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The Facts
On July 2, 2022, in Geneva, a sensational robbery was all over the news.

What follows is the story of that holdup.



Prologue
The Day of the Robbery
Saturday, July 2, 2022
9:30 a.m.
They had timed their entries to the jewelry store to coincide.
The first went through the front door, like any ordinary customer. He was smartly dressed, the baseball cap and sunglasses that concealed his face being nothing out of the ordinary for July. The security guard didn’t bat an eye. 
The second, wearing a ski mask and wielding a sawed-off shotgun, had gone in through the service entrance. Held at gunpoint, an unlucky employee had no choice but to open the door. 
Having knowledge of the store’s floor plan and employees’ schedules, they had left nothing to chance.
Once inside, Ski Mask proceeded to tie up the employee in the back room. Baseball Cap, as soon as he caught sight of his accomplice, drew the revolver at his waist, yelling: “This is a robbery! Nobody move!” He then removed a stopwatch from his pocket and started the timer. 
They had exactly seven minutes.



Part One
The Days Before Her Birthday



1
Twenty Days Before the Robbery
 
	→ Sunday, June 12, 2022
	Monday, June 13
	Tuesday, June 14
	Wednesday, June 15
	Thursday, June 16
	Friday, June 17
	Saturday, June 18 (Weekend in Saint-Tropez)
	Sunday, June 19 (Weekend in Saint-Tropez)
	Monday, June 20 (Sophie’s birthday)

It was a modern house. A large, glass cube rising from the center of an immaculate garden, with a pool and a broad patio. The property was bordered by a sheltering wood: an oasis, a small, secret paradise tucked away from the curious, and only accessible by a private road. The occupants themselves were cut from the same exquisite cloth: Arpad and Sophie Braun were the ideal couple and the perfect parents of two beautiful children. 
That morning, Sophie woke at six on the dot. For weeks now, she had been waking up at the same time. By her side, her husband slept on, soundly and undisturbed. It was Sunday and there was no reason to be up this early. She lay back down but couldn’t fall asleep. Finally, giving up, she got up quietly, slipped on a bathrobe, and went down to the kitchen to make herself some coffee. She would be forty in a week. She had never been so beautiful. 

From the edge of the woods, one had a perfect view into the house’s transparent interior. A man, his running gear blending into the darkness, crouched behind a tree trunk, his eyes fixed on Sophie. 

With her coffee in hand, Sophie rested her gaze where the forest met the edge of her garden. This was her morning ritual. She lovingly observed her tiny kingdom, unaware that she was being watched. 

A few miles away, in downtown Geneva, a gray Peugeot with French plates drove idly along a deserted avenue. In the early morning light, its driver could not be seen through the windshield. The vehicle drew the attention of a police car, its blue flashing lights illuminating the surrounding buildings. The police stopped the Peugeot and spoke to the driver. Everything was in order. One of the policemen asked the driver what he was doing in Geneva. “A family visit” was all the explanation he gave. But it was enough to satisfy the officers, who shortly drove off. The driver, meanwhile, congratulated himself on the used car. He had paid a good price for it, and most importantly, it was legally registered. This was the best way to avoid unwanted attention. 

At the window, Sophie continued to observe her garden. Once in a while she would surprise a fox midstride as it bounded across the lawn. She had even seen a deer. She adored the house, which she and her husband had bought only a year ago. Before, they had been living in an apartment in downtown Geneva in the Champel Quarter. But for a while, they had been thinking about a house with a garden for the children. Rising real estate prices had convinced them to sell their apartment—at a profit—and hunt for something larger. When they had visited the house, designed by a well-known architect and located in the upscale commune of Cologny, they had jumped on it. They would wake up every morning in this enchanting locale, only three miles from their jobs in central Geneva. A few bus stops, twelve minutes by car, fifteen minutes on an e-bike for millennials; that was all it took to pass from one universe to another. 

The man in the bushes carefully observed Sophie through a small pair of military binoculars. He examined her slender body, revealed by her short robe, and stopped at her thigh, where a panther tattoo was clearly visible. 
Twenty or thirty feet away, his dog, tied to a tree, waited patiently. Lying on a bed of leaves, the animal had grown accustomed to the routine, which had been going on for several weeks now. Its owner had been coming here every morning. At dawn, he would settle in and watch Sophie through the large bay windows. The couple slept with the shades open, allowing him to see everything. He watched her get up, go down to the kitchen to make coffee, and eat breakfast by the window. She was so desirable. He was captivated by her. Obsessed. 

When she had finished her coffee, Sophie went back upstairs to their bedroom. She undressed and slipped into bed, where her husband still lay sleeping. 

From the forest, the man watched her intently. But the demands of reality woke him from his reverie. He had to be back before Karine and the boys awoke. 
He released his dog and left in the manner he had come—running. Taking the forest trail, he rejoined the main road, making good time, and soon reached the village of Cologny, where he eased into a walk as he arrived at a small block of attached homes. The houses were cookie cutter, inexpensive homes for middle-class families. Their presence had caused considerable consternation in this chic community, known for its large, expensive houses. 
Entering the house, he heard his wife call softly, “Greg, is that you?”
Karine was in the living room, reading as she sipped her morning tea. The boys were still asleep.
“Up already, dear?” he said, feigning surprise.
“I heard you get up, and couldn’t get back to sleep.”
“I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you. I went for a run with the dog.”
Greg, his mind still on Sophie, joined his wife on the couch and pressed up against her. But Karine was not having it.
“Stop it, Greg. The boys are going to be awake soon. For once I can read in peace.”
Sulkily, he went upstairs to take a shower, lingering under the spray of warm water. If exposed, his morning adventures would cost him dearly. He risked his job. Karine would leave him. He himself felt ashamed of spying on a woman in the privacy of her home. But he couldn’t help himself. That was the problem. 
His obsession had begun a month earlier, during a party hosted by the Brauns. He hadn’t been the same since.
One month earlier
Saturday, May 14, 2022
Greg and Karine had considered coming on foot but, after taking a quick glance at the overcast sky, thought it best to take the car. From their house, they drove up la Capite, then, following the GPS, turned onto a small private road flanked by woods that led to the Brauns’ home. 
“It’s strange,” Greg mused, half to himself. “I often come by here with the dog on my runs, but I never would have guessed there was a house at the end of the road.” 
It was the first time they had visited Sophie and Arpad. The occasion marked Arpad’s fortieth birthday. Judging by the number of cars parked along the road, there was quite a crowd already. Greg found one of the last free spaces in the grass-covered clearing and they walked toward the open iron gate. The metal construction clashed with the surrounding vegetation. 
Arpad and Greg had met at the local soccer club, where their sons, close in age, played on the same team. The two men were part of the group of volunteers in charge of the small refreshment stand next to the field, which, on days when there was a game, helped fill the club’s treasury. They had quickly gotten to know each other. 
Karine, however, had never met the Brauns and felt uneasy. She was often that way when she found herself in an unfamiliar setting. Hoping to give herself courage, she began to talk. 
“It was nice of them to invite us.”
Greg absent-mindedly agreed.
“How many people did they invite?” she continued.
“No idea.”
“Arpad didn’t tell you?”
“No.”
“So, about ten people? Thirty? What should I expect?”
“I don’t know. It’s not my party.”
“Arpad could have mentioned it.”
“But he didn’t.”
“What do you two even talk about together?”
Greg shrugged.
“Kids, life, the usual stuff. Not the details of his birthday party.”
“All the same,” she said to close their pointless conversation, “it was nice that they invited us.”
They continued to walk in silence. Of late, silence had begun to spring up between them more and more frequently. Karine was convinced that last year’s move to Cologny hadn’t been good for their relationship. For years, they had been living in a rental apartment in downtown Geneva in the Eaux-Vives neighborhood. It was a lively street with easy access to shopping and within walking distance of Lake Geneva. The apartment was a bit cramped for four people, but the rent was affordable, and most importantly, they had been comfortable. Then, there came the small inheritance from Greg’s grandmother. Ever since he had gotten the money, Greg had changed. He started talking like a petit bourgeois. It became necessary to invest, preferably in a house, more reliable than the stock market. And the banks would lend them 80 percent of the money at a historically low interest rate. So they began scouring the real estate ads. He found a development in Cologny of small but attractive row houses that could be purchased before they were built. The pictures were amazing. A house just for them, a small garden. Country life only minutes from town. Greg insisted they couldn’t go wrong—housing prices had climbed steadily over the past ten years. So, they took the plunge. It was all very easy in retrospect. The bank gave them the loan; they signed the deed at the notary’s office. And that was how, a year earlier, they had arrived in the very upscale community of Cologny. But from the beginning, Karine had felt out of place. For one, the house was smaller than she had imagined; there was a big difference between the rooms shown in the prospectus and reality. She still felt a bit cramped even though now they had more space than back in their old apartment. After a while, she realized that the source of her discomfort was the new neighborhood. In this wealthy suburb of Geneva, the majority of the residents—lawyers, bankers, surgeons, executives, and business owners for the most part—made a show of their social and financial success. The cars and the houses said a great deal about the wealth of their occupants. Karine continued to wonder what she and Greg were doing there; she was a salesperson in a clothing store, while he was a civil servant. The feeling only grew when she learned, in passing conversation, that the middle-class home in which she and her family had settled was considered a blight by the surrounding millionaires. And to her horror, she discovered that the residents of Cologny referred to this small cluster of homes as The Eyesore, and the town council had even held a special session and passed a bill to prevent further developments of a similar nature. 
Every day after dropping the kids off at school, only a few minutes by foot, Karine would climb into Bus A, which connected the suburbs to central Geneva. Along the way, she would pass her old neighborhood of Eaux-Vives. It made her feel nostalgic. She would get off the bus at the Rive traffic circle and walk to rue du Rhône, where she worked. Disappearing into the crowd, she would breathe a sigh of relief. 

Greg and Karine finally passed through the gate and were now inside the property. A paved courtyard led to a glassed-in garage with two Porsches inside. Looming behind it was the house, largely glass and modern in design. 
“They’re doing pretty well for themselves!” Karine hissed. “What do they do?”
“Arpad works in some bank; Sophie’s a lawyer.”
They walked over to the door and Greg rang the buzzer. Through the tall glass windows, a party was in full swing. A group of bougie-looking forty-year-olds swayed calmly to the music, glasses of champagne in their hands. 
Karine caught her own reflection. She looked classy and elegant, tastefully dressed as always. And yet she didn’t feel at ease. Besides, nothing in life was really going her way. She was forty-two and felt that her youth was behind her. The mirror made sure to remind her every morning. 
Then the door swung open and they were dazzled by the extraordinary couple standing before them. They were everything that Greg and Karine were not: in love, smiling, laughing, arm in arm. A team. Allies. 
Arpad, handsome, chic, and relaxed, sported a perfectly cut pair of Italian pants and a blindingly white shirt, whose top buttons, left open, teased a muscular torso. 
Sophie was in a short, sexy black dress, which sculpted a firm bust and revealed her shapely legs, further extended by a pair of Saint Laurent heels. 
Seeing Sophie and Arpad that evening was like being struck by lightning.
Karine and Greg were each welcomed with a joyous greeting and a warm hug before being led inside and introduced to the other guests. Arpad served them champagne, then Sophie took Karine by the hand to introduce her to her friends. Karine, relieved and suddenly completely at ease, swallowed her champagne in a single gulp. Sophie immediately refilled her glass. They toasted one another. 
Karine was charmed. A few minutes earlier, before their entrance, she had resented Sophie and Arpad for the extravagance of their house, their cars, their very existence. She had been fooled by appearances, imagining them to be pretentious, curt, and arrogant. They were anything but, exuding an uncommon warmth and kindness. 
That evening, for the first time since arriving in Cologny, Karine felt hopeful. She danced; she had fun; she felt beautiful. She felt comfortable. Within the space of an evening, she was able to feel good about herself once again. 
But this meeting was more like a collision. A head-on collision. A catastrophe whose dimensions no one had yet grasped. Except Greg, and with reason. Since stepping foot in that house, he had been unable to take his eyes off Sophie. He was electrified. It wasn’t the first time he had seen her, but now he saw her in a new light. By the edge of the soccer field or at the village bakery, he had not appreciated the extent of her beauty, the sensuality she gave off. 
So, while Karine enjoyed herself, downing glass after glass of champagne, Greg, completely sober, spent the evening spying on Sophie. Everything she did fascinated him: her manner of speaking, her smile, the way she danced, how she delicately touched a person’s shoulder when speaking to them. Around midnight, when it was time to serve the cake, he watched how she looked at Arpad, desperately wishing he were him. She clung to his neck, kissed him passionately, and helped him cut the first slices. Then, in front of everyone, she brought forth a wrapped gift. Arpad seemed surprised, especially when he uncovered, beneath the lavish packaging, a small Rolex box. He opened it and pulled out a gold wristwatch. She slid it onto his wrist. He stared at the watch, completely stupefied. Then he whispered something in his wife’s ear and kissed her again. Their complicity was perfect. 
Around one in the morning, when the party was at its peak, Greg lost sight of Sophie among the small crowd of guests. At once he frantically began searching for her. He found her in the kitchen, where she was filling the dishwasher. Wanting to help, instead, he clumsily knocked over a glass, which shattered as soon as it hit the floor. He scrambled to pick up the shards and, as she knelt beside him to do the same, her dress rode up, revealing a panther tattoo on her thigh. Greg was completely bewitched. Worse yet, he was falling in love. 
“I’m so sorry. I wanted to help and, well, I . . .”
“No harm done,” she instantly reassured him, flashing a gentle smile.

In the shower, a month after the party, Greg replayed Sophie’s words, “No harm done . . .” but the harm had already taken root within him. The very next day, walking in the forest with Sandy, he had discovered that he could reach the Braun property by crossing the woods. From there, he had a protected view of the house’s interior. Greg couldn’t stop himself from watching them in their living room. And he returned the following day at dawn, this time jogging with the dog. She was standing by the window then. After that, he returned every morning. 
Stepping out of the shower, Greg got dressed and walked downstairs to the kitchen. The boys were awake now and eating breakfast. He kissed them, sat at the table, and tried, as he had every morning for the past month, to convince himself that everything was going well, that his place was here, with them. 
But in exactly twenty days, his life would be irreversibly changed.



The Day of the Robbery
Saturday, July 2, 2022
9:31 a.m.
Ski Mask herded the salesman and store manager into the back room. Baseball Cap forced the security guard to lock the front door before leading him out of sight. If a passerby happened to glance through the window, they’d see nothing but an empty store. 
They had six minutes left.



2
Nineteen Days Before the Robbery
 
	Sunday, June 12
	→ Monday, June 13, 2022
	Tuesday, June 14
	Wednesday, June 15
	Thursday, June 16
	Friday, June 17
	Saturday, June 18 (Weekend in Saint-Tropez)
	Sunday, June 19 (Weekend in Saint-Tropez)
	Monday, June 20 (Sophie’s birthday)

7:30 a.m. at the Glass House.
As Sophie finished getting ready upstairs, Arpad, at the stove, prepared a pile of pancakes as the children, seated at the kitchen counter, looked on with amusement. Clearly in a very good mood, he entertained them with a special from his repertoire, tossing the pancakes from one pan to another and grimacing as he caught them, triggering the children’s laughter. 
“We only eat pancakes on weekends,” seven-year-old Isaak remarked. “Is this a special occasion?”
“It’s a party,” four-year-old Léa shouted.
“Life’s a party,” Arpad remarked.
Sophie appeared in the kitchen.
“Your father’s right. Life is a party. Don’t you ever forget it.” 
She kissed her children, then hugged her husband, who offered her a cup of coffee. Pressed against him, she looked contentedly upon her small world. 
“If life’s a party, why do we still have to go to school?” Isaak whined.
“Looks like we’ve got a philosopher,” Arpad said with a smile.
“What’s a philosopher?” Isaak asked. 
“You’ll find out soon enough if you keep going to school,” Sophie quipped.
“Who’s taking us?” Léa inquired.
“I can,” Arpad offered.
He was in his pajamas, still not ready for work.
“Did you lose your job?” Sophie teased.
He cracked a smile.
“I was supposed to have breakfast with an English client, but he missed his flight last night. I’m taking advantage of it to go for a run; I can get to work a bit later.” 
Sophie glanced at the clock.
“Well, if you don’t mind dropping them off. I have a meeting this morning that I still have to prepare for.”
She placed her steaming coffee on the counter, then tenderly kissed each member of the family. She took the glass hallway to the garage, got into her car, and left her little paradise. 
A few minutes later, she passed by the front of the Cologny primary school. It was early and the area was still deserted. Slowing down, she scanned the bus stop, hoping to see Karine. Since Arpad’s birthday party, not only had the two women grown close but they’d also discovered that they both worked on rue du Rhône. The clothing store was a stone’s throw from the building that housed Sophie’s law office. It had become routine that she would pick up Karine whenever she saw her new friend at the bus stop. The trip offered the two a few moments of shared enjoyment. That morning, not seeing Karine, Sophie felt a pang of disappointment. She enjoyed Karine’s company. Karine was forthright, without pretense or calculation. Her witty stories transformed Sophie’s daily commute into something she looked forward to. 
Sophie parked in the underground garage of the Mont-Blanc, where she had rented a spot for the year. Both women would ride the escalator that led to Général-Guisan Quay, opposite Lake Geneva and the clouds of gulls and white swans fed by passersby. They walked together for a short while, then split up when they reached the intersection. 

That morning as Sophie parked her car, back in the kitchen at The Eyesore, Karine was arguing with Greg as the boys ate their cereal. It had begun over Greg’s new jogging hours. Until now, he had run only occasionally in the morning, and when he did so, he had made sure to leave at dawn and return well before the kids were up. But for the past month, not only had he gone out every morning without exception, but he had shifted the time of his run so that Karine found herself alone with the two boys and unfailingly ended up arriving late for work. 
“Why are you leaving so late to go running?” she pressed.
“I left at 5:45!” he protested.
“And by the time you take a shower, get ready, and come down to eat your breakfast in peace, I’ve taken care of everything else! Why did you change your running hours? When you left at five, it all worked out. You even said you liked leaving early.” 
“It was too early. I was exhausted. I have the right to some sleep!”
“And I have the right to a bit of help!”
“Someone has to walk the dog,” Greg objected. Sandy, their dog, had arrived when they bought the house—a very bad idea. The tiny yard at The Eyesore didn’t have enough space for him to exercise. 
“Sandy doesn’t need to run in the woods for an hour!”
“But I need to get some air in the morning, what with all the pressure at work.”
“So get some air in the evening, when you won’t make everyone else late! Are you trying to get me fired?”
Greg tried to calm the situation.
“Go, I’ll take care of the kids. I can afford to get to work a little late today.”
Karine kissed the boys, deliberately ignoring her husband, and left.
The chilly air felt good. She walked quickly to the school and then the bus stop, hoping to see Sophie arrive. She liked Sophie’s easygoing and relaxed nature. She admired the ease with which Sophie moved through life, while she tripped over every obstacle. It wasn’t a question of money but of attitude. 

Sophie’s car was still not in sight by the time the bus arrived. Karine got on. She took a seat in the back and, from her bag, pulled out a small package, a trinket she had bought the day before for Sophie. She removed the wrapping to reveal an insulated coffee mug, ideal for car trips. Sophie always complained she never had enough time to finish her coffee before leaving for work. Suddenly, Karine felt a bit ridiculous sitting in the bus with a mug in her hand. She totally lacked self-confidence. 

Shortly after the bus passed, Arpad, still in his tracksuit, dropped Léa and Isaak off at school in Cologny. As he was about to start his run, he ran into Greg, who had also come to drop off his kids. 
“You got time for a coffee?” Arpad asked.
Greg looked at his watch to gauge how late he was, then declared, with a mischievous grin, “Sure. At this point . . . But I don’t want to keep you from your run.” 
“I can always go later in the day.”
“Your wife lets you run when you want?”
“Yes, why?”
“No reason.”
The two men sat down at a nearby tearoom and ordered two espressos. Surprisingly, Greg felt especially good. It had to do with Arpad’s spontaneous presence, his ease, his disconcerting ability to plan a run on a weekday morning, then forgo it for a coffee at the last minute. Greg’s daily routine was one of rigor and restraint. Between the kids and the job, it felt like he didn’t have time for anything. And whenever he was able to take some time off or find a few extra hours for himself, Karine inevitably came up with things for him to do: shopping, repairing a piece of broken furniture, taking Sandy to the vet. 
Arpad, between two sips of coffee, spoke to Greg but the man wasn’t listening; he was too busy observing. Despite appearances, Arpad and Greg were very much alike. They were good fathers, attentive husbands. But for Greg it was obvious that Arpad had something he lacked. A kind of natural superiority. He envied him. Because of Sophie. 
“So, what do you think?” Arpad asked, bringing Greg back to the conversation.
Lost in thought, he quickly improvised, “That I should be a bit more like you.”
Arpad laughed.
“Meaning?”
“A life with flexible hours, better pay, that sort of thing!”
“Don’t worry, I have my share of troubles,” Arpad replied. “Trust me, most of my clients at the bank are pains in the ass, never satisfied. They ask you to invest for them. You take on all the risk. When it goes well, they consider it normal. And when the markets don’t behave, it’s your fault.” 
“I wasn’t strictly talking about work. Family too.”
“Appearances can be deceiving. Wherever there are children, there are worries. And sometimes Sophie and I fight.”
Yeah, right, Greg thought. I know how she wakes you up in the morning. 
Arpad continued, “Besides, Sophie will turn forty in exactly a week, and I don’t know what to get her. Any suggestion is welcome.”
Greg indicated Arpad’s gold Rolex. “A tough act to follow.”
Arpad remained silent.
“You planning to have a party?” Greg continued.
“No idea. Sophie says she doesn’t want to make a big deal of it. So, we’re going to spend the weekend at her parents’ place in Saint-Tropez to celebrate with the family. We’ll see about the rest.” 
Greg, seeing the time on Arpad’s Rolex, got up.
“Gotta get going.”
“Me too. Go on. Coffee’s on me.”
Arpad paid the bill, then, contrary to what he had said, decided to go for a run. Afterward, he returned home, took a shower, put on a perfectly cut suit, and left in his Porsche. Arpad had been mulling Sophie’s fortieth for a while now. He wanted to celebrate the event with a unique gift, something wholly original whose meaning outweighed its cost. But ever since the damn Rolex, he couldn’t help thinking that maybe he should get Sophie a piece of jewelry after all. Uncertain, he decided to make a quick stop on rue du Rhône, where all the high-end jewelers and luxury boutiques were located. Maybe a look in the windows would inspire him. He parked the car at the top of place Longemalle and walked up rue du Rhône on foot, hoping he wouldn’t run into Sophie. He hurried past the watch stores, only slowing when he reached the jewelers. A bracelet? A pendant? He wasn’t sure. But in Cartier’s window, he found a ring in the shape of a panther’s head sculpted from twenty-four karat gold, diamond encrusted, with two small inlaid emeralds for eyes. Arpad was captivated by its beauty, its perfection. The panther. It was her. He entered the store. He couldn’t, at that moment, imagine the consequences of his discovery. 

At day’s end, when Sophie left the office, she failed to notice the man. It was the driver of the used gray Peugeot with French plates. Walking quickly, she reached the Mont-Blanc’s parking garage to get her car. The man trailed her inconspicuously, like a predator. 
The hunt could now begin.



The Day of the Robbery
Saturday, July 2, 2022
9:33 a.m.
It was a perfectly choreographed ballet.
Ski Mask kept the shotgun’s barrel pointed at the hostages, while Baseball Cap wound plastic zip ties around the wrists and ankles of the guard and the salesman. Only the store manager was left untied. The robbers knew exactly what they were doing. 
Baseball Cap grabbed him and led him to the safe, while Ski Mask kept an eye on the hostages.
They still had four minutes.
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Eighteen Days Before the Robbery
 
	Sunday, June 12
	Monday, June 13
	→ Tuesday, June 14, 2022
	Wednesday, June 15
	Thursday, June 16
	Friday, June 17
	Saturday, June 18 (Weekend in Saint-Tropez)
	Sunday, June 19 (Weekend in Saint-Tropez)
	Monday, June 20 (Sophie’s birthday)

7:30 p.m. in Cologny.
Making a stop in the center of the village, the bus let off a single passenger. Karine trudged wearily home. It had been a long day. She had been on her feet for most of it showing clothes to her customers or kneeling to help them with a pair of shoes. Her feet, her back, and her head ached. And, to top it all off, her return trip had been especially unpleasant: The bus was crowded and she was squeezed among the other passengers, jerked back and forth whenever the driver stepped on the gas or the brakes. When they lived at their old apartment, she could walk home. Fifteen minutes along the shore of Lake Geneva. It was always a welcome break no matter the weather. But that damn bus . . . Sophie had offered to drive her back at the end of the day, but she always got out too late—the store closed at seven. 
Arriving at the house, Karine saw that Greg’s car was still not home: He must be working overtime. For a change. Which meant dinner wasn’t ready. Momentarily, she experienced a wave of despair, standing at the door. Then, pulling herself together, she marched inside. In the small, messy living room, her two boys were yelling and fighting as the babysitter helplessly looked on. 
Natalia, who was twenty, spent most of her time taking pictures of herself. She didn’t tidy up, didn’t clean, didn’t prepare meals (I’m here to look after the children), but as Greg would say: “She’s reliable, and that’s the most important thing.” Not to mention she agreed to work for far below the going rate. Karine and Greg could afford her and so Natalia was paid to play with her phone while the kids scurried around until their parents came home. 
Karine let Natalia go, sent the boys to take showers, and started supper. After looking in the fridge, she gave up on the idea of plucking, cleaning, or cutting and settled on frozen lasagna. There was an open bottle of wine, and she poured herself a glass. It wasn’t very good, but so what? As the oven warmed up, she cleared the dirty dishes from the sink (Thanks, Natalia). Then she washed the insulated coffee mug she had bought for Sophie, which she ended up using for herself. Her phone rang. Sophie. Karine quickly answered. 
“I missed you this morning at the bus stop.”
“I left late again,” Karine sighed. “The kids and all that. Greg and his damn jogging . . .”
Karine could hear music in the background. She pictured Sophie at a concert. Maybe the opera. “I’m not disturbing you?”
“No, not at all. Anyway, I’m the one who called you,” Sophie laughed.
“It’s just that I can hear classical music in the background. I was wondering . . .”
“That’s Arpad,” she said and winked at her husband, who was busy with his pots and pans.
She was sipping a glass of wine, curled up on the living room sofa. Arpad, from the kitchen counter, reminded his wife and her friend, “The one who makes dinner gets to choose the music!” 
“Your husband cooks?” Karine marveled.
“He says it relaxes him.”
“The perfect man,” Karine declared.
As she spoke, she took in her untidy home and her prepackaged lasagna. Her boys raced downstairs screaming even louder than before. Sophie was only at the other end of the line, but it felt like she was in another world. 
“I have to leave you, sorry. I’ve got two half-naked, starving boys in my living room.”
“I know all about that,” Sophie said, smiling.
“I doubt it,” Karine replied. “You have a symphony in your living room, while I have a zoo.”
Sophie burst out laughing.
“Shall I pick you up tomorrow morning?”
“If I’m ready in time.”
“I’ll meet you at yours. I’ll beep when I’m there and you can let Greg fend for himself. Till tomorrow, love.”
Love. No one had called her that in a long time. Karine grabbed the insulated coffee mug and decided to wrap it up again. She had used it, but hey, she could still offer it to her friend, couldn’t she? 

That evening at the Glass House, the Brauns dined on the meal Arpad had prepared. When Léa and Isaak had gotten ready for bed, the evening ritual began: The children and Sophie squeezed into Isaak’s bed and Arpad performed a dramatic reading from the book they had begun a few days before. The evening’s reading was always a moment of enjoyment for the family. Arpad never tired of seeing his little troop hanging on to his every word. And the more invested they became in the story, the more effort he put into the narration. Time could stand still. 

That night at The Eyesore, the Liégeans had a late supper of overcooked lasagna. Then, when the boys were about to go to bed, the eldest tearfully confessed that he hadn’t done his homework. Greg had to help him out with his math. There followed moments of irritation and shouting, until the homework was finally completed by Greg himself. Afterward, the boys were both very agitated and it required every ounce of patience their father had to corral them into bed. When they were finally asleep, Greg joined Karine in the kitchen. She was finishing the dishes. The cold silence that filled the room was a clear sign of the resentment building up between them. Biting the bullet, Greg forced himself to begin the conversation. 
“They’re finally asleep. Natalia could at least have checked on their homework.”
“You can tell her yourself.” Karine scoffed. “The last time I said something to her, she got angry.”
“Still, the homework should be checked before supper,” Greg suggested.
“Was that ‘should be’ addressed to me?” she asked, barely containing her annoyance. “Maybe you should try to get home a little earlier.” 
“I sent you a message . . .”
“Do you think I have time to check every message with the kids screaming around me . . . I don’t even have time to go to the bathroom!” 
“Sorry,” Greg said, trying to avoid another argument at any cost. “I’ll call next time. I absolutely had to finish some paperwork. Everything has gotten so bureaucratic it’s exhausting. As if we didn’t already have enough to do. The next time I hear someone say that government employees don’t do anything, I’m going to bust him one!” 
Karine, also wishing to relieve the tension, agreed, trying to show interest in his insipid comments. She didn’t care for his stories of excess paperwork and office intrigues. She wanted a bit more fantasy in her life. The truth was, although she couldn’t tell her husband, what she really wanted was a life like Sophie and Arpad had. When the dishes were done, Greg went into the living room and collapsed in front of the television. 
“I’m going to take a quick shower,” she said. “We can continue our show when I’m done.”
But when Karine returned in her bathrobe, Greg was no longer on the couch. He was standing in the doorway putting on his coat, the dog’s leash in his hand. 
“Where are you going?” she asked, surprised.
“To walk Sandy.”
“At this hour? Can’t he take a leak in the garden?”
“Has anyone walked him since this morning?” Greg asked, knowing the response.
“No,” she said.
“Well, someone has to do it. And if I don’t, nobody will.”
“Are you criticizing me?” she asked with annoyance.
“No, it’s just a simple statement.”
“You’re the one who wanted a dog.”
“The boys wanted a dog,” Greg corrected.
“And they also want a pony. Does that mean we’re going to keep one in the living room?”
Greg shrugged. It was pointless to argue. He whistled for Sandy and disappeared with him into the night.

When he left the house he was only planning to walk around the block. But one step led to another and soon enough he found himself on the road to la Capite, turning onto the private road that led to the Glass House. He couldn’t help it. He entered the woods and made his way through the trees as he had done that very morning. Nearing the edge of the Brauns’ property, Greg wound Sandy’s leash around a tree trunk. The dog, familiar with the routine, quietly settled into its bed of dry leaves. Greg disappeared into the shrubbery, guided by the light from the house. He hid among the branches to observe the large cube, whose bay windows offered an impressive view of the interior. And what a sight he beheld. In the living room, Sophie, naked on the sofa, had given herself up to her husband, who was moving slowly against her. 
Greg couldn’t tear his eyes away. From the living room, he followed them to the bedroom. He assumed they were taking a shower, then saw them step into the room, pacing back and forth as they brushed their teeth before curling up in bed against each other. They read for a while. When the light finally went out, Greg returned home and slipped into bed next to Karine, who was already asleep. 

Once Sophie was asleep, Arpad got up and padded down to the kitchen. He couldn’t sleep. His mind was racing. He grabbed his phone and scrolled through the pictures he had taken that morning at the Cartier boutique. He stared at the panther ring. To put it on, you slipped your finger between the animal’s jaws. It was an extraordinary piece of craftsmanship. He was convinced the panther was the perfect gift for Sophie. But after hearing its astronomical price tag, he had hesitated and told the salesman he would be back. 
He was torn. He knew he had to forget about the ring. It was time to come clean, to tell Sophie everything. To drop the charade. But he couldn’t bring himself to do it, not now, only a week before her birthday. 
Fifteen Years Earlier
September 2007
Saint-Tropez
He would never again return to Saint-Tropez.
It was a place he loved a great deal, but he could no longer afford to stay. It was simply too risky.
In the space of a few hours, Arpad had crossed out a major part of his life. He was going to disappear, suddenly, without leaving a trace. 
He started with the apartment. To the little old lady who had rented him a furnished unit above hers, he had explained it was “an important family matter.” She didn’t ask any questions and eagerly accepted the two months’ rent he had brought her in an envelope in place of the usual month’s notice. He emptied the place and piled everything he owned into his small car. 
Next, the Béatrice, one of the hot spots of Saint-Tropez nightlife where he had worked for a year. He had supervised the bar and the reservations at the popular restaurant, which transformed into a club at night. He told the manager that he had been offered a job in finance—something he couldn’t refuse. The manager was very understanding. “Arpad, you don’t have to apologize. You were at the university for five years. I’ve never had a bar supervisor with an Economics degree before. Good for you! But I sure wish you’d told me you were looking for another job ahead of time so I could have lined up a replacement.” 
He was hoping to see Sophie but she hadn’t come in yet. Since he couldn’t reach her by phone, he wandered up and down the streets of Saint-Tropez trying to find her. But she was nowhere to be seen. Maybe this was for the best. She wouldn’t have believed any of his lies. It was better to let her go. That way he could protect her. 

His last stop was at a gas station. As he filled the tank, he copied two numbers into a notebook: Sophie’s and that of Patrick Müller, a Swiss banker he had met at the Béatrice who could certainly be of use. When that was done, he crushed his SIM card and threw his phone into a trash can. He had to make sure he’d never be found. 
He then pulled onto the highway and headed north.
He would never return.
That was what he had believed.



4
Seventeen Days Before the Robbery
 
	Sunday, June 12
	Monday, June 13
	Tuesday, June 14
	→ Wednesday, June 15, 2022
	Thursday, June 16
	Friday, June 17
	Saturday, June 18 (Weekend in Saint-Tropez)
	Sunday, June 19 (Weekend in Saint-Tropez)
	Monday, June 20 (Sophie’s birthday)

Cologny, 5:45 a.m.
The countryside was still shrouded in darkness. Greg was running steadily along the road, his dog keeping pace alongside him. The two silhouettes, having just left The Eyesore, soon reached the wood. Greg stopped halfway, fastened Sandy to a tree, then settled into the shrubbery to observe the Glass House. The lights were still out. 
He sat on the ground and pulled a thermos of hot coffee from his bag, poured himself a cup, and waited for the show to begin. A light suddenly came on in the kitchen. Sophie appeared and made herself coffee. Greg put his thermos down and grabbed his binoculars. He noted that lately she had been getting up earlier. 

Sophie stood before the glass wall, her cup in hand. She wore only a T-shirt and shorts. Greg admired her legs from afar, examining them at length through his binoculars. He slowly made his way from her ankles to her calves, her knees, and her thighs, stopping to admire the panther tattoo. Suddenly, his phone rang in his pocket, breaking the tranquil silence of the wood. Shit! He grabbed it and saw that the number on the screen was from work. He answered—he had no choice—and began whispering into the phone as he would have done if his wife were asleep by his side. 

Sophie’s attention was immediately drawn to a brief flash of light at the edge of the wood. It had lasted only a second, but she had seen it. She slid open the door and thought she heard a man’s voice. Her heart began to pound wildly. There was someone in the woods. She cried out and turned on all the lights. 

Greg knew that he had been discovered. He made his way back to the dog to untie him, but because of the animal’s movements, the leash had gotten twisted and Greg had trouble freeing him. He started to panic. He could hear Sophie calling for Arpad. The bedroom light switched on. 

Greg kept working at the leash. But it seemed the more he pulled, the tighter the knot became. That stupid dog! He didn’t have a knife. He had no way to cut the thick leather strap. He turned to the Glass House and saw Arpad, storming out of the kitchen into the garden, yelling “Who’s there?” 

Unable to free the knot, he started to panic. He saw the beam of a flashlight dangerously close and heard Arpad yelling—he must have been as scared as Greg was. A few more yards and he would be discovered. Having no other choice, he unhooked the leash from the dog’s collar and took off, taking the animal with him and leaving the leash wrapped around the tree. Arpad reached the edge of the wood and swept the trees with the flashlight’s beam. He saw a shadow run off into the darkness. “Stop!” he cried out, his heart pumping with adrenaline. “Stop!” 

Greg took off as fast as he could. His fear gave him wings. His dog had difficulty keeping up with him. Once on the road, he continued running until he got back home. 

Arpad had given up chasing the shadow. He returned to the house and called the police.

When he got back, Greg left the dog on the first floor and ran into the bedroom to alert Karine. “The office called, I have to leave straightaway.” She had been sleeping, but Greg’s voice caused her to sit up in bed immediately. “Be careful,” she said to him softly. “And call me when it’s over.” He nodded and left the house in his running clothes. According to protocol, if there was an emergency, it was imperative to come to headquarters as soon as possible. He jumped into the Audi parked in front of the house and tore off down the street. Accelerating quickly, the wheel gripped tightly in his left hand, with his right, he grasped the police beacon on the floor by the passenger seat, switched hands, and stuck the beacon onto the roof. Then, he switched on the siren. 



In the Glass House, the commotion had awakened Isaak and Léa. Arpad and Sophie forced themselves to calm down to avoid frightening the children. 
“It’s nothing serious,” Sophie assured them. “Probably someone out for a walk. I didn’t expect it and it caught me by surprise.”
“If someone was taking a walk, why’d you call the police then?”
“Better safe than sorry, kiddo. That’s what the police are there for,” Arpad said to them as if everything was perfectly normal.
Sophie took the children into her bedroom and put on a movie for them on the TV. Isaak, delighted, asked if they could call the police every day, and Léa wanted to know if school had been canceled. 
“It’s Wednesday, sweetheart,” Sophie gently reminded her. “There’s no school today.”
“Can we have breakfast in bed?” Léa asked.
“Good idea,” Sophie said approvingly.
“Will we be able to see the police?” Isaak chimed.
“Of course,” Sophie confirmed, trying to hide her concern.
Then Léa added, “Can we have candy for breakfast?”
“No,” Sophie replied sharply, which she regretted at once.
Her tone betrayed her nervousness. She had a bad feeling.
In the garden, Arpad walked through the grass at the edge of the wood. There was no fence, no hedge. Nature was the dividing line. That was what made the place so charming. He wondered if he hadn’t been naive in thinking they were safe here. 

Greg, in his police car, sped down the rampe de Cologny and reached the shore of Lake Geneva. Local traffic, mostly daily commuters, pulled over to make way for the police vehicle, which sped off to the Rive traffic circle, then continued on until it reached the Acacias District, where police headquarters was located. 
A few minutes later, Greg walked into the SWAT team’s locker room, where his colleagues were already getting suited up. As always during such moments, the mood was tense but calm. The men were serious, focused. Greg put on his black uniform, his bulletproof vest, and placed the balaclava on his head without pulling it down. Then, as acting commander, he gave a general briefing based on the information he had received earlier over the phone. “We’ll leave by the rue des Pâquis. The crime squad attempted to apprehend an individual at his home. He resisted—forcefully—drove the detectives back, and has barricaded himself inside. We have to get him out. We’ll know more when we get there.” 
The ten men climbed into three cars, which pulled out in single file. They crossed the city, their flashing lights painting the facades of the surrounding buildings. Greg, in the passenger seat of the lead car, uneasily caught a glimpse of himself in the rearview mirror. He was sweating. He, the head of the SWAT team, respected and appreciated by everyone, had almost been caught like a common criminal. 



