high. Heaven had wrenched him from his destiny at the last
moment. But for her, everything had become possible again.
As long as he was alive.
The girl with green eyes strode toward the hospital.
Suddenly, in the sky above Notre Dame, a gigantic monster
rose up, almost making the crowd forget everything at ground
level. As tall and majestic as the cathedral itself and gleaming
with rain, the zeppelin appeared. It filled the sky.
At the front of the cockpit, Hugo Eckener, the elderly
commander of the Graf Zeppelin, was peering through his telescope in search of his friend down in the cathedral square
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below. Returning from Brazil and heading for Lake Constance,
he had made the balloon take a detour via Paris so that the
shadow of the zeppelin would play a small part in this important moment of Vango’s life.
At the third shot, Eckener realized something was wrong.
“We have to leave, Commander,” urged Lehmann, his
captain.
A stray bullet risked puncturing the balloon, which held
sixty passengers and crew members in its gleaming body.
There was a final explosion at ground level.
“Quickly, Commander . . .”
Eckener lowered his telescope and agreed reluctantly:
“Yes, let’s go.”
Down below, a dead swallow fell at Superintendent Boulard’s
feet.
And the bells of Notre Dame began to ring.
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THE SMOKING WILD BOAR

Paris, the same evening
Superintendent Boulard was sitting in a smoke-filled room
with a large steak in front of him and a checked napkin tucked
in at his neck while his troops stood around him. He had
some choice words for the men who were watching him eat.
“If my steak wasn’t up to scratch, I would ask for it to
be taken away and I’d order a fresh one. But as for you, you
bunch of spineless good-for-nothings, you’re breathing down
my neck and I can’t trade you in. You’re putting me off my
food. . . .”
The superintendent was eating rather heartily, as it happened. In the course of his forty-three years on the job, he
had learned how to keep his morale up when the going got
tough.
They were on the second floor of the Smoking Wild
Boar, the famous brasserie in Les Halles.
“He made fools of you! A kid managed to get away from
you in front of two thousand people!”
Boulard picked at a sautéed potato, stopped, rolled his
eyes, and summed up the evidence: “You’re a bunch of
incompetents!”
Incredibly, not one of the strapping men would have
dreamed of casting doubt on this declaration. When Boulard
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said something, it was always true. If he had said, “You’re a
troupe of ballet dancers from the opera house!” they would all
have gone up on tiptoes with their arms in the air.
Superintendent Boulard was worshipped by his men. He
let them cry on his shoulder when they were feeling low, he
knew the names of all their children, he gave their wives flowers on their birthdays, but when he felt let down, when he felt
really let down, he didn’t even recognize them in the street
and deliberately avoided them as if they were stray dogs.
The second floor of the Smoking Wild Boar had been
closed to the public so that this meeting could take place.
Only two lightbulbs had been left on, and they drew attention to a large wild boar’s head just above Boulard. The
kitchen lay behind them. A stream of waiters came in and
out, loaded up with plates.
In a corner, some distance from the superintendent’s men,
a kitchen porter, a boy, was sitting with his back to them at
a lone table, peeling vegetables.
Boulard preferred this atmosphere to the one at the police
headquarters at the Quai des Orfèvres. He held his meetings
here whenever he could. He loved the smell of the sauces and
the flapping of the kitchen doors. He had been brought up in
a small family-run hotel in the Aveyron.
“And what about that zeppelin?” railed Boulard. “Does
anybody know what it was doing there? Don’t tell me it was
by chance!”
Nobody answered.
A man entered the room. He whispered something in the
ear of the superintendent, who raised his eyebrows.
“Who is it?”
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The man didn’t know.
“All right. Tell her to come up.”
The messenger disappeared.
Boulard tore off a piece of bread to mop up what was left
on his plate. He gestured vaguely toward the kitchen porter
in the corner.
“I want people like that,” he grumbled. “You ask him for
something, he does it. As for you lot, there are twenty-five
of you but you, let the kid escape. If that fellow was in this
room right now, one of you would even open the window
for him.”