7:00 a.m. at the Glass House.
Two police patrol vehicles were parked in front of the Brauns’ gate. In the house, a policeman took down Sophie’s statement as the other three officers inspected the edge of the wood, accompanied by Arpad. Upstairs, Léa and Isaak watched TV. 
In the forest, the police hardly knew where to look. Their search had gotten them nowhere. They had carefully examined the undergrowth along the entire length of the Braun property without finding any clues. There was the leash tied to a tree. But there was also a rusted child’s bicycle nearby and plastic packaging scattered throughout. Even out here the forests were dumps. 
“And you say the individual was behind this bush?” one of the police asked Arpad to show he was taking the situation seriously.
“Yes.”
In a gesture of conscientiousness, the policeman bent down to examine the ground again, but the dry earth yielded no clues.
“Unfortunately, there’s not much we can do,” he explained to Arpad. “It could have been a prowler or a thief checking out the place. If it’s any consolation, I doubt it was a burglar; burglars don’t enter homes when everyone is around. They prefer to operate when the premises are empty or at night when everyone is asleep.” 
“That’s reassuring,” Arpad remarked.
“Do you have an alarm system installed?” the policeman asked.
“No.”
“You should. These days, it’s not a big investment.”
“Are you going to bring in the forensics team?” Arpad asked.
“To do what? We didn’t find any prints.”
“Aren’t they the ones who find the prints?” Arpad replied. “There’s the leash, still attached to the tree. That’s kind of strange, isn’t it?” 
“I’ll call the burglary unit and let them know what happened,” the policeman said in a tone of false concern.
The policeman stepped to the side and called headquarters. He asked to speak to the on-duty inspector of the burglary unit in the criminal investigation department. He suspected that whoever answered the phone would brush him off, but he wanted to cover all the bases. You never knew who you were dealing with in these upscale neighborhoods. These people had connections and wouldn’t hesitate to complain to the higher-ups if they felt their concerns weren’t taken seriously enough. 
The inspector picked up and the policeman gave a quick rundown of the situation.
“So, you have what exactly?” the inspector asked.
“A leash attached to a tree near the public road.”
“A leash attached to a tree? Are you serious? How did they get into the house?”
“Well . . . no, nobody broke into the house,” the policeman clarified. “There was no break-in. The lady was drinking her coffee and she saw someone just beyond the garden who looked like he was spying on her.” 
The inspector laughed, settling the matter and the conversation for good.
“I like you guys, but I have to deal with thirty real robberies a day. The nice lady saw somebody strolling in the woods . . . ain’t that something!” 

8:00 a.m.
In downtown Geneva, rue des Pâquis was blocked by the police. Curious onlookers were kept at bay by a wide security perimeter.
Greg, his face masked by his balaclava, exited the command vehicle, where he had just completed a briefing with his superiors. He was making his way back to join his men when he came across Inspector Marion Brullier of the crime squad. She was part of the team of police who had been driven back at dawn by the madman. Greg had noticed her at once when he arrived. A beautiful young woman. Captivating smile. Very attractive. 
“Keep it to yourself but we’re going to move in,” Greg informed the inspector. “This circus has gone on long enough.”
He wasn’t required to provide this type of information even to a colleague, but it was all he could think of to strike up a conversation. 
“Seems like a good idea,” she said with a smile.
All she could see were his eyes, which peered out from the balaclava. The way he looked at her was unsettling. She liked him.
“What’s your name?” she asked.
“Liégean.”
“Your first name.”
“Greg.”
“Delighted, Greg. I’m Marion.”
“I’d take this off for a proper introduction, but it’s against protocol.”
“Even better,” she replied. “That way I can keep the surprise for the next time.”
Greg realized she was flirting. In the middle of a siege. This was a first for him. He was almost taken aback. In fact, it had been a long time since anyone had flirted with him. He had forgotten how much he liked it. 



Back at the house, a cheerful Karine was getting ready to leave for work. This morning, Sophie was due to pick her up. Natalia, who babysat the kids on Wednesday mornings, had arrived on time. Everything was going well. 
“Natalia,” Karine said before walking out the door. “Don’t forget—at ten the boys have their . . .”
“. . . soccer practice,” Natalia interjected. “Don’t worry, I know.”
Karine stepped outside. She stood in front of the house, holding her handbag in one hand and the insulated coffee mug in the other, repackaged in giftwrap. 
A few minutes passed. No sign of Sophie’s Porsche. Karine thought of calling but didn’t want to seem pushy. After all, Sophie wasn’t her chauffeur and her children might have kept her. Karine put on her sunglasses. To her mind, they made her look sophisticated. She continued to wait. Natalia, watching from the kitchen window, called out, “Everything okay, Karine?” 
“Yes, yes, everything’s okay.” She irritably waved Natalia off so she would get back to minding the children.
“Your glasses are cool,” Natalia commented as she closed the window.
Karine took them off at once. There was no sun yet and she didn’t want to look pretentious. She consulted her watch, then decided to call Sophie. 
“Did you forget about me, love?” Karine joked uneasily as soon as Sophie answered. 
“Oh, shoot, I’m so sorry . . .”
Karine crumbled. Sophie had forgotten.
“Something strange happened this morning. I can’t talk too long now but I’ll tell you about it later.”
But Karine, in her disappointment, wasn’t listening.
“Don’t worry about it,” she said before hanging up.
She walked to the bus stop. On the way, she found a trash can and threw the coffee mug in.

Karine wasn’t the only one waiting for Sophie.
Next to the bus stop, there was a tearoom. In the adjoining parking lot, a gray Peugeot was parked. The driver was seated at a table outside, pretending to read the paper. He was waiting for Sophie to pass by, but she was late that morning. He was starting to get to know her habits pretty well now. 
He felt good about catching up with her.

Back at the house, Sophie restlessly paced back and forth in the kitchen.
“It’s pointless to keep on worrying like this,” Arpad said, gently holding her shoulders. “Why not go to the office? It’ll take your mind off it.” 
“I’m upset . . . We were supposed to spend the weekend at my parents’ place.”
“I’ll have an alarm installed,” Arpad promised. “I can call a security company this morning. It’ll be done before we leave.”
“But who was the guy spying on me?”
“You heard the cops. It was probably nothing.”
“What do you mean, probably nothing? Someone was spying on us and you call that nothing?” 
“Soph, if it was really a thief snooping around the house, believe me, you scared him off. Try not to worry, besides I’ll be here all day.” 
On Wednesdays, Arpad worked from home. It allowed him to spend some time with the children. Aside from the short round trip to take Léa and Isaak to their activities, someone would be home all day. 
Sophie resigned herself to going to work, but she remained uneasy.
The feeling kept eating away at her while she drove. As she walked out of the parking garage of the Mont-Blanc to get to her office, she felt that someone was following her. She turned around several times, examined the people around her, but didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary. She was a bundle of nerves. She needed to talk to someone, a friend, and the first person she thought of was Karine. 

When Karine saw Sophie enter the store, she knew at once that something was wrong.
“What happened, Sophie?”
Sophie held back a sob.
“Can we grab a coffee?”
“Of course!”
The store had a coffee machine for the customers, but in light of the situation, Karine told her colleagues that she was stepping out for a few minutes and took Sophie to the Café des Aviateurs on the other side of the street. 
“I’m so sorry for showing up unannounced like this. Your colleagues must think I’m crazy.”
“No, not at all,” Karine said reassuringly.
Yet inside, Karine shivered with impatience. It had been her that Sophie had sought out in a moment of distress. She was dying to know what had happened. And she encouraged Sophie: “Tell me everything, love.” 
Ever since Sophie had first called her “love” the night before, Karine had used it at every opportunity, hoping to hear it in return. 
“There was an intruder this morning at the house,” Sophie told her.
“What?”
“Well, not exactly at the house. But it was like . . . I was drinking my coffee around six when I noticed someone spying on me from the woods.” 
“And . . . ?”
“I turned the lights on, then I screamed. Arpad came running, but the guy had disappeared.”
Karine placed her hand on Sophie’s.
“Oh, I’m so sorry. That must have been awful. Did you call the police?”
“Of course. They came, they looked around, but they didn’t find anything.”
“Did they open an investigation?”
“You kidding? They told me there wasn’t much they could do—no signs of a break-in, nothing. Like they couldn’t be bothered.”
“Wait,” Karine retorted, “you have to talk to Greg.”
“You think?”
“Absolutely. I’m sure he could do something,” Karine affirmed, proud of her sudden importance. “He’d never admit it, but he’s got some pull in the department.” 
Karine didn’t say more to avoid revealing the secrecy surrounding her husband’s occupation. The Brauns knew that Greg was with the police but, like most of those who knew him (with the exception of a handful of close friends), they were unaware of his exact position. For reasons of security, near complete secrecy surrounded the members of the SWAT unit. When questioned, Greg simply said that he was attached to the emergency response team. 
Karine, intrigued by the idea of an investigation, questioned Sophie.
“You mentioned a guy. Did you see this man? Could you identify him?” 
“No, it was too dark to see anything. But it was a man, I’m sure of it. And it wasn’t just a hiker or some prowler like the cops think. He was hiding behind a bush and watching me. It was like . . . it doesn’t matter, you’ll think I’m crazy.” 
“No, I won’t. Like what?”
“It was like he was waiting for me.”
“Oh, God!” Karine shuddered. “Oh, that’s terrible!”
“You’re telling me. It was the first time I’ve ever felt unsafe in my own home.”
“I’ll ask Greg to stop by your place after work. I’m sure he’ll be able to help sort this out.”
“Thanks, love,” Sophie said with a smile. 
Karine was glowing.

It was noon and Karine was back at the store, eating a sandwich in a storage room. On her phone, she read a news story about a police operation that had taken place early that morning in the Pâquis Quarter. A dangerous psychopath had to be taken down by members of the SWAT team. 
She read details of the event, but she already knew most of the story. Greg had called her earlier, as he did after every operation. 
The article was illustrated with a few photos. She recognized Greg in one of them, despite his balaclava and his uniform, which made him look like all the other members of his team. Years ago the two of them had settled on a sign, known only to them, so she could recognize him. Among the various badges Velcroed to his uniform was one for his blood type, A positive. He always put it on upside down. She examined the picture, admiring her husband, impressed by his combat gear. He was giving instructions to a policewoman in civilian clothes who could only be seen from the back. 
The reality of that stolen moment was that Inspector Marion Brullier had stopped by to say hi to Greg when the operation was over. 
“Thanks,” she had said, her eyes sparkling.
“That’s what we’re here for, Marion. You know where you can find us next time.”
His smile was concealed by the balaclava. But Marion saw his jaw move and guessed how he had responded.
“I’ll be sure to do that,” she assured him. “In fact, I’ll have to stop by to see you. I’m going to need a report.”
Greg smiled again. He wasn’t sure what type of report she was alluding to.



At the end of the afternoon, when Sophie returned home, she found Arpad and Greg in the garden. They were inspecting the underbrush near where she had seen the shadow that morning. 
“Oh, Greg, I’m so glad you’re here!”
“Sounds like my colleagues weren’t much help,” he said.
Sophie shrugged.
“At their level, this isn’t a big deal.”
“That’s not an excuse,” he replied.
In his hand he held a plastic bag, which the police used to preserve evidence. Inside was a dog’s leash.
“Is that the leash that was attached to the tree?” she asked.
He nodded. When he arrived, he’d asked Arpad to take him to the woods. He pretended he was seeing them for the first time. And when Arpad pointed out the leash knotted to the trunk of an oak, Greg played his ace. He put on a pair of latex gloves and inspected the leather strap at length. Bent over in the forest, he played the role of the forensics team. The holster of his service weapon could be seen peeking out from under his shirt. It was all very cinematic. Feeling that the joke had gone on long enough, he finally took the leash and slipped it carefully into the plastic bag. 
“You think the leash is connected to the man?” Sophie asked.
“Honestly, I doubt it,” Greg replied. “Why a leash? And why would he leave this kind of evidence behind? But I can have it analyzed, just in case. We can’t rule anything out.” 
“Thanks,” she said, grateful that someone was finally taking her seriously.
“Any idea what the guy was up to?” Arpad asked. “There’s only one house. He was here for a specific reason, right?”
“A thief,” Greg suggested.
“The cops said it was unlikely a thief would show up when its owners were home.”
“Not if he was checking the place out,” Greg countered. “He was observing you.”
“What should we do?” Arpad asked.
Greg delighted in that brief moment of superiority. The Brauns were hanging on to his every word.
“Nothing. Whatever you do, don’t start imagining things.”
“You’re right,” Arpad replied with a nod. “Come inside, let’s have a drink.”
The three of them entered the house. Sophie puttered in the kitchen. She poured some nuts into a bowl and opened a bottle of wine. Greg, from the counter, watched her out of the corner of his eye. He looked at her hands as they manipulated the corkscrew, her left eyebrow twitching slightly, betraying her concentration. She bit her lower lip, as she often did. He interrupted before she filled a third glass. 
“I’m on duty all week. I’ll have to settle for some water.”
“Can I offer you something more interesting than water? Juice? Coke?”
“A Coke would be nice.”
Sophie put some ice into a glass; with an efficient gesture, sliced a piece of lemon; then opened a bottle of Coke, which she served to Greg with a smile. The scene, had it been filmed, would have been the perfect ad. Greg was mesmerized. But Arpad spoiled the moment by entering Greg’s field of vision, kissing his wife on the neck before grabbing the wineglasses and leading them into the living room. 
Greg sat on the couch in the exact spot where, the night before, Sophie had made love before his eyes. He discreetly caressed the fabric. 
Sophie settled opposite him in a deep armchair. She removed her shoes, letting them fall noisily to the floor. Greg admired her feet and the red polish on her nails. 
“Where were you, exactly, this morning, when you saw the guy in the bushes?”
“Over there, at the kitchen window,” she replied, pointing to the glass wall from where she had seen him at daybreak.
Greg stood up and walked to the spot. He put himself in the position of the prey. It was strange to relive the scene by reversing the roles. He realized that the bush was much closer than he had imagined. With a bit more light, she would easily have recognized him. He must be out of his mind. He had to stop. 
Arpad explained that he had called a security company to install an alarm, but they couldn’t come before the following Monday.
“An alarm is a good idea,” Greg approved. “But like I told you, I doubt he’s coming back anytime soon. Don’t worry too much and don’t change your routine.” 
“I think I’m going to buy a gun,” Arpad remarked.
“A gun?” Greg echoed disapprovingly. 
“Are you crazy?” Sophie barked. “I don’t want a weapon in this house!”
“That’s a really bad idea,” Greg said didactically. “You have kids, accidents happen . . .”
He returned to the couch to finish his Coke, then took the opportunity to exchange phone numbers with Sophie.
“If anything comes up, no matter what, call me,” he insisted. “Don’t worry about it. And if you like, until you get your alarm, I can check the woods with my dog from time to time.” 
“Thank you, Greg,” she said, apparently reassured by the suggestion.
As Greg was leaving, Sophie gave him a goodbye kiss on the cheek. Not your standard peck on the cheek—this was a genuinely spontaneous gesture. For Greg, it was a kind of investiture. Maybe this business with the prowler had turned out for the best. 
On the trip home, he spotted a garbage can. He tossed the leash inside. He’d tell them the analyses were inconclusive.

That evening, as he was about to walk Sandy, Greg was careful not to approach the Glass House. But the Brauns did have a visitor.
When it grew dark, the gray Peugeot parked on a country road near the forest. The man who got out of the car was familiar with the area. He entered the woods and made his way to the house. 



The Day of the Robbery
Saturday, July 2, 2022
9:34 a.m.
The manager unlocked the main safe. Baseball Cap then bound his hands with a plastic tie and had him lie on the ground face down. He opened one of the drawers in the safe without touching its contents. He was looking for specific stones; a victorious smile spread over his face when he found them. They were large—very large pink diamonds. 
He grabbed a small velvet bag and stored the diamonds inside. They were easily worth several million. He kept a nervous eye on the stopwatch. Only three minutes to go. 



5
Sixteen Days Before the Robbery
 
	Sunday, June 12
	Monday, June 13
	Tuesday, June 14
	Wednesday, June 15
	→ Thursday, June 16, 2022
	Friday, June 17
	Saturday, June 18 (Weekend in Saint-Tropez)
	Sunday, June 19 (Weekend in Saint-Tropez)
	Monday, June 20 (Sophie’s birthday)

8:20 a.m.
At the pedestrian exit to the Mont-Blanc parking area, Sophie and Karine appeared at the top of the escalators, involved in a long, lighthearted conversation. They laughed loudly. It was almost time for the two women to go their separate ways, but Sophie suggested they extend the moment. 
“How about a coffee?”
“Now?” Karine asked, as if surprised that anyone would want to spend so much time in her company.
“If you won’t be late,” Sophie added.
“I’d love to.” Karine quickly added, “You know, I’m more or less the boss at the store. I can do as I please.”
With that white lie, she discreetly grabbed her phone and sent a message to her superior.
Kids are sick. Late. Sorry.

The two women settled into their seats at the Café des Aviateurs. Karine picked a table in the back so she wouldn’t risk being seen by one of her colleagues. They talked for a while. Their familiarity was so evident that anyone would have assumed they had been friends for years. Then Sophie announced that it was finally time to say goodbye. “I have to leave you, love”—Karine smiled victoriously—“I have a ton of work to catch up on.” 
Leaving the café, Karine watched Sophie walk away. She observed her bearing; her silhouette; her hair, which rippled as she moved; her long, tan legs made even more elegant by a pair of heels. Karine wondered if you could admire and despise someone for the same reasons—the very definition of jealousy. 
She watched until Sophie passed the entrance of the handsome stone building where her office was located. In Karine’s mind, Sophie worked in a luxurious setting with fine wood detailing and leather armchairs. Upon arrival, she was greeted deferentially by an army of collaborators, all exceptionally well-dressed, before making her way to her office, larger than one had any right to expect and with a magnificent view of the lake. 
But although the address of Sophie’s office was certainly prestigious, the reality was far from grandiose. On the top floor of the building, Sophie pushed open the door to her office. It swung halfway before it noisily struck the door to the closet. 
“Oh, I’m so sorry,” cried Véronique, Sophie’s colleague. “I forgot to close that stupid closet.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Sophie replied, removing the obstacle with her hand.
It was a well-studied gesture. The collision wasn’t Véronique’s fault. The offices had been poorly designed. The top floor was a recent addition, added to the building a few years earlier and unassociated with the rest of the structure. The rooms were cramped, the ceilings low, the windows narrow, and to see the lake, you had to twist yourself into a pretzel. The entire space amounted to a linoleum-covered hallway that led to three rooms: Sophie’s office, Véronique’s office, and a conference room that was used mostly to store files. There was also a tiny kitchen and a bathroom. Objectively, the place was badly built and poorly laid out, but the rent was reasonable. And the location was perfect. It was centrally located, and she had furnished the place with taste. She felt comfortable here; that was the most important thing. In any case, she didn’t need more room. Only two of them were in the office, she and her partner Véronique, a young lawyer, lively and hardworking. Sophie was very fond of her; she reminded her of herself when she was just starting out. 
Sophie sat at her desk and turned on her computer. The screen lit up and a notification appeared, reminding her of a meeting the following morning with one of her biggest clients: Samuel Hennel. 
Without moving from her seat, Véronique, from the other room, yelled, “Are you ready for tomorrow?”
“For my meeting with Hennel, you mean?”
“No, Saint-Tropez!”
“I haven’t packed yet. I’ll do it tonight. But I won’t stop by the office tomorrow. I’ll go directly to Hennel’s from home. I want to be on the road with Arpad and the children by noon so we don’t get there too late. I’ll take Hennel’s documents with me when I leave tonight.” 
Véronique, always one step ahead, appeared in the doorway with an imposing pile of papers. She placed it on her boss’s table.
“I put Post-its to indicate where Mr. Hennel has to sign. I also prepared a summary of the documents. They’re the usual bank forms. It’s all written down for you.” 
The woman was terribly efficient.
“Thank you, Véronique, you’re a lifesaver.”

5:00 p.m. at The Eyesore.
Greg parked his car in front of the house.
He liked their little home, unlike Karine, who complained all the time. He felt at ease here in the village. The peace and quiet, nature. And their yard, of course. It wasn’t very big, but he took good care of it and had even planted a small vegetable garden. 
Before getting out of the car, he announced his arrival with a few short beeps of the horn, a signal his boys recognized at once. The front door opened and the two of them ran out to kiss their father, followed by Sandy and Agnès, Karine’s mother, who looked after the boys every Thursday after school. 
Greg grabbed a couple of heavy grocery bags from the trunk and a bouquet of flowers for his wife. The joyful troop went back inside. 
“Tonight we’re having veal piccata,” Greg yelled as he unloaded the groceries onto the kitchen counter and placed the flowers in a vase of water. “Are you staying for dinner, Agnès?” 
“That’s kind of you, Greg, but I have my book club. In fact, I should really hurry up.”
She kissed her grandchildren. Greg accompanied her to the door. An alarm clock radio left on a table near the entranceway caught his eye. 
“I almost forgot,” Greg said, grabbing the object to return to his mother-in-law. “It’s fixed. There was a bad contact; I put a touch of solder on it. That should hold it.” 
She smiled. “Thank you. You’re an angel.”
“You know they make new models that are a lot more advanced these days.”
“I’ve had it for fifteen years and it works perfectly well. Salespeople want you to throw out anything that can be repaired to sell you some fancy piece of junk. At the store, they tried to sell me a ‘much more advanced’ model. It’s just an alarm clock. How advanced can it be? Does it make coffee and brush your teeth while you’re asleep?” 
Greg laughed. Agnès left, regarding her son-in-law with a bemused smile. She adored the man. She felt her daughter was giving him a hard time for no reason. As far as Agnès was concerned, the younger generation didn’t put enough effort into their relationships. Both of them had to work at it if they wanted the marriage to last. 
Greg sat the boys down at the kitchen table and took out their school notebooks. As he looked over their homework, he began preparing the piccata. He dredged the cutlets in flour, then placed them on a plate. He squeezed a lemon, chopped some parsley, and prepared the capers so that everything would be ready by the time Karine got home. He improvised a cream sauce for the tagliatelle. He would put the water to boil at the last moment. The pasta was fresh and needed only a couple of minutes to cook. When the boys’ homework was finished, he sent them off to wash up and took the opportunity to take a shower. 
When Karine got home, the house was calm. The boys were playing quietly. Greg had almost finished cooking.
“Dinner will be ready in two minutes,” he announced, dumping the pasta into a pot of boiling water.
Karine noticed the flowers on the table. She smiled. Greg set the timer on his phone and placed a strainer in the sink to drain the pasta in 1:49, 1:48, 1:47 . . . Then he looked at his little family. If Sophie had recognized him the previous morning in the bushes, he would have lost everything: his job, his wife, his kids. He imagined himself being arrested by his colleagues at work, being held in custody, and being labeled the Pervert of Cologny to his humiliation by the neighbors and their entire community. What was he thinking spying on a woman in her home? He wondered where the desire came from. 

The rest of the evening was quiet.
The boys in bed, Karine and Greg sat down in the living room to watch TV. When Karine got up to make herself some tea, Greg asked her for a Coke. She brought him a bottle, which she set on the low table in front of him without bringing a glass. He thought of the way Sophie had prepared his drink with ice cubes and a slice of lemon. Karine took her place beside him. He looked at his wife’s feet. They weren’t bad but not as carefully manicured as Sophie’s. 
“How come you don’t wear nail polish?” he asked suddenly.
“I’ll do it when I have time,” she said, her eyes glued to the screen.

That evening, like every Thursday, Arpad had gone to play squash at the Cologny Tennis Club with his longtime friend Julien Martet. This was their weekly get-together. After the game, they dined together at the club’s restaurant. It was an opportunity to bring each other up to date about their lives. During the meal, the conversation turned to careers. Julien held a senior position with an investment firm. His rise to the top had been rapid and exhilarating, something Arpad admired. 
“How are things at the bank?” Julien asked him.
“Okay. But I’m thinking of pursuing something else.”
“Put me at ease—you’re still going to stay in finance?”
“Of course. But I’m getting a bit bored at the bank. I can’t see myself at the same desk all my life. I’d like to work for myself.” 
“You know I invested in a real estate project in Costa Rica,” Julien confided. “Maybe you might be interested—for yourself, that is. Or maybe even for your clients.” 
“It’s intriguing . . . tell me more.”
“Stop by the house this weekend. I’ll tell you what I know.”
“Ah, this weekend we’ll be in Saint-Tropez; we’re visiting Sophie’s parents.”
“Then I’ll call you tomorrow when I have the papers with me.”

Arpad returned home around ten.
Sophie was reading in the living room. He poured two glasses of wine, and they talked for a while. From the nearby forest, a silhouette was watching them. The man in the gray Peugeot had returned. Hidden by the darkness, he observed the interior of the glass house. 

At that moment, back at The Eyesore, Greg and Karine had just completed the third episode of the series they had been watching. Karine went up to bed. Greg stepped outside to walk Sandy. He took a few steps in the darkness. The dog seemed to enjoy the freedom of being off the leash, trotting along the paths and sniffing the ground. As he watched the animal, Greg reminded himself that he absolutely had to buy an identical leash the next day. Before Karine started asking questions. 
When he reached the end of the street, Greg, who had gone out without any intention other than walking Sandy, suddenly found himself moving in the direction of the Glass House. It was stronger than him. But after the previous day’s events, he would avoid any unnecessary risks. Greg sent Sophie a text message: 
I’m going to take a walk in the woods with the dog.
He followed the road and soon reached the edge of the forest. He made his way among the trees noiselessly. Sandy inspected the ground a short distance away, his nose buried in the dead leaves. As always in such places, Greg felt the excitement of the hunter. He soon caught sight of the house, which rose up behind the vegetation. But the blinds were all closed. He felt a sting of disappointment: The show was over. Greg was about to turn around, when he froze. He had noticed a shadow ahead of him in the distance. Something had moved near the edge of the forest. His heart suddenly began to beat rapidly. 

Ninety feet away from Greg, the man, crouching so as not to be seen, held his breath. He tried to melt into the darkness but he had the feeling he had been spotted. 

Greg, his senses on high alert, called out, “Who’s there?”
The man remained perfectly still, hoping to remain concealed.
Greg pulled out a small flashlight and began to sweep the tree trunks and low shrubs with its beam. “Who’s there?” he shouted.
The man had no choice. He leaped from his hiding place, snapping the branches of the hedge behind which he had hidden, and broke into a run through the forest. 
Greg felt a jolt of adrenaline. Someone was spying on the Braun’s house! His flashlight briefly caught the silhouette of the fleeing figure. “Stop! Police! Stop!” 
Greg gave chase, sprinting.



The man, now at the edge of the forest, realized that he had shaken off his pursuer. He continued across a field until he reached a small, deserted road used for farm traffic. He headed for his gray Peugeot and jumped inside. The doors were unlocked and the key already in the ignition. He knew that such details could be the difference between freedom and getting caught. He started the car and drove off into the night. It had been a close call. 

The gray Peugeot had disappeared into the Genevan countryside when the first police vehicles arrived in Cologny. The emergency call center, alerted by Greg, had dispatched several patrols along with the canine squad in the hope of finding the fugitive’s trail. Two acting inspectors from the police were also dispatched. 
Greg had lost the suspect at the edge of the woods. The manhunt began. The patrol cars searched the surrounding roads and highways, sweeping the hedgerows and fields with their lights. In the forest, the dog handlers released the German shepherds. One of the dogs followed a scent to a back road before coming to an abrupt stop. 
The dog handler called Greg and the inspectors, pointing: “Given the dog’s reaction, it’s safe to assume your suspect got into a car.” 
The police continued their search in the nearby villages, searching for a vehicle they knew nothing about. Like looking for a needle in a haystack. At half past midnight, the search was called off. 

Back at the Glass House, when Greg informed the Brauns that his colleagues had come up empty-handed, Sophie felt desperately alone in confronting this unknown threat. Greg’s presence was reassuring, and to delay his departure, she prepared some coffee and cookies. Sandy, who had been locked in a room on the first floor so he wouldn’t interfere with the police dogs, reappeared in the kitchen and rubbed his damp nose against Sophie’s thigh. She gave him an affectionate caress. 
Arpad, looking serious, quickly drank his coffee.
“What’s going on, Greg?”
“I have no idea. A man was watching your house. We don’t know why.”
“Was it the thief from yesterday back to pull off the job?” Sophie asked. “Was he waiting for us to go to bed?”
“I don’t think so,” Greg replied.
“Why not?” she asked.
Obviously, he couldn’t reveal how he knew that the two incidents were unrelated. He simply said, “I get the feeling that it’s something else.” 
Greg looked worried. Why was this man spying on them? Was it really a thief who had come to check out a secluded house? Or was there something else? He turned to Arpad. 
“Excuse me, but there’s something I have to ask . . .”
“Please, go ahead.”
“Is there anyone who’d want to get back at you? Have you had problems in the past?”
“No,” Arpad replied, dismissing the question with a wave of his hand. “No enemies, no problems.”
Greg remained pensive. Then, he decided that further speculation would yield nothing conclusive.
“Go to bed,” he suggested to Sophie and Arpad. “Try to get some rest. You can relax, keep the blinds down and the doors locked. Your house is protected.” 
Sophie accompanied Greg to the door.
“I’m scared. What if he comes back tonight?”
Greg tried to be reassuring.
“He won’t. But if there’s anything, anything at all, you have my number. Call me. I can be here in less than two minutes. Don’t hesitate.” 
“Thanks.”
She placed a hand on his shoulder. Greg sensed Sophie’s distress and felt pleased. He was now in control.
“Tomorrow morning, before six, I’ll be out walking Sandy. I’ll take a look around the woods.”
“I’ll be up. Stop by for a cup of coffee.”
He wanted to make her want him.
“I don’t want to bother you.”
“You never bother me.”
“Tomorrow morning, then.”
After Sophie had closed the door behind her, Greg, walking in the night with his dog, let the broad smile spread across his face, the one he had been holding back. He had gotten his invitation. 

At the same time in the nearby village of Jussy, the gray Peugeot sat parked in front of a farmhouse. It was his hiding place, a small apartment he had rented for that very purpose. He felt secure within its walls. No one would come looking for him here. 
The man examined the photographs he had taken. The Glass House from different angles and the activities of those who lived there, captured with a telephoto lens. Arpad in the kitchen, Arpad with the children, Arpad on the phone on the deck. 
The man lit a cigarette. The lighter’s flame illuminated his face—he was good-looking. He must have been about fifty. The sharpness of his gaze left one with the feeling that he was a man out of the ordinary. Built like an athlete, he gave off an impression of strength and courage. 
He walked to the window to smoke, scanning the world outside. Always on guard. Always on edge. It was the reason for his longevity in the business. But then how was it that he had been caught by surprise that night? That wasn’t like him. And who was the guy in the forest who had cried “police”? Was he really a cop? Where had he come from? 
The man wondered if he needed to be more careful. He shouldn’t let himself get distracted by the excitement of being in Geneva.
In four days, he would reveal everything.
Thirteen Years Earlier
May 2009
Paris
Avenue Montaigne in Paris’s eighth arrondissement.
Sophie, a young attorney, was still getting her bearings at Thémard, Tournay & Associates, the law firm where she had been employed for a year. 
For Sophie, who had grown up in Saint-Tropez and studied law at the University of Aix-en-Provence, this new life far from her birthplace in the south was an important step. She liked being in Paris and enjoyed her work. Thémard, Tournay was a prestigious firm. Sophie had joined the team under Monsieur Thémard, one of five partners. He was a supercilious man convinced of his superiority. She, like the others, had to refer to him as Maître throughout the day. And while he dignified his male employees by calling them by their first name, he addressed the women as “my dear.” Tightfisted with money, he was generous with criticism. But Sophie had decided to play along, aware that in well-known law firms the partners enjoyed exerting their power over their subordinates. Besides, the work was interesting; she loved meeting with clients and liked the other lawyers. Most importantly, she knew it was her ticket to independence. Her dream was to one day open her own law firm. 
Sophie lived in an apartment in the fourth arrondissement. It was small but very comfortable, tucked away on rue Saint-Paul, close to the Seine, where she often welcomed girlfriends who happened to be passing through the city. That spring she was visited by someone she hadn’t seen in a long time. Céline had left France to finish school in Montreal two years earlier and had now returned. The two young women had grown up together in Saint-Tropez. They had spent their summers working in Sophie’s father’s restaurants. Céline had been a hostess at the Béatrice until she left for Quebec. It was Sophie who had replaced her. 
The evening Céline arrived in Paris, the two friends went out for “a drink” at 8 p.m. but didn’t make it back to the apartment until four in the morning. They collapsed onto the couch, chatted a while, then Sophie went into her bedroom to sleep, leaving the couch to her friend. Céline woke at seven looking exhausted. Sophie appeared fresh and rested as she stepped from the shower wrapped in a bath towel. 
“I don’t know how you do it,” Céline gasped. “I’m dead, and you’re off to work.”
Sophie displayed an amused smile.
“Take the bed,” she offered, “you’ll be much more comfortable.”
Céline didn’t wait to be asked twice and curled up in her friend’s bed. Sophie brought her a cup of coffee, then opened her closet and selected an outfit. As Sophie unwrapped the bath towel, revealing her nakedness, Céline noticed the large panther on her thigh. 
“You got a tattoo?”
“Well, you tell me,” she replied evasively.
“Since when?”
“Two years ago.”
Céline admired the drawing.
“Why a panther?”
“Honestly, it was kind of spur of the moment.”
“And you don’t think you’ll ever regret it?”
“Maybe,” Sophie admitted. “I have no idea. I hope not. I don’t like regrets. It’s like betraying yourself.”
“You’re a good lawyer,” Céline said with a smile.
Sophie stepped into a skirt and the panther disappeared beneath the fabric. Céline watched her friend’s transformation. Only a few hours earlier, she had been clad in leather pants at a Parisian club, then her nakedness had revealed this surprising tattoo, and now she was an impeccably dressed attorney. Sophie was a chameleon, all of whose metamorphoses Céline admired. 
“I’ve got to run,” Sophie said after putting on a top. “Sleep a while. That way you’ll be in shape for tonight.”
“Tonight, it’s a bowl of soup and bedtime at eight!” Céline declared.

Later that morning, Thémard stormed into Sophie’s office.
“My dear, Samuel Hennel is coming in this morning. Your colleague Jessica claims to be sick, so I need someone to fill out this paperwork prestissimo.” 
Hennel was a wealthy art dealer who had recently settled in Geneva for tax purposes. Sophie hadn’t met him; she had only worked on his file, but she knew that Thémard often complained about him. The man called him constantly, going so far as to suggest that Thémard move to Geneva and make it his headquarters. 
Sophie scanned the pile that Thémard had given her.
“Of course,” she said without blinking.
Thémard stared at her. He liked her assurance.
Looking over the first documents in the pile, Sophie saw they were administrative forms to be filled out in the event of a death. 
“Did someone in Mr. Hennel’s family die?”
“His wife,” Thémard replied. “Three months ago.”
“Poor man.”
“First, he’s far from being poor,” Thémard exclaimed, “and it’s already been three months! You have to turn the page at some point. So, my dear, can I count on you?” 
“Of course. I’ll take care of it.”
It was obvious that Sophie had a future ahead of her. Thémard decided to challenge her.
“Can you do something else for me?”
“Of course. What is it?”
“I want you to meet with him. Alone. He didn’t make an appointment, and I have another meeting to attend to. He’ll be here at eleven.” 
“That’s in an hour,” Sophie replied.
“Is that a problem?”
“Not at all,” she reassured him, her voice remarkably calm.
“Magnifico!” Thémard declared before turning on his heels and exiting the room with a “grazie mille.” 
When he was in a good mood, Thémard had the annoying habit of sprinkling his sentences with Italian expressions.

An hour later, Sophie greeted Samuel Hennel in one of the office’s conference rooms. He was over seventy-five but very elegant, with a full head of silvery hair. 
“Where’s Thémard?” Hennel asked, seeing only this young, unknown lawyer in the room.
“He had an emergency,” she explained. “He asked me to see you.”
Hennel looked annoyed.
“I must see him. I’m leaving for Geneva tonight; I have a pile of documents he has to look over . . .”
Sophie reassured him.
“I have your documents here, Monsieur Hennel. Everything is ready. There’s no need to worry. And my condolences for the loss of your wife.” 
Hennel sat at the long table and Sophie presented to him, one by one, the completed documents that he simply had to sign. He looked sad. Used up. He signed in silence. The only sound that could be heard in the room was the noise of the pen sliding over paper. While signing, he reopened a small cut he had on his index finger. A few drops of blood stained the document. He pulled out a handkerchief, pressed it to his finger for a few moments, then resumed signing. Sophie interrupted him. 
“Let me get something for that cut.”
Hennel refused.
“It’s nothing. I cut myself yesterday.”
“It’s not nothing,” she objected. “You’re bleeding.”
Without waiting for a reply, she left the room and returned with the first-aid kit. She disinfected the cut and applied a Band-Aid. He watched as she worked. After she finished, Sophie pretended to reprimand her client. 
“You have to take care of yourself, Monsieur Hennel.”
“What for? Ludmila was the one who took care of me.”
Having filled out the forms, Sophie knew that Ludmila was the name of his wife.
“Well, Ludmila would not have wanted you to unnecessarily spill your blood for an insignificant cut.”
Hennel smiled.
Sophie grabbed a new pile of forms.
“Where did those come from?” Hennel asked with a suddenly suspicious tone. “I don’t remember sending those documents to you.”
The mood, which had relaxed for a brief moment, felt tense once again. Sophie blanched, assuming that Hennel was going to complain to Thémard, who would take it out on her. 
“I added them,” she conceded.
“Thémard would never have done that.”
Sophie felt the need to justify herself.
“These are documents concerning your wife that the government is going to ask you to provide sooner or later. I thought it best to take care of them now. I was simply hoping to simplify things for you. I’m very sorry . . .” 
With those words, her client’s demeanor changed.
“Why should you be sorry?” he asked, looking at her strangely. “On the contrary, I appreciate your initiative. That damn Thémard knows where to find me when he wants his money, but when it comes to helping me out, he’s never around!” 
Sophie, suddenly feeling inspired, imitated Thémard’s pedantic elocution:
“Hai voluto la bicicletta, adesso pedala!” 
Hennel laughed loudly and joyfully. His face was glowing.
“It’s been a long time since anyone made me laugh. Are you free for lunch?”

About one year later, in the summer of 2010, the French government decided to closely examine Samuel Hennel’s use of a tax haven. Hennel was forced to address the situation from Geneva, as a recent hip operation prevented him from traveling. He called Thémard several times a week, but the attorney generally transferred him to Sophie, who tried to calm him down. When the conversations with Sophie no longer placated him, Hennel, who felt like a caged lion back in Geneva, insisted that Thémard come see him in Switzerland. Sophie relayed the request to her boss. 
“So, after busting my balls to get me to come to Geneva, now he’s trying to go through you!” Thémard fulminated.
“He’s stuck at home,” Sophie argued.
“What difference does it make if he’s stuck at home or not? I explained to him ten times over the phone that we sent all the necessary information to the government.” 
“He’s upset. I think that seeing you in person would do him good.”
Thémard examined Sophie as if he were a curious bird.
“What are you, his spokesperson?”
“You can’t settle everything over the phone. You have to be able to look after your clients.”
Sophie was right and Thémard knew it. He gave in.
“Okay, I’ll go. Organize the trip for me, will you? And since you’re so insistent, you’re coming with me.”

The trip to Switzerland took place the following week. Sophie and Thémard made the round trip by train in a day. Leaving early from Gare de Lyon, they reached Geneva by late morning. They jumped into a cab and went directly to Hennel’s home, where lunch was waiting for them. He lived in a manor that sat on an impressive piece of land by the edge of the lake in the commune of Collonge-Bellerive. 
Thémard rushed the lunch, quickly going over the various elements of the file that preoccupied his client. Hennel had spared no effort in preparing the meal but Thémard was in a bad mood and paid little attention. He refused dessert, begrudgingly accepted coffee, then abruptly decided it was time to leave. In the taxi that took them downtown, he turned to Sophie. “What a waste of time. Nothing but idle chitchat.” 
They had gotten through lunch so quickly that Thémard and Sophie still had three hours before their train left. It was a beautiful day and Sophie was hoping to see the city. But Thémard, in a spiteful mood, told her as they exited the cab, “Do me a favor. Go find some chocolate for Hennel. You can deliver it to him personally. You’ll learn that it’s the small details that count in this line of work. He loves chocolate filled with liqueur, you know, like the small ones filled with kirsch.” 
Sophie did as she was asked. She went to two chocolatiers but wasn’t very impressed with the selection. She wanted something more symbolic. A plant perhaps? At a nearby florist, she found a magnificent bonsai. One day, Hennel had confided to her that his wife used to cultivate the small Japanese trees. 
Sophie bought the bonsai, jumped into a taxi, and returned to Collonge-Bellerive. When she got to the house, she asked the driver to wait, she just needed to drop off the gift. She handed the plant to a servant and returned to the car. But as the vehicle was leaving the gravel driveway, the employee chased after her. 
“Wait!” she gasped to Sophie, breathlessly, through the lowered window. “Monsieur Hennel wants to see you.”
The taxi turned around and a few moments later Sophie found herself opposite Hennel, who looked at her questioningly.
“Thémard asked you to buy that?” he asked.
“Yes, he thought you would like it.”
“You’re lying,” Hennel said, staring at her. “I don’t believe you for a second.”
“Should I apologize?” Sophie said somewhat angrily.
“For years, Thémard has been sending me these repulsive liqueur-filled chocolates. You know, I never mentioned any bonsai trees to him.” 
When Sophie didn’t say anything, he continued, “You have a little time?”
“Not really, my train leaves at five.”
“You have time.” Turning to his servant, he said, “Pay the taxi, please. We’ll bring mademoiselle to the station.” Then turning back to Sophie, “Can I offer you a coffee?” 
“Yes, I’d like that.”

That fall, Hennel’s troubles with the French tax administration led to legal problems with the bank in Geneva where he kept his money. It would be necessary to travel and discuss the matter directly with the bank. Thémard summoned Sophie to his office. 
“Go to Geneva and take care of this,” Thémard demanded, visibly in a bad mood.
“Alone?” she asked.
“Hennel insisted that you be the one to go. Without me. I have to say, it’s fine by me. I can’t spend all my time going to Switzerland. I don’t know what you did for him but he swears by you.” 
“I was only doing my job,” she replied. “He must have appreciated it.”
Thémard gave her a look of fatigue.
“You know, dear, you’re not always compelled to answer me.” 
“And you shouldn’t feel compelled to make unpleasant comments.”
Thémard was clearly annoyed.
“Be careful what you say, dear. I cannot tolerate such remarks. Do I have to remind you that I’m your boss?” 
“Precisely. You should set the example.”
Thémard, as he always did when he was irritated, pushed up his tortoiseshell glasses with a finger.
“That’s quite enough! Don’t bite the hand that feeds you. You’re skating on thin ice, Sophie. It would be in your best interest to settle this matter with the Swiss bank at once. Your job is at stake!” 

Two days later, Sophie arrived in Geneva. A driver was waiting when she stepped off the train, and escorted her to a black sedan. Hennel was already in the back seat. They went directly to the bank. 
During the trip, Samuel summarized the situation for Sophie.
“It’s incredible, the French want to freeze my money and the Swiss are prepared to collaborate with them.”
“It’ll all work out,” she said reassuringly.
“I don’t doubt your talent for a second,” Hennel said.
When they reached the bank, they were led to a small meeting room. Upon entering, Sophie was shocked to discover the banker who was waiting for them. The man appeared to be as surprised as she was. 
“Sophie?”
“Arpad?”
They stared at each other in silence.
“You know each other?” Hennel finally asked, amused by their reunion.
“From Saint-Tropez,” Sophie acknowledged.

Leaving the bank that day, Sophie couldn’t help turning around to observe the building’s facade. Arpad was standing by the third-floor window. They exchanged glances . . . and smiled. 
Samuel Hennel intercepted their brief communion.
“Almost like a movie,” he said cheerfully.
“It was nice to see him again, that’s all,” she replied. “We haven’t seen each other in years.”
“Was it serious between you?”
“We went out together a few times. He was working for my father at the time.”
“Your father owned a bank?”
“Restaurants.”
“I’m relieved to discover that my banker was trained in a restaurant,” Hennel joked.
“After he got his degree in London, Arpad came to Saint-Tropez for a while. To finance his stay, he found a job in one of my father’s restaurants. I was working there as well while finishing law school.” 
“You didn’t answer my question. Was it serious between you?”
“Let’s say we liked each other.”
“Why did it end?”
“Goodness,” Sophie joked, “you’re quite the gossip, aren’t you?”
Hennel burst out laughing. Sophie continued, “Well, the jerk just disappeared from one day to the next.”
“It seems that the jerk left quite an impression on you.” 
Before the return train to Paris, Sophie and Samuel had lunch at an Italian restaurant in the Hotel des Bergues.
“I have to apologize,” he said. “I was fully aware when I told Thémard that it was you I wanted to see today that it would annoy him. But it was worth it. I wanted to see you in action, alone. I wanted to know if my decision was the right one.” 
Sophie looked at him circumspectly.
“What decision?”
Hennel had deliberately waited for her to pose the question before replying.
“To ask that you work for me. On your own.”
“That I be your attorney?” she gasped, not at all expecting to hear such a proposal. “Thémard is going to be furious.”
He smiled.
“So you accept?”
“I don’t know. It would be a big change.”
“I think you’re ready to take matters into your own hands. There’s an opportunity in Geneva for you.”
“I would live here?”
He nodded.
“The first rule when you work for yourself is to have several clients, several income streams. I’m already old. You’ll need other income sources so you don’t find yourself broke when I’m no longer around. I can help you out with that.” 
“How?”
“In Geneva there are a number of wealthy French nationals who would be delighted to make use of the services of an attorney such as yourself.” 
“I’m sure each of them already has an attorney.”
“You’re right. But only because they haven’t met you yet.”

After thinking it over for a week, Sophie accepted Hennel’s proposal and promptly resigned from Thémard, Tournay & Associates.
This was the start of a new life for her in Geneva. Hennel introduced her to his friends and his network, mostly wealthy French expats like himself attracted by Switzerland’s tranquility and friendly tax climate. Her law firm didn’t officially exist yet, but she already had several clients. She registered with the Swiss bar as a foreign attorney and, through Hennel, found an affordable office space on the stylish and upscale rue du Rhône. It was there that she relocated to an office on the top floor of that beautiful stone building. 
But besides the professional opportunity, Sophie mostly based her decision to settle in Geneva on Arpad. She had finally found him! When he disappeared from sight three years earlier, she had been heartbroken. 
Seeing them together, one wondered how they could ever have stayed apart all that time. Even after they spoke about it, they had difficulty understanding what had happened. 
“You know, when I left Saint-Tropez, I tried to call you,” Arpad said. “But the calls never went through. I called the Béatrice. I even left messages. Finally, they told me you had gone on vacation in Italy. I assumed you were no longer interested.” 
“That I was no longer interested in you? I was crazy about you! I tried but could never reach you on your cell phone. As if your number didn’t exist.” 
“My phone was stolen,” Arpad lied.
“As for Italy, I was depressed when you left; I went to Tuscany with a girlfriend to clear my head. I never got your messages when I went back to the Béatrice.” 
At the time, Sophie felt guilty for her absence. Had she stayed in Saint-Tropez, she wouldn’t have lost him.
“Did you get that panther on your thigh because you were sad?” Arpad joked.
She smiled.
“The tattoo was a spontaneous thing. You don’t like it?”
“On the contrary!”
They were so happy to have found each other again that they filed those three years away as no more than an unfortunate set of circumstances. 
But circumstances are cloaked by appearances. And we should be wary of appearances.
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Fifteen Days Before the Robbery
 
	Sunday, June 12
	Monday, June 13
	Tuesday, June 14
	Wednesday, June 15
	Thursday, June 16
	→ Friday, June 17, 2022
	Saturday, June 18 (Weekend in Saint-Tropez)
	Sunday, June 19 (Weekend in Saint-Tropez)
	Monday, June 20 (Sophie’s birthday)

5:00 a.m. at the Glass House.
Sophie opened her eyes. The night had been short. She thought about the previous day’s events and the prowler Greg had discovered. Next to her in bed, Arpad was sleeping—soundly, as always. She went down to the kitchen. She didn’t want to open the blinds. For the first time, she was afraid in her own home. Suddenly, her phone rang. It was a message from Greg: 
I took a walk in the woods. Still okay for coffee?

At six, when Arpad got out of bed, he found Greg in the kitchen deep in conversation with Sophie. The couple were supposed to go to Saint-Tropez for the weekend, but Sophie felt uneasy about leaving the house empty for two days. 
“I don’t know if we should go,” she said upon seeing Arpad.
“Soph, we’re going to celebrate your birthday! Your whole family will be there.”
“My birthday is next Monday. We could go next weekend.”
“Your sister has come all the way just to see you, and your father has everything planned.”
“And what if that guy comes back over the weekend?”
“You know what, if he does, I’d prefer he does it when we’re not here.”
Sophie knew Arpad was right. And besides, it was ridiculous to cancel their weekend away. Everyone was looking forward to it. Her most of all. 
“I just don’t feel right about leaving the house empty. It would have been better if we had been able to install the alarm system.” 
“Monday, it’ll be done,” Arpad said, trying to reassure her. “The alarm will be connected to an emergency service and there will be cameras in the garden. We can even control it remotely from our phones. It’ll be like Fort Knox here. And until then, I’m going to hire a security company to keep an eye on the place while we’re gone.” 
Greg interrupted, “Hold off on the security company, I have a better idea. I’ll stop by myself to keep an eye on the place.”
“You sure that won’t be too much trouble?” Arpad asked.
“I live nearby. It’s really not a problem. Close the blinds, take your trip, and don’t worry about it. I’ll be around.”

At seven, Léa and Isaak woke up. The night’s events hadn’t disturbed their sleep in the slightest and they remained blissfully unaware of what had happened. Everyone was in a good mood at breakfast. The children were excited by the idea of a weekend in Saint-Tropez. 
“When do we leave?” Isaak asked his father. “Are we going to miss school?”
“We’re leaving around noon,” Arpad replied. “We’ll pick you up at school and set off from there.”
“What are we going to eat?” Léa wondered aloud.
“Picnic in the car!” Arpad said.
The children were excited now.
“So we’ll miss school this afternoon?” Isaak asked.
“Yes,” Arpad confirmed. “Your teachers already know.”
The children loudly approved, but Léa saw that her mother looked worried.
“Everything okay, Maman?” 
“Everything’s fine, dear,” Sophie reassured her, forcing herself to smile. “I’m just a bit tired this morning.”
Arpad changed the subject.
“Children, if you’re done eating, go get ready for school.”
The children noisily rushed upstairs to get dressed.
“You okay?” he asked his wife.
“Yes, I’m fine.”
“I know you’re worried about the trip, but it’ll do us all a lot of good.”
She nodded.
“I never would have imagined that one day you would insist on spending a weekend with my parents.”
“Glory be to your makers!”
She smiled. He kissed her.
“Darling, I have to go. I have a meeting early at the bank.”
“Of course, no problem. You told me yesterday.”
“You’re not annoyed that I have to leave you alone . . . ?”
“Don’t worry about it. Go ahead.”
“You sure?”
“Go, get lost. Don’t be late.”
They kissed once more.
Impeccably turned out in his suit and tie, Arpad left the house and got into his Porsche. He headed downtown. Leaving the private road, he failed to notice the gray Peugeot hidden behind the bushes. The driver watched as Arpad left. But he wasn’t interested in him. He was waiting for Sophie. 
She appeared a half hour later at the wheel of her car. The man followed her from a safe distance. She dropped the children off at school, then stopped for a coffee at the Cologny tearoom. She found a table outside. He watched her from the parking area. At 9:15 she drove to the neighboring commune of Collonge-Bellerive, where she disappeared behind the gate of an imposing property on the edge of Lake Geneva. 
Shortly after, the gray Peugeot stopped by the gate. The driver got out to check the name on the electronic buzzer. A quick Google search had told him that the owner was a rich, elderly French resident—one of Sophie’s clients, he assumed. Nothing very interesting. He left. 
As the gray Peugeot was disappearing into the woods, Sophie was parking her car in front of the house that dominated the estate. A servant came to greet her and escorted her to the terrace, where Samuel Hennel was waiting. 
“Sophie!” he exclaimed, seeing his lawyer arrive. “It’s a beautiful morning, it’s even more beautiful now that you’re here!”
He rose and gracefully kissed her hand. She enjoyed his customary playacting.
“You haven’t lost your sense of theater, Samuel. How are you?”
“Fine, I think. Can I offer you something to drink?”
“I’d love some coffee.”
Samuel turned to his maid, who was standing a short distance behind them, and she nodded. Sophie sat at the table and admired the view. The beauty of the place was striking. 
“Have you seen the letter from the tax administration? Should I be concerned?”
“You spend a lot of time in France,” she remarked. “They might take an interest in that.”
“Can you take care of it, then?”
“Of course,” she assured him.
Samuel handed Sophie a detailed summary of his travel to France. Four months over a two-year period.
“You think I should give up the chalet in Megève and buy something in Switzerland?”
“Well, it would be a good idea,” she acknowledged.
As Sophie was removing the documents prepared by Véronique from her bag, Hennel assumed an expression of clownish horror.
“What’s all this paperwork?” he asked.
“Different documents. I’ve looked everything over. You just have to sign them where there’s a Post-it.”
He sighed dramatically. He didn’t have many distractions, and his attorney’s visits cheered him up.
“Show some mercy, Sophie! Let me have a few moments of respite and the pleasure of a casual conversation with you. We can take care of all this afterward.” 
Sophie burst out laughing, which pleased him a great deal. She noticed a cigarette case on the table.
“May I take one?” she asked.
“Of course!” Samuel replied, opening the case to present her with a row of cigarettes.
Sophie took one. Samuel hurriedly clicked and offered his lighter.
“Thank you,” she said, exhaling a white plume.
“I rarely see you smoke, Sophie. Something bothering you?”
Sophie realized that her client knew her well. She hesitated, wondering whether to mention the previous night’s incident, but ultimately decided against it. She steered the conversation toward a more anodyne topic. 



It was 11:30 a.m. and almost time to leave for Saint-Tropez. Arpad was putting the luggage in the car when he got a call from Julien Martet. 
“The Costa Rica deal is going to happen sooner than I thought,” Julien explained before giving him a brief rundown along with a few figures. 
“I may have some clients who are interested,” Arpad told him. “I’m not in the office today though. Can I call you on Monday?”
“No problem. I have the documentation, which I can email you if you want.”
“Yes, but to my private address. That would be better.”
The two men hung up, and a few minutes later, Arpad received an email from Julien with an official brochure detailing the real estate project. A computer-generated image showed the future homes along a beach. An introductory text intended for foreign investors praised the advantages and charms of Costa Rica. 
Arpad could see it now: sunshine year-round, afternoons on the beach with the children. For a while now, he had been thinking of a change. He needed to reinvent himself. He could invest his own money into this project. An investment that might help him change his life. He and his small family living by the sea in Costa Rica. He started imagining their future. What would Sophie say? 
At just that moment, Sophie arrived, snapping Arpad out of his thoughts.
“Everything okay?” she asked wryly as she stepped out of her car. “You looked like you were deep in contemplation.”
He kissed her and held her close.
“I was dreaming,” he said.
“About what?”
“Our vacation.”
“Where are we going?”
“I was thinking of Costa Rica.”
“Pura vida! Not bad at all.” 
He decided to say nothing more about Costa Rica. It wasn’t worth upsetting Sophie with his ideas for a new start.
“The suitcases are in the trunk. We’re ready to leave.”
They stepped into Arpad’s car. Now all they had to do was grab the children from school and head south. Sophie took her husband’s hand. She felt safe with him. The weekend would do them both good. 

By five, the Brauns’ car was driving through Provence. In an hour, they would reach Saint-Tropez.

In Geneva, at the SWAT team’s headquarters, Greg and his men were removing their gear. They had spent the day ensuring the safe arrival of a head of state for an international conference. They had provided protection for the dignitary’s convoy as soon as he stepped off the plane in Geneva and had escorted him to the United Nations, then to the InterContinental, where the surrounding streets had been cordoned off. Greg, who had coordinated the operation, had particularly distinguished himself as a leader. He was even being put forward as a candidate to replace the current head of the SWAT team, who would retire in a year. 
As Greg was about to leave, he was informed he had a visitor. An inspector from the police wanted him to sign an activity report: Marion Brullier. Greg led her into the building’s large entrance hall. 
“So, this is the report?” Greg asked.
“That depends on you,” Marion replied.
She looked deep into his eyes; he began to feel a little shaky. Now that he was seeing her outside her official role, Greg realized just how young she was. Not that he was put off. How old could she be? Not yet thirty. Everything about her inflamed his desire: her taut body, her wit, her freedom. He undressed her with his eyes and saw everything that Karine no longer was for him. 
“How about a drink?” she suggested.
Greg looked at the clock.
“I’d love to but I have to run.”
“Rain check, then,” Marion decreed. “You want to give me your number? Just in case . . .”
“In case what?” Greg asked. 
“In case I need that report.”
He told her his number. Then Marion, before leaving, said to him, “You know, you look a lot better without your balaclava.”
Greg knew clearly that he was standing on a slippery slope. And not only with Marion.
Before returning home, he made a detour to the Glass House; Arpad had given him an extra set of keys. The family had left; he could do as he pleased. And he knew exactly what he would be doing there over the weekend. 



The Day of the Robbery
Saturday, July 2, 2022
9:36 a.m.
With the diamonds out of the safe, Baseball Cap hurried toward the back room, where the three hostages were being kept.
“We’re ready to go,” he said calmly to his partner. “I’m going to check outside.”
Ski Mask nodded. Baseball Cap discreetly observed the street through the window. The pressure was on. Leaving the jewelry store and getting away would be the most dangerous part of the robbery. 

Ten Years Earlier
June 2012
Geneva
6:30 a.m.
Arpad and Sophie were finishing their jog through Parc Bertrand in the Champel Quarter. Back in their apartment on Avenue Eugène-Pittard, they got ready for their workdays. A day like any other. But now . . . for the first time in five years, ever since fleeing Saint-Tropez, Arpad would have to confront his destiny. 
That morning, they walked to the old town nearby and had breakfast at a small café on place du Bourg-de-Four. The conversation turned to their next vacation. It was summer and they still hadn’t made plans. The hotels were filling up and they would have to act quickly. 
“Where are you thinking of going?” Sophie asked.
“To a beach,” Arpad replied, “on the Mediterranean.”
“But where? Sardinia? Spain?”
“Frankly, I have no idea.”
“Well, you have the whole day to think about it, Monsieur Braun. Tonight we’re going to make plans.”
They rose from the table. Arpad noticed that the waiters and other customers were watching them. They drew attention. There was something irresistible about them. 
Each of them headed to work.
Sophie walked down rue de la Fontaine, which intersected rue du Rhône, where her office was located. Arpad watched her walk away. He observed the others on the street as they turned to look at her. He realized that it wasn’t so much them as a couple that attracted all the attention, it was principally her. She was the one they noticed, the one they admired. 
She had an aura, a magnetism. She radiated something he didn’t possess. In all his previous relationships, he had always been the center of attention. But with Sophie, he lived in her shadow. To the point that it sometimes pained him to be at her side. His only consolation—and he hated himself for thinking this way—was that he earned a lot more than she did. She was still just getting started with her firm while he, between his salary, his performance benefit, and his annual bonus, was undoubtedly wealthy. But whenever he handed over his credit card, he was unsure whether he did so to make her happy or to reassure himself. 

He walked to the private bank where he was employed on rue de la Corraterie. He loved the beautiful building and its luxurious interior filled with history. When he got to the third floor and the France, Belgium, Luxembourg Clients desk, which was where he worked, he greeted his boss, Patrick Müller, then made his way to his office. 
When he had arrived in Switzerland five years earlier, in September 2007, Arpad had drawn a line through two important stages of his life. The first had taken place in London, where he was born and had grown up with an English father and a Swiss mother. His father was a commercial pilot for British Airways and his mother worked for a large pharmaceutical firm. The second, shorter period, took place in Saint-Tropez. 
The past was reflected on Arpad’s desk in the form of two framed photographs. The first was from twenty years ago and had been taken at Heathrow Airport. Here, Arpad, still a child, stands next to his father, clad in a pilot’s uniform, posing before a Boeing 747. His parents were now retired and spent most of their time traveling. 
The other photograph, which Sophie had discovered, was from six years ago. In it Arpad stands before the Béatrice in Saint-Tropez with the other employees. 
Of London, Arpad remembered his happy childhood in a lovely suburb. His trips downtown when he was an adolescent. His finance studies at the prestigious London School of Economics. The private and ultraselective club where he honed his skills as a bartender. In the summer of 2006, shortly after graduating, he had managed to land a job with a prestigious bank in the city. Then the accident happened, which changed everything, motivating his decision to put London behind him. 
At the time, when Arpad had told his parents that he was going to move to Saint-Tropez and work at the Béatrice, his mother was horrified. 
“You have a degree from one of the best schools and you’re going to bury yourself in a nightclub in a second-rate city?”
“It’s a restaurant, Maman. And Saint-Tropez isn’t exactly what I would call second-rate. It’s not such a big deal.” 
Arpad’s reply was nothing more than pretense. His mother had put her finger on the problem.
“You know very well what I’m getting at, Arpad. It’s the reason behind your decision that concerns me.”
“The reason? Do I need a reason to move to the Mediterranean coast, to one of the most beautiful places on the Côte d’Azur?”
“You don’t have to pretend with me, Arpad. You’re ashamed of what you did. You’re ashamed and you don’t want to return. It’s time to turn the page.” 
“It’s not as simple as that,” Arpad replied less defensively. “Do you think I’m going to find a job at a bank after what happened? Monsieur Stankowitz is going to ruin my life wherever I end up.” 
“We paid him back,” his mother reminded him.
“I know and I’m ashamed.”
“Don’t be ashamed. Everyone does something stupid at least once in their life. Take control of your mistakes, accept them, and move on.” 
“That’s what I’m doing.”
“No, what you’re doing by moving to Saint-Tropez to work in a restaurant is running away.”
His mother was right.
And after fleeing London, he fled from Saint-Tropez. In September 2007, Arpad instinctively headed for Geneva.

Five Years Earlier
September 2007
One Tuesday morning, upon arriving at the bank, Patrick Müller received a call from an unknown number on his cell phone.
“Hello, Monsieur Müller. This is Arpad Braun from the Béatrice restaurant in Saint-Tropez. I don’t know if you remember me . . .”
Obviously, Müller remembered him. He had spent the better part of July—as he did every year—in Saint-Tropez. At the Béatrice, where he had been dining for years, he had immediately noticed the new employee behind the bar. From the new man’s way of behaving and interacting with the customers, Patrick Müller immediately understood that Arpad did not belong to the nighttime world. The two men had quickly struck up a friendship, and one night, Müller asked him what he was doing there. 
“I work here,” Arpad replied without fully understanding the question.
“I’ve never met a bartender like you. You’re different. You have something, an aura. You’re an actor, right? And you’re waiting for your big role?” 
Arpad smiled.
“I studied finance. My dream is to become a banker. And I’m waiting here for the job of my life.”
Müller placed his business card on the counter.
“If you happen to be in Geneva, call me. I’m looking for young men like yourself for my team.”
Two months later, Arpad called. He was in Geneva and looking for work. Müller met with him that very afternoon. Arpad was short of experience but he did have charisma and Müller needed someone on his team who could work with difficult clients. Having seen Arpad at work at the Béatrice, he was more than convinced the young man would be perfect for the job. Two weeks later, Arpad started his new life at the bank. 

Arpad’s sudden move to Geneva once again prompted parental concern. His connection to Switzerland was indeed obvious—some of his family on his mother’s side lived in Lausanne. As a child, Arpad had often spent his vacations with his grandmother or his uncle. But Arpad’s parents sensed something was off. For a long time, even after he had been hired by the bank, his mother would probe him about it. 
“Arpad, what happened in Saint-Tropez?”
“Nothing, why?”
“I get the impression you ran away.”
She held back from saying “again.”
“Nothing happened, Maman. The opportunity presented itself and I took it.” 
He couldn’t reveal the truth to her. Not to her, and not to Sophie.

Five years later, Arpad, in the comfort of the bank, believed he had gotten away from Saint-Tropez for good. But that day after work, Sophie brought up their vacation again, a glass of rosé on the table before her. Arpad made some suggestions. 
“We could go to Greece. Take a trip to the Cyclades.”
“Too many people.”
“Sicily, then? We could visit the Aeolian Islands and Taormina.”
“Too many boats,” she said, not very taken with his ideas.
“What if we drove to the Amalfi Coast? And then went to Capri?”
“Too much driving.”
Arpad had difficulty believing that Sophie had raised the subject of their vacation without having something in mind. He urged her to suggest something. 
“Soph, I’m certain you have something in mind already. Spit it out.”
“I want us to go to Saint-Tropez. I want to introduce you to my parents.”
“Saint-Tropez?” Arpad blurted out.
He grew pale, which she noticed immediately.
“Is it the idea of meeting my parents that upsets you so much?”
He made an effort to regain his composure.
“On the contrary, I’d be happy to meet them,” he reassured her.
But Sophie wasn’t convinced.
“Arpad, please. I can see you’re uncomfortable. Is there a problem with Saint-Tropez?”
Arpad understood that he would quickly have to invent a plausible story and close the subject.
“I’m worried your father is angry with me for having left the restaurant without giving notice.”
The lie seemed to have worked.
“You think too much of yourself, dear. My father remembers nothing about you.”
“How do you know?”
“Because I spoke to him. You weren’t around long enough, and no one paid much attention to your departure. Sorry to disappoint you. You know, the managers at the local restaurants see a lot of staff turnover and they have a pool of candidates to choose from. Employees quitting restaurants is a pretty common occurrence.” 
Arpad had trouble falling asleep that night. She wanted to go to Saint-Tropez and he couldn’t stop her. His past was catching up with him. 

The trip to Saint-Tropez took place at the end of July.
They spent a week with Sophie’s parents, Jacqueline and Bernard, who lived in a magnificent home nestled in a pine forest with a view of the sea. For Sophie, the time spent with her parents served as a delightful getaway. Arpad’s charm had an immediate effect on them, and they heaped him with praise. For Arpad, returning to Saint-Tropez was initially synonymous with anxiety. He was afraid they would find him. But in the end, he understood that time had done its work. 

The years passed.
There would be other vacations in Saint-Tropez.
Arpad would lower his guard.
His comfortable life in Geneva had made him careless.
His concern now was Sophie. Their relationship, their marriage plans. But mostly his own need to shine alongside her, for she radiated so much light. 
Over time, Sophie would continue to blossom. But the more she shone, the more she cast Arpad into the shadows. He, too, needed to exist. Fortunately, his work at the bank allowed him to bide his time. He had moved up and was now Müller’s right-hand man. He was bringing in a great deal more than Sophie and that remained important to him. He even felt it was vital for their survival as a couple. Since she had surpassed him in everything else, all would be okay so long as he dominated her financially. 
But Bernard, her father, would ruin everything.
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Two Weeks Before the Robbery
 
	Sunday, June 12
	Monday, June 13
	Tuesday, June 14
	Wednesday, June 15
	Thursday, June 16
	Friday, June 17
	→ Saturday, June 18, 2022 (Weekend in Saint-Tropez)
	Sunday, June 19 (Weekend in Saint-Tropez)
	Monday, June 20 (Sophie’s birthday)

It was morning in Saint-Tropez.
Arpad was finishing his run along the inlets, between the rocks and the sea. He had covered almost ten miles in the enchanting landscape. It was time to return to the reality of his in-laws. 
When the house came into view, he walked the last few hundred feet to catch his breath.
Sophie’s parents’ villa overlooked the Mediterranean. The surroundings were idyllic but the architecture reflected the gaudy taste of the eighties. Bernard was very proud of the house, however. He loved to remind anyone who would listen that he had built it, as if he had done it with his two bare hands. How many times had Arpad found himself cornered on the terrace by Bernard, who exhausted him with the same stories. “A view like that, you can’t find that anymore in Saint-Tropez. When I built it, you could do what you wanted. You didn’t have to bother with permits or any of that ridiculous paperwork!” While talking, Bernard placed his massive body before the doorway to the terrace, depriving his interlocutor of any possibility of escape. It required Sophie’s intervention to free Arpad. She would appear before them and scold her father. 
“Papa, don’t tell me you’re bothering Arpad again with your stories of how you built the house!”
Proud Bernard was suddenly transformed into a little boy who had been discovered with his hand in the cookie jar. The sturdy and imposing gentleman with his tough-guy charisma and the typical banter of a nightclub owner, a man who loved to give orders, to dominate, and to possess, whose mantra was “He who pays the piper calls the tune,” shrunk before his daughter. So much so that Arpad felt obligated to rush to the aid of his father-in-law. 
“I love his stories,” he assured his wife. Because her husband played the in-law game better than anyone, Sophie shot a complicit glance at him, indicating how much she appreciated his gesture. 
As for Bernard, he exclaimed, “You see, he likes my stories!”

Arpad walked through the front door.
Only silence. Everyone was still sleeping, even Sophie. By all appearances, she slept well here. That was good. But Arpad’s moment of peace was short-lived. He had barely had the time to make himself a cup of coffee when his mother-in-law appeared in the kitchen, delighted at the idea of seeing her family reunited. Sophie’s sister Alice, and her husband Mark, were going to arrive later that morning. 
“Up already, Arpad?” Jacqueline asked, for she enjoyed stating the obvious.
“Umm, yes,” Arpad acknowledged, not knowing how to respond.
“The weather is gorgeous,” Jacqueline added.
“We’ve been really lucky,” Arpad agreed, struggling to keep the conversation going.
Jacqueline took off on a monologue. That was her specialty. The only one who could shut her up was her husband. When he had heard enough, Bernard would say to her, “You’re boring us, Jaja.” And Jaja would shut up at once. 
Just then, Bernard appeared in the kitchen and interrupted his wife to take charge of the conversation.
“You know, Arpad, that story about the guy who was spying on you . . . I didn’t want to talk about it in front of the children last night.” 
“I appreciate it,” Arpad interrupted, hoping to change the subject.
But Bernard continued, immovable, “I thought it was quiet in Switzerland.”
“It is.”
“Not so much, apparently.”
“You’re right, Bernard.”
Bernard liked having the last word and Arpad liked letting him have it. But this time Bernard would have liked to have been wrong. 
“It’s kind of you to agree with me, Arpad, but it doesn’t reassure me. I’m worried about my daughter and my grandchildren. You too, of course. This business with the prowler worries me.” 
“Bernard, like I told you, it looked like someone was casing the house before trying to break in. And in my opinion, the guy isn’t about to show up again, given that he almost got caught twice.” 
“Some people will break in even when you’re home and then tie you up!” Bernard argued.
“The police dismissed that possibility. Apparently, the types of people who do that don’t hang around where they can be found out. Don’t worry, I’m taking this seriously. I’ve asked one of our neighbors, a cop, to check the property from time to time and keep an eye on the place. One moment, he just sent me a message.” 
A few moments earlier, Arpad had sent Greg a message asking for news. And now he had Greg’s reply:
Everything okay. I’m making my rounds now.

Three hundred seventy-three miles from Saint-Tropez, Greg slipped his phone back in his pocket. He was standing before the door to the Brauns’ house. His car was parked in the yard. Sandy, the pretext he had given Karine for his departure, was in the back seat, where he would remain until Greg was done. Greg inserted the key into the lock. He had waited a long time for this. He entered as if it were a temple. He was carrying a reinforced plastic case and a toolbox. 
The blinds were all down, he was invisible inside the fortress. He walked around the first floor. He inspected the kitchen, then the living room. He was especially curious about the rooms he hadn’t seen. He spent a long time in Arpad’s office, avidly rifling through the drawers. He found nothing of interest. 
He went upstairs. He merely glanced into the children’s rooms. Then he entered the bedroom. When inside, he felt a kind of emotion. The room was quite different from what he had seen from his hiding place down among the shrubbery. It was larger, better arranged. His eyes roamed greedily over the bed, which had posts of sculpted wood. He walked into the dressing room and examined the clothes. Selecting items at random, he caressed them, sniffed them. Then he turned his attention toward the shoes. He found the high heels she had worn the evening of Arpad’s birthday party, admiring their sophistication. In the bathroom, he looked over her beauty products. He found a bottle of her perfume and allowed himself to release its scent by pressing on the diffuser; sniffing the air, he could feel her presence. 
Back in the bedroom, he went over to the nightstand. Easily identifying the one that belonged to Sophie, he eagerly opened the drawers. He buried his eyes, then his hands, inside, searching among the treasures of her intimacy. He found lubricant, a vibrator, and a pair of handcuffs. He was surprised and disappointed that the collection didn’t include a paddle or a riding crop. But he was also curious about who, Arpad or Sophie, had been attached to the bedposts when they were making love. 
Yet aside from the pleasure of it, his reason for inspecting the bedroom was concrete. Greg had brought everything he needed. Having studied the room, he settled on one of the armoires. Since he had to get up higher, he grabbed a chair from one of the children’s rooms and placed it in front. Now he could begin. 

At that moment, sitting at a table in front of a café, the man in the gray Peugeot was drinking a glass of mineral water, unnoticed among the many customers. He closely observed his surroundings. He wanted to be intimately familiar with his environment. On Saturday there was an uninterrupted flow of people. That would be to his advantage. The jewelry store was only a few steps away. 
The man could already visualize everything that would happen here in exactly two weeks. His plan seemed foolproof.

Evening was falling over Saint-Tropez.
In a restaurant on the beach at Pampelonne, Bernard played king in the midst of his family, gesturing to the waiters to bring more champagne and caviar. And while urging his guests to eat more, he warned, “Save some room for the main course. This is just the appetizer!” He had been waiting for this moment for weeks—the celebration of Sophie’s fortieth birthday. His tribe was now complete for the occasion. Alice, Sophie’s sister, and her husband, Mark, had arrived from Cannes that day. The evening was supposed to be for his daughter, but it was really for him. He had planned everything down to the smallest detail. 
Mark, the perfect son-in-law, an American from New York who worked as a cosmetic surgeon at a private clinic in Cannes, was seated next to Bernard, as always, to play the part of the obedient lapdog. Mark told him he would be delighted to give him grandchildren (he didn’t phrase it become a father but give him grandchildren, as if he were doing it for Bernard). Alice, for her part, opened up about her attempts at in-vitro fertilization, which had been unsuccessful so far, but assured everyone that the next time she would succeed. She could feel it. Then she informed them, pedantically, that she would speak French to the children and only English to Mark, “that way they’ll automatically become bilingual.” 
Arpad, who had gone for a walk on the beach, remained in the background and observed the family. Suddenly, he felt someone slip against him. It was Sophie. She looked happy; that was the important thing. He leaned toward her ear and imitated Alice: “If we have children, Mark will speak to them in English and I’ll speak to them in French. That way they’ll automatically become idiots.” Sophie burst out laughing. She was never more beautiful than when she was laughing. 

In Geneva, Greg, Karine, and the boys had gone to eat at Karine’s parents’, who lived in an apartment in Malagnou. Seated around the table in the dining room, they spoke nonstop about books, city politics, and current events. 
They were starting on the leg of lamb when Greg felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. He cast a discreet eye at the screen; it was a message from Marion Brullier. 
Are you alone?
No, he replied. He typed the letters with his thumb, keeping the phone under the table. Not so much out of discretion but out of politeness. And he had made the right decision, for the next message was a photograph of Marion, topless. 
Greg experienced a shiver of panic at the idea of being caught in the act and immediately put his phone in his pocket. Karine noticed his gesture. 
“Everything all right?”
“Work,” he mumbled.
“But you’re not on duty now,” she remarked.
“One of the crew, but nothing that concerns me. We have a message group with the other officers.”
In his pocket, Greg felt the phone vibrate again. Again and again. Marion was insistent. It was the first time someone had sent him images of that nature. 

Back in Saint-Tropez, the birthday evening continued. The family had moved on to the main course. Bernard didn’t want a standard menu. He wanted everyone to choose, even if he ended up choosing for them. And while the waiter was taking their orders, Bernard began to harangue his guests: “Mark, Mark, you’re not going to pass up that beautiful lobster are you? And, Arpad, you should try the entrecôte with truffles! It’s supposed to be for two people but it’s not that big.” 

In Geneva, with Karine’s parents, the meal was over. The boys were watching a movie in the living room, while the adults, who had remained at the table, were drinking tea. Greg had only one thing on his mind—checking Marion’s messages. Unable to wait, he rose with the pretext of looking in on the boys and locked himself in the bathroom. The screen triumphantly announced that there were seven messages from Marion. 
 
	MESSAGE 1: Like it? 
	MESSAGE 2: Why don’t you reply? 
	MESSAGE 3: I want you. 
	MESSAGE 4: Are you angry? 
	MESSAGE 5: PHOTO OF MARION, ENTIRELY NAKED
	MESSAGE 6: ANOTHER PHOTO OF MARION, ENTIRELY NAKED IN A PROVOCATIVE POSE
	MESSAGE 7: Good night, my love, I hope you’re doing okay. 