“Superintendent . . .”
Boulard looked up to see who had dared answer him
back. It was Augustin Avignon, his faithful lieutenant for
twenty years. Boulard squinted at him, as if his face was
vaguely familiar.
“Superintendent, there’s no explanation for what happened. Even the bell ringer, all that way up, says he didn’t
see him. That kid is the devil himself. I swear we did everything in our power.”
Boulard gently rubbed his earlobe. Whenever he did this,
you had to be on your guard.
He answered Avignon slowly: “I’m sorry. . . . What are
you doing here? Do I know you? At the end of the street, on
the left, there is a snail seller who would be more competent
at your job than you are.”
Boulard dived back into his sauce. Avignon’s nose twitched
a bit. His eyes were smarting. He turned away to wipe them
with his sleeve. Luckily, nobody was looking.
As if a trembling antelope had suddenly appeared on the
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second floor of the Smoking Wild Boar, the troops turned in
one breath toward the young woman who had just emerged
at the top of the stairs.
It was the girl with green eyes.
Boulard wiped his mouth with the corner of his napkin,
gently pushed himself away from the table, and stood up.
“Good evening, Mademoiselle.”
The young woman stared at her feet before this regiment
of police officers.
“You wish to speak with me?” asked Boulard.
He took a few steps in her direction, grabbed the hat
from one of his lieutenants who had neglected to take it off,
and thrust it discreetly into a half-empty soup tureen, which
a waiter promptly cleared away. The hat headed off toward
the kitchen.
The young lady looked up. She seemed hesitant to talk in
front of this gathering.
“Just pretend they aren’t here,” Boulard reassured her.
“As far as I’m concerned, they no longer exist.”
“I was there this morning,” she said.
Every man in the room gently drew himself up to his full
height. She had a very faint accent, and there was a misty
quality to her voice, which made everybody want to show off
his best side. Even the boy with the vegetables finally stopped
peeling, although he didn’t turn around.
“I saw something,” she added.
“You’re not the only one,” quipped Boulard. “These gentlemen put on a fine show for us.”
“No, I saw something else, Officer.”
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There were a few smirks. She was addressing the renowned
superintendent as if he were a low-ranking policeman.
“I saw the man who opened fire.”
The smiles vanished. Boulard clutched his table napkin in
his fist.
“He was at the window of the Hôtel-Dieu,” she went
on. “I got there too late. He’d already gone. That’s all I
know.”
She held out a piece of paper that was folded in half. The
superintendent opened it to reveal a portrait sketched in black
pencil: a mustache and thin glasses.
“That’s the man’s face,” she said. “Try to find him.”
Boulard was struggling to hide his surprise. Now he had a
lead. For him, the man who had opened fire counted as much
as the boy who had gotten away. “Follow us, Mademoiselle,”
he said, “I’d like to get some more details.”
“There are no more details. It’s all there.”
Then she walked over to the blackboard where the menu
was chalked up and used her elbow to rub out the black
pudding and the pig’s trotters. She wrote down an address
instead, adding, “I’ve got to catch a boat that leaves from
Calais tomorrow morning at five o’clock. I’ll be driving all
night. My car is down in the street. But you can pay me a
visit over there, if you really want to.”
All the men had silly grins on their faces. They had a
sudden urge to go to sea.
Superintendent Boulard looked at the address she had
written in chalk. Above it, she had put her first name and the
initials of her surname.
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Ethel B. H.
Everland Castle
Inverness
For the first time in his life, Boulard was at a loss for words.
And in front of his men, he felt embarrassed about being
embarrassed.
“Right,” he said. “England it is.”
“No. Not at all. It’s not in England,” replied Ethel, tucking her brown hair into a leather helmet with large goggles
on the front.
“It’s . . .”
“It’s in Scotland, Officer.”
“Of course,” said Boulard briskly, instinctively imitating a
bagpipe player with his elbows.