The pictures were good. Greg admired each of them several times. Then he began to compose a reply.
Sorry, I was with . . .
He stopped. Who was I with? he thought. With my wife? At my in-laws’? All these replies seemed idiotic to him. In fact, he didn’t know how to respond. He had never done this before. Never done what? Exchanged provocative messages or cheated on his wife? Both. After thinking it through, he decided to reply to the pictures with a picture and satisfy Marion with a photograph of himself. He had just taken his clothes off when he realized he was being watched. Six faces were looking back at him. There, immediately above the sink, on a small glass shelf, next to a tube of hand cream and a pile of small towels, was a framed photograph. Greg hadn’t noticed it before. It was taken during their last ski trip. Present were his in-laws, Karine, the boys, and him smiling joyfully. 
The photo had a dramatic effect. Greg stopped what he was doing, erased the messages from Marion, and returned to his family.

It was midnight in Saint-Tropez.
On the beach at Pampelonne, dinner ended with a tall confection made of sugar covered by dozens of candles and sparklers. Sophie blew out the candles, helped by the children. Then Bernard and Jacqueline presented Sophie with a box that held a small velvet case in which was a pair of diamond earrings. Upon seeing the jewelry, Sophie and Alice oohed and aahed admiringly, but the sentiments they expressed were very different. 
Arpad watched as his wife put on the earrings. They were perfect. Bernard had taste. Or maybe Sophie magnified everything. But what most concerned Arpad at that moment was how to upstage Bernard’s gift. Monday was Sophie’s birthday, two days away. On Monday he would return to Cartier and buy the panther ring. He didn’t care what it cost. 
The restaurant silenced the grating birthday music that accompanied the cake and played “Only You” by The Platters. Sophie grabbed Arpad by the waist; they danced briefly. She kissed him and held him to her as tightly as she could. She loved him deeply. The lovers were interrupted by Bernard’s shouting; he had just announced the big surprise. He invited his guests to return to the beach. The night was inky black; sea and sky were indistinguishable. Then, suddenly, launched from a barge a short distance from the shore, fireworks lit the sky. 
The children shouted with joy. Several customers rose from their chairs to admire the flamboyant display. Even the servers stopped what they were doing to take advantage of the moment. While everyone was looking out to sea, Bernard turned his back on the fireworks to observe the small, massed crowd he had managed to impress. For Bernard, they were the spectacle. 



It was late at night when the small troop returned to the house. Everyone wanted to go to bed except Bernard, who summoned his sons-in-law to keep him company. Bernard grabbed the spirits and the cigars, and the three of them found seats on the terrace. Mark eagerly accepted a glass of grappa and the Cohiba that his father-in-law offered. Arpad was not tempted by the idea of smoking, but Bernard stuck the enormous cylinder into his mouth, exclaiming, “My dear Arpad, you’re not going to turn down this marvel!” 
There was a moment of calm and welcome silence. The night resonated with the sound of crickets. The cigars blazed in the night as the men exhaled thick curls of smoke; the glasses were drained only to be refilled at once by Bernard. The man looked at his sons-in-law affectionately. 
“You didn’t expect the fireworks, did you?”
Arpad told him what he wanted to hear.
“Not at all.”
“That cost me a pretty penny. But it was worth every cent. Did you see the look on their faces when it began?”
The conversation slowly drifted to the subject of money. It wasn’t something Americans were reluctant to talk about, so Mark entered the discussion at once, arguing and prattling about his income. No doubt emboldened by the alcohol, he revealed the more or less admissible practice he used in his office: He gave discounts to customers who paid him in cash. Whether it was for breast implants or Botox injections, there were always patients happy to pay cash in exchange for a discount on the bill. Obviously, Mark never declared the income to the tax authorities. 
Arpad was shocked.
“You’re making money off the books?” he said incredulously. “You, Mark, of all people?”
Bernard was delighted.
“Bravo, my boy!” he shouted admiringly.
Mark smiled triumphantly.
“It’s important to have some money for yourself,” Bernard explained.
“For yourself? You mean undeclared?” Arpad asked. 
“I mean untaxed,” Bernard clarified. “It’s okay to share your money with the government, but not too much.”
“Money off the books is a thing of the past,” Arpad said.
“Don’t act so innocent,” Bernard teased. “You’re a banker, after all. And who’s better at hiding money than Swiss bankers; you’d drop your pants for the Americans if you had to. No offense, Mark.” 
“None taken,” Mark reassured him.
“What I wanted to say,” Arpad continued, “is that it’s become very complicated, if not impossible, to make money off the books today.” 
Bernard shrugged in disapproval.
“The bozos who get caught are the ones who declare next to nothing on their taxes and drive around in a Ferrari. Me with my restaurants, I spent most of my life making money without declaring it and I never got caught. It’s not complicated. You just have to be well organized, know a little bit of accounting, and most of all, be discreet.” 
Bernard, who had never discussed the subject with his sons-in-law, had spoken in confidence. But Arpad had known about such practices for many years. Sophie had told him everything. 
When Arpad joined Sophie in the bedroom, she was already asleep. She woke up when she felt her husband’s presence in the bed.
“What were you doing at this time of night?” she asked.
“Your father gave us a lecture on his off-the-books income,” he replied.
“Oh dear, not that!” Sophie sighed.
“Oh, yes.”
She grew concerned.
“You didn’t tell him that I told you about it . . . ?”
“Obviously not.”
She curled up against him.
“Soph, I have a gift for you, but I want to give it to you on Monday, your birthday. I didn’t want to show it to everyone.”
She looked into his eyes and took his face in her hands.
“My love, you could give me a pasta necklace and it would make me happy.”
He smiled and began to kiss her neck. She wanted him, but Arpad wasn’t into it. Sophie gave up and ran her fingers through his hair until he fell asleep. She thought she noticed an uneasiness on her husband’s face that disappeared when he was overtaken by sleep. 

In Geneva, in his hideout in Jussy, the man in the gray Peugeot wasn’t sleeping. He was looking at photographs of the Braun family. His phone rang, breaking the silence. At this late hour, it had to be the Estonian. 
“The client is getting impatient,” the Estonian said.
“I’m here,” he replied.
“In Geneva?”
“Yes. It’ll happen in exactly two weeks.”
Ordinarily, the man never provided details, especially not over the phone. But this was special: He was slow in fulfilling his contract and he had to reassure his contact. He was a respected professional in the field, he didn’t want to damage his reputation. 
“You never took so long before,” the Estonian remarked.
“It’s different this time.”
The man was amused by his reply.
“Deep down, you’re very sentimental.”
The Estonian hung up, satisfied with the understanding that the commitment would soon be honored.
In his hideout, the man grabbed a photograph of Sophie and kissed it.



The Day of the Robbery
Saturday, July 2, 2022
9:36 a.m.
Rue du Rhône, where the Cartier boutique was located, appeared calm. In reality, the store was completely surrounded by police. Members of the SWAT team, from inside their vehicles, were waiting for the signal to move in and catch them in the act. 
In an Audi station wagon parked at the corner of quai du Général-Guisan and place du Lac, Greg and his teammate, submerged in their reclining seats, studied the store window. Greg inspected the interior through his binoculars. He saw Arpad’s silhouette, the baseball cap pulled down on his head, as the man observed the street from the window. 
It had been six days since Greg had discovered the plan.
Six days that he had been waiting for this moment.
To nab Arpad.
At last!
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Thirteen Days Before the Robbery
 
	Sunday, June 12
	Monday, June 13
	Tuesday, June 14
	Wednesday, June 15
	Thursday, June 16
	Friday, June 17
	Saturday, June 18 (Weekend in Saint-Tropez)
	→ Sunday, June 19, 2022 (Weekend in Saint-Tropez)
	Monday, June 20 (Sophie’s birthday)

It was Sunday morning and Karine emerged gently from her sleep. Light filtered through the blinds. Everything was calm. Mechanically, she slid her hand toward Greg, thinking he wouldn’t be there. But to her great surprise, she felt his body. He was still asleep by her side. She was happy about this and eased herself over to press herself against him. It had been weeks—weekends included—that she hadn’t found him in bed when she awoke. Entire weeks when he left at dawn to go running—his new obsession. 
Karine curled against her husband’s muscled back; it felt good. The boys were already awake; from the living room, she could hear their laughter and the high-pitched hijinks of the cartoon they were watching on television. 
Greg opened an eye. His wife wrapped herself around him. He felt good. Turning toward her, he smiled and kissed her. He desired her. He was both tender and determined, but she pushed him back. 
“Wait, the kids are up . . .”
There was a moment of silence. Greg then noticed the sound of the television from the first floor.
“They’re in the living room,” he said before burying his head between his wife’s breasts.
She pushed him away gently.
“They hear everything. I’m not comfortable.”
Karine’s rejection led to a moment of hesitation. She put an end to it by changing the subject.
“Don’t move,” she said, getting out of bed. “I’m going to make some coffee.”
She put on a bathrobe and went downstairs. She kissed the boys, who were wolfing down their chocolate cereal in front of the television. She regretted having pushed Greg away. By the time she returned to the bedroom with the coffee, she’d come round. But the bed was empty. Greg was in the shower. She thought about joining him but finally returned to the kitchen and prepared breakfast. 

Later that morning she said to him, “We need to get back on track.”
“I agree.”
Since he didn’t continue the conversation, she said, “The Brauns are spending the weekend in Saint-Tropez. We should do that too. Go away once in a while.” 
“They went to see Sophie’s parents,” Greg specified.
“Maybe, but they’re in Saint-Tropez while we’re here.”
“If your parents lived in Saint-Tropez, we could go there too.”
Karine grew annoyed with Greg’s lack of interest. Clearly he was still angry at being turned down earlier.
“I’m not talking about my parents, Greg. I’m talking about leaving the boys and going away, you and I. Find some small, comfortable hotel and spend a few days not doing anything. I’d like . . .” 
Karine stopped, hesitant to finish her sentence. Greg encouraged her to continue.
“You’d like what?”
Oh, fuck it, Karine thought. Why not just tell him what’s on my mind. 
“I’d like us to be more like them,” she blurted out.
“I want the same thing,” Greg reassured her.
Her husband’s reply surprised Karine. There was an uncomfortable silence. Then she said, “Speaking of the Brauns, they’re returning today. We should ask them if they want to have dinner at the pizzeria tonight.” 
Greg thought it was a good idea. Karine grabbed her phone at once and wrote a message for Sophie.

A few hundred miles away, a Porsche with Geneva license plates drove down the highway toward Lyon. Arpad was at the wheel, his eyes on the asphalt but his mind elsewhere. The interior was quiet. The Provençal landscape had charmed and soothed the children, who were sleeping soundly in the back. In the seat next to him, Sophie had also fallen asleep. A sharp jolt from the road surface woke her. She grabbed her husband’s hand. 
“Thanks,” she said.
“For what?” Arpad said, surprised.
“For giving up another weekend for my parents.”
“Between the fireworks and the diamonds, we came out of it pretty well. It could have been worse.”
She laughed. But she knew that Arpad was hiding beneath his characteristic humor. She sensed that his failure in bed the night before was connected with something that had happened that weekend. She addressed the problem head-on. 
“What happened last night?”
He evaded the question.
“Nothing. I was tired.”
“It’s never stopped you before.”
He appreciated the compliment.
“What’s bothering you, my love? And don’t say nothing.” 
Arpad hesitated for a moment.
“Our numbers at the bank for the first six months are going to be shit.”
“Like all the banks,” she replied. “The financial markets have been in the red since January.”
“True. But the big boss has let the entire team know that our end-of-year bonus is likely to go down the drain.”
Sophie squeezed her husband’s hand.
“Is that what’s bothering you?”
“What bothers me is that, given how much we spend, I’m not saving very much. I was counting on that bonus. Last night, your father and Mark bragged about how much they made off the books. That made me realize that I don’t have any little secret stash. I think it made me feel a bit . . . inferior.” 
“Arpad, my love, promise me you’ll stop worrying so much about money. My office is doing well, and then . . .”
She stopped. Arpad knew she was going to mention her father’s money. Sophie caught herself just in time.
“. . . we’re together, and that’s the most precious thing to me. I’d live with you in a trailer if I had to.”
Arpad smiled.
“Are you smiling at the trailer?”
“Friday, I got a call from Julien.”
“Julien Martet?”
“Yes. He wanted to talk to me about an investment in Costa Rica. I saw the brochure . . . I’d really like to do it.”
“To invest?”
“To live there.”
She couldn’t hide her astonishment. This was something she hadn’t expected.
“Can you see yourself in Costa Rica?” she asked.
“Frankly? I do. I’d like a simpler life without restrictions, without clients busting my balls all the time, without having to depend on which way the market is going. A life free of other people’s approval, expectations, obligations. Just the four of us.” 
“You’re serious?” she asked, visibly disconcerted. “You’re ready to drop everything? Abandon everything we have here?”
“And why not? I love our life here, don’t get me wrong. But what’s keeping us here where we spend most of our life stuck in an office waiting for a vacation once in a while or begging for a raise, when we could live in the sun and be at the beach every afternoon? To tell you the truth, I think I’d rather earn less, be satisfied with less, and be freer.” 
Sophie didn’t know what to say. Naturally, life looked more appealing in a place that was beautiful and warm all year long. But what they had built in Geneva . . . it wasn’t nothing. She wasn’t thinking of their house or their lifestyle but them. She felt they had found stability, a kind of harmony. Why throw it all away now? 
Arpad understood that his dream of Costa Rica had disturbed Sophie.
“I love you,” he said. “I’m happy with you. That’s all that matters.”
Sophie smiled and squeezed his hand tightly.
“Me too. And I love you precisely because you’re not satisfied with all you’ve accomplished.”
Sophie’s phone buzzed.
“It’s Karine. She’s asking if we want to have dinner at the pizzeria tonight.”

7:00 p.m. at the Glass House.
Rather than go to the restaurant, Sophie had invited the Liégeans to stop by their place to have pizza and take advantage of the pool. In spite of the hour, the heat was still stultifying. Before eating, everyone jumped into the pool. Greg had proudly exhibited his sculpted physique. Sophie was impressed. “You’re in great shape,” she commented. He accepted the compliment quietly but had trouble taking his eyes off her, so perfect in her two-piece bathing suit. And that panther on her thigh . . . 
After they had eaten their pizzas, the children went off to play in the garden, while the adults sat around the table talking. Arpad opened a second bottle of wine. 
“Before I forget . . .” Greg said, placing the set of keys he had been given on the table.
“Thanks, Greg,” Sophie said. “You made it a lot easier for us to leave without worrying about the house.”
“I didn’t do much. I walked around the grounds with the dog. You know, I think it was probably some amateur crook who came to check out the place; he won’t be back anytime soon.” 
Greg had finally settled on the idea that the Thursday night prowler was only passing through.
“And the leash?” Arpad asked. “Any news?”
“I received the lab report on Friday,” Greg said, lying. “They didn’t find anything on it, as I suspected. It must have been there a while. Kids probably.” 
Greg noted the way Sophie was listening to him as he spoke in his “official” capacity. He felt important. He had the urge to tell them that he wasn’t just some simple cop but belonged to an elite unit, that he was one of those guys with the balaclava and the machine gun who shows up when things go wrong. That he would soon be the head of his unit. He was on the verge of telling them all this when Arpad said, “Fortunately, the alarm system will be installed tomorrow. We can rest easy then.” 
Suddenly, Karine changed the subject entirely.
“What are you planning for your vacation?” she asked.
“We’re going to Saint-Tropez as we do every year,” Sophie replied. “We thought we might spend a week in Greece but we haven’t made a reservation yet. You?” 
“We’re renting a house in Provence with my parents. But we’d also like to have a weekend alone, just Greg and me. Leave the kids and take off by ourselves.” 
“A cozy weekend alone for just the two of you, what a wonderful idea!” Sophie said approvingly. Her reaction filled Karine with pride. “It’s been a while since Arpad and I have done that. Where will you go?” 
“We haven’t decided yet. Any suggestions?”
“Madrid is really nice. Maybe Milan? You can even drive. It’s convenient.”

That evening, Karine, while removing her makeup in the bathroom, thought about Sophie’s suggestion.
“Milan isn’t a bad idea,” she said to Greg, who was in the bedroom. “We could leave the boys with my parents in Provence and drive to Italy. We could join them later.” 
Greg listened distractedly. He saw the effect Sophie had on his wife. Karine always seemed excited when she spoke about her. He certainly wasn’t about to admonish her though, since Sophie had the same effect on him. When he didn’t reply, Karine stuck her head through the doorway and was surprised to see her husband still dressed. 
“You’re not going to bed?”
“Soon. I still have to walk Sandy.”

At the Glass House, Sophie had just slipped into bed, where Arpad was already reading. She took the book from his hands and started kissing him. She felt in him a reluctance, which she had expected, an apprehension from the previous night. 
To fix the problem, you had to know the source, and now she understood. It was about the money, about the bonus he wouldn’t be getting. That year he was probably going to make less than her, and his male ego suffered as a result. He had to take control. To dominate her one way or the other. 
Guided by her intuition, Sophie opened the drawer of the nightstand, grabbed the pair of handcuffs, and attached herself to the bed riser. She whispered, “Go ahead, my love.” 
With an animal gesture, he lifted her nightgown, pulled down her panties, and entered her. She smiled—it had worked.

But they weren’t the only ones in the room.
A few hundred feet from the Glass House, a car was parked on a country road. In the back, Sandy was growing impatient. In the driver’s seat, Greg had his eyes glued to a small screen connected to a receiver. 
The transmitter was in the Brauns’ bedroom, incorporated into the tiny camera that Greg had inserted into the armoire’s frame the day before. The hardware, highly advanced, belonged to the SWAT team. It was used for sensitive information-gathering missions. The team had about twenty of them. No one would notice if one was missing. 
Greg now had image and sound from the Brauns’ bedroom. He watched Sophie, attached to the bed. He was simultaneously hypnotized and fascinated by the spectacle. 

Seven Years Earlier
April 2015
Geneva
It was a hot spring afternoon.
Parc Bertrand was swarming with people—walking, jogging, strolling—children on slides and lovers stretched out on the grass.
A couple sat on a bench on a path bordered by chestnut trees, facing a large pile of sand. The woman, who was pregnant, was reading a real estate magazine. The man, stretched out on the bench, his head on her left thigh, was reading The Master and Margarita. 
Sophie was about to turn thirty-three. She was expecting their first child in September. A recent sonogram had revealed that it was a boy. They had already chosen a name for him: Isaak. But because of superstition, they were keeping it to themselves until the birth. 
They had been married a year earlier. The service was held at city hall in Geneva, but the true celebration had taken place in Saint-Tropez—Arpad’s concession to Bernard, for his father-in-law would have been distraught at the idea of not being able to organize his beloved daughter’s marriage on his home turf. 
The next step was moving. The three of them would have been cramped in their apartment on Avenue Eugène-Pittard. Sophie, who preferred moving when pregnant rather than with a newborn, was actively looking for their next home. The places she had seen so far hadn’t interested them but had allowed them to narrow their search: They liked Champel and its proximity to the park. This is what guided Sophie’s search. She had finally found what she was looking for but hadn’t yet told Arpad. The apartment was everything they wanted. She was convinced the moment she saw it. A spacious, old-world apartment with high ceilings, it reminded her of mid-nineteenth-century Paris. It was located on Avenue Bertrand, one of the streets that bordered the park. Everything about it was perfect except the price, one of the reasons she hadn’t mentioned anything to her husband yet. She was waiting for the right moment, and now feeling that it had arrived, she seized it. 
Although busy with their reading, they continued to talk. She flipped through the pages of her magazine, which she knew by heart, having read it from end to end. She commented on the ads as if she had just discovered them—it was part of her strategy. 
“Here’s one that looks charming, but it’s in a different neighborhood.”
“I prefer Champel,” Arpad replied without taking his eyes from his book.
“It doesn’t have an elevator though. Not for us.”
“Not for us,” he repeated mechanically.
She turned the pages and suddenly had something like a revelation.
“Oh, this looks interesting!” she blurted out, her voice so convincing and determined that Arpad sat up to read the ad.
Sophie pointed at the box beneath the logo of a well-known high-end real estate agency. She read:
“Avenue Bertrand, with a view of the park . . . Four bedrooms, modern kitchen, dining room, an enfilade of living rooms . . . This sounds incredible!” 
Under the description was the sale price of the apartment.
“It’s not a rental, love,” Arpad noted somewhat patronizingly.
Until then, they had never discussed buying anything. But she said to him, “And what if we bought something? Then it would really be ours.” 
Sensing that Arpad wasn’t taking her seriously, she added, “Instead of paying rent, why not invest?”
“My love, I’m making good money, but I’m not making that much, not enough to buy this place. Did you see the price?”
“I have some money set aside,” she said.
At first, he thought she was simply naive; he knew the extent of her savings, which were modest. At least, that was what he had thought. Then Sophie decided to finally divulge one of her secrets. 

The day after this conversation, Sophie asked Arpad to meet her at noon at place de Bel-Air. Because the location was halfway between Sophie’s office and the bank where Arpad worked, he assumed they were going to have lunch together. Or visit a store that sold baby furniture as they had the previous week. But when they met, Sophie led Arpad inside the Credit Suisse bank, which was located nearby. 
“Where are we going?” he asked anxiously.
“I have to talk to you about something.”
Sophie gave her name at the counter, where an employee greeted her. Then she walked through the lobby to the elevators. She appeared to be very familiar with the place. They went down to the lower level and walked to the safe-deposit room. There, they were met by another employee who seemed to know Sophie. Following the procedure, she identified herself, then he unlocked a reinforced door and led them to a large room whose walls contained safe-deposit boxes of various sizes. 
Arpad followed his wife, growing more and more perplexed. The employee stopped in front of a box and inserted a key in one of the two locks, then stepped back. Sophie removed a key from her pocket and turned the second lock. She opened the box and moved aside so that Arpad could see its contents. 
He stood there, speechless.

“You want to explain what I just saw?” Arpad asked, letting himself collapse into a chair.
They were in Sophie’s office. Alone now and sheltered from prying ears, they could finally talk about it. They hadn’t said a word since leaving the bank a few minutes earlier. It was as if they had stopped breathing in the few hundred feet separating Credit Suisse from Sophie’s office. The silence betrayed both Arpad’s shock and the magnitude of Sophie’s secret. 
She placed a couple of containers of sushi on the table as if nothing had happened. But Arpad couldn’t eat. All he could think about was what he had seen in that box: bundles of bills. Hundreds of thousands of euros, maybe a million, if not more. Sensing it was time to talk, Sophie sat down next to Arpad and took his hand. 
“My father made a lot of money off the books. From his restaurants and also from his real estate activities. I suspected as much since I always saw him pay with cash. Did you ever see him use a credit card?” 
“No,” Arpad admitted, calling to mind images of Bernard pulling bills from his pockets as if they were bottomless.
“I suspected as much but never asked any questions. Until we got married. The day after the celebration, my father spoke to me in private.” 
“I remember. You had dinner together.”
She nodded.
“He explained that he wanted to offer us a wonderful present to help us, both of us, get started in life but that he didn’t have much liquidity in his account. But he did have a lot of cash hidden away. He asked me to rent a safe-deposit box as soon as I got back to Geneva. Which I did. Then, a few weeks later, he and my mother stopped in Geneva to pay us a visit.” 
“We spent the day in Gruyères,” Arpad recalled.
“That visit was a pretext,” Sophie said. “It was to give me the money. My father wanted to bring it to me in Switzerland so that I didn’t have to cross the border with all that cash.” 
“And?”
“And the money has been in the safe-deposit for more than a year, but I wasn’t sure what to do with it.”
“Why didn’t you tell me right away?” he asked, feeling wounded at having been kept in the dark.
“I’m not sure. I was afraid of how you might react. I didn’t want you to judge my father. And I was afraid for you. For your job. This is undeclared money, I didn’t want you to get mixed up in this; it might compromise your career at the bank.” 
Arpad was shaken by this revelation. But he didn’t know if he was more upset by the secret itself or the discovery that his wife had so much more money than him. For her part, Sophie felt unburdened by her confession, but her husband’s reaction unsettled her. 
“We’d be better off giving it back,” she said tearfully. “I don’t want the money to cause a rift between us. Besides, I’m a lawyer. I could be disbarred!” 
Arpad, ever the protective husband, regained control.
“It would be stupid to give it back. Your father would take it badly and what would he do with it? But think about what we could do with it.” 
“I agree with you,” she said. “That’s why I suggested buying the apartment.”
Arpad dismissed the suggestion.
“We have to be careful. Use the money for our everyday expenses. At the supermarket, at the restaurant. Daily purchases. But not an apartment, that would look suspicious.” 
“But the apartment on Avenue Bertrand is wonderful!” Sophie despaired, unwilling to give up her discovery. “I can see us living there. It’s made for us. When you see it, you’ll be convinced too.” 
“You already went to see it?” Arpad asked.
Remorsefully, she confessed, “I just wanted to be sure before talking to you about it. I’ve been looking at places for a while, trying to find the right one. This is the one. Trust me. We’d be so happy there.” 
Sophie understood opportunities. And it was obvious that she had thought long and hard about the apartment as well as her father’s money, since she had waited until now to tell him. Arpad was hoping to find a solution. Not so much because he wanted to trust in his wife’s instinct but mostly because he wanted to shine in her eyes. This was an opportunity to prove to her what he was capable of. To impress her. 

A week later, when Sophie returned home from work, she found Arpad waiting in the living room. It was relatively early and she was surprised to see him there. 
“Everything okay?” she asked.
Although he didn’t say anything, Arpad appeared to be in a good mood. He had placed a bottle of orange juice in a bucket of ice and served her some in a flute as if it were a fancy champagne. 
“Pregnancy demands it,” Arpad said. “We’ll celebrate with orange juice.”
She looked at him, intrigued.
“And what exactly are we celebrating here?”
“I think I found it,” he explained.
At first she didn’t understand what he meant.
“Found what?”
“I found a way to buy the apartment.”
Arpad began to explain. He looked very excited and Sophie loved seeing him like this.
“To justify buying the apartment, we need to increase our income. We’re going to use your respectable business, your law firm, to launder your father’s money.” 
“How?”
“Thanks to the wonderful means of payment known in Switzerland as payment slips!” 
Sophie looked doubtful and Arpad reminded her how these slips worked. Created in the 1900s by the powerful Swiss postal bank, the payment slip was, at the time, a coupon that could be used to transfer money to an individual or a company based in Switzerland. The only information required for the slip was the identity of the beneficiary; the payer’s name wasn’t necessary to make the payment. One merely had to go to a post office window with the slip and the corresponding amount in cash, and the transaction was made without any questions being asked. Aside from the money’s final destination, its trail was impossible to trace. 
“You’re going to create false invoices,” he went on, “addressed to existing clients, but in reality you’ll pay them yourself, in cash, at a post office with payment slips. You’ll include those invoices in your accounting. They’ll become part of your yearly earnings. No one will check to see if these invoices were really sent to the client. Don’t make them out for too much; stick to the usual rates. Increase the number of invoices gradually. They should build up over time.” 
“But I invoice in Swiss francs,” Sophie reminded him. “My father’s money is in euros.”
“To replace the euros with Swiss francs, we’ll exchange them using different agencies,” Arpad explained. “No one will be surprised if you’re a regular—there are tens of thousands of people along the border who work in Switzerland but live in France. They have to exchange their salaries every month.” 
Arpad seemed very sure of himself. He had a bad-boy edge to him that Sophie was greatly attracted to. Nonetheless, she was hesitant. 
“But there’s a flaw in your plan. If, to avoid drawing suspicion, we need to introduce the undeclared cash slowly, it’s going to take us quite a while before we can buy the apartment on Avenue Bertrand. We’re going to lose it!” 
“Unless we buy the apartment for a much lower price than the one advertised,” Arpad replied. “And that price has to be within our means right now. That way no one will get suspicious.” 
“But why would anyone agree to sell the apartment for less?” she asked.
“Because we had an amazing stroke of luck!” Arpad exclaimed. “I managed to talk to the broker who’s handling the sale. I can make my own little inquiries, you know. And I discovered something about the owner of the apartment.” 
“What did you find out?”
“You’ll see. We have a meeting with him at six o’clock.”
“A meeting?”
The apartment of her dreams was about to become a reality.

Two hours later, Arpad and Sophie, after crossing Parc Bertrand hand in hand, proudly emerged on the avenue of the same name, which in reality was a peaceful one-way street wide enough for a single car. On one side stood a row of century-old trees, on the other a stately building of cut stone into which they disappeared. 
The apartment was on the fifth floor. It was still inhabited by its owner, Edward Wallon, a man of about fifty, who greeted his visitors warmly. 
He showed them around the apartment. Arpad immediately shared Sophie’s enthusiasm. The apartment was magnificent—spacious, well laid out. There was an agreeable contrast of architectural periods: wood flooring and ceiling molding, but the kitchen and bathrooms were ultramodern. They then moved to the living room to get down to brass tacks. As Sophie was admiring the fabric on the couch, Wallon told them, as if joking, “The furniture is not included, but that can always be negotiated.” 
Arpad seized the moment to talk about the reason for their visit.
“About that, Monsieur Wallon, we didn’t only come to view the apartment.”
“Yes, I know. The broker told me that you wanted to make me a direct offer. I’m listening.”
“Monsieur Wallon, I hope you don’t find this discussion distasteful.”
“You can speak freely.”
“I believe you’re selling the apartment because you’re getting divorced.”
Wallon’s face darkened.
“That’s right. What difference does it make?”
Arpad didn’t back down.
“I also know that the apartment belongs to you alone.”
“Are you the police, Monsieur Braun?”
“I simply looked up the property deed, Monsieur Wallon. It’s public information.”
The atmosphere, which had been so relaxed a few minutes earlier, had quickly grown leaden. Sophie couldn’t understand what was happening. Wallon had difficulty masking his anger. 
“Monsieur Braun, if you would get to the point . . .”
“Monsieur Wallon, I know your divorce is complicated. And your future ex-wife is prepared to demand a large share of the sale of this apartment.” 
Wallon was seething with rage inside, silently cursing the talkative broker who had blabbed about his private life to the first person who walked through the door. Nevertheless, Wallon let Arpad continue. And at last he came to his proposal. 
“What would you say to lowering the official sale price? We would pay you the difference in cash.”
There was a moment of silence during which Wallon asked, “How much are we talking about?”
Arpad suppressed a smile.
“A third of the price. You’ll sell us the apartment for one-third of the current price. Obviously, you’ll receive the entire amount you’re asking for, but no one will know any better. And when your ex-wife demands money from the sale, she will only be able to use the listed selling price.” 
Wallon seemed unconvinced.
“She’ll suspect something. She’ll point out the discrepancy between the price the apartment was listed for and the sales price.”
“You’re free to sell at whatever price you choose. In Switzerland, that’s what’s called economic freedom. No law prevents you from lowering the price to annoy your future ex-wife. And the broker can verify the problems with the apartment. The place needs work: plumbing and wiring among other things. About the broker: I would assume responsibility for paying his commission in full.” 
Wallon realized that the broker was in on the deal. He stared at Arpad for a long while, then simply blurted out, “It’s a deal!” 
The two men exchanged a lengthy handshake.
“Champagne!” Wallon shouted, rising from his armchair. As Wallon was leaving the room, Arpad, smiling broadly, finally turned toward Sophie. He imagined she would be proud of him, but her expression was dark and angry. 
“How could you do that?” she fumed.
Arpad sat there, speechless.
“We have the apartment! What’s the problem?”
“We’re going to rip off his wife. That’s the problem!”
“What makes you think she’s going to be broke. Besides, she’s the one who left. Maybe she dumped poor Edward for another guy and is now doing her best to bleed him dry.” 
“Oh, stop, Arpad. This macho crap doesn’t suit you.”
“Come on, Soph. You’re the one who always says we have to make the most of our luck. But if it shocks you so much, let’s not take the apartment. And while we’re at it, let’s return your father’s money since you’re so full of morals today!” 

Two months later, in early July, Arpad and Sophie moved into their new apartment on Avenue Bertrand. Sophie, whose pregnancy was even more noticeable, directed the furniture movers. Arpad carried boxes. 
It was the start of a new life.



9
Twelve Days Before the Robbery
 
	Sunday, June 12
	Monday, June 13
	Tuesday, June 14
	Wednesday, June 15
	Thursday, June 16
	Friday, June 17
	Saturday, June 18 (Weekend in Saint-Tropez)
	Sunday, June 19 (Weekend in Saint-Tropez)
	→ Monday, June 20, 2022 (Sophie’s birthday)

Sophie opened an eye.
As daylight filtered in through the bedroom blinds, she turned mechanically toward her nightstand. The alarm showed 6:30. She had slept longer than usual. Her sleep was improving. 
Suddenly, she felt Arpad’s fingers caressing her neck and traveling down her naked back.
“Happy birthday,” he whispered.
She smiled and turned to him.

6:50 a.m.
Greg disconnected the screen and placed it on the passenger seat. Then he started the car. He was late, his wife was going to scold him, and he hadn’t let out Sandy to take a piss. Too bad for Sandy. He needed an alibi: He made a quick detour to the bakery to buy croissants. Excellent intuition. Upon his return home, he found Karine in a very bad mood. The boys were being impossible and refused to sit at the breakfast table. 
“Where’d you go?” she barked. “You took the car?”
“Croissants!” Greg replied, brandishing the bag.
The boys shouted gleefully. The tension eased a little. Greg took advantage of the opportunity to defuse his wife’s anger.
“I’ll look after the kids this morning. I can drop them off at school. That way you can go straight to work.”
Karine was relieved. She didn’t want to miss seeing Sophie on her birthday.

7:45 a.m.
At the Glass House, Sophie blew out a candle with her children at the breakfast table. They were interrupted by the arrival of the technicians dispatched by the security company to install the alarm system. 
“I can take care of this,” Arpad suggested. “Can you take the children to school?”
“Of course. But are you sure you don’t mind staying? Otherwise, I can make arrangements . . .”
“There’s no need. Besides, I already told the bank I wouldn’t be in until this afternoon.”

8:10 a.m.
Karine waited impatiently at the bus stop. No news from Sophie. A bus arrived and Karine, disappointed, resigned herself to getting on board. She couldn’t wait around any longer; she was already late. But just as she was about to step onto the bus, she heard a horn beep. It was Sophie at the wheel of her car. Karine approached the open window. 
“You called for a taxi?” Sophie asked, smiling.
Karine returned her smile.
“Happy birthday!”
“Thank you. Get in.”
She didn’t wait to be asked again and settled into the passenger seat.
“You showed up just in time. I have a small present for you.”
“A present? You didn’t have to.”
“Oh, it’s nothing big,” Karine minimized, removing a small, black silk bag from her purse, which Sophie opened at the next red light. 
It was a bracelet made of blue thread and decorated with a small midnight blue stone.
“It’s for good luck,” Karine explained.
“It’s very pretty,” Sophie gushed, tying it around her wrist.
“Are you free tonight?” Karine asked.
“Arpad is taking me to dinner at the Japanese restaurant in the Hotel des Bergues.”
“A very good one,” Karine approved, pretending she was a connoisseur even though she had never set foot in the place.
“I’ve never been,” Sophie admitted. “To be honest, I would have preferred a plate of pasta at a small Italian place. But you know Arpad, he always aims to impress.” 
“Forty,” Karine noted. “You have to celebrate that. Are you going to throw a party?”
“I have no idea. I’m not sure I want to. I’d like peace and quiet, just my children and my husband.”
Karine envied her for that sentence alone more than she did Sophie’s house, car, or lifestyle. Of course she loved her boys and Greg, but an evening together was often synonymous with boredom now. She wanted to confide in her. She wanted to say to her, If I’m not talking about the kids with Greg, there’s nothing to talk about. But she didn’t dare. The only thing that came out of her mouth was her admiration for Sophie’s family. 
“What’s your secret?” she asked.
“Our secret?”
“Your secret together, you and Arpad. You always seem so happy.”

Their secret? Their real secret could be found in the basement of the Credit Suisse on place de Bel-Air. A few steps from the private bank where Arpad worked. Well hidden, sheltered by an anonymous safe-deposit box just like hundreds of others, whose identification number was known to Sophie and Arpad alone. Box number 521. 
That was where Arpad went that day, once the alarm was installed. Having revealed the existence of this money seven years earlier, Sophie had him registered with the bank and had told him where she kept the key. Arpad had to be able to access the box in case something happened to her. He had promised her that he would never use the money without her consent. He had promised himself as well. He would have very much liked to have kept his promise. 
Arpad stared at the bundles of bills. Over the years, the contents of the box had been considerably depleted. And yet it had mysteriously replenished. The first time that Arpad had counted, when Sophie first told him, there had been several million euros. Arpad then understood that not only was Bernard much richer than he had thought but, more importantly, his father-in-law must have been seriously worried to be moving such large quantities of cash. Maybe he was concerned about the French tax authorities. Most of the funds had been used for the apartment in Champel. Arpad had insisted that Sophie not tell her father that they had paid for it with her father’s money, fearing that Bernard might ask him to help launder even more undeclared cash. 
“Don’t tell your father I know about this,” Arpad had recommended. “I want to stay out of it. And if he asks, tell him you’ve been slowly spending the money on travel and restaurants.” 
Sophie understood the gravity of the situation.
“Don’t worry. He won’t find out.”
“And don’t accept any more money from him, please. I don’t want to be even more complicit in his schemes.”
“Promise.”
But Sophie had lied. She had accepted more money from her father. Arpad had caught her in the act.

Three Years Earlier
February 2019
There was chaos in the beautiful apartment on Avenue Bertrand, where the Braun family had grown. Isaak, now three years old, and Léa, one, were screaming in the living room. Sophie and Arpad, standing in the doorway in their coats, had difficulty hiding their concern. In the midst of the disorder and tension were two calming figures—Bernard and Jacqueline—Sophie’s parents. 
“Go, go,” Bernard told them. “Everything’s going to be fine.”
“Go on,” Jacqueline told them. “It would be silly to miss the plane.”
Arpad and Sophie grabbed their suitcases and left the apartment. A taxi was waiting for them downstairs. They drove together to the airport but didn’t take the same flight. Arpad was leaving for Montreal to spend a few days in the bank’s Quebec branch. Sophie was traveling to London with Samuel Hennel. Her client had recently sold part of his art gallery to an English buyer and there were still a few final details to work out. In their absence, Bernard and Jacqueline would stay in the apartment in Champel to look after the children. 
Two or three weeks later, Arpad went to the safe-deposit box at Credit Suisse to withdraw money and pay for the rental of their chalet in Verbier. Thanks to the miracle of that undeclared cash, every year they were able to rent a luxurious chalet for the winter season, which became their hideaway during weekends and vacations. 
When he opened the box, Arpad decided to count the money. He wanted to have an idea of what was left. In doing so, he realized that the box had been supplied with several hundred thousand additional euros. His blood began to boil. Sophie had accepted more money from her father. Arpad confronted her about it that very evening. An argument ensued. 
“Your father took advantage of his trip to Switzerland to pass you more cash!” Arpad shouted.
She played innocent.
“No, not at all!”
“Do you think I’m an idiot? That several hundred thousand euros magically appeared in the box.”
She remained silent. She couldn’t continue to deny it.
“I didn’t know you were counting the money.”
“I wanted to make sure that you weren’t just throwing it away.”
He immediately regretted his pointless gibe. Sophie glowered at him.
“What a stupid thing to say, Arpad.”
“I’m sorry . . . I spoke without thinking. But promise me it’s over, Sophie. No more money from Bernard. We’re going to end up getting caught.” 

Three years later, facing the box he planned to dip into to buy Sophie a birthday gift, Arpad reflected that the only serious disagreements they had had as a couple revolved around the money. 
Sophie had complied with Arpad’s demand. After that episode in 2019, no more cash had been added. And little by little, their extravagant lifestyle had consumed their treasure. 
Arpad, grabbing a bundle of bills, took what he needed to buy the ring at Cartier. He’d been helping himself more and more frequently to their stash the past few months. He was beginning to fear that Sophie would notice his withdrawals. He would have to replace the money in the box, and quickly. 



5:30 p.m. at police headquarters in Geneva.
Greg had finished for the day. He had just changed out of his uniform into his civilian clothes in the SWAT team’s locker room when he was told he had a visitor. “An inspector from the criminal unit wants to see you about a report.” He knew immediately what it was about. 
He found Marion Brullier outside the building. She was dressed to the nines: short leather skirt, high heels. She certainly hadn’t gone to work in that outfit. 
“Feel like a drink?”
Of course he did. There were several bars near police headquarters, but he led her to a place a short distance away. The place was inconspicuous and there was little risk of running into anyone who knew his wife. 
“You didn’t answer my messages,” Marion scolded him when they were seated at a table.
“Sorry . . .”
“I’m the one who’s sorry. I guess you weren’t interested . . . I had . . . I must have misread your intentions. I’m so embarrassed to have sent those pictures. It won’t happen again.” 
He took her hand.
“I loved the photos. I like you a great deal . . . but can I be completely honest with you?”
“Of course.”
He had to mention his wife and his kids, but he decided against it.
“I can kill a man from nine hundred feet but I’m not much of an expert when it comes to taking photos of myself.”
She smiled mischievously.
“I can teach you.”
“Oh?”
“I’m not just a good cop, you know. I have a lot of tools in my toolbox.”
“Oh? What kind of tools?” Greg asked, recalling the image of Sophie handcuffed and offering herself to Arpad.
“Oh, so you’re curious, you naughty boy?” she whispered.
Suddenly Greg was terribly excited. For now he saw her as his captive, as Sophie. Ideas swirled around in his head, and this made him careless even as storm clouds were gathering on the horizon. For, a few hundred feet away, in the SWAT team’s offices, the quartermaster was counting their surveillance cameras. One was missing. 

At the same time, the man with the gray Peugeot was pacing up and down rue du Rhône in front of the building that housed Sophie’s office. This was the big day. He had been in Geneva for a week. And during that whole week, he had been waiting for this very moment. 
Sophie appeared in the building’s hallway. She was on the phone with Arpad.
“What time will you be back?” he asked her. “I’m at the house, I opened the champagne, the children are playing with the babysitter. You’re the only one missing.” 
She lied: “I’m stuck in the office right now. I absolutely have to finish preparing a memo for a client. I’ll hurry.”
“Don’t miss your own party!” Arpad teased.
“Oh, never, I promise.”
“Otherwise, I’m drinking the champagne with the babysitter and we’re leaving together.”
“Wait for me, you clown.”
They both laughed. She hung up and, pushing the building’s heavy door, appeared on the street, bathed in sunlight.
As soon as he saw her, he ran.
“Happy birthday, Sophie!”
Sophie turned around and her face lit up. She jumped into his arms.
“Beast!” she cried out. “Beast!”
They embraced for a long time.
He was happy to have found her. He hadn’t seen her in three years. Now that he could observe her from up close, he saw that she hadn’t changed. In fact, with time she had only grown more beautiful. 
He himself was radiant. Sophie was struck by how handsome he was. Time seemed to have had no effect on him. He was tan and his T-shirt revealed a physique that was still athletic. 
“Come,” she said, “I reserved a table at a really nice place near the water. Very good cocktails, very good music.”
The outdoor terrace was not far. It was a fashionable location, and Beast was initially intimidated by the clientele; he felt he didn’t really fit in. He should have bought a shirt. He wanted to be like the rest of them. But Sophie, as always, immediately put him at ease. 
“Where are you coming from? What brings you here? How long are you staying?”
“One question at a time,” he said, smiling. “I just arrived in Geneva. Before that, I was in France, but you would know that if you received my last few letters.” 
“I kept all your letters. Preciously.”
“How’s Arpad?” Beast asked.
“He’s well. Everything’s going well for us.”
“It looks that way. You look splendid. You’ve never been so beautiful.”
“Thanks,” she purred.
“And the children?”
“They’re growing up too quickly. Look . . .”
She took out her phone to show him photographs of the family. But his gaze remained fixed on her instead of the screen.
“You still haven’t told me what brings you to Geneva,” she said again.
He broke into a smile and replied as if it were obvious, “You. Only you. I had to see you again. I couldn’t let San Remo be the last time.” 

Three Years Earlier
February 2019
San Remo
After three days together, only an hour remained before they had to part ways. Their separations had always been difficult for Beast. But this time would prove especially painful; Sophie had told him it was over. That she couldn’t go on. She couldn’t continue doing this to her husband and children. Beast knew there was nothing he could do to fight back. 
He asked if they could walk along the beach for a while. In spite of appearances, he was shy. After much hesitation, he took her hand. They walked together in silence. When it came time to separate, she was crying. He was happy for her tears. He had meant something to her. 
From San Remo, Sophie drove the rental car to Nice, where she would board a flight to Geneva. She called Arpad before arriving at the airport. 
“So, London?” he asked.
“Everything went well. I think Samuel is satisfied. I’m exhausted; I just want to go home.”

On the terrace of the café, Beast repeated, “San Remo couldn’t be the last time for us!”
She said nothing. He held out a small card. One of those trite best wishes cards sold at malls. He regretted he hadn’t bought the matching envelope. It would have been classier. She didn’t care. She opened the card and, reading what he had written inside, felt her heart beat wildly. 
My Panther,
You’re not made for life in a cage. You’ve gotten used to it, like an animal in a zoo. But your routine and your daily life are bars. Your happiness is an illusion. Don’t forget what Viscontini said. Come with me. I want you to taste freedom again. 
I love you.

Your Beast

“Happy birthday!” he said. “I’ve come to Geneva to find you again and offer you your present.”

By evening, the heat had settled over Geneva. On the terrace of the Japanese restaurant at the Hotel des Bergues overlooking the city and Lake Geneva, Sophie blew out a candle on top of a chocolate soufflé. 
“Happy birthday, my love,” Arpad whispered.
She grabbed his hand.
“Thank you. Thank you for everything.”
“Don’t thank me. You haven’t opened your gift yet. You might hate it.”
She smiled.
“You’re my gift, you idiot.”
He slipped his hand inside the inner pocket of his jacket and pulled out a small box. She opened it and discovered a pasta necklace he had made for her—a reminder of their conversation in Saint-Tropez. He had used a piece of elastic cord, which he had threaded through pink and blue shells of different sizes. 
She put it around her neck. A river of diamonds wouldn’t have made her more beautiful.
Then Arpad presented Sophie with a second box. Sophie opened it and, discovering the panther head glittering with precious stones, found that she was speechless. She slid it onto her finger and rose from the table to kiss her husband. 
“You’re my panther,” Arpad said to her.
“For ever and ever,” she promised.
She kissed him again. Then she took a long look at the ring on her finger with feigned admiration. She was completely disoriented. It was the most lavish gift she had ever received, that much was clear. But it paled in comparison to what Beast had offered her only a few hours earlier. 
A Year Earlier
June 2021
Geneva
In the notary’s office, first Sophie, then Arpad placed their signature on the sales deed. The notary smiled for the occasion.
“Mr. and Mrs. Braun, you are now the official owners of this house.”
Sophie and Arpad, overcome with joy, kissed. The Glass House was theirs! They then formally shook hands with the seller. The man, an architect well-known in the region, had designed and built the house a few years earlier. It was a modern house, completely made of glass, surrounded by a magnificent garden, and tucked away between stretches of woodland. He had lived there for a short while with his family, but his children, already grown, had quickly left the nest and the estate had become too large for just him and his wife. 

For Arpad and Sophie, their adventure with the house had begun a year earlier. Sophie had wanted to leave their apartment on Avenue Bertrand for a house and a garden. She loved city life and the neighborhood of Champel, but since it was only a fifteen-minute ride from downtown Geneva to the countryside, she felt it would be a shame not to take advantage. The real estate boom meant their apartment had increased considerably in value. Sophie felt they had to seize the opportunity. Arpad did as well, but for more practical reasons: The sale of the apartment would allow them to recover the entirety of Bernard’s money, fully laundered. They could then use the money as if they had earned it legally. 
The apartment was quickly snapped up. The sale took place within the space of weeks, enough time for Sophie and Arpad to find a temporary rental nearby. They would stay there until they found a house. And it was a good time to buy. Between their now “legitimate” pile of cash and historically low borrowing costs, they could aim high. But when they discovered the Glass House in Cologny, it was love at first sight. Arpad felt that his life was about to change. 



Part Two
The Days Before Greg’s Discovery
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Eleven Days Before the Robbery
 
	Monday, June 20 (Sophie’s birthday)
	→ Tuesday, June 21, 2022
	Wednesday, June 22
	Thursday, June 23
	Friday, June 24
	Saturday, June 25
	Sunday, June 26 (Greg’s discovery)

7:00 p.m. in Cologny.
Karine pushed open the front door, exhausted by her day at work. As she had expected, the boys were bickering in the living room and the babysitter was stretched out on the sofa. 
Karine took dinner out of the freezer and turned on the oven. She set the table for three.
“Papa’s not coming home?” her eldest asked when he saw there were only three place settings.
“He’s still at work,” Karine explained.

Greg, standing in front of the door to Marion’s apartment, reread the message he had sent to Karine.
Last minute scramble. Sorry. Be back late.
The message was as fuzzy as his ideas. A reflection of his indecision. He noticed that he had written “sorry,” although he usually never excused himself for an intervention or an emergency associated with his job. He wasn’t sorry to be getting home late; he was sorry for what he was about to do. 
Marion lived in Carouge. An apartment on the ninth floor of a tall building. Greg buzzed. She opened, flashing a welcoming smile and seductively dressed. The lights were low, the blinds had been lowered, the candles lit. It had been a long time since Karine had welcomed him like this, Greg thought. 
“It’s nice here,” he said, settling into the couch.
She smiled at his silly comment, which reflected his nervousness. She decided to take matters into her own hands. She sat on his lap and kissed him. 
“I want you right now.” Greg sighed.
She rose to lead him to the bedroom. She hadn’t imagined it would happen so quickly, but why not? Greg stopped; he had noticed that the leg of the living-room armoire would do the trick. 
“Let’s do it here,” he said, pulling out a pair of handcuffs from his back pocket.

It was 7:30 p.m. by the time Arpad reached the house. He had never gotten back so late. He noticed a gray Peugeot with French plates in the yard. He wondered whose it was. He passed through the front door, worn out. Sophie, who had seen him arrive, was waiting with a glass of wine. 
“Sorry,” he said, placing his leather briefcase on the ground. “Terrible day at the bank. The markets fell. We just had a crisis meeting that dragged on for two hours. Tomorrow, I have to tell four people on my team that they’ve been laid off.” 
“Oh my!” Sophie commiserated, handing him the glass of Bordeaux.
“Thanks. Whose car is that?”
“We have a surprise guest. It’ll put you in a good mood.”
A flicker of curiosity illuminated Arpad’s face, dissipating his irritation.
“Who is it?”
“Guess.”
“Give me a hint,” he prodded, warming to the game.
“Saint-Tropez.”
“If it’s your father, that’s not exactly a welcome surprise,” mumbled Arpad, whose good humor seemed to have returned.
Sophie burst out laughing.
“I’m talking about Saint-Trop, the good times.”
“Is it connected with the Béatrice?” Arpad asked.
“Exactly.”
Arpad thought for a while. Too long for Sophie, who impatiently grabbed his hand and led him into the living room. Arpad just stood there, stunned. 
The ghost had returned.



The Day of the Robbery
Saturday, July 2, 2022
Two Hours and Forty-Five Minutes Before the Robbery
6:45 a.m. at police headquarters.
Greg was always nervous before an operation. He considered it necessary for survival if things turned out badly. But this time was different; he was more agitated than usual. He’d barely slept. 
He was the first to arrive at the office. He was alone in the locker room. It was a kind of ritual for him. He would wait for the end of the briefing to put on his bulletproof vest, his balaclava, and his tactical helmet. 
He looked at himself in the mirror for a long while until the other members of his team started trickling in. While they changed and strapped on their gear, he marched to the briefing room. 
Today was the day.
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Ten Days Before the Robbery
 
	Monday, June 20 (Sophie’s birthday)
	Tuesday, June 21
	→ Wednesday, June 22, 2022
	Thursday, June 23
	Friday, June 24
	Saturday, June 25
	Sunday, June 26 (Greg’s discovery)

6:30 a.m. at the Glass House.
“It was nice to see Beast again, wasn’t it?”
In the Braun kitchen, Sophie’s words hung in the air, her question unanswered. She walked over to Arpad, who drank his coffee in silence. 
For the first in a long time, it was Arpad who had risen before them all. Sophie had opened an eye just as he was walking out of the bedroom and had hurried to follow him. She felt that something wasn’t right. It was all because of Beast. She knew the dinner was a bad idea, but Beast had insisted. He wanted to learn about her family life, see where she lived, see Arpad again. She didn’t know how to say no. She had never known how to say no to him. 
Arpad had no desire to talk. But he made an effort to articulate a few words.
“Very nice to see Beast again,” he assured her without conviction. “You met him by accident in town?”
“Yes, we ran into each other just as I was leaving the office. He asked about you right away. He really wanted to see you.”
Arpad doubted that Beast had showed up in Geneva by accident. He had a very bad feeling about all of this.
“You didn’t look so good during dinner,” Sophie said.
Now she regretted it. Arpad would suspect something. It could have been so simple, but now she was going to have to deal with this complication and redouble her efforts to quell her husband’s vigilance. 
“Those people I have to let go today,” Arpad lied. “It’s weighing on me.”
She had completely forgotten about it. That must be the reason for her husband’s attitude, not Beast. She needn’t worry. Besides, the dinner had gone very well. 
It was Wednesday and the children didn’t have school. Typically, Arpad would work from home that day and take Isaak to soccer practice and Léa to tennis. 
“Would you mind dropping off the children this morning?” he asked. “I’d like to get to the bank early, before the people I have to let go. That way I can avoid all the small talk in the elevator that’s only going to end with me asking them to ‘stop by my office.’ ” 
“Go,” Sophie replied. “I’ll take care of the children. I don’t have any meetings this morning. But what can I do to cheer you up? Do you want to go out to dinner tonight? We could ask Julien and Rebecca to join us.” 
“Why not just the two of us? Italian. Some pasta and some good wine.”
“Sounds perfect,” she said, smiling.
He kissed her and left.
In his car, Arpad passed through the gate and drove down the lane that led to the road to la Capite. He merged onto the highway without noticing the gray Peugeot that was waiting at the intersection. 
Beast, behind the wheel, seeing Arpad pass by, quickly took off. He was surprised to see Arpad leave this early; it was unlike him. Whatever, it was good Beast had chosen to get here when he did. He followed Arpad as he headed for downtown Geneva. 



Karine, upon rising, was surprised to find Greg in the kitchen preparing breakfast. He greeted her with a cappuccino.
“You’re not going running?” she asked.
“I wanted to look after my little family,” he said.
He had felt a euphoric rush upon waking that morning after his evening with Marion. He didn’t even feel the need to find out what was happening at the Braun house. Seeing Karine before him, he almost felt guilty for his lack of remorse. He had always felt contempt for unfaithful husbands, but now that he had crossed that same line, he didn’t feel like he had betrayed her. He had simply taken it upon himself to satisfy a need she couldn’t meet. 
Greg could guess how Karine would react if he waved a pair of handcuffs in front of her. She would assume a look of disgust: “What is that supposed to be?” He had tried, in the past, to spice up their love life but she had systematically declined, asking that he make love normally. Inevitably, he ended up getting on top of her. He grew bored. He wasn’t asking for much, really, only that she listen to him a little. 
“What time did you get back last night?” she asked. “I didn’t even hear you.”
“Late. It seemed to go on forever.”
“What happened?”
“We had to bring in a group we had been tracking, thieves, a violent bunch. We managed to locate their hideout, but we had to wait until they were all there. It took hours.” 
Greg was thinking about Marion, restrained, offering herself to him. Vulnerable. He had to think of something else. Karine made it easy for him. 
“You think you could do some shopping on your way back from work? I made you a list.”
“Sure, but I’m off today,” Greg reminded her.
She had forgotten, even though it was written on the family calendar. He was supposed to take Sandy to the vet.
“I’ll let you know if I think of something else,” Karine said.
Greg understood that his wife, having forgotten his day off, was now going to think of things for him to do. He took the bull by the horns. 
“I’m going to BricoLoisirs in la Praille to buy some wood and repair the garden shed. I can drop you off at work if you want.”
Karine would have preferred to go with Sophie, but for once, Greg was taking the initiative and she had to accept it. She wrote a message to Sophie, suggesting they meet at the Café des Aviateurs. 

After driving Karine downtown, Greg and the dog continued to Carouge. The meeting with the vet was at 10:30 a.m. so he had plenty of time to go to BricoLoisirs. The dog could wait in the car. 
Inside the store, Greg walked around for a while. Passing by the chains and fasteners, his thoughts returned to Marion. He decided to send her a message. 
Want to see you. I have a little gift.
He was becoming reckless.



When Karine met Sophie at the café, the first thing she noticed was the diamond panther on her finger.
“Is that your birthday present?”
“Yes,” Sophie said, smiling.
She removed the ring from her finger to show it to Karine, who examined it carefully.
“The detailing is incredible. The eyes . . . it’s all so perfect.”
“I’ve been spoiled,” Sophie admitted.
Karine remembered that, for her birthday, Greg had given her a book. She returned the ring to Sophie.
“Saturday afternoon the boys have their soccer game. Are you going?”
“Isaak has been talking about it for ten days. Of course I’m going.”
It was an important match, the final day of the league, where the championship team would be crowned. The game would be held in Cologny, and Arpad and Greg were in charge of the refreshment stand. 
“I was thinking,” Karine resumed, almost timidly, “maybe we could get together after the game for a barbecue at our place.”
She feared Sophie would refuse, but she accepted at once.
“Oh, that would be lovely! And it’s supposed to be a beautiful day.”
Karine was simultaneously excited and nervous. She had to show that she was equal to the Brauns. She’d set the table outside with candles and some very good wine. A small buffet of appetizers to start. And instead of the usual salads that wilt in the sun, what if she had a platter of shellfish prepared? She could order an assortment of oysters, large shrimp, and crabs from Brasserie Lipp. They were known for that sort of thing. With some chilled champagne to go with it, a blanc de blancs. Karine knew she would be fretting about the barbecue for the next few days but it would be worth it. And if the evening went well, she would float the idea that they all go on vacation together in October. 

Arpad sat at the terrace of the café in the Parc des Bastions. He had been there for more than an hour and had gone through two espressos. He was pensive. 
He had just paid for his drinks and was getting ready to leave when Beast, who had been observing him, decided to make his move. Materializing out of nowhere, he sat down at the table. 
“Beast?” Arpad blurted out, containing his surprise and discomfort with difficulty. “What brings you here?”
“I wanted to talk to you.”
Arpad’s discomfort grew. He decided to put his cards on the table.
“Listen, I don’t know what you’re doing in Geneva, and I don’t know what you want from me. But I didn’t say anything. To anyone. I left Saint-Tropez the next day and moved here. No one asked any questions—ever. But I want you to leave me alone, me and my family.” 
“Relax, my friend. That was fifteen years ago.”
Arpad wanted to run away.
“Sorry,” he said as he rose from the table, “but I have to get to the bank.”
Beast pointed a threatening finger at him.
“Sit down, Arpad. And buy me a coffee, my friend. You have all the time in the world. I know you haven’t been working. You were fired six months ago.” 



11:00 am Wednesday.
Leaving the vet’s office, Greg felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. At first he thought Marion had replied, but it was only Karine. 
Are you still at BricoLoisirs?
No.
Greg’s reply warranted a call from his wife. He knew when he picked up that she was going to ask him to go back. He wasn’t wrong. 
“We’re having a barbecue with the Brauns Saturday evening. Pick up a small tank of gas and whatever you need for the grill. And see if you can find some string lights.” 
“String lights?”
“For the garden.”
“We have a light on the deck,” he pointed out.
“That’s not a light, that’s a prison spotlight,” Karine chided. “We need something a little less harsh.”
“Okay. I’ll see what I can find,” he promised.
Karine discussed the question of meat. In general, they shopped at the supermarket, but for the occasion, they would go to the butcher. As they spoke, Greg felt his phone buzz against his ear. Marion. He pulled the phone away at once. 
Aperitif at mine?
OK. What time?
5 p.m.?
“The butcher sounds like a great idea,” Greg said to his wife. “I’ll go back to BricoLoisirs around five for the gas and the lights. Let me know if you think of anything else.” 

5:00 p.m. Marion’s apartment.
Everything was ready for Greg. She had laid out slices of Bündnerfleisch and an assortment of cheeses on a platter. A magnum of rosé was chilling in the fridge. They could sit on the balcony. Her building was ordinary but tall with an unobstructed view all the way to the Jura Mountains on the horizon. They would be comfortable there, just the two of them. After their aperitif, they could stay in for the night or go out to eat. 
She was eager to see him again. She had enjoyed the previous night a great deal. Except for the beginning—she hadn’t been too thrilled about the handcuffs. She had a few kinks but being restrained simply wasn’t her thing. Once that strange moment had passed, however, their chemistry was undeniable—they had made pasta together and drunk red wine. They had laughed and talked for a long time. Especially her. She had opened up to him and he had listened. It was nice to be with a man who listened, a welcome change from guys who spoke only about themselves. She was dying to learn more about him. Within the police, his reputation as an elite cop was well established, but she wanted to know the man behind the uniform. Who was he really, this Greg Liégean? He didn’t wear a wedding ring, never mentioned a wife or children; she assumed he was a bachelor. She dreamed of a serious relationship and felt he was different from the men she had met on dating sites. The only snag was his age; he was easily a good twelve or fifteen years older than her. But he kept himself in better shape than most of her recent flings. And he was still young enough to have children with. 
The doorbell rang. It was him.

Behind the door, Greg burned with desire. In her message, Marion had mentioned an aperitif. He had interpreted this to mean a quick rendezvous before dinner. Of course, she’d probably offer him a drink, which he would accept out of politeness. But he didn’t want to dawdle; he only had an hour. He had to relieve the babysitter at six. 

Marion opened the door and wrapped her arms around Greg’s neck, kissing him languorously. Not wasting any time, he brandished his BricoLoisirs bag. 
“I picked up some toys!” he declared victoriously, showing off the chains he had bought.
Marion recoiled.
“Oh, no! Not that again!”
Greg immediately backed down.
“I thought that . . .” he mumbled.
“You thought what? I invited you over for an aperitif, not to chain me up again. I hated it. Hated !” 
Greg regarded Marion with contempt. Her response had extinguished his desire. Nevertheless, he felt the need to justify himself.
“I thought your ‘aperitif’ was just a manner of speaking.”
“A drink is a drink! And when you’re invited over for an aperitif, you bring a bottle of wine, not a length of chain!”
The more she shouted, the colder Greg became. He glanced at his watch. How was he going to get himself out of there?

It was 7:30 p.m. on the terrace of a charming Italian restaurant in downtown Cologny. The air was soft, the atmosphere relaxed. On the heels of the solstice, night was slow to fall. 
At the table, Sophie did most of the talking. She was cheery, in a good mood. As if nothing could get to her. She looked especially beautiful even though she hadn’t done much to prepare for the evening. Opposite her, Arpad was silent. Absent-minded. He wore a defeated look on his face. Sophie knew he’d had a bad day at the bank, that she would have to be extra attentive. But she was much too exhilarated, much too excited by Beast’s sudden intrusion into her orderly life. Still, she made an effort to focus on her husband and his worries about work. 
“Oh, Arpad, you look so dejected,” she said to him.
“I’ve had better days,” he replied.
“How did it go at the bank?”
“As I expected. One guy, fairly thick-skinned, started bawling like a baby. The situation is the same at the other banks, they’ll have trouble finding a similar job. Even if they do find something, they can forget about bonuses and seniority. Their lavish lifestyles are a thing of the past. They’ll never accept it. They’re going to have to keep paying for the mortgage on their beautiful home, for their kids’ private school tuition, and for gifts to the missus, who is not going to be satisfied with some discount lifestyle. They’re doomed to wander the Earth as walking Ponzi schemes.” 
“You’re exaggerating,” Sophie said to keep the conversation going.
But Arpad wasn’t. He knew the subject matter all too well, for he had just related his own experience to Sophie. It had started early in January. The same day he had returned from Christmas vacation at a five-star hotel on Mauritius, his boss had asked to see him. He entered the conference room walking on air, looking radiant and sporting an impertinent tan in the dead of Geneva’s winter. He was so conceited that he thought they were going to offer him a promotion—the head of global wealth management had been fired only a few weeks earlier and Arpad felt he could rise to the occasion. 
But the meeting was short. They told him they were pleased with his work but that these were hard times. The bank had to downsize. Arpad’s performance, together with that of his team, was no longer bringing in enough money and “adjustments” would have to be made. A new manager was coming in from a German bank to clean house. As for Arpad, as security required (and mostly as a way for the bank to keep its employees from poaching their clients), his access to the computer system had been revoked, his badge deactivated, and he was relieved, effective immediately, of all his duties. 
He left the bank in a state of shock. He wanted to tell Sophie at once but soon gave up the idea; he needed to digest the news first. That evening, lying by her side, he said nothing. And the following morning, he pretended to leave for work. He had set into motion a farce that would last several months. Of course, he had tried to find a position at another bank but his way was blocked. Everyone was being laid off and no one was hiring. And the longer he put off telling her, the less capable he was of owning up to the truth. He had wrapped himself in the lie. 
At their table in the restaurant, Arpad looked at Sophie, carefree, enjoying her pasta and making small talk. A happy couple. In love. In fact, a perfect couple. At least in appearance. 
Arpad thought about what Beast had said to him that morning at the café in the Parc des Bastions.
“How did I find out that you had been let go? Because I stopped by the bank to pay you a visit. And they told me that you hadn’t been employed since January. And because I followed you as you wandered around during the day. It didn’t take long to figure out what was up.” 
Arpad swallowed the bait.
“You followed me?”
Beast shot back, “I assume Sophie doesn’t know . . .”
Arpad stared hard at Beast.
“Sophie doesn’t know a thing, does she?”
“No, she doesn’t know,” Arpad conceded.
Now Beast had him. What would he demand in exchange for his silence?
“Don’t worry,” Beast reassured him in a hypocritically friendly tone of voice, “your secret is safe with me. And we know about secrets, don’t we?” 
Arpad, sensing a threat in Beast’s tone, grabbed him by the collar of his T-shirt.
“Listen to me, Beast, enough with all the bullshit. Why are you here?”
Beast smiled menacingly.
“I like it when you get angry. That’s the old Arpad I knew. There’s a tough guy beneath that banker’s suit. You want to know what brings me to Geneva? A job, and I need an extra pair of hands . . .” 



The Day of the Robbery
Saturday, July 2, 2022
Two Hours and Fifteen Minutes Before the Robbery
It was 7:15 a.m. Arpad was drinking a final cup of coffee in the kitchen. He stood by the window, taking in the outside world as Sophie often did. 
He had dreaded this day and now that it was here, he felt almost relieved. Beast had promised to disappear from his life the very next day. One last job. Their last together. And after that, it would be over. Arpad wondered if Beast would keep his word. 
For the last time, he reread the instructions he had jotted down on a piece of paper, which he then burned in the sink so that no trace remained. 

Sixteen Years Earlier
July 2006
Draguignan, France
Draguignan, thirty miles from Saint-Tropez. A group of new prisoners was arriving. The men, complying with the guards’ instructions, stepped down from the vehicle in single file and marched toward the main building. Arpad was at the rear. He looked around, hoping to find something recognizable. He was blinded by the glaring sun. He heard only noise and shouting. He was terrified. 
Arpad, only twenty-four years old, wore an elegant suit but he had been stripped of his dignity. Inside the prison, they proceeded to book him. He was given a number, and they took his personal effects. He had been taken in with a considerable amount of cash on him. The money was credited to his commissary account. Daily life would be easier for him. And he could make some friends. He changed into his prison uniform, then was given his regulation “package” containing sheets, a blanket, some basic toiletries, and some tableware. 
A guard then led him to his quarters. They were entering the prison proper. The sounds of cell doors closing. The screams of other inmates. The smells. The stares. Arpad’s stomach was knotted with fear. They reached his cell. The guard turned the key in the lock and swung open the heavy door. Arpad took a few steps inside. There were two beds. One was occupied by a beefy guy who didn’t appear very welcoming. Arpad wondered if it would be better to say hello or remain silent. But the man’s greeting was almost friendly. 
“Make yourself at home.”
Arpad put his package on the bare mattress and grabbed the sheets. The man told him, without bothering to take his eyes off the TV, “You can use the table and one of the shelves. I’ve got my stuff spread out. I’ll make you some room.” 
Arpad laid out his few belongings here and there, not knowing if he was getting his bearings or was simply obeying this man who impressed him. 

His cellmate was named Philippe but everyone called him Beast. About thirty-five years old, shaved head, impressive physique, a tough face. He radiated a serene strength. Prison was his kingdom; inside the penitentiary, Beast was respected by everyone. He had the ear of the other inmates, the confidence of the guards. He often arbitrated disputes. Alone, he helped maintain a kind of peace within the prison walls. 
One of the rules in prison was never to give the reason for your imprisonment. But in general, the inmates’ reputations preceded them. Beast was an accomplished thief. He was serving the last year of his sentence and his good behavior had earned him a transfer to the lower security Draguignan prison. 
From day one, Beast had taken Arpad under his wing. “Stick with me and you won’t have any trouble.” And since Arpad was eminently likeable, Beast quickly became friends with this young man from a good family, ten years his junior. He wondered what Arpad was doing there. One day he simply asked him straight-out. 
“The guard says you’re here for pretrial detention . . .”
“Yes.”
“What did you do?”
“Something stupid.”
Beast smiled at his reply.
“Like everyone.”
“I wanted to impress a girl,” Arpad added.
“Like everyone.”
Arpad smiled.

One Week Earlier
Saint-Tropez
Arpad cruised along the Mediterranean coast in an Aston Martin with English plates. In the waning light, the gulf of Saint-Tropez spread out majestically before him. Behind the wheel of the convertible, he basked in the day’s warmth and the heady scent of the pine trees. He had left London that same day, at four in the morning. Now he was nearing his destination. 
Approaching Saint-Tropez, he headed to the city proper. He was supposed to go directly to the address, but he wanted to enjoy the car. He had driven fast, almost without stopping, and arrived earlier than planned. He had a little time to kill. 
The car crossed Saint-Tropez, bustling with tourists during the summer season. The outdoor cafés were teeming, the restaurants fully booked. Arpad revved the engine for the simple pleasure of drawing attention to himself. He had been frequenting Saint-Tropez for four years. During that time, through his charm and his cheek, he had built a small network among the more fashionable haunts. 
He reached the Béatrice, pulling up in front of the establishment, leaving his Aston Martin in the care of a valet. On the sidewalk, the crowd stood behind a cordon, waiting for a muscle-bound security guard to give them entry. Some had made reservations. The rest likely wouldn’t get in. Arpad made a beeline for Céline, the hostess. She greeted him with a cheerful hug. 
“Arpad! Are you back?”
“Only for a couple of days.”
“That’s not long enough,” Céline said wistfully.
“I have to get back to London. I have a job at a bank lined up for me there. Things are getting serious.”
“Oh, Mr. Banker!” Céline cried out. “Should I call you my lord?” 
“Soon.” He smiled. “Do you have a spot for me at the bar?”
“For you, always, my lord.” 
She led him inside and seated him at the bar, where he dined on truffle pasta. Later that evening, when the restaurant turned into a nightclub, a group of thirty-year-olds caught his eye. Elegant, playful, they spent lavishly. It was raining bottles of champagne at their table. Arpad struck up a conversation with one of them and soon found himself invited over to join them for a glass. It was then that he noticed the gorgeous brunette devouring him with her eyes. 
Arpad left his new friends to flirt with her. They spent a few moments on the dance floor. They kissed. Then she told him she had to leave. 
“Can I drive you?” Arpad asked.
“You’re going to abandon your friends?”
She had assumed he was part of the group.
“Don’t worry about them. They’ll manage without me.”
At the front of the restaurant, he retrieved the Aston Martin from the valet, opening the passenger door for her.
“Nice car,” she said.
“I can’t complain,” Arpad said, careful not to mention that it wasn’t his. “How about lunch tomorrow? I know a great place in the hills above Saint-Trop.” 
She didn’t answer until he had dropped her off at her home.
“Pick me up at noon.”
Arpad left her with a smile on his lips. He sent a message to Monsieur Stankowitz, the owner of the Aston Martin, to tell him that he had finally arrived in Saint-Tropez. Took longer than anticipated. Then he drove to what was supposed to be his pied-à-terre for the next forty-eight hours: a villa near the shore, also belonging to a certain Monsieur Stankowitz. 
Stankowitz was some 870 miles away in London. He was a banker in the city and would spend his summers in Saint-Tropez. About sixty, twice divorced, Stankowitz was a jovial man who, like everyone else it seemed, had taken a liking to Arpad. The two men had met at a private club in Knightsbridge, where Arpad was working as a bartender while pursuing his studies in finance. It hosted an elite circle comprised of the leading bankers, attorneys, and businessmen of the capital. There, Arpad was in his element. He imagined himself one day on the other side of the bar. Meanwhile, he worked hard so that he would stand out to the club’s members. He had soon become their mascot. They liked him. People sought his company. Arpad served these men expensive Scotch, entertained them with conversation and listened to their stories. Stankowitz, in particular, appreciated this willful and ambitious young man, to whom he had promised a job at his bank upon completing his degree. 
For two years now, Stankowitz had entrusted Arpad with bringing his Aston Martin from London to Saint-Tropez in anticipation of his vacation. Along with the car keys, there came a fat envelope filled with cash and two nights in the banker’s villa. He would then return to London by plane. 
That July evening, when Arpad parked the car in the villa’s garage, he did not yet suspect that this would mark his last visit. As always, he was greeted by Mathilde, the housekeeper. 
“Sorry about the late hour,” Arpad said to her. “The highway was slow.”
“Oh, don’t worry,” she reassured him. “Have you eaten? I cooked a leg of lamb for you.”
“No, thank you, I ate on the road. I’m exhausted. I think I’ll go to bed.”
Mathilde liked him: polished, hardworking, always ready to lend a hand. In the morning, he made his bed and systematically washed his dirty dishes. A respectful young man, not the kind to let himself be coddled. Monsieur Stankowitz held him in high regard, and he was a good judge of character. 

The next day, Arpad, who had woken early, took advantage of the facilities. He used the gym, then had his breakfast by the pool. At noon he was supposed to pick up that pretty brunette and take her to lunch. Only one thing troubled him—the previous evening, he had dropped her off in the Aston Martin and he couldn’t bear showing up in a taxi that day. But luck seemed to be on his side. That morning, Mathilde stopped by the pool to tell him that she would be gone for a few hours to visit her sister in Cannes. With Mathilde gone, the coast was clear. Arpad backed the Aston Martin out of the garage and took off for his rendezvous. He would return right after lunch, before Mathilde got back. No one would be the wiser. To be on the safe side, he promised himself he would be back around two. 

3:00 p.m.
On the restaurant terrace, Arpad and his current conquest were still eating lunch. She raved about the view of the gulf and the meal. Glancing at his watch, he had difficulty concealing his nervousness. The meal had dragged on. It was her fault; she had insisted on drinking several glasses of champagne before sitting down. He only pretended to drink. He couldn’t risk getting drunk. When they were finally seated, she had chosen the most expensive dishes: burrata with caviar followed by a linguini with lobster. And to drink? “Good champagne,” she had demanded. “Life is too short to drink cheap wine.” The sommelier had suggested a bottle for five hundred euros. The name of the producer made her giddy with enthusiasm but provoked a wave of panic in Arpad, who was adding up the bill in his head. His credit card would bear the brunt of the shock. Fortunately, in his pocket he had the money Stankowitz had given him. 

In the cell, Beast, listening closely to Arpad’s story, burst out laughing.
“That’s a great beginning!”
“The ending is better,” Arpad told him.
“Go on, go on. What happens next?”
“The food took forever. Finally, our dishes arrived and she ate her damn lobster linguini. Then the waiter asked if we cared for some dessert. I said no thanks, of course. There was only one thing on my mind: getting back to the villa before Mathilde got back. But the girl says, ‘Oh, why not?’ takes the menu, and finally, decides on a chocolate soufflé. The waiter says, ‘Excellent choice but it will take about twenty minutes to prepare.’ ” 
“Don’t tell me you ordered the soufflé!” Beast guffawed.
“Of course we ordered the soufflé!”
Beast’s laughter echoed within the walls of the cell.
“How stupid. How fucking stupid. All that just to get in bed with a girl you met by accident . . .”
Arpad, satisfied that his story had connected, cried out theatrically, “Bed? If only we had gone to bed! While we’re waiting for her damn soufflé, we finished off the bottle of champagne. Well, she finished it off, because I had hardly touched my glass. Then, I realized she was plastered and the bright sunshine beating down on us didn’t help matters. Now she starts talking to me about her little boyfriend. She had been seeing him for three years. He lived in Berlin, and she didn’t want to cheat on him. She began to cry, ‘I can’t do that to Eric!’ ” 

“I can’t do that to Eric!” she repeated tearfully.
Her sobs drew the attention of the other customers. Arpad, annoyed and embarrassed, wanted nothing more than to disappear.
“You’re not obligated to do anything,” he reassured her, handing her a handkerchief. “Maybe we should leave . . .”
“No,” she said, dabbing her eyes. “I want to enjoy my soufflé.”
Arpad, traumatized by the turn of events, didn’t notice his phone vibrating in his pocket. At the other end of the line, Mathilde, already back at the villa, hung up and turned to the police inspecting the empty garage. 
“He’s not answering. But I’m telling you he didn’t steal the car. He’s not the type.”