He was toying with the idea of adding a few touristic
touches to prove to the young lady that he was perfectly well
aware of the existence of Scotland, its whiskey and its kilts.
But she got in there first with a question: “What’s Vango done
for you to be hunting him down like this?”
“I’m not at liberty to disclose,” replied Boulard, delighted
to be able to exert his authority again. “Does he interest you?”
“I like the idea of a priest who climbs cathedrals to escape
the police.”
“He hadn’t yet been ordained a priest,” Boulard pointed out.
“Thank God.”
She uttered these words even more mistily and mysteriously. The superintendent could hear their double meaning.
Ethel intimated that she was reassured it wasn’t an ordained
priest who had behaved in such an unorthodox way. But there
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was something else. . . . Boulard sensed her secret joy that
this young man, this young man in particular, had not become
a priest after all.
“Did you know him?” inquired Boulard, taking a step
toward her.
“No.”
This time, he noticed a hidden sadness in her voice. And
Boulard, who couldn’t help analyzing everything, could tell
that she wasn’t lying. She didn’t know this cathedral-climbing
seminarian — she no longer recognized the Vango who had
revealed himself that day — but Boulard guessed that she had
certainly known him in the past.
The superintendent also noticed that she had called Vango
by his first name. He was almost sure about that. How did
she know his first name? Boulard had only used it once in the
crowd at the cathedral square. The evening newspapers hadn’t
made any mention. He tried to delay her a little longer.
“Why were you there this morning?”
“I enjoy romantic ceremonies.”
She pulled on a pair of gloves, which only emphasized the
slenderness of her hands.
Boulard found his manners again.
“Shall I ask one of my men to drive you?”
“I’m a perfectly good driver. Good night, Monsieur.”
She ran down the stairs.
Boulard saw his men rush over to the windows. They
watched Ethel make her way over to a tiny mud-splattered
Napier-Railton, an ultra-powerful gem of an automobile that
the workshops of Thomson and Taylor had just created at
Brooklands. It boasted a real airplane engine in tempered steel.
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She started the car, pulled down her goggles, and disappeared off into the night.
The atmosphere in the dining room of the Smoking Wild
Boar suddenly became much more relaxed. Everybody started
laughing and patting one another on the back as if they’d just
survived the aftershock of an earthquake.
Boulard remained at the window. He was watching a boy
in a claret-colored apron, alone under the street lamp. He had
seen him go down to the street just as the automobile was
pulling off, run for a moment in the same direction, then stop
and lean against the gaslight.
The exhaust fumes made it impossible to see his face. But
when they cleared, Superintendent Boulard let out a roar and
rushed downstairs.
Five seconds later, the superintendent was on the opposite
sidewalk.
Nobody.
Boulard gave the lamppost a kick and hobbled back toward
the brasserie. He made his way up to the second floor, went
into the kitchens, grabbed the chef by the collar, dragged him
into the main room, and showed him the pile of perfectly
peeled potatoes that had been left on the table.
The chef straightened his toque, picked up a potato, which
he held between his thumb and index finger, and examined it
slowly but expertly, looking for something to complain about,
but he could find nothing.
“Impressive. Eight sides, the eight-sided peeled potato.
You don’t get better than that. A true talent.”
“Where is the person who produced that?” asked Boulard.
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“I . . . I don’t know. But I’d be happy to see him again.
Don’t worry — he won’t go without being paid. You can tell
him then what you think of his potatoes. . . .”
Boulard forced a smile.
“Oh, yes? And have you known this artist long?”
“No. When it’s busy on Saturdays, we take day workers
from Les Halles market, in front of Saint-Eustache. I got him
at nine o’clock this evening. I don’t know his name.”
Boulard knocked over the table and its precious pyramid
of eight-sided potatoes.
“I’ll tell you his name. His name is Vango Romano. And
he killed a man last night.”