The soufflé finally consumed and the check settled, Arpad loaded the girl into the Aston Martin and sped off to Saint-Tropez. It was deathly silent inside the car. Arpad had seen that Mathilde had tried to reach him. He would call her back when he got to the house. His first priority was returning the car to the garage. 
But soon they were stuck in traffic. Arpad, who didn’t have a second to lose, decided to drive around the line of stalled vehicles. It was risky but by accelerating quickly, it would only be a matter of seconds before he reached the next intersection. 
The Aston Martin turned into the oncoming lane. Arpad stepped on the gas, the girl cried out. The car took off like a bullet. They must have been doing seventy-five miles per hour when the front wheel hit a pothole. Arpad, surprised by the impact, lost control of the car, which swerved off the road and ended up against some rocks a few dozen feet from the patio of a restaurant. 
Arpad and the girl were able to get out of the car. They were stunned but otherwise unharmed. Not even a scratch. The car, however, had been reduced to a pile of twisted metal. Witnesses to the scene rushed over. A few minutes later, the emergency vehicles showed up. That was the start of Arpad’s troubles. 
The police, after the usual questions, took Arpad in. He assumed this was only standard procedure and that he would be released quickly. Of course, he would have to answer to Monsieur Stankowitz and he would own up to his mistake. But as for the rest, it was just an accident. No one had been injured. He hadn’t been drinking. He hadn’t taken any drugs. But at the station, the situation deteriorated rapidly. Not least of all because Monsieur Stankowitz, calling from London, had said he wanted to press charges. Arpad found himself in custody. He called a lawyer he knew in Saint-Tropez. The lawyer assured Arpad he would be released shortly. But his detention continued until he was brought before a magistrate. 
“A flight risk,” deemed the judge. “The accused lives in London and he has every reason not to return here. I’m asking that he remain in jail until his trial.” 
“That’s unreasonable,” his lawyer protested. “You don’t hold someone for a simple car crash!”
“He stole a car!” the magistrate corrected. “And his reckless behavior almost killed several people! There was a patio filled with customers only a few yards from the crash. Your client nearly caused a bloodbath.” 
“My client borrowed a car.”
“That’s not the opinion of the plaintiff. Your story won’t fool anyone but yourself.”
“Arpad has recently graduated from university,” the lawyer pleaded. “He has a job waiting for him in London. Putting him in jail means risking his future.” 
“He should have thought of that before stealing the plaintiff’s vehicle!”
Arpad added his voice to that of his lawyer.
“Your honor, I’m not going to prison, am I?” he pleaded.
But his entreaties fell on deaf ears. He heard the click of the handcuffs. The courthouse cell. The paddy wagon. His arrival at Draguignan prison. 

“All that for a bottle of five-hundred-dollar champagne and a chocolate soufflé,” Beast said.
“All that because I like money but don’t have any.”
“Not yet,” Beast replied.

After six weeks in detention, Arpad was released. Having been paid a substantial sum in compensation for the car by Arpad’s parents, Stankowitz agreed to withdraw the charges. The charge of theft was dropped. After a short trial, Arpad was given a suspended sentence. 
When he was about to leave Beast and their prison cell, Arpad felt the strength of the friendship that had grown between them.
“I’m almost going to miss this place,” he said before giving Beast a final hug.
“Don’t talk nonsense, my friend! It’s much better outside. See you soon.”

Seven months later.
Arpad had settled for good in Saint-Tropez.
Upon his release from prison, he had neither the courage nor the desire to return to London right away. He felt that the calm of Saint-Tropez would do him some good. But what was supposed to be a brief stay—he thought he would be returning to England sooner or later—took a different turn when the manager of the Béatrice offered to give him a chance at the restaurant’s bar. Given his experience at the Knightsbridge club, where he had met Monsieur Stankowitz, Arpad rose to the occasion. He was soon hired, then promoted to bar and reservations supervisor. 
Arpad thrived in Saint-Tropez. He loved his job and he was good at it. And then there was this girl who had showed up at the Béatrice in January. She had replaced Céline as hostess, who had gone off to Montreal for school. Her name was Sophie and she was studying law in Aix-en-Provence. She was as beautiful as the day was long. They instantly hit it off, and soon they were sleeping together regularly. 
Brilliant and witty, Sophie only had one defect—she was the beloved daughter of Bernard, the owner of the Béatrice and several other restaurants in the region. The manager had warned him. 
“You didn’t touch the boss’s daughter, did you?”
“Of course not,” Arpad said. “I’m not crazy.”
Arpad didn’t care about Bernard; in fact, he had only met him once or twice. But it was better to be discreet, and he and Sophie decided not to broadcast their relationship. There was something exciting about the secrecy, which made their relationship electrifying. They enjoyed putting on a show for their co-workers at the restaurant, only to drop the act once they were alone. And nothing amused Sophie more than to be hit on by a customer in front of Arpad before he asked the bouncers to throw the interloper out on some pretext. 

In early spring 2007, Beast was released from prison.
He temporarily crashed with Arpad, with whom he had remained in contact. Arpad went out of his way for him—not only did he offer Beast a place to stay, he found him a position as a dishwasher at the Béatrice. 
But Arpad soon realized that, while Beast had been in his element in prison, he was much less so in the open air, and he struggled to fit in. Beast was charming, a loyal friend, but he was incapable of accepting the slightest authority. His time as a dishwasher was short-lived. 
“You’re a brother to me,” he said to Arpad the day he left the apartment after gathering his belongings in a bag. “Thanks for everything you’ve done, but I’d better leave before I get you into trouble. I’m not cut out for this life.” 
“What life?”
“The life of a slave. Working for other people. Cleaning dirty dishes for your fancy customers. All that for poverty wages that aren’t even enough to put a roof over my head. Life is short and I’ve already spent a lot of it in prison.” 
“Where are you going?” Arpad asked.
“To Fréjus. A buddy found me a job at the port.”
That was a lie. In reality Beast was planning a robbery. But at this point, Arpad was in the dark. Untroubled, he regularly met up with Beast in Fréjus, usually in the most unexpected places, for their underground soirees. He brought Sophie with him. They soon became an inseparable trio. 
Several months passed.
One evening in early September 2007, while Beast and Arpad were talking, Beast told him that he had info on a big job.
“A big job?” Arpad repeated uneasily.
“The postal bank in Menton. There’s a lot of money to be made. Enough to keep us out of trouble for a very long time.”
Arpad was speechless.
“Why are you telling me?” he asked.
“I’m looking for a partner. Someone who knows how to drive, if you see what I’m getting at.”
Arpad, who at first didn’t know what to say, felt it necessary to specify that he knew nothing about robbing banks.
“I . . . but what do I know about robbing banks?”
Beast gave him a reassuring smile.
“In a robbery, more than experience, it’s confidence that matters. I need someone who’s confident, someone like you. We do what we have to, then we disappear to Italy. I’ve got a fantastic hiding place, a sheep farm in Tuscany where no one will bother us.” 
Arpad stared at Beast for a long time. He wondered what he meant by “a lot of money.”
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Nine Days Before the Robbery
 
	Monday, June 20 (Sophie’s birthday)
	Tuesday, June 21
	Wednesday, June 22
	→ Thursday, June 23, 2022
	Friday, June 24
	Saturday, June 25
	Sunday, June 26 (Greg’s discovery)

It was 5:45 a.m. In his car, hidden near the edge of the small wood, Greg, his eyes riveted to the screen, watched as Sophie and Arpad slept. She was curled up between two pillows. He was stretched out neatly on his back. 
Sophie moved. He thought she was waking up but it was a false alarm. The camera couldn’t zoom in, unfortunately. He would have liked, at that moment, to get a better view of her face, to admire her up close. He realized just how unique Sophie was. On the other hand, he had been very disappointed with Marion. Fortunately, he had taken care of the situation. He promised her there would be no more handcuffs, that they would go to a restaurant the next time. Upon leaving her apartment, he immediately blocked her number. He wouldn’t be hearing from her again. 

In bed, Arpad’s eyes were open, which Greg couldn’t make out in the darkness of the room. He hadn’t been asleep for a while. He was thinking about Beast. Why, after fifteen years, had he showed up to try to convince him to join in another robbery? Beast had reassured him that he hadn’t said anything to Sophie about his being fired. That was certainly true, for Arpad knew his wife too well. She wasn’t capable of pretending. Arpad had been lying to Sophie for months now. His severance had mostly gone to paying off his credit card and, retroactively, their dream vacation on Mauritius. For the rest, he had financed their lifestyle by siphoning off Bernard’s money. Beast, although he didn’t know the details, must have suspected that Arpad was short of funds. It was a foolproof strategy. By suggesting that Arpad join him, he was offering him the opportunity to get out of debt. 
Arpad rose. He made his way quietly to the dressing room. He stood there, naked, before the rack of suits. Once they had belonged to a banker with a bright future ahead of him, but now they were nothing more than the costume of a failure who lied to his family. He selected a lightweight cream-colored suit that had been custom made for him. The farce would last one more day. Suddenly, he felt Sophie’s body against his. She clutched his torso tenderly but he freed himself at once from her embrace. She made a face. 
“I don’t know what’s gotten into you lately but you’ve become a real pain in the ass.”
“Sorry, but I have to let some people go today and I’m feeling terribly guilty about it.”
“I thought it was yesterday that you let them go.”
Arpad quickly adapted.
“It’s a complicated process. The announcement is just the first step. Now, I have to fill out the paperwork, coordinate with human resources. Everything has to be official. You know . . .” 
For a moment he considered simply coming clean. Every time he said the word “bank,” Beast tightened his grip a little more. Arpad quickly put on his shirt and pants and left the bedroom with his jacket under his arm and his shoes in his hand. “I’ll make some coffee,” he announced, as if that would settle the matter. 
He left Sophie standing naked in the dressing room. Under normal circumstances, she would have followed Arpad to defuse the situation. But right now, what she really needed was to calm down. Because of Beast. She was supposed to meet him that morning, here in the house. He had said it would be more secure. She would play along, go to work as she did every other day. Not arouse anyone’s suspicions. But her nerves were on edge, and she had to let off some steam. She lay down on her bed and let her fingers slip between her legs. 

Greg watched, mesmerized. Momentarily stupefied, he scrambled for his phone and recorded the video so that he could watch it again . . . and again. 

It was 10:00 a.m. and members of the SWAT team had been practicing at the shooting range when Greg was summoned to the office of the unit chief. Interrupting a training session was highly unusual. The reason for the meeting must have been important. Walking through the hallways, he wondered if it had anything to do with the chief and his possible successor. But he would soon learn otherwise. 
“Greg, we have a problem,” the chief began. In the office was Fred, the quartermaster and the man responsible for the team’s equipment. Whether it was assault rifles or bulletproof helmets, everything went through him. 
“What’s up?” Greg asked.
“There’s been a robbery on the premises.”
Greg immediately thought of the camera.
“A robbery?” he repeated, looking first to his boss and then to Big Fred (on the team everyone called him “Big Fred” even though he was rather puny). 
He tried to quickly assess the situation: Was this a real question they didn’t know the answer to or a form of liar’s poker? Had Big Fred discovered the truth? Trying to hide his nervousness, he asked in a concerned tone, “What was stolen?” 
“A surveillance camera,” Big Fred replied.
“Like the one used to record the gang of thieves a few weeks ago?” Greg asked.
“Exactly.”
“Maybe someone forgot to remove it from the premises,” Greg suggested.
“No, I made an inventory at the end of the mission. All the cameras were accounted for.”
“Well, that’s crazy!” Greg said, trying to play his part in the game. “Who could have stolen a camera?”
“That’s what I’d like to know,” the chief replied.
Greg was uncomfortable; his questioners spoke little. Did they already know? He played the role of the methodical cop.
“Who has access to the equipment?”
“Only members of the team,” Big Fred said. “We’re the only ones who have access to that area.”
“On a related note, Greg,” the chief said, “it seems you’ve had a couple of visits recently.”
“An inspector from the police, part of the team for the Pâquis operation. She had questions for her report. But I met her outside and we talked in the entrance hall. When was the camera taken?” 
“Hard to say,” Fred replied. “I inventoried the equipment on Monday. That’s when I noticed it was gone.”
“That’s strange,” Greg said. “I can’t see any member of the team stealing equipment. Did you check the surveillance footage?”
“Yes,” the chief confirmed. “Fred spent hours reviewing it but found nothing.”
Of course, Greg had taken the necessary precautions. He knew there were cameras. He had slipped the equipment into the gym bag he used every day. 
Then the chief said, “If I asked you here, Greg, it’s because I want you to conduct an investigation into the theft—discreetly. We have to find the rotten apple inside our team.” 
Greg nodded, trying to keep a straight face.
“You can count on me, Chief,” he assured him.
Leaving the office, Greg considered what he would do next. The best move would be to remove the camera from the Brauns’ house and dispose of it in the lake so that it would never be found. But first, he would spend a final weekend with the Brauns, then stop what he was doing for good before things truly went south. 
To add to the confusion, Marion showed up at police headquarters for an impromptu visit.
“You can’t just keep showing up like this,” Greg hissed. “My boss made a remark about it. It’s becoming a problem.”
“Sorry, but I couldn’t reach you by phone. My messages don’t seem to be getting through. Did you block me?”
“Look, Marion, I’ve . . . I’ve been a jerk. I’m married . . . I have kids . . . I did something stupid.”
Marion’s face darkened with anger.
“You’re married? So then what, you just needed to get laid? What do you take me for?”
Greg didn’t even try to explain himself.
“I’m sorry for the misunderstanding. Now, stop showing up and leave me alone. I hope I’ve made myself clear.”

Arpad had been wandering the town when he received a message on his phone: The house alarm had been deactivated. Sophie was returning home. He knew it had to be Sophie because the cleaning lady (who only came on Thursdays) used a different code. Maybe his wife had forgotten some papers back at the house but his gut told him to call. 
“Hello, dear,” Sophie said. “How’s your morning going?”
“Okay. And you?”
“Nothing special. I’m in the office.”
She was lying. Arpad felt his stomach knot up. He spoke with difficulty.
“Okay, don’t work too hard. See you tonight.”
“See you tonight, my love.”
He hung up. How could she lie and call him “my love” in the same breath? He decided to return home. He needed to get to the bottom of this. 

Back at the house, Sophie wondered what was going on. For the past several days now Arpad had seemed stressed. And despite what he said, she knew it had nothing to do with the bank. It had started when Beast showed up. Beast’s return confused her and Arpad sensed it. 
Suddenly, the doorbell buzzed. She ran to open it. The gray Peugeot was in the yard. Beast, stepping from the car, grinned at Sophie. 
“Hello, my panther.”

Arpad left his car on the downward slope of the road to la Capite. He would go the rest of the way on foot to avoid being seen. He hiked up the dead-end road that led to their house. He entered the code for the gate and discovered Sophie’s car and Beast’s gray Peugeot in front. 
He decided to walk through the woods to try to catch a glimpse of what was going on in the house. He crept along the edge of the property and disappeared into the trees. He felt like an intruder in his own home. His thoughts were buzzing around in his head. 
He followed the line of trees and soon found a perfect observation post. A bush from which he could see everything without being discovered. He advanced, crouched, and settled behind the curtain of leaves. 
Looking into the rooms of his own house through the large bay windows, he found Sophie and Beast in the bedroom. They were standing face-to-face, talking. Then Beast, opening the drawer of the nightstand, pulled out the handcuffs. He exchanged a few words with Sophie before he burst out laughing. Sophie then lowered the electric blinds so no one could see them. 
Arpad was horrified. Sophie was cheating on him. He fled through the forest.
Fifteen Years Earlier
September 17, 2007
Menton, France
Around 6:00 a.m., as he did every morning, the manager of the postal bank of Menton stepped outside to walk his little dog.
The robbers, who were waiting for him at the end of the street, possessed two crucial pieces of information. The first was that the manager lived alone. No one would worry when he hadn’t returned from his walk. The second was that the bank’s safes were full. In fact, an armored truck was scheduled to transport the cash that very day. 
The manager continued about his daily routine without noticing the car, which was barely visible in the darkness. Suddenly, a hand grabbed him, and he felt the barrel of a revolver against his temple. 
“Not a sound. Just keep quiet and cooperate, Bruno.”
They knew his name. The manager was paralyzed with fear and let himself be led to the car. A second silhouette, emerging from the dark, grabbed his dog and put it in the trunk. Everything had happened quickly and without a hitch. 
The man with the gun sat in the rear with the manager, making sure he didn’t move. The other got behind the wheel. No words were exchanged. Each wore a ski mask and a baseball cap to conceal their identity. The car drove at a perfectly acceptable speed, its lights on, to avoid attracting attention. All the manager knew was that these were professionals. 
The car finally parked in front of the bank, facing outward. The man with the gun spoke again.
“Now, Bruno, do what we tell you and everything will be just fine. You’re going to let us into the bank and open the safe where the cash is. And if you cooperate, in seven minutes it will all be over.” 
As he spoke, he pulled a stopwatch from his pocket, starting the timer with the words “Seven minutes!”
Everything moved like a perfectly choreographed ballet. They stepped quietly out of the car. One of the robbers kept the barrel of the gun pressed against the manager’s back; the other carried empty bags. They blended in with the darkness. The only thing that could give them away was the hum of the car’s motor—purring, ready to take off. They made their way to the service door. They were clearly familiar with the building. 
Without hesitation, the bank manager did what was expected of him and what the security guidelines called for: In the event of a robbery, comply. Don’t try anything. Even so, with or without security recommendations, he wasn’t about to risk his life to protect money that wasn’t his. He entered the code on the keypad. The door opened. Inside was a second door with a security lock. It was protected by a system that required the use of a key and a thumbprint. The manager placed his thumb on the reader and the door released. They entered the vault. He still had to disable the alarm. The manager approached the control unit. The robber pushed his gun against the manager’s temple and said, “Don’t play any games and enter a fake code.” The manager knew exactly what the man was getting at. There was a security code reserved for this type of situation that disabled the alarm but notified the police. He decided he wasn’t going to take any risks. He would let them take what they wanted and stay alive. 
The alarm was neutralized.
“Five minutes!” the man with the stopwatch shouted.
They quickly headed for the safe. The manager gave them access to the mountain of cash inside. The robber with the revolver bound the director with plastic ties and the two filled six canvas duffel bags with cash. A jumble of cash. Bills that had, for the most part, already been used, neither catalogued nor numbered. It would be impossible to trace. A gift! The manager had on several occasions asked the central office to send the armored truck around more frequently. They hadn’t listened. 
When the stopwatch reached seven minutes, the robber alerted his partner, “Time!” With that, they immediately fell back, fleeing with the cash, each carrying a bag on their back and one in each hand, leaving the tied-up manager behind. 

The manager was discovered two hours later by the employee who was opening up for the day. The little dog, which had been freed by the robbers, was waiting patiently on the sidewalk. 
By the time the police arrived, the robbers’ car had already crossed the Italian border.
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Eight Days Before the Robbery
 
	Monday, June 20 (Sophie’s birthday)
	Tuesday, June 21
	Wednesday, June 22
	Thursday, June 23
	→ Friday, June 24, 2022
	Saturday, June 25
	Sunday, June 26 (Greg’s discovery)

6:15 a.m. near the Glass House. From his car, Greg was inside Arpad and Sophie’s bedroom. He had discovered, with some pleasure, that there was trouble in paradise. 
“So are you going to tell me what’s going on?” Sophie snapped, hoping to break her husband’s silence.
Arpad still didn’t have the courage to confront her. The day before, he had gone to his weekly squash game with Julien without stopping by the house. He couldn’t bear to make a scene in front of the children. After dining at the tennis club, he had waited around, alone, and didn’t get back until midnight. His wife was already asleep. 
Sophie repeated her question.
“Arpad, are you going to tell me what happened and why you’ve been so strange these past couple of days?”
“What does Beast want from you?”
“Beast? Nothing, nothing at all. What does he have to do with this?”
She played her part to perfection; she appeared so sincere that he wondered whether he was delusional—if he had concocted the entire story by himself. He was losing his bearings. He was convinced that if he told her what he had seen the day before, she would manage to flip him over like a pancake and convince him he was making it all up. Or worse, maybe she would simply walk out on him. It had happened to a friend who had discovered that his wife had a lover. When he confronted her with the evidence, she hadn’t denied it, hadn’t tried to justify herself. She had simply said that since he knew everything, it was pointless to continue pretending and left with the other man. Arpad couldn’t risk losing Sophie. He wanted to bring about Beast’s downfall. Reveal to Sophie that, beneath the seductive surface of an adventurer and free spirit, Beast was nothing more than a common crook. 
“You know why I left Saint-Tropez from one day to the next fifteen years ago?”
“You got a job at the bank,” Sophie answered with a tinge of uncertainty in her voice.
“I lied to you,” Arpad admitted. “All this time, I’ve been lying. I left Saint-Tropez because I was in trouble.”
“What are you talking about?” Sophie’s face seemed to break into pieces. “Arpad, what do you mean?”
“Something happened fifteen years ago and it’s about time you knew.”
“In Saint-Tropez?” Sophie asked.
“In Menton?”
“Menton?”
Arpad suddenly bit his tongue. If he confided in Sophie, she would almost certainly mention it to Beast. And Beast had always warned him of the consequences if he revealed their secret. If he found out that Arpad had betrayed him, Beast was capable of murdering an entire family to keep his secret safe. 
“Let’s drop it,” Arpad said.
She held him by the arm.
“You can’t keep running away!”
He pulled himself free, quickly got dressed, and rushed out of the bedroom.

Greg had witnessed the entire scene from his car. All of it. What was this story about running away that Arpad was talking about? Who was Beast? And what had happened in Menton fifteen years ago? He had to get to the bottom of it. 
Back at police headquarters, he ran a search. He started with “Beast” but the name didn’t match anything. From the conversation between Arpad and Sophie, Greg had guessed that Beast had to be a man. Was he the one Greg had surprised in the woods? Was Arpad’s past now coming to light? 
Arpad had told Sophie that he had fled Saint-Tropez after something had happened in Menton fifteen years earlier. That would bring them back to 2007. Greg checked the official records for the Canton of Geneva and found that Arpad had in fact taken up residence in Switzerland in October 2007. 
Following the thread of events to Menton in 2007, Greg came across the robbery of a postal bank on September 17 of that year. The manager had been taken hostage by two masked individuals who had forced him to open the safe. They stole several million euros and had never been caught. Was Arpad connected to the robbery? He had showed up in Switzerland shortly afterward. Coincidence? 

That day at noon sharp, Sophie left the building where she worked. She walked up rue du Rhône to rue Pierre-Fatio without noticing that she was being followed. This time it was her husband. She entered Roberto’s, a nearby restaurant. Arpad cautiously approached the window and saw his wife greet an elegant elderly gentleman who had been waiting for her: Samuel Hennel. 
She hadn’t lied for once. This lunch matched what she had written in her digital calendar, which he also had access to. But if he had followed her, it wasn’t so much to verify her claims as to make sure that he would be left alone for the next few hours. 
Arpad went to his wife’s office. He had a set of keys. He knew now that she was leading a double life, but he needed tangible proof because his wife’s composure, the way she spoke to him as if he were the problem, completely wrecked him. What’s going on? Stop running away! Talk to me! He had found nothing in the house, but he was sure he would find some concrete proof of the link between Sophie and Beast in her office. What would he do then to save their marriage? How would he get rid of Beast? He had no idea. 
Just as Arpad began to open the door to Sophie’s office, he heard Véronique’s voice.
“Sophie, is that you?”
Arpad swore quietly. He had forgotten his wife’s assistant.
“It’s Arpad,” he said in a deceptively cheerful tone of voice. “I’ve found the documents.”
Véronique appeared, her handbag slung across her shoulder. She was just about to leave.
“Oh, hi, Arpad! Sophie isn’t here.”
He lied brazenly.
“I know, I spoke to her.”
“Can I help you?” Véronique asked. “I have a meeting over lunch, but if I can help you with something . . .”
“No, that’s okay. I’ll only be here a couple of minutes.”
“Okay then, I’m taking off.”
Just as the young woman was about to pass the doorway, Arpad held her back.
“If I need to print a document, can I use Sophie’s computer?”
“Of course. It’s on the network, it’s very easy.”
“Is there a password for her computer?”
“Yes. ‘Panther.’ With a capital P.” 
Arpad was perplexed about the choice of password. He had thought that the panther was their little secret.
As soon as Véronique left, Arpad commandeered Sophie’s office. He sat down in front of the screen and entered the password. Now he had access to all her documents and her email. 

Scrolling through her email revealed nothing. All he found was the expected professional correspondence. Nor did he find anything after poking around in her computer; aside from a folder with family pictures, the drive held nothing personal. 
Arpad then began rifling through the drawers and shelves, hoping to find a second phone or maybe a laptop that would hold Sophie’s secrets. But again he turned up empty-handed. Suddenly, his eyes fell upon a row of books. Among the law books and civil codes was an art book that he had always seen without paying much attention to. It was a book on the postimpressionist movement led by Matisse—Les Fauves, the Beasts. 
Arpad took the book and leafed through its pages. In it he discovered letters that Sophie had hidden. He sat on the floor and began to read them. They all began with “My Panther” and were signed “Your Beast.” Judging by the letters, meticulously dated, Sophie and Beast had been in a relationship for fifteen years. As he read, he learned more of Sophie’s double life and the lies that had been there from the beginning. 
The first letter was dated December 2007, shortly after Arpad had fled Saint-Tropez. Beast wrote: “I regret that our paths have separated . . . I miss you . . . I miss your body . . . We could have been happy together.” 
But apparently their paths hadn’t diverged for very long. They met again, in Paris this time, then in Spain in 2016. In a letter written after their trip, Beast referred to “the joy of being with you in Zaragoza . . . the intensity of those moments together . . . the days that passed too quickly.” 
Over the years, Beast had kept Sophie informed about where he could be reached, most often a general delivery address at a post office so that Sophie could continue to write to him. The penultimate letter was dated 2019. Beast alluded to a trip to San Remo. “I dream of meeting you there again. I want to relive our walks on the beach and return to that charming restaurant where we couldn’t stop laughing.” Continuing with his reminiscing, he went on, “San Remo can’t be our last time.” 
The final letter was dated only a few days ago and was written on a kitschy birthday card.
My Panther,
You’re not made for life in a cage. You’ve gotten used to it, like an animal in a zoo. But your routine and your daily life are bars. Your happiness is an illusion. Don’t forget what Viscontini said. Come with me. I want you to taste freedom again. 
I love you.

Your Beast

Arpad set the letter down. He was devastated. How could he not have seen it? How could he have been so naive? Sophie frequently traveled to Paris for work—she had probably started off meeting Beast there, before undoubtedly using her work as cover to organize future rendezvous in Zaragoza and San Remo. When she left for Paris, Arpad had never imagined she could be somewhere else. His confidence in her was such that he had never thought of checking or calling her hotel. 
He wanted to go over their calendar. The year 2016 had been erased from the computer’s memory, but he still had access to 2019. In February of that year, on the same day, he had gone to Montreal for the bank and she to London. Arpad recalled that she was supposed to accompany Samuel Hennel. What if there hadn’t been any trip to London? Sophie, knowing that Arpad was away, could easily have taken advantage of the opportunity to meet Beast in Italy. She had asked her parents to come to Geneva to look after the children. Maybe it was all part of some Machiavellian plan. 
To be certain, Arpad went to Sophie’s expenses. He had noticed the accounting folder when looking through the drive. Locating the year 2019, he scanned the travel expenses. There was no trace of a trip to London. However, on the dates she was supposed to have been in the English capital, there was an entry for a round trip ticket to Nice. From there, it was only an hour by car to San Remo. 

Three Years Earlier
February 2019
Sophie was walking down a quiet street in San Remo; like most tourists, she had a camera strapped around her neck. She received a call from Arpad. It was early morning in Montreal. 
“Good morning,” Arpad said to her, assuming a Quebecois accent. Sophie laughed.
“How are you, my love?”
“Aside from the jet lag, I’m fine. And you? What’s new in London?”
“Nothing special,” she lied. “Meetings in offices that all look the same and very bad coffee. I miss you.”
She turned to Beast, who was walking by her side, and winked.



The Day of the Robbery
Saturday, July 2, 2022
Two Hours Before the Robbery
7:30 a.m.
At police headquarters, in the SWAT team’s briefing room, Greg was giving his men their final instructions. They would be leaving soon. 
“Our target is Arpad Braun,” Greg reminded them as a photograph of Arpad appeared on the screen behind him. “He’s a former wealth manager at a private bank. Several months ago, he was fired. He was briefly imprisoned in France for car theft. He has an accomplice by the name of Philippe Carral. They’re suspected of having robbed a bank together in France fifteen years ago. We know they’re going to rob a jewelry store today. But we don’t know which one. We lost track of Carral, but we’ve been keeping tabs on Braun. A team from the surveillance unit is tracking him. They’ll let us know once he’s on the move.” 



14
Seven Days Before the Robbery
 
	Monday, June 20 (Sophie’s birthday)
	Tuesday, June 21
	Wednesday, June 22
	Thursday, June 23
	Friday, June 24
	→ Saturday, June 25, 2022
	Sunday, June 26 (Greg’s discovery)

It was ten in the morning and preparations for the barbecue that evening were moving forward. Karine, in a very good mood, was putting the finishing touches on her tiramisu. Greg was installing the lights outside. The boys had gone to their grandparents’, and the house was deliciously calm. 
Her dessert finished, Karine went outside to inspect the yard.
“They’re okay—the string lights—right?” she asked her husband, who was perched on a ladder.
Greg simply nodded. He didn’t seem convinced.
“You don’t think they look cheap, right?” Karine asked, concerned.
“They’re a ‘string,’ of course they’re cheap,” Greg said with a laugh.
“You’re impossible.” Karine frowned, beginning to doubt her decision.
“Oh, they’re fine,” Greg reassured her.
“I don’t want to look tacky in front of the Brauns.”
“If they think we’re tasteless, then they’re the ones without any taste.”
Karine smiled at her husband. She then returned to the kitchen and grabbed her phone to call Sophie.

At the Glass House, the children were playing in the pool. Arpad, alone on the sofa inside, watched them. Sophie had withdrawn to the kitchen. She knew that her husband knew. At least part of it. He had gone to her office the day before and used her computer; he had rummaged through the drawers and shelves. The art book on Fauvism had been moved, the letters read. 
Her phone rang. It was Karine. Sophie wanted to say no to the barbecue that evening. She didn’t have the energy to keep up the pretense of the perfect family. But Karine was elated. 
“We can’t wait to have you over tonight. The game starts at four. With the halftime and extensions, it probably won’t be over before six. And after that, there’ll be some kind of short ceremony because it’s the last game of the season. And then you can come directly here if that works for you.” 
Sophie didn’t have the heart to decline.
“We’re looking forward to it,” she said. “See you soon.”

After she hung up, Sophie remained pensive. She had worked out a plan to calm her husband down before he exploded. It was time to act. 
She went outside with two cups of coffee and joined him on the sofa. With a spontaneous and tender gesture, she put her head on his shoulder. From the outside, everything looked perfect: The children were playing on the grass; the parents were sitting together. Then, like a good lawyer, she began to break down the arguments he had prepared even before he had time to present them to the court. 
“I know you stopped by the office,” she said softly. “I guess you saw the letters. I suppose I should have spoken to you about them at the time . . . and, at the same time, maybe not . . . Fifteen years ago, after you disappeared from Saint-Tropez, I had an affair with Beast. You left without a trace; I looked all over for you. Desperately. During that time, I got closer to Beast. He was your friend; I assumed he would know where to find you. One thing led to another; we had a brief fling. It didn’t last, I wasn’t all that impressed with him.” 
After a silence, Arpad asked, “If it was only a passing fling, as you claim, why the letters?”
“After I ended it, Beast told me he was going to settle down somewhere. A few weeks later, I received his first letter, which he had mailed to the Béatrice. He told me how sad he had been after I left him. I admit I was touched . . . I wrote back and then he wrote again a while later. I had moved to Paris, so my father forwarded the letter. That was the start of our correspondence. We wrote regularly. It was obvious, reading between the lines, that he hadn’t resigned himself to our breakup, but I was always honest with him. And in my letters, I talked about my family life. I even sent him a picture of the four of us. Trust me, there was nothing misleading there. Should I have told you that I had corresponded with Beast all those years? Probably. Especially if it’s given you the wrong impression about me.” 
“Why keep the letters if they don’t mean anything?”
“I’ve always kept my correspondences, you know that. I kept Beast’s letters, just as I have the other letters and cards I received over the years. Including yours. They’re memories from very different periods in my life.” 
“If those letters were so innocent, why hide them in a book in your office?”
“During our move to Geneva, I had packed all my correspondence in a hatbox, but I thought the box looked ridiculous. All it did was gather dust. So I slipped everything into the art book. It was more of an improvised solution than a hiding place. And the book happened to be in my office. Besides, you found Beast’s letters. I guess you found the others.” 
“W-what others?” Arpad stammered.
“The other letters I kept there. I told you: birthday cards, postcards, the notes you sometimes left on my windshield when you left for work before me.” 
He no longer remembered. He hadn’t paid attention. In the moment, he had been so rattled by Beast’s letters that he hadn’t noticed anything else. 
Sophie, who knew her husband well, felt that he was beginning to accept her explanations. She hadn’t yet won, but she had planted the seeds of doubt in his mind. 
Arpad, uneasy, forced himself to rearrange the pieces of the puzzle. Suddenly, he asked, “And your little trips?”
“What trips?”
“Zaragoza, San Remo . . .”
The consummate actress, she assumed a look of surprise.
“Wait, what are you talking about?”
“Your trips to Zaragoza and San Remo with Beast.”
She laughed.
“I never went to Zaragoza or San Remo or anywhere else with Beast. Nor with anyone else for that matter.”
Suddenly, Arpad grew angry.
“Stop treating me like a child, Sophie. In one letter, Beast mentions meeting you in Zaragoza in 2016 and in another San Remo in 2019. He says, ‘San Remo can’t be our last time.’ ” 
She maintained her composure.
“I never went to Zaragoza with Beast! As for San Remo, that was fifteen years ago, when you had disappeared from sight. Beast insisted on taking me to lunch down there. From Saint-Tropez, it’s not that far. We did the return trip the same day. Besides, I kept wondering what the hell I was doing there. I left him soon after that.” 
“I’m not talking about fifteen years ago, I’m talking about 2019!”
“Calm down, darling,” she said softly and empathically. “I think there’s been a great misunderstanding. San Remo fifteen years ago happened just like I told you. As for Zaragoza, as I recall, Beast showed up there one day during his travels, but I don’t know what made you believe I was with him. We have to be clear about that.” 
She went inside for a short while, then returned with an envelope containing Beast’s letters.
“Before throwing them out, which I should have done a long time ago, I wanted to show you that there was nothing compromising. Aside from Beast’s fantasies. But let’s allow him that. I’d like you to show me the letters that talk about those so-called trips to San Remo and Zaragoza.” 
Arpad quickly scanned the letters and found what he was looking for. Zaragoza, 2016. He began to read aloud key moments from the letter. 
“ ‘I’d like to be with you in Zaragoza . . . The joy of seeing you again reminds me of the intensity of our time alone back then . . . the days we spent together that passed too quickly . . .’ ” 
He interrupted his reading. Troubled. Rereading them, the words took on a different meaning.
“ ‘I’d like to be with you’ means I wasn’t with him,” Sophie pointed out. “My love, you’re so cute when you make up stories.”
Arpad sat there, confused. Had he read through the letters too quickly the day before and misunderstood? He returned to the letter of February 2019, which referred to the trip to San Remo. He read it aloud: 
“ ‘I dream of meeting you there, again. I want to go back to our walks on the beach and return to that charming restaurant where we laughed so hard. San Remo can’t be our last time.’ ” 
“San Remo was fifteen years ago,” Sophie repeated. “How many times do I have to tell you? Beast was stuck in the past. We did have lunch at a charming restaurant near the port, but I have a terrible memory of it. Obviously he didn’t. When he writes, ‘I dream of meeting you there,’ ‘I want to go back to what we once had,’ he’s being sentimental about something that was lost.” 
Sophie was very convincing. But Arpad had more to say.
“It’s strange, because in February 2019, at the time of this letter, you were supposed to be in London. But I looked through the accounting statements for your office and the dates of your supposed trip to London, but all I found was a plane ticket to Nice, which is an hour’s drive from San Remo. Isn’t that a strange coincidence?” 
Sophie had been expecting the question. The previous day, Arpad had forgotten to close the folder on her computer. Still, she pretended to be surprised. 
“That does seem strange. Especially since I clearly remember the trip to London with Hennel. I’m going to clear this up at once.” 
She went to get her laptop and, before her husband’s eyes, she connected to the server in her office. She clicked the “Accounting” folder, then the subfolder for the year in question and scrolled through the various items until she came across a plane ticket. She opened the document. In fact, it was a plane ticket for a flight from Geneva to Nice. 
“You see,” he said. “It’s a ticket to Nice. How do you explain that?”
Sophie pointed a finger at the name of the passenger: Véronique Julienne.
“Véronique is the one who went to Nice. Not me. And now that I see the ticket, I recall that it was when I was working with a client, Monsieur Perez, who was moving from Geneva to Monaco. You remember him?” 
Arpad didn’t know what to say. He had made sure to look at the date and the destination but not the name of the passenger. Sophie continued her own cross-examination. 
“What’s hard to explain is where did the ticket to London go if it’s not here? That means there are filing errors in my accounting, and I’m not happy about that . . .” 
She typed on the keyboard, clicked the mouse a couple of times, and opened the “Travel” folder. She scrolled to a tab corresponding to the year in question, then scrolled through a series of travel expenses, mostly to Paris. She noticed a document in the list and opened it. 
“Here it is!” she cried triumphantly.
On the screen appeared an electronic plane ticket made out to Sophie Braun. Geneva–London-Heathrow round trip on the dates indicated for February 2019. 
“You see, I was in London on those dates.”
“What hotel?” Arpad asked.
She reddened at his question but answered him without pause.
“Regent’s. I don’t have the bill because Samuel Hennel paid for it. We each had our own room in case you were wondering. You can call him if you want. It was an important trip and the only time that I accompanied him to London. He’ll remember. You still have his cell phone number? I imagine you do, even if he’s no longer a client at the bank. He hasn’t changed his number.” 
She stared coolly at her husband. Her attempt at persuasion was working. She had managed to shoot down each of his arguments.
Arpad breathed a long sigh of relief.
“I’ve really blown this out of proportion,” he admitted.
She wrapped him in her arms.
“Oh, my love . . . How could you think this was possible? I’m yours, yours alone.” But, of course, she was lying.



Late one morning, Samuel Hennel was enjoying the peaceful quiet on the patio of his house, when his phone rang. Seeing the name on the screen, he had a moment of apprehension. He decided to pick up. For her. 
“Hello?”
“Monsieur Hennel, it’s Arpad Braun.”
“Arpad! How nice to hear from you. How are you?”
“Fine, thanks,” replied Arpad, who had locked himself in the bedroom to make the call.
There was a silence. Arpad didn’t know how to broach the subject. Hennel picked up the conversation.
“So, to what do I owe the pleasure? Are you desperate to have me back as a client at your bank?”
The two men laughed uncomfortably.
“I’m sorry to bother you, Monsieur Hennel. I’m calling with what may seem like a strange question. This may sound stupid, but it’s about a trip to London with Sophie.” 
“Yes, I’m listening.”
“Do you remember the trip?”
“Of course, it was for the sale of a part of my gallery.”
“Sophie spoke enthusiastically about the hotel where you stayed, but the name escapes me. I’m planning a little surprise vacation to London for the two of us and wanted to stay there.” 
“It was Regent’s,” Hennel replied without hesitation. “Magnificent hotel, centrally located, impeccable service. I know it well.” 
“Regent’s!” Arpad repeated. “Thank you, Monsieur Hennel. That’s very helpful. I won’t keep you any longer. Have a good day.”
“You too, Arpad. Bye.”
Samuel Hennel hung up the phone but was uneasy. He had lied—for her.