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PARANOIA

Sochi, by the Black Sea
the same night, April 1934
A small conservatory radiates light, like a crystal lantern, on
the side of a large house. The rest is darkness. Armed guards,
positioned on the roof and in the trees, are invisible. A sea
breeze rises up from the valley.
In the conservatory, three spirit lamps suspended between
orchids shine down on a man. A gardener perhaps. He is
pruning the potted orange trees.
“Go to bed, Setanka, my Setanotchka.”
He has a soft voice. Setanka pretends not to hear him.
She is eight years old. Sitting on the floor in her nightie, she
is making long seeds float in the water from a watering can:
they look like miniature dugout canoes.
Outside, a lamp sways. A worried face appears at the
door. Someone raps on one of the thick glass panes.
The gardener’s mustache twitches. He carries on pruning
but doesn’t answer.
The visitor enters and makes his way over to the orange
trees.
“There’s news from Paris,” he announces.
The gardener hasn’t so much as glanced his way. The hint
of a smile can be guessed at in the crease of his eyes.
“It’s not good news,” the man adds.
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This time the gardener’s gaze meets his, and it is as blue
as the ice of Lake Baikal.
“The Bird,” announces the messenger, taking a step back.
“The Bird has flown. Nobody can understand what’s happened.”
The gardener sucks his finger, which is bleeding a little.
He has just snagged the skin with his copper scissors.
At his feet, the little girl has stopped playing. She is
listening.
She’s heard mention of the Bird for several years now.
Out of all the unfathomable conversations she’s heard
between her father and people who come to talk to him, this
mention of the Bird is the only thing that has ever attracted
her attention.
She’s even made up stories about him. In the evenings,
she dreams that he’s flying in her bedroom; she hides him in
her hands, or in her sheets.
“Boris fired but just missed the target,” the man explains.
“But Boris says he’ll find him again. Otherwise, the French
police will take matters into their own hands. . . .”
The messenger stands there in silence. He can feel the
cold air on his back. When the gardener finally turns away,
the messenger makes to leave, looking very pale. Carefully,
he closes the glass door behind him and heads off.
The lamp disappears into the night.
“What bird was he talking about?” asks a small voice.
Still the gardener doesn’t move.
“Go to bed, Setanka.”
This time, she stands up and kisses her father’s thick mustache just as she does every evening. She whispers something
in his ear.
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Setanka wanders off in her white nightgown, spreading her
arms like wings. The gardener slams his scissors into the table.
He has already forgotten what his daughter has just told him.
“You should never shoot birds.”
That’s what she said.
If she only knew.
Paris, at exactly the same time
Vango is walking on the rooftops of Paris. He knows the
aerial path between the Jardin du Luxembourg and the
Carmelites by heart. He barely needs to touch the ground
when he’s making this journey. He’s aware that the police
are stationed in front of the seminary and that they’re waiting
for him.
Vango crosses the stretches of zinc, slides over the slates,
and leaps between chimneys. He knows where to find the
cables to cross the streets. He doesn’t even disturb the romantic April pigeons cooing in the gutters. He flies over the attic
dwellers: the students, maids, and artists. He doesn’t wake
the cats, and he doesn’t so much as brush against the laundry
hanging out to dry on the terraces. Occasionally, at an open
window, a woman wrapped in a blanket is breathing in the
springtime night air.
Jumping from roof to roof, he passes just above them all,
without a sound.
A few days earlier, Vango had taken this route in the
opposite direction, to escape from the seminary in the middle
of the night in order to reach the snow-covered park.
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From the last gutter, he had leaped into an old chestnut
tree that straddled the park fence with its spikes, before sliding down the tree trunk.
It had snowed during the first few days of April. Vango
had kept walking until dawn, making his way through the
snow, across lawns and deserted pathways. He had stared at
the ice in the lakes. Then, again by way of the rooftops, he
had returned to the Carmelite Chapel for morning mass.
Father Jean had given him a mild telling-off for being a
few seconds late.