Late Afternoon, the Previous Day
When Sophie arrived at Samuel Hennel’s home unexpectedly, at first he had thought that she had forgotten to have him sign some documents during their lunch. But when he saw her face, he knew something was up. 
“I have a problem, Samuel,” she said.
He was upset seeing her distress but touched that she had turned to him for help. He encouraged her to talk.
“I’m listening. I’m here for you, Sophie. What is it you need to tell me?”
“I’m destroying my family.”
He assumed there was another man.
“A lover?”
“A former lover who showed up again a few days ago.”
Samuel Hennel felt uncomfortable with her frankness. Why was she telling him this?
“You want to leave Arpad?”
“No, no! I love him. I love him more than anything. But what I experience with that other man is unique. He’s like . . . like a drug. It’s stronger than me.” 
“Does Arpad know?”
“He suspects something. I don’t want to lose him. But I’m unable to choose between them. I can’t choose! I need them both. Arpad is my reason for living. But the other man makes me feel alive.” 
Samuel understood less and less why Sophie was telling him all this. She didn’t appear to be looking for advice. She looked like she knew exactly what she wanted. 
“Sophie, I’m not sure how I can help you.”
“Samuel, do you consider me a friend?”
“Of course.”
“Then I’m not here as your attorney but as your friend. I want to ask you to do me an immense favor. A favor that only a true friend could do for me. Arpad is probably going to call you. He’s going to talk to you about a trip we made, you and I, to London three years ago.” 
“But we never went to London together,” Hennel pointed out.
“Precisely. I need you to tell him that we did. That we were together in London to meet one of the buyers of your gallery.”

At the Glass House, Arpad had just ended his conversation with Samuel Hennel. He let himself fall back onto the bed. He had assumed no one could hear him in his bedroom. But Sophie, behind the door, had heard everything. She smiled. Her plan had worked perfectly. Quietly, she headed down to the first floor. She felt relieved. The previous day in her office, when Véronique had spoken to her about Arpad’s visit and she had discovered that her desk had been searched, she had panicked. She’d had to quickly come up with a believable scenario. 
The fake plane tickets had been easy. She had purchased tickets online. A flight to Nice for Véronique and a flight to London for herself. Using a PDF program, she had doctored the dates. She had then taken a screenshot of the document and saved it in the folder as if it were a real plane ticket. It was an amateurish job, which wouldn’t have passed the eyes of an expert. But it was difficult to detect when presented quickly on a computer screen. 
She then had to make an appeal for outside assistance. First Samuel. She had no choice but to get him mixed up in this. Then Beast, whom she had convinced to write a new letter about Zaragoza. She rushed to find him and dictate the letter. 
“Arpad found your letters hidden in my office. I’m going to tell him we had an affair in the past but it’s going to be hard to explain Zaragoza. Unless he thinks he read it wrong.” 
“You think he’s going to swallow it?”
“He’s not going to assume that the letter was rewritten and switched.”
“You’re doing too much to protect him!” Beast said, suddenly annoyed.
In all these years, this was the first time she had known Beast to be jealous. She had sharply replied, “I have no desire to test his loyalty.” 
Beast carried out her wish. And that was the letter Arpad had read that very morning. Her husband had fallen for it hook, line, and sinker. At least, that was what she believed. 
Arpad, after speaking with Samuel Hennel in the bedroom, had checked his phone. He reread the letter about Zaragoza again, the original, which he had photographed the day before. The one in which Beast had written how pleased he was to have caught up with her again in Spain. He had also photographed the plane ticket for the Geneva–Nice flight in Sophie’s name, not in Véronique’s as his wife had just tried to make him believe. In February 2019, Sophie had clearly been in San Remo with Beast. 
Not only had she lied to him but she had taken him for a fool. Why all these subterfuges?
He fell back onto the bed. He was exhausted from his insomnia. He just wanted to close his eyes, but every time he did so, an image kept coming back: Sophie in the bedroom with Beast in the process of lowering the blinds. 
He wasn’t done with her yet though. He was determined to continue this strange game of deception that had come between them.
For the first time in his life, he faced his wife in a duel.

Noon that same day.
Greg was on the road back to Cologny with the meat and the shellfish platter when Karine called.
“We need ice and salted butter, please.”
“Yes, boss.”
She laughed because she deserved the gibe.
“Thanks for doing all this,” she said with kindness in her voice. “I know I’m being a pain in the ass with my string lights and shellfish. It’s just that . . . it’s just that I want this to be a perfect evening.” 
“It will be perfect. You’ve gone through a lot of trouble and it shows. I’ll take care of this; I’ll see you at the house.”
Greg stopped by the Manor supermarket in Vésenaz. It took him forever to find the butter, then he grabbed a large bag of ice cubes and another of crushed ice. He was getting ready to go to the register when Marion appeared. He had a bad feeling. 
“What are you doing here?”
“I wanted to talk to you. At home with your wife and kids isn’t exactly the ideal place for a conversation.”
“You followed me?”
“Let’s say I waited my turn. First it was the butcher, then the shellfish, and now me.”
She had followed him the night before from headquarters all the way to his home. She wanted to see where he lived. Then she had returned early the next morning and waited in front of his house. She was eager to see what his life looked like. 
“You have to leave me alone,” Greg told her.
Marion inspected his shopping cart.
“Having a party at your place tonight?” she asked.
“That’s none of your business!” he replied, losing patience. “What the hell do you want?”
“I want a second chance. You can’t drop me like that, like an old sock.”
Greg struggled to keep his voice in check.
“Marion, it’s nothing to do with you, it’s me. I told you . . . I shouldn’t have . . . done what I did. I’m not happy about it. I’m sorry.” 
Marion continued with her entreaty.
“You can’t do this to me!”
She had spoken forcefully. Too forcefully. The other customers turned to look. Greg was becoming increasingly nervous. He wasn’t far from his house and was afraid that a neighbor or acquaintance would see him arguing with a woman who wasn’t his wife. He had no other choice. He led Marion to an aisle that was empty. He grabbed her hand and twisted. She contorted her body and stifled a cry. 
“You’re going to forget about me!” Greg hissed. “I don’t want to see you again. I don’t want to hear from you again.”
Greg released her hand and went back to his cart. Marion remained rooted in place. Her hand throbbed painfully. She began to cry. 



It was 4:00 p.m. at the Cologny-La Fontenette Stadium.
The soccer game had just begun. In the stands, Karine and Sophie were seated side by side, cheering the boys on. Arpad and Greg, who were manning the beverage stand, followed the game from a distance. 
None of the four parents were truly concerned about the game. Each was preoccupied with something far more important.
Karine was thinking about her dinner. She regretted having left the salted butter in the fridge. She should have kept it out, so it would soften a little and be easier to spread on the toast she would serve alongside the shellfish. 
Greg was thinking about Marion. He was ashamed of his brutality. The scene in the supermarket had shaken him. He no longer recognized himself. But Marion had pushed him to the edge. The little snake was starting to give him cold sweats. 
Arpad was thinking about Sophie. Whenever he looked up at her in the stands, he saw her staring into her laptop. Who was she writing to? 
Sophie was thinking about the story of the man and the panther that Beast had asked her to read to him once. Luchino Alani di Madura in his palazzo in Tuscany in the early twentieth century. It had been the inspiration for her tattoo. Beast had always been right. It was stronger than she was. It was more than she could control. 

After the game (their boys’ team won) everyone met as planned back at The Eyesore for the barbecue. The evening was a success: The shellfish platter was a big hit and Greg excelled behind the grill. After the meal, the children played hide-and-seek in the garden. At the table, the conversation was lively, and the laughter rose as glasses of rosé were emptied and quickly refilled. It was one of those perfect summer evenings: Sunset came late and the air was balmy. Everyone appeared to be having a good time. But appearances can be deceiving. 
Greg kept looking at Arpad as if trying to pierce the man’s mystery. Who was he, really? What was he hiding behind his facade of being the perfect husband and model father? Was he a thief who had found refuge in Switzerland all these years? 
Sophie’s thoughts were clearly somewhere else. They wandered between Arpad and Beast.
Arpad tried to maintain his composure. He had begun the evening wearing a mask of good humor. For a while, he had managed to be the man everyone knew and liked: affable, smiling, always ready with a compliment. But as dinner progressed, as he watched Sophie, sitting opposite him, he felt himself slowly being consumed from within. He wanted everyone to know she was lying. That she lived a double life. He wanted to scream: This woman is not who you think she is. He was deeply hurt. And deeply in love. The two sentiments couldn’t inhabit the same space. To maintain his calm and extinguish the fire within, he drank. But the alcohol merely stoked the flames. 
When Karine rose to get the dessert, Arpad saw it as an opportunity to step away from the table for a few moments and regain his composure. 
“Let me help,” he said, jumping up from his chair.
“Everyone stay put!” Karine ordered.
Arpad, in spite of her injunction, headed for the kitchen.
She took the dessert from the fridge and put it on the table for Arpad to carry outside. But he was staring into space.
“Everything all right, Arpad?” she asked. “You don’t look so good.”
Arpad broke down.
“Sophie has a lover,” he let out.
Karine stood there in shock.
“What?”
“There’s another man. She’s sleeping with someone else.”



The Brauns left The Eyesore around eleven. They had come by car from the stadium. Greg suggested to Arpad that he let Sophie drive. But Arpad refused. 
“I’m fine,” he said with annoyance. “I had a couple of drinks, that’s all. And we’re literally two minutes away. You’re not going to lock me up for that, are you, Greg?” 
Only Arpad had laughed as he got behind the wheel. Sophie, eager to put an end to what was an uncomfortable exchange, put the children in the back and sat down next to her husband. They drove off. 
“You could have tried to be bit more gentle,” she said to him, reproachfully. “You’re drunk and disagreeable.”
“Are you going to lecture me?” he replied.
Sophie decided not to make the situation worse, especially not in front of the children.
Arpad turned onto the road to la Capite. Another three hundred yards and they would reach the lane that led to the house. As they pulled up to the intersection, Arpad braked at the stop sign. Just then, the car that had been behind them pulled up alongside them and honked. It was the gray Peugeot. Beast lowered his window, smiled at Arpad, and waved to the family. 
“Hello, everyone. How was the barbecue at the neighbors’? Did you enjoy yourselves?”
With these words, Beast gave Arpad the finger and roared off. Arpad, furious, floored the Porsche in hot pursuit.
“Arpad, what’s gotten into you?” Sophie yelled.
“I’m going to settle this once and for all with your little friend.”
“Stop. Arpad, what are you doing?”
In the back, the children began to cry. But Arpad, deaf to their pleas, only stepped on the gas. He quickly caught up to the Peugeot and pinned it against the shoulder. The cars immobilized, Arpad jumped out to wrench open the Peugeot’s door and pull Beast from the vehicle. He grabbed him by the collar and clumsily threw a punch that barely grazed the man. 
Beast looked amused.
“You’re gonna have to do better than that,” he said calmly.
Sophie, who had stayed in the car so as to not leave the children alone, begged her husband to stop. But Arpad behaved as if he were possessed. 
“You’re going to leave me alone, understand?” he screamed at Beast. “You’re going to get into your shitty car and drive as far away from here as possible.” 
Beast then said to Arpad in a voice that was cool and calm, “Of course I’m going away. Soon. But first, there’s the job. After that, I promise you won’t hear from me again . . . until the next time.” 
Arpad had only one thing in mind. He wanted to get rid of Beast once and for all. He had to die. Arpad began to rain punches on him, and this time, they connected. Beast fell to the ground, then raised his head, his lip bleeding, and proclaimed, “Sophie is mine.” 
Arpad threw himself on Beast, kicking him repeatedly. He aimed for his torso, then his face. He screamed with rage as he struck Beast, who didn’t put up a fight, simply letting out a cry from time to time. It was the laugh of a condemned man. In the car, Sophie, terrified, held on to Isaak and Léa, who were sobbing with fright. 
The lights of the houses along the road came on. Sophie, not knowing what to do with the children, locked them in the car and rushed over to her husband. She pushed him as hard as she could away from Beast. He stood back as she kneeled to ask Beast if he was all right. She had chosen sides. 
Beast, his face bloody, pressed himself against Sophie, then without her seeing, he stared into Arpad’s eyes and flashed a victorious smile. 
“Arpad, did you tell Sophie about the bank?”
Arpad froze. Sophie turned and looked at him in confusion. Beast continued.
“Oops. I hope I didn’t say the wrong thing. You mean you don’t know? Arpad got fired.”
Sophie stood and stared at her husband as if he were a stranger.
“Is that true, Arpad?”
Beast rejoiced. But he wasn’t done yet.
“For the past six months, Arpad has been pretending to go to work. He spends his days walking around town, sitting in the park, going to the café.” 
She was stunned.
“Arpad,” she said, with tears in her eyes, “tell me it isn’t true!”
He felt a knot in his stomach.
“I’m so sorry, Soph. I’m really so sorry.”
Sirens could be heard in the night. Soon the blue flashing lights lit the darkness. The neighbors, alarmed by the commotion, had called the police. Several patrol cars came screeching to a stop. 
Arpad, before the eyes of his wife and children, was handcuffed and placed in the back of a police car.



The Day of the Robbery
Saturday, July 2, 2022
The Start of the Robbery
9:29 a.m.
Arpad headed for the Cartier boutique.
A policeman disguised as a city employee alerted his colleagues by radio: “He’s going into Cartier! He’s going into Cartier!”
Greg, who was nearby, made a sweep in his car. He had just enough time to catch Arpad pass through the front door. Then the police lost sight of him. For security reasons, the store’s large windows were obstructed by display cases and little could be made out through the gaps between them. 
Greg positioned his men around the building to cover all the entrances. He spoke into his radio, “Nobody move until they’ve grabbed the jewels. We want to catch them in the act.” 
A few minutes passed. The time seemed to drag on. Greg, inside his vehicle, scrutinized the boutique. From the outside, everything looked quiet. But it was impossible to make anything out. 
“We need to see what’s going on inside,” Greg said into the radio.
“On it!” a young woman from the surveillance unit offered.
A figure pushing a stroller hurried toward the store.
“I can’t see anything,” she said into the radio.
“What do you mean, you ‘can’t see anything’?” Greg asked. “Where’s Arpad?”
“I don’t see anyone in the store.”
“What’s going on in the back?” Greg asked.
“Nothing to report,” replied one of his colleagues.
Greg didn’t like it. This sort of uninterrupted calm was generally a bad sign. He decided to send someone inside.
“I’d like someone from the team to go inside,” Greg ordered on the radio.
An officer from the elite corps in civilian clothes suddenly appeared at the door to the store, pretending to be a customer. But it wouldn’t open. 
“The door’s locked,” the man announced over the radio. “It’s empty inside.”
Greg understood now. If the door was locked and there was no one in the store, that meant the employees were being held somewhere in the back. This was the moment he had been waiting for. 
For a second or two he hesitated. He didn’t want the robbery to devolve into a hostage crisis. Nor did he want to risk a shoot-out in the street trying to intercept the robbers as they fled. 
“We’re going in,” Greg announced. “Everyone, wait for my signal.”
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Six Days Before the Robbery
 
	Monday, June 20 (Sophie’s birthday)
	Tuesday, June 21
	Wednesday, June 22
	Thursday, June 23
	Friday, June 24
	Saturday, June 25
	→ Sunday, June 26, 2022 (Greg’s discovery)

It was nine in the morning at The Eyesore and Karine was pacing back and forth in the kitchen.
“What’s going to happen to Arpad?” she asked Greg.
“I have no idea. I’ll call the guys in a minute to find out what’s going on. But what got into him to lash out like that?”
The night before, Sophie, in tears, had called Karine; she mentioned a fight with another driver on the road to la Capite. The police showed up. Greg had gone over to help. He found Arpad being taken away, Sophie in a state of profound distress, and the children traumatized. According to the police, another driver had given Arpad the finger and the incident degenerated into a pursuit followed by a fight. Or rather, Arpad’s beating of the other driver. The other man had looked pretty bad but refused assistance. Since he passed a breathalyzer and didn’t want to file a complaint, he simply left. Arpad, however, his alcohol levels twice the legal limit, had been driven away in a police car to be held in a cell until he sobered up. Sophie had fallen into Greg’s arms, then she had uttered the following words, spoken to herself, but which Greg had heard, “It’s all my fault.” 
Arpad’s outburst had remained baffling to Greg. Until Karine, that morning, had confided in him:
“Arpad told me that Sophie has a lover . . .”
“What? When did he say that?” Greg asked.
“Last night, while he was helping me in the kitchen.”
“And it’s only now that you tell me?”
“With everything that’s been going on, I forgot to mention it.”
Greg reflected. He couldn’t see Arpad, even very drunk, beating up someone he didn’t know, especially over something so trivial. Who then was the other driver? Arpad must have known him and must have had a good reason to go off on him. Was he Sophie’s lover? The night before, the police hadn’t checked the man’s identity. Amateurs. But Greg had had the presence of mind to write down the license number of the gray Peugeot he was driving. 
While from his cell phone, he had police access to a selection of national databases, he could not check those of other European countries. He would have to wait until the next day to conduct a thorough search from police headquarters. For the time being, he was preoccupied with Arpad. 
Greg contacted the highway patrol to ask about Arpad.
“Arpad Braun?” replied a policeman on the phone. “He was released a half hour ago.”
“What were the charges?”
“Only a traffic ticket for failing the breathalyzer. Other than that, the other driver didn’t file any charges.”
With that information, Greg left to go to the Glass House. As he disappeared at the end of the street, the door of a car parked near his house opened quietly. The driver, seeing that the path was clear, exited the vehicle. In her hand she held an envelope addressed to Madame Liégean. She jogged over to the house, slid the envelope into the mailbox, and left. 



Greg was sitting in the Brauns’ living room.
“No sugar, right?” Sophie asked him, placing an espresso on the low table.
“Yes, thanks.”
She was beginning to learn his habits.
“As I was saying,” he continued, “I just spoke with the prosecutor’s office. I asked them to release Arpad right away, which they agreed to do. It shouldn’t be long now.” 
“Thanks for helping out.”
“Of course,” he said magnanimously. “That’s what friends are for. I don’t mean to pry but do you mind if I ask what happened last night?” 
“Arpad blew a fuse. The guy gave us the finger and he freaked out.”
Little liar, Greg thought. He was certain that Sophie was hiding the truth. 
“And the children?” he asked in a tone of false concern.
“They’re still sleeping. A friend is going to stop by soon to pick them up and take them to the lake to go swimming with her kids. That way we can have some peace and quiet when Arpad gets back.” 

Arpad didn’t show up until noon. Sophie had spent the morning waiting and pacing. She had tried calling him several times, but he never picked up. When she saw his figure step through the front door, all she could say was: “Where were you? You were released hours ago.” 
Her question sounded like a reproach, but her voice betrayed her concern.
Arpad wore a bitter smile on his face. He looked like a ghost. With his downtrodden expression, his exhaustion from spending the night in a cell, his wrinkled clothes, he had never looked so lost. He stood motionless in the doorway as if he were afraid to enter. As if it wasn’t his home. And he kept silent, which only increased Sophie’s anxiety—she would have preferred a good argument. Finally, he muttered, “The kids okay?” 
“Rebecca and Julien are taking them to the lake. It’s such a beautiful day.”
She regretted her comment, which betrayed her uneasiness. She went on, “They were very upset by what they saw last night.”
Arpad didn’t know how to respond. He changed the subject.
“Did you speak to your father?”
“Why are you asking me that?”
“Because he tried to reach me at least ten times. I assume he doesn’t want to talk about the weather.”
She sighed. She had specifically asked her father not to call Arpad.
“I had to talk to someone,” she said to justify herself. “But I only told him you lost your job.”
The use of the “only” caused Arpad to sneer. That meant there were other, more urgent, problems.
“What happened at the bank?” Sophie asked.
“Downsizing. At least if I had done poorly . . . But no. Well done, Arpad, you’ve done amazingly well but we have to let you go just the same.” 
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Because I didn’t want you to look at me with pity the way you’re doing now. I didn’t want you to call your little papa to the rescue. I wanted to work it out for myself. I wanted to bounce back. I wanted you to admire the way I overcame adversity. You know, Sophie, I realize that everything I’ve done over the past fifteen years, I’ve done so that you would look up to me. A single word of praise from your lips means more to me than anything. It’s always been that way.” 
Arpad thought about the last fifteen years of life with Sophie. From Saint-Tropez to Geneva, from the Béatrice to the bank, he had advanced through life only through her eyes and her admiration for him. His conquering attitude, his promotions at the bank, his body perfectly maintained through hours of weekly sports, the display of his intellect—it had all been so she would admire him. The risk taking, laundering Bernard’s money—it had been so she would admire him. The apartment on Avenue Bertrand, the Glass House, the Porsches, the dream vacations, the trips in first class—it had all been so she would admire him. 
He took a few steps into the house.
“I just stopped by to pick up a few things,” he said.
“To go where?” she asked uncomfortably, having difficulty controlling the tremor in her voice.
“Frankly, Sophie, do you think I’m going to lie down next to you? You think I’m going to sleep in that bed as if nothing has happened?” 
She swayed on her feet.
“Arpad, we’ll get through this. I promise! Who cares about your job!”
“Oh, really? Who cares? How are we going to pay for this place? And our lifestyle? The summers on the Mediterranean, Christmas in the Caribbean, February in the Alps. How do we pay for all that?” 
“I don’t care about any of that! It’s you that I want!”
“Stop lying! You just want to protect your image of the perfect family. You want the big house, the Porsche in the garage, the model children, and the husband that goes with them.” 
“That’s not true! That’s not true at all!” Sophie cried. “Go rest. We can talk about this when we’re calm. You had a rough night, and I understand that you’re not your normal self.” 
“I’ve never been so lucid!” he replied. “Do you think I wouldn’t figure out your tricks? Your fake plane tickets, the fake letter from Beast!” 
She stood there, stupefied. How did he find out what she had done? She decided to show her hand.
“Okay, I messed up with the fake tickets. I shouldn’t have. I wanted to protect you!”
“Protect me from what? Your affair with Beast? What about Hennel, who told me he was in London with you . . . ? You asked him to lie, didn’t you?” 
She began to cry.
“I’m so sorry.”
“So everyone knows about your affairs?”
She let herself fall to the ground.
“Only Samuel,” she said, barely audible.
“Only Samuel! Oh! Only Samuel!” 
“I love you, Arpad. You’re the father of my children.”
“But I’m supposed to share you?”
“It’s complicated.”
“What’s complicated about it?”
“I can’t . . . I can’t choose between you and Beast.”
“Why?”
“He makes me feel things you can never make me feel. I . . . I can be with you and feel alive with you because Beast exists.”
“Well, thanks for the honesty,” Arpad shouted.
He felt the anger rise in him and feared that his rage might push him to break everything in the house. He had to leave. At once. Grab a few things and go. And never set foot there again. 
He rushed upstairs and tore into the bedroom. He found a bag and filled it with clothes. On the dresser, a picture of the two of them, two lovers on a Greek beach, taunted him. He threw it against the wall. He felt like he was losing his mind. He felt like he was drowning. 
His phone rang. It was Bernard. Again. This time Arpad picked up. He wanted to destroy everything, obliterate the harmonious life they had so patiently built. The ability to build often goes hand in hand with a talent for destruction. 
“My poor Arpad,” Bernard said into the phone, “I’m distressed by what Sophie told me. But don’t worry, I’m going to help you find a job, I’m . . .” 
“Fuck you, Bernard!” Arpad screamed as loudly as he could. “I don’t need you to get a job. Besides, it’s all your fault anyway. With your arrogance. Your shitty money. Your crappy gifts. Your fireworks. Drop dead.” 
Bernard, at the other end of the line, stood there flabbergasted. Arpad hung up and threw the phone to the other end of the room. 
Sophie was still lying on the tile floor of the entranceway, crying, when she heard the ruckus upstairs. She contemplated calling the police. Instead she called Greg. 
“Arpad is losing his mind,” she whispered into the phone.
“Is he in the house?” Greg asked.
“Yes. He’s alone in the bedroom. I heard him screaming and throwing things against the wall. He sounds calm right now.”
“Keep away from him,” Greg advised. “I’ll be right over.”
“Thanks.”

Greg was already aware of the extent of Arpad’s fury. He had been following the scene on his screen from his parked car at the edge of the woods. You could say that he felt a rivalry between himself and this man who seemed to have lost his mind. He watched Arpad, who was crying now, curled up like a child. From a distance, his sobs resonated in the car’s passenger compartment. Greg was hoping that Sophie would enter the room, that Arpad would confront her. Then, he would have cause to intervene immediately. And he would give Arpad the beating he deserved. That would teach him. 
He phoned Karine. She thought he was out walking Sandy.
“I just got a call from Sophie. Arpad came back, sounds like he’s not doing well. I’m going to make a quick stop at their house to try to talk some sense into him.” 
“Greg Liégean, you’re a helluva guy,” his wife said, complimenting him.
He hung up and turned back to the screen. Arpad had grown quiet.
Greg’s phone rang. It was Fred, the quartermaster for the SWAT team. Greg was surprised to hear from him on a Sunday.
“Fred, everything okay?”
“Yes, fine. Where are you?”
“Sunday with the family. Why? Is there an emergency?”
At that moment, Greg heard someone tapping on the passenger-side window. He turned with a start. It was Fred, who was staring at him, the phone still against his ear. 
Without saying a word, Fred opened the door and sat down next to his colleague. There was a moment of silence, then Fred, pointing a finger at the screen on Greg’s knee, said, “The camera receiver emits a signal when it’s connected. If you know the frequency, when the receiver is connected, you can detect it. Then, you just have to triangulate the source. It takes a little time, but it works. What the fuck, Greg? What the hell are you doing?” 
Greg sat there, dumbfounded. Did Fred have access to the images? Was it better to admit it all right away? Or simply deny everything? 
Fred looked at the screen: the bedroom, the bed, Arpad on the floor.
“Have you been filming this guy? What’s gotten into you? You know I won’t be able to cover this up. I’m going to have to tell the chief, so you might as well tell me what you’re up to . . . You’re a good cop, one of the best in the unit. You must have a good reason for stealing a surveillance camera and illegally spying on this guy.” 
Greg struggled to put his thoughts in order. He had to save his skin. No matter what. He thought he would talk about the robbery in Menton that Arpad might have been involved in, but he still lacked concrete evidence. As he struggled to articulate a reply, he heard a phone ringing. But the phone that rang wasn’t in the car. It was in the bedroom. 

In the bedroom, Arpad leaped to his feet. He didn’t recognize the ringtone. It wasn’t his phone or Sophie’s. The phone kept ringing. 
The phone vibrated as it rang and Arpad managed to locate the source. Behind a baseboard, hidden by Sophie’s night table. The wood wasn’t attached to the wall, and when he lifted it, Arpad discovered a cell phone, a relatively old model. The screen read, “unknown number.” 
He picked up.
At the other end of the line, Beast knew at once that it wasn’t Sophie. She would have spoken. This time, whoever was there remained silent. He knew it was Arpad. 
The two men remained quiet for a while, listening to their silences. Beast wondered if Sophie had given the phone to Arpad. A way to tell him that it was over between them. He hadn’t heard from her since the incident the previous night. He regretted being so provocative. But it had been stronger than him. He was jealous. He now saw that Sophie was getting further and further away from him. 
Arpad was the first to speak.
“Beast?”
After hesitating at the other end of the line, Beast said, “Yes.”
Arpad couldn’t take it any longer. Beast had to disappear. And since Arpad had been unable to kill him, Beast would have to give him what he wanted. So he said to him: “I’m in. I’ll do the job with you. When will it be?” 
“This Saturday.”
“This Saturday. Okay.”
In the car, Greg couldn’t believe his ears. Fred looked at him in shock and said, “You’ve been tracking a robbery?”
“Yes,” Greg lied, realizing he had been saved. “The guy has been hiding out in Switzerland for fifteen years. And now he’s ready to get back into business.” 



The Day of the Robbery
Saturday, July 2, 2022
Seven Minutes After the Start of the Robbery
At 9:37 a.m. the SWAT team launched their assault. It all happened in a flash. All in all it took less than thirty seconds. Two columns of men in black equipped with rifles and shields positioned themselves on either side of the entrance to the Cartier boutique and blew open the door. 

Arpad never saw it coming.
He heard the first blast outside the building immediately followed by a second one, inside the store this time. For a moment, he was paralyzed by the noise and light thrown off by the stun grenade. A column of masked police protected by shields burst into the store, their weapons trained on him. 
He was roughly thrown to the ground.
Adrenaline coursed through his veins, his heart beat faster. His ears were ringing. He felt boots crushing him, then he was handcuffed. It was all over. 



Part Three
The Days Before the Robbery
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Five Days Before the Robbery
 
	Sunday, June 26 (Greg’s discovery)
	→ Monday, June 27, 2022
	Tuesday, June 28
	Wednesday, June 29
	Thursday, June 30
	Friday, July 1
	Saturday, July 2 (The Day of the Robbery)

It was four in the morning when Sophie awoke to find her bed empty. She wondered where Arpad had spent the night.
The day before, after his return to the house, he had left without saying a word, taking a few of his belongings in a bag. In their bedroom, she had found her secret phone on the ground. So Arpad had discovered her hiding place behind the baseboard. She called Beast at once. 
“Did you talk to Arpad?”
“I called you on our line and he picked up.” 
“What did you tell him? He left the house!”
“Nothing.”
“But why did you speak to him?”
“What did you want me to do? Should I have apologized, ‘Sorry, wrong number,’ and hung up? You have a secret phone. The guy’s not an idiot.” 
On hearing “guy,” Sophie froze. She and Beast were discussing her husband as if he were a stranger.
She had barely hung up when her father called.
“I’m sorry, Papa. This isn’t a good time . . .”
But Bernard was beside himself. He began to shout, “If you think I’m going to let that little shit treat me like that . . . Who does he think he is?” 
“What did he say to you, exactly?”
“Insults! I told him I would help him find a new job and suddenly he’s hurling insults!”
“Goddamn it, Papa! I told you not to mention it!”
Bernard remained silent for a moment; it was rare to hear Sophie swear. He then tried to defend himself, awkwardly.
“When you said not to talk about it, I thought you meant with your mother or your sister.”
“Papa, you have to accept that you can’t always be involving yourself in other people’s business.”
“You’re probably right,” Bernard admitted. “But the fact remains that the things he said to me were utterly disrespectful. I demand an apology and . . .” 
Sophie hung up on him. She didn’t have the energy to face her father’s ego on top of everything else. And now Beast had rung the bell at the front gate, paying her a surprise visit. Through the intercom, she yelled, “Go away! Go away! The children are going to be here soon. Leave me alone!” 
She went upstairs and sought refuge in bed. She was exhausted. She realized that everything she had built with certainty and conviction—her career, her family, her marriage, the house, that life of perfection and social success, of bourgeois conventions—wasn’t her. That picture-perfect existence made her sick to her stomach. She wanted her freedom. She wanted to be wild. She no longer wanted to be Sophie Braun. Beast had always told her she was a panther. 
At four in the morning, it was still too early to get out of bed, but she knew she wouldn’t fall back asleep. She went down to the kitchen; outside it was still dark. Like an automaton, she began preparing coffee. She had hoped to find a message from Arpad, but there was nothing. In the space of a few days, the man who had been an integral part of her life for fifteen years had become a ghost, a stranger. She no longer recognized him. To make matters worse, it was her fault. If Arpad had flipped out, if he had searched her office, beaten Beast, and rudely insulted her father, it was because of her. 
She kept thinking about it until the children woke. For breakfast she made them pancakes.
“What are we celebrating?” Isaak asked, far from imagining what had happened.
“It’s almost time for vacation,” Sophie said with false gaiety, having assumed her mask as the perfect mother.
“Last week of school!” Isaak cried.
“Still four more nighty nights,” announced Léa, who liked to count the days by numbering the nights.
Sophie told them what she had decided the night before with her father when he had called to apologize.
“Children, about the vacation, I have good news. Friday, after school, we’re leaving to stay with Grandpa Bernard and Grandma Jacqueline in Saint-Tropez for a few days.” 
She had almost said “for a while” but had thought better of it. She didn’t want to upset them.
With the news, Isaak gave a shout of joy. Léa rushed to the stairs to tell her father, whom she thought was upstairs.
“Papa! We’re going to Saint-Tropez!”
Sophie held back her tears.
“Papa isn’t here, children.”
“Where is he?” Isaak asked.
“He . . . he left for a few days . . . for work.”
“Is it because of what happened the other night? The fight?”
“No, no. Everything’s fine. It’s only for work.”
“So he’s going to come to Saint-Tropez with us, right?”
Sophie found a way to avoid lying to them.
“I hope so!”
She gave reassuring smiles to the children, who were far from convinced.
“Can we call him?” Isaak asked.
“Of course!”
Sophie dialed Arpad’s number. The phone rang but no one picked up.

Sprawled across the bed in a hotel room, Arpad let the phone ring. He suspected that it was probably the children wanting to talk to him. But he had no desire for any interaction with Sophie. 
When the phone went silent, he got up. He had been up for hours but hadn’t moved. He opened the curtains, letting the daylight in. Opposite, he could see the main building of the Geneva airport. The room was sparsely furnished, like all the other rooms in this midlevel chain. Gone were the days of luxury and five-star hotels. 
Arpad was supposed to meet Beast at noon to go over the job. The meeting would take place at la Caravelle, a café near the airport. Arpad had an idea in mind: He was going to make a deal with Beast. He would leave him all the money from the robbery in exchange for which Beast would agree to disappear from his life forever. Beast had a sense of honor; he would keep his word. It was the only way Arpad could get rid of him for good. 

At that moment, Beast was at the farm in Jussy, in the countryside outside Geneva. Only fifteen miles from downtown, Jussy provided a striking contrast: The majority of the municipality consisted of fields and a vast forest. The twelve hundred inhabitants were distributed between the main village and a few scattered hamlets. The rest was countryside stretching all the way to France. The border was invisible here. A hiker could step from one country to the other without even being aware of it. This was important to Beast. Depending on how the robbery turned out, he could stay for a while in Jussy, where no one would look for him (he had enough cash to last several months), or travel to France, avoiding customs and disappearing somewhere in Europe. 
His hideout was about 250 yards from the French border. He had found it through an online listing. It was the perfect location, and he had accepted all the conditions laid out by the farmer who owned the place, including three months’ rent up front, in cash obviously. If everything went well, he would probably be far from here in the days following the robbery, by which time any alert at the border crossings would be lifted. But he didn’t want to arouse the farmer’s suspicions. He had left nothing to chance, introducing himself under a fake name, explaining that he had come to Switzerland to work on a farm that practiced sustainable agriculture to grow tomatoes. He had developed a few notions about the subject so he could answer any questions and he carried false papers in case the owner demanded an ID when he arrived. But the owner didn’t. So much the better. Fake papers belonged to the past—with the arrival of biometrics, few would be fooled by them. 
When he settled into his hideout, Beast had discovered that the place was even better than he had imagined. The farm was completely isolated; there was nothing around it but fields. He could get there by avoiding the village and the hamlets and stay under the radar. He had confirmed this when he fled the police from the Brauns’ house. And the building where the apartment was located was separate from the owners’ home. He could come and go whenever he pleased without running into anyone. His landlords didn’t seem nosy, but it was better to be prudent. Finally, from the apartment Beast had an unobstructed view of the access road. If the police showed up one day, he would see them arrive while they were still far away. At night the appearance of headlights was so unusual that he would be alerted at once. 
The apartment was on the second floor of the building, above a storage room for machinery, and the entrance was at the top of an external stone staircase. It consisted of a small kitchen leading to a living room, a narrow bathroom, and a small bedroom. From the window, you could easily reach the roof of the storage room, then the barn, and make your way across the field into the forest. It was his emergency escape route. Essential if the police showed up. Providing he reacted quickly. In the woods inside a thicket, Beast had hidden a small motorcycle, which he had bought when he arrived. An ad on the internet. Paid in cash. The license plate had been stolen from a scooter. The key was already in the ignition. Nothing had been left to chance. It was his trademark. 
From his bedroom, Beast looked at photos of the Braun family. Some of them had been sent by Sophie over the years in their correspondence. The others he had taken himself over the last ten days and had prints made at a small store. It wasn’t very prudent, but it wasn’t that risky either. The store employee, far from imagining that these were stolen moments, had said, “You have a beautiful family.” He had felt an immense pride at hearing those words. A hint of sadness as well. He hadn’t corrected the man. He had enjoyed being Arpad for the duration of a conversation. 
Beast often thought about his first night with Sophie. That was in the spring of 2007. At the time, she and Arpad would visit him often in Fréjus. He would bring them to underground clubs, squats, and speakeasies. Arpad liked to party, wherever they were. Sophie was attracted to this militant marginality. Beast was like a fish in water. One evening, when they had all had too much to drink, they ended up at Beast’s place. Neither Sophie nor Arpad were in any condition to drive. Arpad, who was delirious, had curled up on the bed in the bedroom. Beast and Sophie found themselves in the small living room next to it. They had continued to drink, listen to music, talk about one thing or another. That night she had wanted to know more about him. She had asked him about his nickname. He told her about his past as a thief. With that, Sophie’s eyes began to shine. He realized, suddenly, that she was fascinated by him. He knew how women looked at him, but he would never have imagined that his scandalous past added anything to his aura. With somewhat foolish urgency, he kissed her. She returned his kiss. They made love a few feet from where Arpad slept silently and deeply. The next morning, now sober, Arpad and Sophie left hand in hand. A few minutes after their departure, Beast noticed that she had forgotten her handbag. The doorbell rang. She was alone on the landing. She took his face in her hands and kissed him once more. At first Beast had assumed it was a fleeting thing. But that thing lasted fifteen years. 