“You sleep too much, little one.”
He had said this while looking at Vango’s shoes, which
were soaked through with snow and mud. There was no
hiding anything from Father Jean.
But this time, as he walked over the rooftops of Paris, Vango
knew what would be waiting for him at the seminary, and
it wouldn’t be the gentle reproaches of Father Jean, or even
the fury of old Bastide, the canon, who ran the house like an
army barracks.
What was waiting for him was the police, handcuffs, and
perhaps prison.
Why had he fled, that same morning, from Notre Dame?
Why had he run away, if he had nothing to reproach himself for? Doing so meant that the finger was now firmly
pointed at him. But then again, for reasons that he didn’t
quite understand, Vango always felt compelled to be suspicious of everything, with the result that he believed himself
to be a target for all sorts of enemies.
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Vango firmly believed he was under threat. Since the age
of fourteen, he had been told he suffered from something
that a psychiatrist had written in capital letters on his file:
PARANOIA. Because of those eight letters, he had nearly been
thrown out of the seminary. Father Jean had done everything
in his power to defend him. He had personally undertaken to
guarantee Vango’s mental well-being.
“You’re taking risks,” Canon Bastide had told Father Jean.
“You’ll regret it.”
Father Jean took risks every day, and he never regretted
them.
This time, however, he was worried.
Deep down, he felt responsible for what was happening to Vango. He had betrayed the secrecy of confession by
revealing Vango’s fears to Bastide.
The young seminarian had told him everything. He was
convinced that he was being hunted down: cars following
him in the street, his room being searched when he was out,
scaffolding collapsing just behind him, as if by chance, and his
nighttime struggle in the Carmelite cloisters against a shadow
with a knife.
Somebody wanted his skin.
Paranoid confusion, persecution complex. Father Jean
knew all about these matters. He had been a military doctor
during the Great War. He knew how to gauge the effects
of an illness that could lead to madness. At the beginning,
people just felt they were being spied on or harassed, but then
they started suspecting those close to them, and everyone
became a potential threat.
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* * *
Vango stopped, with tears in his eyes. He was balancing on a
steel girder linking two buildings. He had just heard the seminary clock strike three in the morning. His whole life could
be played out to the sound of church bells. Others, far away,
chimed too, both across Paris and in his memories.
By the time the peal of bells was over, Vango had decided.
He was going to make his way to Father Jean’s bedroom and
turn himself in.
The priest would take him to the police and be his advocate. Vango would explain his flight. At last they would find
out what he was being blamed for. This was the decision that
he had reached. He would be able to explain himself because
he hadn’t done anything wrong.
A few minutes later, he caught sight of the rooftops of
the Carmelite seminary. There was just one more street left
to cross. A black Citroën Rosalie was parked by the sidewalk.
Red cigarette tips flickered inside it. It must have been hard to
breathe in there. There was probably an entire police station,
two or three rows deep, crammed into the smoky van. Even
the metal bodywork seemed to be coughing.
The scene made Vango smile. And it gave him an idea.
Moments later, Vango found himself on the roof of the
building opposite the seminary, on the other side of the street.
Against his back, he could feel the warm flue of a chimney,
and he could see the wreaths of smoke escaping above him.
He pulled a few badly pointed bricks out of the wall and
placed them on top of each terra-cotta chimney pot. Now the
smoke was being held prisoner. He positioned himself close
to the gutter and waited.
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It didn’t take long.
Windows could be seen lighting up and opening, and
people were coming outside to catch their breath on the
balconies. A few first shouts were heard, then came the stampede down the staircase. Because the smoke couldn’t get out
up above, it was spreading through the apartments.
Vango slid in through a skylight, landed in a stairwell
now heaving with people, and carefully started combing the
smoke-filled apartments. He didn’t want to put anybody in
danger. He made sure that everywhere was empty.While he
was moving about, he deliberately put his hand in some fireplace soot and rubbed it on his face. It would be impossible
to recognize Vango in the middle of these shadowy figures
rushing down the stairs, their cheeks blackened with smoke.
On the second floor, he went up to a woman carrying two
children. He grabbed hold of the little one, who was crying.
“I’ll help you.”
He hurried down into the street, caught up in a crowd of
people in pajamas. The police officers had come out of their
car. They were as surprised as everyone else.
Vango crossed the street to join those waiting on the sidewalk. He was just a few paces away from the seminary door.
He turned toward a police officer and placed the screaming
baby in his arms.
“Are you the police?” asked Vango.
“Yes . . .”
“Right, well, tell your friends that my grandmother is up
on the top floor. She’s looking for her cat. She won’t come
out without it.”
The police officer was holding the baby as if it were a
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bomb about to explode. He handed it over to the first person
who came along, signaled to his colleagues, and ran toward
the building. The bell on the fire engine was getting closer.
“There’s a grandmother on the fifth floor!”
Vango disappeared into the crowd.
Small miracles can accompany great misfortune. He had
always thought that. You just need the confidence to believe it.
Vango arrived in front of the seminary door and pushed
against it with his shoulder. Bad luck — it was closed. He took
a step backward but didn’t even have time to try it again. By a
miracle, it opened straight away. Bad luck, it revealed Weber,
the seminary caretaker. By a miracle . . . no. Weber froze.
For a moment they stared at each other.
Was it possible that he might not recognize Vango? The
latter was counting the seconds and waiting for the miracle to
happen. Weber’s face lit up. He opened his mouth wide and
had to restrain himself from calling out.
Vango had stopped breathing.
“Nina Bienvenue,” said Weber.
“I beg your pardon?” mumbled Vango.
“It’s Nina Bienvenue.”
“Who?”
“I’m a girl from out of town . . .”
“Come again?”
“Look, my loverboy . . .”
Spoken by a Capuchin monk in his dressing gown, these
words were surprising to say the least. His cheeks had turned
bright red.
“Take me in your arms, my tender one, my handsome one, take
me in your arms, my pet. . . .”
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Weber had indeed opened his arms wide. Vango took a
step to the side.
“Look,” said the caretaker solemnly. “Nina Bienvenue, the
singer from La Lune Rousse!”
Vango turned around. On the opposite sidewalk, barefoot
and breathtaking in a nightgown that didn’t cover her knees,
with a pink fur collar and a pink flannel knot tied at the hip,
not to mention the face to match, was Nina Bienvenue, the
cabaret star from La Lune Rousse nightclub in Montmartre.
She was twenty-five and had already captured all the hearts
in Paris.
She was the final miracle. The ideal diversion. She had
found herself as smoked as a kipper in her spacious secondfloor apartment.
Weber was seeing stars. He knew every song.
It helps to know that Raimundo Weber was a Capuchin
monk from Perpignan who had been allowed to retire to
the capital and who played the foxtrot at night on the chapel
organ. He was less than five feet tall, but each hand spanned
two octaves.
He threw back his shoulders, undid his dressing gown,
and twirled it around him like a bullfighter. He was wearing
checked pajamas. He took one step toward the singer, then
another, then another, as if inviting her to dance the tango
in the street. He ended up giving a bow that, given his lack
of height, brought him level with the cobbles. Then, with
another bullfighting swish of his dressing gown, he covered
the bare shoulders of the beauty.
“Allow me, Mademoiselle. From an admirer.”
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Nina Bienvenue smiled.
Vango was already in the courtyard. He crept down a
long corridor and entered another courtyard. Hearing voices
draw near, he threw himself into a dark corner, then climbed
lizard-like up a pipe attached to the wall. He was back on the
roof. He could breathe again.
He had always felt better closer to the sky. He was
instinctively drawn to heights. Take yesterday’s bad luck, for
example, which had threatened to shatter his life — hadn’t it
occurred just as he was lying on the ground for the first time?
He had spent his childhood on cliff tops, directly above
the sea, among the birds. He had learned to tame the vertical.
Vango took a few steps along a narrow ledge. Father
Jean’s bedroom was just there, in the small wing, at the back
of the cobbled courtyard.
Father Jean, his only hope.
Two men were standing on the steps, guarding the door.
These guards weren’t in Vango’s way, because he wasn’t
the kind of person who entered boringly via the doors, but
their presence alarmed him. He hoped they hadn’t caused
Father Jean any bother on his account. Above all, he hoped
that nobody thought Father Jean was involved in his escape
or in whatever misdeed he stood accused of. Misdeed. What
misdeed?
When he had slipped into the Smoking Wild Boar, as a lastminute hire to peel potatoes, Vango was trying to find out
about his crime. He had discovered the superintendent’s
hideout and had listened in on him, but he hadn’t learned
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anything. The only revelation had come from another voice,
as gentle as the summer rain, which had stirred up emotions
inside him, making him capsize under the weight of tears.
Ethel.
He had heard Ethel’s voice for the first time in five years.
So she had come.
In the restaurant, he hadn’t even been able to turn around
to take a look at her. But he could tell that she hadn’t changed.
Vango had met Ethel in 1929, when she was twelve and he
was fourteen. That meeting had changed a lot of things in his
life. From that day on, the world had seemed more wonderful to him, and a bit more complicated too.
A candle was shining in Father Jean’s window. He must be
at home. Vango climbed over the gutter, lowered himself so
that he was hanging over the void, dropped to the window
ledge on the top floor, and then performed the same set of
acrobatics to descend another floor. Just below him, on the
steps, the guards were lighting a cigarette. Vango glued his
face to the windowpane. A single candle, almost burned to
the quick, illuminated the room. He could see Father Jean
asleep in bed.
He must have dropped off during his evening meditation.
Vango smiled. That was just like him. Father Jean was still
fully clothed and holding his rosary.
The window was open. Vango simply had to push it. He
entered the room.
He was almost safe. With Father Jean by his side, nothing
more could happen to him.
Vango was worried about frightening the priest.
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“It’s me, Father. Vango,” he called out very softly.
Because the window had been left half open, the temperature in the bedroom was glacial. Vango didn’t dare get too
close to the bed. He decided to wait for the priest to wake up.
Looking for a chair, he noticed that one section of the
room was cordoned off with tape a meter off the floor.
Vango slid underneath the tape and got as far as the
small desk where he had spent many hours at the side of
his old friend.
“A desk is a boat,” Father Jean had told him one day as
he sat down at it. “This is how you should work. Lean over
your book and hoist the sails.”
Out in the corridor, a door slammed. Vango waited for
some time before taking another step.
The desktop was in disarray. Fountain pens lay in a sea of
ink half soaked up by the wood. A large notebook was open.
Strangest of all, a line of white chalk had been drawn around
each object as if to mark its place.
Vango shivered and leaned over the notebook. On the
page he saw a dark stain and two words, in Latin, scribbled
feverishly in the hand of Father Jean:

Fugere Vango
It only took a second.
He understood everything. The stain was a bloodstain.
The room had been left in the state in which it had been
discovered. The man lying on the bed was dead.
Now Vango understood his crime.
Father Jean was dead.
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And the two words written on the notebook were accu
sing him:

Flee Vango
In everyone’s eyes, he was Father Jean’s murderer.
He was being hunted down for this crime, which must
have been committed the previous night, just before the
ordination.
Vango collapsed on his knees in front of his friend’s bed.
He took the dead man’s frozen hand and pressed it against
his forehead.
The worst. The worst had just happened. A spiky ball of
nails was spinning around in the pit of his stomach. He could
feel his heart and his skin being turned inside out, the way the
hunters of his childhood skinned rabbits in Sicily.
But by the time he stood up, a moment later, he was
convinced that the two words written by Father Jean weren’t
an accusation.
They were an alarm cry, an order telling Vango what
to do.
Flee.
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