It was morning at the bus stop in the center of Cologny.
It had been thirty minutes and four buses since Karine had dropped her boys off at school, but she kept pacing up and down the sidewalk, waiting for Sophie. She couldn’t have missed her; Isaak wasn’t in class yet. And Arpad wouldn’t be dropping the children off at school because he had walked out. That’s what Greg had told her. Karine was dying to find out what had happened; she had to know. But her messages to Sophie had gone unanswered. So what if she would be late for work that morning (she had pretended that one of her children was sick)? She wanted information! 
Finally, Sophie’s car appeared. She quickly stepped out and walked her children to the building. As she turned to return to her car, a voice called out to her—it was Karine. Seeing her, Sophie’s color returned. She needed to be comforted. The two women fell into each another’s arms. 
“Can I drop you off?” Sophie asked.
Karine immediately stepped into the vehicle.
“I’ve been worried about you,” she said, buckling her seat belt.
“Thanks for the messages. I’m so sorry but I didn’t have time to reply.”
“Oh, don’t worry about it. I know it’s been hard the past few days . . .”
Sophie simply nodded, then broke into tears.
“Oh, you poor thing!” Karine said, wrapping her arms around her. “You’ll see, everything’s going to be all right.”
“I don’t think so.”
“Why?” asked Karine, wanting to know the details.
“It’s complicated . . .” Sophie replied, apparently not eager to tell her anything more.
Karine, trying to encourage her to continue talking, confided, “Saturday evening, when you were at our place, Arpad told me there was someone else . . .” 
Sophie again broke down in tears.
“I’m about to destroy my marriage.”
Karine couldn’t believe what she was hearing. So, it was true.
“Has it been going on long?” she asked innocently.
“It’s too complicated to talk about in the car.”
“So, let’s grab a coffee,” Karine suggested.
“I have to get to the office. I’m late already and I’m leaving for Saint-Tropez at the end of the week.”
“Saint-Tropez? Were you planning to go?”
“Not really.”
“Without Arpad, I imagine.”
“Probably. Everything is still up in the air. I . . . I have no idea what I’m doing.”
“Can you talk to someone about it?” Karine asked.
“I’m talking to you.”
Karine was surprised to be her confidante; they had only known each other for a short time. What about all those friends who were at Arpad’s birthday party? Was Sophie trying to protect her image no matter the cost? A world of pretense and appearance. 
Karine finally decided to offer some advice, which sounded both like a lecture and a suggestion for her own life.
“The couple is the most important thing, really. Children take up less space than we think. We find that out when they leave the nest.” 
Sophie agreed.
“You and Greg seem to be in a good place. It was nice seeing you like that Saturday evening.”
“We’re doing all right. We’re planning a little getaway this weekend. The boys will be in Provence with my parents. Greg and I are thinking of going to Italy. Piedmont. We’ll join them on the way back.” 
“Good for you,” Sophie said approvingly. “I’m happy for you.”
Karine smiled, satisfied at the turn her life was taking. Yes, it hadn’t been that easy, especially this last year, which had been difficult for them. Between the move to The Eyesore, the pressure from work at the store, and Greg, who was so wrapped up in his job, they had drifted apart. But everything was getting back to normal now and she felt good. Things were improving and their weekend together in Piedmont was proof. She had been nagging Greg about his job, but he was putting in longer hours, he said, because he hoped to become the next head of the SWAT team unit. He felt she should encourage him instead of criticizing him. She never told him how proud she was of him. 

But Greg’s promotion was in serious jeopardy. His boss, informed by Fred of the identity of the camera thief, was absolutely furious and summoned Greg to his office. 
“Greg, you’re going to have to explain this. What were you thinking? Stealing that equipment? You’re our best cop. You’re supposed to be my replacement.” 
“Did Fred tell you what I found?” Greg asked, trying to defend himself.
“Yes, he told me.”
“They’re planning a robbery!” Greg said, trying to bury his theft of the camera. “It’s going down on Saturday.”
But the chief immediately exploded.
“Besides the point! I would like to know why you illegally installed surveillance equipment in someone’s house! I want an explanation! Because I’m supposed to inform Internal Affairs about this.” 
“Don’t do that! If you inform Internal Affairs, it’s the end of my career. I know, I fucked up. I completely fucked up.”
“You can say that again! Now, explain how this happened.”
Greg had had the time to prepare. That morning, he arrived early at headquarters to do some research and put together a small dossier. He had also made an important discovery—the identity of the driver of the gray Peugeot. All of that, wrapped in a lie, would allow him to justify this business with the camera. Especially with Fred’s testimony; since, quite by accident, he had heard Arpad refer to a robbery for this Saturday. 
“I personally know the owner of the house where I planted the camera,” Greg explained. “His name is Arpad Braun, a nice enough guy, kind of a golden boy. He and his family live not far from me. We both volunteer at the local soccer club. One evening, I was invited over to his house and he received a call. He stepped out of the room but I discreetly followed him. I don’t know why I did it, but I did. Professional habit, I guess. He talked about an incident in Menton fifteen years ago. And you know what happened in Menton fifteen years ago?” 
“A robbery?” his boss guessed.
“Exactly,” Greg confirmed, placing a newspaper article in front of him. “A big job. A branch of the postal bank. Two guys took the manager hostage early that morning. They forced him to open the safe and walked out with a pile of cash. They were never found.” 
“You have any proof aside from a conversation that you were the only one to hear? How do you know the episode in Menton was a robbery? It could have been a fire, an accident, or something more personal.” 
“There are several signs pointing to it,” Greg explained, for he was expecting this remark. “First, I reviewed everything that happened in Menton that year and nothing else stands out except that robbery. And at the time, Arpad Braun was living in Saint-Tropez, not far from Menton. Think about it. Right after the robbery, he left Saint-Tropez and settled in Switzerland. Arpad has dual citizenship—British and Swiss—and as you know, Switzerland doesn’t extradite its citizens. In Geneva he found a job with a bank. Those were good years. He quickly climbed the ladder, made a lot of money, and settled into a comfortable lifestyle. Fabulous house, vacations by the sea, luxury cars, you name it.” 
“So why would he want to get involved in another robbery?” the chief asked him.
“Because he got fired from the bank in January.”
“How do you know?”
Greg was careful not to reveal that he had learned this by using the surveillance equipment to listen in on the altercation between Arpad and Bernard when they spoke on the phone. 
“I called the bank this morning,” Greg said. “I think Arpad is out of money. He needs cash to save face. And there’s more, I’ve kept the best for last. Ten days ago, Arpad’s wife thought someone was watching the house. She ended up surprising the prowler. She called the cops. Twice. You’ll see, I put the police reports in the file.” 
“And . . . ?”
“I think it’s the second robber from Menton who has resurfaced. The French police confirmed it just this morning.”
“What did they say?”
“Saturday evening, Arpad got into a fight with another driver. Something stupid—the other guy gave him the finger. Arpad’s not the type to get that worked up over a gesture, much less with his wife and kids in the car. Once again, the police showed up. I was able to locate the other driver from the car’s license plate—it was a gray Peugeot with French plates.” 
Greg let the suspense build up then pulled out a form that the French police had sent him an hour earlier. The chief read aloud the name that was written in bold letters on the document: Philippe Carral. 
“Philippe Carral,” Greg repeated. “He’s not just nobody. He’s a high-level operator who disappeared from sight years ago. Officially, he’s living with his mother, which is to say, nowhere. Arpad Braun and Philippe Carral know each other quite well; they were cellmates in Draguignan for a few months before the robbery in Menton.” 
“How did you find that out?”
“An inspector from the police branch at Annemasse, a guy I’ve worked with before. I called him this morning to get some info on the Peugeot. And I asked him to query his system about Arpad Braun. I learned that he had been placed in custody for car theft.” 

“Damn, Greg, that’s one hell of a job!” the chief granted, suddenly softening his tone.
Greg felt he was in the process of extricating himself from the mess he had gotten himself into. But the chief carried on with his questioning. 
“So why did you take such a risk by illegally installing the camera in the suspect’s home? You have to be some kind of idiot to do that. That camera alone could get the entire case thrown out.” 
“I was stupid; I realize that now. When I did it, I had a few hunches, nothing solid. I was afraid no one would take me seriously and we would risk overlooking an important case. Besides, if I had asked for authorization to use surveillance equipment, the prosecutor’s office would have turned me down. So, when Braun invited me and my family to his place last weekend to use the pool, I told myself that this was the opportunity I needed. And I took advantage of it. Without thinking about it. I figured I would explain it once it was all over. I was . . .” 
The chief finished his sentence for him.
“Obsessed.”
“Exactly!” Greg said.
He was obsessed—with Sophie.
Greg continued in a supplicating tone of voice, “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”
“I can see that,” the chief said, who wasn’t ready to forgive him. “But you’re not an investigator, you’re a goddamn SWAT team cop. Stay in your lane. Instead of going it alone and installing that damn camera, why didn’t you give the information to the police?” 
Greg had no other choice than to play the part he had carefully composed to the end.
“The crime squad should have taken over the case,” he said fatalistically.
“Yes, and?”
“Well, I slept with an inspector from the crime squad, and it ended badly. I was afraid she’d sabotage the case.”
Greg’s explanation was a bit shaky but not entirely deceitful.
“Damn it, Greg! Anything else I should know?”
Greg then played the part of the contrite but passionate cop.
“I fucked up. I completely fucked up. But that doesn’t cancel out everything I’ve done just for one mistake, even a big one. If we ignore what I found out, there’s going to be a robbery on Saturday. These guys aren’t altar boys. They’ve already taken someone hostage in the past. On Saturday, someone might get hurt, and we will have done nothing to stop it.” 
Greg’s boss began pacing in his office. Finally, he sat back down, picked up the phone, and called in Fred. Now that the three of them knew what had been going on, the chief declared, “We’ll cover for Greg. What he did was stupid but we’re going to stop a robbery. We’ll send the file to the crime squad with the information Greg found but without mentioning the camera. Then we’ll make sure the crime squad asks the DA’s office for the authorization to install surveillance equipment. We’ll say that Greg knows Arpad Braun well and has an opening. With a bit of luck, we’ll get the approval, and everything will be taken care of.” 
“And what if the prosecutor refuses?” Fred asked.
“Whether he agrees or he refuses, once we’ve arrested Braun, they’ll search his house. We’ll make sure to be there to recover that fucking camera. And no one will be the wiser.” 
“Thanks,” Greg said.
His boss pointed a threatening finger at him.
“Be careful, Greg. I saved your ass this time. There won’t be a second. Now that I’m aware of your idiotic games, my job is on the line. If you use that camera one more time, I’ll suspend you immediately. I’ll call upstairs and tell them what you’ve been up to, and you can say goodbye to the SWAT team, and probably your career with the police. Have I made myself clear?” 



Noon that same day.
La Caravelle, where Beast had asked Arpad to meet him, was a nondescript bar opposite the airport runway. The wooden structure provided an unobstructed view of the tarmac and was easy to imagine as a place regularly packed with aviation fanatics. But at noon that day, when Arpad arrived, it was empty. The bar was closed, so he waited by the door. 
After a few minutes, the gray Peugeot pulled into the empty parking lot. Arpad was nervous. Beast had inspired in him a mixture of fear and hate. He wanted to throw himself on him. Pummel him. But he knew that this time, Beast wouldn’t give him the opportunity. The other night on the road, he had intentionally let himself be beaten. Having seen what Beast had done to a few men in prison, all rough characters, Arpad knew what he was capable of. 
Beast walked slowly up to him without a word. He carried a camera on a strap and took a few photographs of the runway, as if he was interested in planes. Then he turned to Arpad. 
“Let’s look at some pictures.”
He had spoken as if everything was normal, as if he was showing the pictures he had just taken to an old friend, another airplane enthusiast. Arpad approached and looked at the screen. Rather than images of fuselages, he saw the front of the Cartier boutique. Beast scrolled through a series of photos of the building, especially its back entrance, used by the employees. 
“Saturday morning, we’re hitting the Cartier boutique.”
Arpad felt his heart beat faster. It was real now. He couldn’t back out. Beast immediately sensed that his acolyte was getting cold feet. 
“Focus. We’ll be okay, providing you stay focused. Remember what I told you back then? During a robbery, it’s not so much experience that counts as the confidence we have in one another.” 
Arpad nodded.
“You’re familiar with the Cartier boutique, I believe. By the way, the ring you bought for Sophie was very pretty.”
Beast manipulated his camera and scrolled through a series of pictures he had taken of Arpad the week before, when he had gone to Cartier to buy the panther ring. Arpad felt himself growing angry. 
“How long have you been following me?”
Beast calmed him down at once.
“This time, my friend, you’re the one who stepped into the jewelry store, while I was simply doing reconnaissance. You see how small the world is. But let’s try to stay focused, please. We’re going to go in when they open, at nine thirty. We have to make sure there aren’t too many customers inside.” 
“Nine thirty,” Arpad repeated.
Beast told him what he needed to do.
“You’re going to enter through the front door. As if you were a customer. You’re going to bring back the ring you bought for Sophie, claiming there’s a defect. Then, you’ll create a diversion by dropping the ring without the salesman noticing. The only thing he’ll see is that the ring has disappeared. He’ll follow protocol and alert security. While everyone is busy looking for the ring, I’m going to enter through the back door and grab whatever jewelry is kept in the storage area. That’s where the best pieces are kept. If everything goes well, no one will notice anything. All you have to do is keep everyone busy for seven minutes. After that we’ll each leave separately and meet later. At that hour, a Saturday morning in summer, there will already be a lot of people in the streets. And that’s perfect for us. We can easily blend in with the crowd.” 
“That’s all?” Arpad asked.
“That’s all. Simple and effective. The high-voltage heists, that’s for the movies. Obviously, don’t write anything down, don’t take notes, and don’t jot down any reminders of what we’re planning. You’ve got it all in your head. And don’t talk about it over the phone.” 
“Who am I going to talk to?” Arpad asked, finding the remark idiotic.
“Assume you’re being monitored by the police. And no further contact between us. I’ll call you Friday night to confirm that everything is okay and that we’re on. I’ll say, ‘It’s going to be a nice day tomorrow. Let’s take the boat.’ That’ll be the signal that you show up the following morning at nine thirty at Cartier as planned. If you don’t hear from me, the job is off. Understood?” 
“Understood,” Arpad agreed. “There’s just one thing I’d like to point out about our getaway.”
Beast’s face darkened.
“I’m listening,” he said, suspicious.
“Once we’ve got what we came for, we separate but don’t meet up.”
“I’ll have the jewels,” Beast acknowledged. “It’ll be impossible to share the take during the job.”
“You can have my share. It’s all for you.”
Beast just stared at him.
“Why would you do that?”
“Why do you think I agreed to do this job?”
“Because you need money.”
“Not that kind of money. I just want you out of my life. I’ll help you with this and then you’ll disappear. Forever. The world’s a big place. There are enough banks and jewelry stores to rob for you to leave me alone, me and my family.” 
Beast stared hard at Arpad.
“It’s a deal. See you Saturday.”
As Beast was heading toward the parking lot, Arpad called him back.
“I found the birthday card you wrote to Sophie.”
Beast froze.
“And . . . ?” he asked, impassive. “Is it against the law to write birthday cards?”
Arpad’s only response was to take out his phone and read aloud the text he had photographed in Sophie’s office. “ ‘My Panther. You’re not made for life in a cage. You’ve gotten used to it, like an animal in a zoo. But your routine and your daily life are bars. Your happiness is an illusion. Don’t forget what Viscontini said. Come with me. I want you to taste freedom again. I love you.’ ” Arpad read this in a mocking tone and Beast was deeply wounded. It was an intimate letter. It had been hard for him to write those lines. It was always hard to write to someone you love. And then, to hear “My Panther” in someone else’s mouth sounded wrong. It sounded ridiculous. He felt humiliated and wanted to throw himself at Arpad and smash his face. There was a moment when he felt the urge. But he needed to keep Arpad in one piece. He had his uses. And if Beast did hurt him, Sophie would never forgive him. 
As it happened, Arpad had read the letter to him for a very specific reason.
“Who is Viscontini?” he asked.
“An Italian writer.”
So that was it. Arpad had searched online and found a link to a forgotten Italian writer from the early twentieth century. But what was the connection between Viscontini, Sophie, and Beast? Was he an author Sophie liked? She had never spoken about him. He had the impression of rediscovering his wife through the eyes of another man. 
“Why Viscontini?”
His question was an admission of weakness. He was mortified to have to acquaint himself with the intimacy of the couple that Beast and Sophie had been. But he had to understand who his wife truly was. 
“I like his work,” Beast told him.
“Nothing else?”
“You’re surprised that I like to read?”
“I know there’s something else!” Arpad snapped.
Beast enjoyed his frustration. He then said in a provocative tone, “You don’t want to know.”
“Yes, I do! I want to know. I want to know everything!”
Beast, who was determined to drag out his victory, turned on his heels.
“See you Saturday,” he said before disappearing. “And try to stay calm. Don’t do what you did in Menton.”



It was late afternoon. Arpad paced back and forth in his hotel room. Thoughts rattled around in his head: Sophie, their marriage, the robbery. He felt like he was losing it. Suddenly, his phone broke the silence of the room. It was Julien Martet, his friend and squash partner. Arpad didn’t answer at first, but Julien let it ring until he picked up. 
“Arpad, why didn’t you tell me you had lost your job?”
Sophie had told him. Arpad was mortified to have been unmasked like this. Once again, he felt betrayed by his wife.
“Sophie shouldn’t air our problems out in public,” he complained.
“Arpad, look, I’m one of your best friends. I’m not the general public. And Sophie needed someone to talk to. It really shook her up. Why didn’t you tell me? We play squash together every week. Every week!” 
“I was ashamed.”
“Ashamed of what? All the banks are cutting back. You’re not the only one out of a job.”
Arpad calmed down. It was good to talk to a friend. He was relieved not to have to pretend any longer.
“Arpad, you’re my friend because you’re the man who you are. The rest is unimportant.”
“I know that . . . but . . .”
“Listen, I’m in Luxembourg for work until Friday, but can we meet for a drink late that afternoon? In the meantime, I’m going to see if there are any positions open here with us. Sophie told me you walked out. Where are you staying?” 
“A hotel.”
“Come to the house if you’d like. Even if I’m not there, Rebecca will be happy to see you.”
“I don’t want to be an imposition,” Arpad declined. “But thank you. You’re a good friend. See you Friday.”

At that moment, back in Cologny, Karine stepped off the bus on her way back from work. In five days, she would be in Italy with Greg. Just the two of them. She went over the itinerary in her head: Saturday morning, her parents would stop by to pick up the boys, their suitcases, and whatever else they needed, and take them to Provence. After that, calmly, she and Greg would leave, drop Sandy off at the kennel, and then get on the road to Piedmont. 
Upon seeing her house, she felt serene. She even welcomed the joyous ruckus that awaited her when she walked through the door. The boys running around and the babysitter slumped on the couch. She could kiss that imperfect little world of hers because it was better to be happy in The Eyesore than unhappy in the Glass House. 
Before entering, she checked the mailbox. As she quickly scanned the envelopes—mostly bills—one caught her attention. It was simply addressed Madame Liégean, no return address, no stamp. Someone must have slipped it directly into the box. Karine opened it and read the unsigned letter inside: 
Your husband’s a pig and he’s cheating on you.



The Day of the Robbery
Saturday, July 2, 2022
9:45 a.m.
As Arpad was being arrested inside the boutique, another SWAT team, covering the emergency exit, intercepted the second suspect as he rushed through the door to flee. 
Both suspects, once neutralized, were cuffed and blindfolded. Regulations stipulated that they were to be brought at once to police headquarters. 
Greg, his face covered, took a sadistic pleasure in leading Arpad to a SWAT team vehicle and throwing him roughly into the back. The car took off at once, its lights and siren blaring. Arpad could see nothing, could barely hear. He was still in a state of shock. What had just happened? What was to become of him? 
On the sidewalk, Greg watched as the police vehicle departed. He was ecstatic, like a hunter who had captured his prey. But Greg’s celebration of victory was premature. The hunt is never over until the prey is dead. Wounded animals are the most dangerous. 



17
Four Days Before the Robbery
 
	Sunday, June 26 (Greg’s discovery)
	Monday, June 27
	→ Tuesday, June 28, 2022
	Wednesday, June 29
	Thursday, June 30
	Friday, July 1
	Saturday, July 2 (The Day of the Robbery)

It was 7:45 a.m. Arpad quickly made his bed so the room didn’t look too disorderly. He adjusted his shirt, as if for an important meeting, took his phone and pressed the video call button next to Sophie’s number. She picked up. He saw the kitchen in the background. They looked at one another briefly, deeply, then the joyful shouts of the children finishing their breakfast filled the air. 
“Is it Papa?” Isaak yelled, grabbing the phone from his mother. “Hi, Papa. How are you?”
“Me too. I want to talk to Papa,” Léa whined, leaning against her brother.
“How are you, children?” Arpad asked.
“Good,” Isaak replied. “And you?”
“In London.”
“With Grandma and Grandpa?”
“No, I’m in a hotel. I’ve come for work.”
“I thought you left because of the fight the other night . . .”
“No, no.”
He knew the children had been shocked by what they had seen the previous Saturday. The fight with Beast, their father’s fury, the police. 
“I’m sorry about what happened. Everything’s okay now.”
“When are you coming back?”
“As soon as possible.”
“We’re leaving for Saint-Tropez on Friday for vacation. You’re coming with us, right?”
Arpad struggled to suppress his surprise. Sophie was leaving with the children? It was the end, then. It was too much for him. He felt overwhelmed by emotion. 
“Children, I have to go now.”
“Okay, Papa, but come back soon, please. We miss you.”
Arpad choked back a sob. He nodded in agreement and quickly hung up.
At the Glass House, Sophie’s nerves were on edge. “Go. On your way to school,” she declared, pushing the children out the door. She needed to be alone. She needed to let go. She dropped the children off, then stopped into a nearby parking area and began sobbing. The video call had worked with the children, but she was unable to resign herself to her family falling apart. It was unbearable. And because she was the cause, she was also the solution. She couldn’t go on like this. She had to cut her ties with Beast. 

When he had composed himself and dried his eyes, Arpad went downstairs for a quick breakfast in the hotel’s colorless dining room. He wasn’t even hungry, but he wanted to see people around him. 
Once the shock of the children’s departure for Saint-Tropez had worn off, Arpad slowly came back to life. It wasn’t the end for them. On the contrary, they could start over. He was going to have to fight though. It would be a new start for him and Sophie. He would forgive her. Together they would get through this and come out the other side stronger than before. He would do this job and be rid of Beast once and for all. His wife would be his and his alone. He would never have to fear the return of the predator. He even told himself that it was good the children were leaving on Friday. That way they would be far from Geneva. After the robbery, he would join them in the south. It would be the rebirth of his marriage and his family. He then thought about Bernard and grew angry with himself for having insulted him. He would apologize. Bernard would put it behind him. It would all be like before. 
Suddenly, Arpad was looking forward to seeing the house in Saint-Tropez again, to being trapped on the patio with Bernard, drowning in Jacqueline’s chitchat, even listening to his unbearable sister-in-law, Alice, and Mark, her husband, the surgeon. 
Fifteen years after having left, this time he would flee Geneva to take refuge back in Saint-Tropez.
Arpad then went to the reception desk and told them he would extend his stay until Friday. To give some weight to a future alibi, he decided to talk about his life to the receptionist. “Friday, I’m leaving for Saint-Tropez. School vacation is starting, I’m taking the children to stay with my wife’s family.” If questioned, the receptionist could confirm his departure for Saint-Tropez on Friday. You can never be too careful. Arpad then left the hotel. He walked to his car in the parking lot and drove off. 
The scene hadn’t escaped the attention of a team of detectives who had been monitoring all of Arpad’s movements since the previous night. A policewoman, playing the part of a client at the hotel, had intercepted the exchange between Arpad and the receptionist. In the parking lot, from within an unmarked car, Marion Brullier and a colleague from the criminal squad watched as Arpad drove off. His Porsche was followed by the surveillance team. 
“He doesn’t look like a robber,” Marion commented, playing with a paper coffee cup.
“What does a robber look like?” her partner asked as he finished his croissant.
Marion smiled.
“I have no idea. But he looks like a normal guy—without too much baggage.”
“Successful criminals are mostly normal people. And what’s he doing in a hotel opposite the airport if he has nothing to worry about?” 
“Maybe he had a fight with his wife?” Marion suggested. Her colleague didn’t react. She added, “The guy from the SWAT team who gave us the lead, I know him . . .” 
“And . . . ?”
“He’s an asshole. I wonder if his information is reliable.”
“He could be an asshole and a good cop. His file is pretty clean.”
Marion shrugged. She wondered if Greg’s wife had found the letter.

Karine, sitting in the bus on the way to work, thought only about that letter. She had barely slept. Was it true? Was Greg cheating on her? Was she one of those naive idiots who never suspected anything? All those times he came home late from work, was he really working? And who was the author of those terrible allegations? The letter said that Greg was a pig. Was it one of his conquests getting back at him? 
Obviously, she had said nothing to her husband. She wasn’t yet ready to confront him. She had tried to access his phone, but it was protected by a password that Greg shared with no one. “It’s not a phone. It’s a tool for work,” he kept saying. 
Karine began to wonder if there wasn’t something more.

Arpad spent the morning looking for the book.
He visited all the bookstores in town. Small neighborhood bookstores, large chain bookstores, specialist bookstores. Without success. He also made a stop at the central library as well as the library of the university’s humanities department. In vain. Suddenly, he remembered there were used bookstores downtown. He knew a few of them in the old part of the city that sold first editions, rare books, and period maps. That was where he found it. “A unique edition, bound in genuine leather and with gilt edges,” explained the owner to justify the price. Arpad paid without complaint. He needed the book. He needed to understand. 

Almost noon.
Inside a meeting room at police headquarters, a briefing session was about to begin for the crime squad, the surveillance team, the SWAT team, and the prosecutor following the case. 
Greg, taking his seat along with his boss, noticed Marion among the other officers. Just my luck, he thought. 
The head of the crime squad, which was handling the matter, opened the meeting and invited Marion to join them.
“Inspector Marion Brullier is handling the case for the crime squad,” he told them.
Greg leaned toward his boss’s ear and whispered, “What the fuck? They’re putting a kid in charge of the investigation. She’s going to blow it. That’s why it’s better to work alone sometimes. I’m sure she’s sleeping with everyone. She looks like the type.” 
Greg’s boss snorted. The head of the crime squad continued, “Marion, although she’s young, is one of our best officers; I know she’ll do an exemplary job. I want to thank all of you in advance for helping her with this. I’ll turn the floor over to Marion now.” 
Marion stood before her colleagues and gave her report.
“We began monitoring the suspect yesterday afternoon. It was very easy to track his movements. He rented a room in a hotel opposite the airport using his real name. Surveillance began when he returned to the hotel around five o’clock. He stayed in his room, then had supper at a nearby pizzeria. He returned to the hotel around eight and stayed there all night.” 
“What did he do before five o’clock?” Greg asked.
“We don’t know. We only started tracking him when he got back to the hotel.”
“Were you tracking his phone?” Greg’s boss asked.
“Yes,” Marion confirmed.
The prosecutor then spoke.
“I authorized the wire. However, as for the surveillance cameras requested by the SWAT team, that was denied. Not at the hotel, not at his home. Especially not at his home because, obviously, he’s no longer there. Do we know why?” 
“Marriage problems,” Greg explained.
“You know him?” the prosecutor asked.
“Yes, that’s how I found out about the job. I know his wife too. I could make up some excuse to visit her and take the opportunity to install a camera. Inevitably, he’ll stop by the house and a camera will help us see what he’s up to.” 
“I’m not here to help you out,” the prosecutor responded dryly. “I’m here to prevent you from doing something stupid by violating basic legal principles. You’re not tracking a bunch of terrorists. Please continue, Inspector Brullier.” 
Marion continued.
“For now, there’s been very little activity on the suspect’s phone. He received a call from a man named Julien Martet, one of his friends. Braun lost his job six months ago but didn’t tell anyone, not even his wife, who, it seems, just found out. Martet offered to help him find a job. So, nothing very interesting as far as we’re concerned. His wife called him twice last night, but he didn’t pick up. This morning he called his children, pretending he was in London for work.” 
“No other calls?” the prosecutor inquired.
“None,” Marion confirmed.
“There’s another phone!” Greg cried. “His accomplice called him on that other phone the other night!”
“How do you know that?” the prosecutor asked him.
“I . . . I saw him.”
“How did you see him?”
“I was in the house.”
“We see the reference to a second phone in your report,” Marion noted, “but we could find no trace of it. It could be a prepaid foreign phone, and that would be difficult to track.” 
“So what do you have that’s concrete, aside from suspicions?” the prosecutor asked.
“Nothing right now except a conversation intercepted by Greg Liégean concerning a robbery on Saturday.”
“A bank or a jewelry store?” the prosecutor asked.
“Probably a jewelry store,” Marion indicated. “The banks are closed on Saturday and I doubt they’re interested in an ATM. Besides, there’s a connection between Braun and Philippe Carral, who served time for robbery. Carral has been classified as a security risk by the French intelligence service because of his ties to violent, far-left activists. The two men met a while ago. They did jail time together. According to the French, their intelligence service lost track of Carral a long time ago. But he was seen in Geneva last Saturday evening after an altercation with . . . Arpad Braun!” 
“And where’s Carral now?” the prosecutor asked.
“No idea. He’s vanished.”
“And Braun?”
“He extended his stay at the hotel until Friday. He indicated that he would then be leaving for Saint-Tropez with his kids.”
“I thought the robbery was for Saturday?” the prosecutor noted.
“Yes. I think he’s constructing an alibi.”
“And where is he now?”
The head of the surveillance unit spoke.
“He began the day by visiting several bookstores in town. And for a while now, he’s been sitting outside a café on place du Bourg-de-Four.” 
“Alone?” the prosecutor asked.
“Yes. He’s reading the book he spent the morning to find. He just ordered a chicken salad and some mineral water, if you want to know everything.” 
“What’s the book?”
“A very rare edition written at the beginning of the last century by an Italian writer. According to the bookstores he visited, he was desperate to find it. He finally tracked down a numbered edition, which he paid nine hundred francs for, in cash. The book is Wild Animals by Carlo Viscontini. Animali Selvaggi in the original Italian. Based on our research, it’s a collection of stories about a village in Tuscany.” 
“I’d really like to know what the connection is between the robbery and some old Italian book,” the prosecutor wondered.

Noon that same day in a restaurant downtown.
There were few customers. In a quiet corner, a man was waiting with a bouquet of roses he held awkwardly. From the look of things, it was a romantic rendezvous. 
Finally, Beast decided to leave the bouquet on the ground. He should have bought perfume; that would have been more practical.
He was excited about this lunch with Sophie. He had suggested they meet at the hideout, the place where they had been meeting since he arrived in Geneva. It was more discreet. She suggested meeting at the restaurant and he quickly agreed. He had the impression they were becoming a real couple. It felt good to emerge from the shadows. 
For the occasion, he had bought a dress shirt from a local store. It had been a long time since he’d worn one. He thought he even looked a bit like Arpad. He had decided that when she arrived, he would kiss her hand. He had seen Arpad do this when they had left the Hotel des Bergues after Sophie’s birthday dinner. 
Suddenly, she was there. Beautiful as always. She welcomed him with a broad smile. He rose and took her hand. She thought he wanted to shake it, which surprised her at first, but she assumed it was out of his desire to be discreet, to give their lunch the appearance of a professional meeting, and that they would simply shake hands. Then Beast picked up the flowers and offered them to Sophie. Suddenly, she looked uncomfortable. He felt ill at ease. They sat down. 
“Beast, this can’t go on . . .”
“What can’t go on?”
“Us. We have to stop.”
“You’re leaving me?”
“I’m sorry for telling you this way . . .”
Beast looked stunned. He had the immediate reflex of a wounded animal; he wanted to hide until his wounds healed. He made a gesture as if he was going to leave. 
“Don’t waste your time having lunch with me,” he said, trying to save face. “I’ll go.”
She held him back.
“Beast . . .”
“I’d like to go back to being Philippe.”
“You’ll always be Beast to me.”
“That’s the problem.”
She murmured apologetically, “I would have liked for us to go on together, forever . . .”
“But . . . ?”
“I have a family.”
“That didn’t stop you in the past.”
“Things have changed.”
“You know, Sophie, what I wrote on your birthday card, I meant it. I’ll always feel the same way. This quiet, comfortable bourgeois life is not for you . . .” 
“It’s my life and that’s the way I like it.”
“If you really liked it, you wouldn’t be sitting in front of me at this moment.”
“I’m here to tell you it’s over.”
She was at once angry with herself for the harshness of her words. She tried to smooth them over.
“You have to understand. There are two Sophies. The one made to be with you, the other made to be with Arpad and the children. Three people are counting on me. I can’t do that to them.” 
It was too much for Beast. He rose and rushed outside. Arpad had won. He was the one she had chosen. Beast had always feared this moment. 

She watched him disappear. She wanted badly to hold him back. She hated herself for the pain she had caused him. But she had to let him go. She left the restaurant shortly after and returned to her office. 
Véronique, eating a salad in front of her computer, was surprised to see her boss return so soon.
“Didn’t you have lunch?”
“Canceled,” she replied curtly before rushing into her office and closing the door.
From a drawer, she took an envelope that held all of Beast’s letters. She tossed it into the wastebasket and lit it. At first, the flames didn’t catch. The paper resisted. It darkened a bit, twisted, but the words were still there. Furiously clicking her lighter, she repeated the attempt until the entire wastebasket was ablaze. She watched as an important part of her life went up in flames. She hoped she could forget Beast forever. But when she opened the window to clear the smoke, the current of air fed the flames, which leaped higher, became more threatening. To avoid their spread, she poured the contents of a bottle of water on them to staunch the raging fire. The bottom of her birthday card, made of heavy cardboard, remained intact. She was able to read Beast’s words: 
I love you.

Your Beast

Then, Sophie left the office as she had arrived: in a fury. She asked Véronique to cancel her afternoon appointments without saying why and disappeared. She went to her car in the Mont-Blanc parking lot and called Arpad. He was still at the café reading his book. 
“Join me at the house,” she told him. “It’s only you now.”
When he heard that, Arpad understood. He picked up his book and paid the bill. Fifteen minutes later, his Porsche passed the entrance gate to the Glass House. The surveillance team, which had been following him, remained behind so they wouldn’t be seen. A couple of inconspicuous hikers had already entered the adjacent woods. 

Arpad entered the house, his heart beating fast.
“Soph?” he cried out.
No reply.
He found her in the living room. They threw themselves into each another’s arms. Finally, they were reunited. He was happier than he had ever been. She tried to convince herself that she had made the right choice. 

Arpad’s reading material tormented Greg throughout the day. Call it a cop’s intuition. Viscontini’s book was impossible to find, but after some lengthy research, he had finally managed to locate a digital copy at a university library in Quebec. 
He couldn’t begin his reading until that evening, however. Seated at the kitchen table, he scrolled through the pages on his laptop’s screen. It was long, so he jumped to the table of contents, hoping to find something that might serve as a clue. Chapter 7, entitled “The Panther,” immediately drew his attention. Obviously, he thought of the tattoo on Sophie’s thigh. 
Greg became engrossed with his reading. He lifted his head only when his cell phone, left charging on the kitchen counter, buzzed. A message from the head of the surveillance unit. Arpad hadn’t left the house. He set his phone back down and returned to his reading. 
But Karine had been waiting for this moment all evening. She had been hovering right beside him, in fact, biding her time, pretending to prepare tea. Quietly and quickly, she snatched the phone before the screen locked. Meanwhile, Greg didn’t stir, immersed in Viscontini’s image of Tuscany. 
She locked herself in the bathroom and examined the photos and videos on the phone. Then came the shock. A powerful blow to the stomach that left her stunned and speechless. 
The Panther
1912
Tuscany
Giovanna had been waiting a long time for her master’s return. In his absence, she had taken scrupulous care of the palazzo, a stone building inspired by Roman palaces perched on a hill overlooking many acres of olive trees and the nearby village of Brachetto. 
Giovanna had looked after the property as if it were her own, making sure that all the employees performed their tasks diligently. She didn’t worry herself with the olive trees: The peasants knew how to care for them, and the fields were well maintained. But the chauffeur, the gardeners, the cook, and the chambermaids took life easy as soon as the owner departed on one of his long voyages. It fell to Giovanna to keep them in line. Sixty-five years old, fifty of which were spent in the service of the di Madura family, she found that she had less sway over the oldest servants, all of whom knew their employer to be magnanimous and exceedingly kind. On the other hand, she still exerted influence over the youngest among them, scolding them often. 
Giovanna was proud to work for Luchino Alani di Madura, the last of the Maduras. For centuries, the di Madura family had been the sole benefactors of Brachetto. But their name would die with him. Luchino Alani di Madura was the last link in that great lineage, the sole offspring. Still a bachelor at fifty, he had no intention of putting down roots. He would leave this earth as he had lived: alone. And with him, he would take his name and coat of arms. 
Giovanna had known Luchino since his birth. She had entered into his parents’ service when she was fifteen. And fifty years later, she continued to look after and mother him like the child she had never had. 
Luchino had a taste for adventure. He loved distant travels and exploration. Once a year, he would travel. Sometimes for weeks, sometimes for months. He outlined his plans to Giovanna on the world maps he kept in his study. From the day of his departure until the day of his return, she kept close watch over the estate with unwavering devotion. Upon his return, he would throw a party for her. He usually showed up with a convoy of vehicles that carried everything he had collected during his expedition: furniture, sculptures, hunting trophies, lamps. Every object brought with it a story, which Luchino would then recount to Giovanna. She played her part and enjoyed his tales—but did he really need to burden himself with that immense wooden armchair he had brought back from Brazil? What was he going to do with the collection of ivory figurines from an Asiatic people? And what about the enormous stuffed male bear he had brought back from a hunt in the Russian forests? 
This time it was Africa that had summoned him. From Libya he had gone to Ethiopia, and then traveled down to the British protectorate of East Africa. Giovanna had followed his movements on a map as his letters arrived. But these had grown shorter and less frequent. His return home “soon” was already several weeks old. 
Ever since the announcement of his imminent return, each day Giovanna had had a meal prepared especially for him. But her wait was in vain. Then, one Sunday morning, children from the village came rushing up to the front door. 
“Madame Giovanna! Madame Giovanna!”
“What do you want, children?”
“He’s back!” 
She felt her heart pound in her chest. She was filled with an immense joy and a broad smile lit her face, ordinarily so severe.
“And where is he now?”
“In the village, Madame Giovanna,” one of the children eagerly replied, hoping for a reward. “He stopped to stay hello to everyone.” 
Giovanna sounded the alarm even though everything was already prepared. The meals had been cooked, the dining table set. The trees in the garden had been trimmed the day before, the water spouts on the great fountain had been adjusted. The palazzo of the di Madura family was splendid to behold. 
The little news bearers were directed to the kitchen for their reward as Giovanna went and stood watch on the steps of the building. 
The cortege of vehicles arrived a half hour later. Luchino stepped out and rushed into the arms of his governess.
“Giovanna! My good Giovanna!” he exclaimed, wrapping her in his embrace.
“Oh, Luchino! I was so worried! I thought you would never return.”
“I leave only so that I may return better than before, my good Giovanna.” The governess cast a critical eye on the wagons overflowing with bulky souvenirs. Men were in the process of unloading a large wicker chest. 
“You’re not going to leave me with all those horrid things in the courtyard,” she reprimanded him sharply.
“That horrid thing,” Luchino replied, amused, “is our new companion. I didn’t come back alone.”
“A companion?” Giovanna said, surprised.
Luchino opened the chest and stuck his hands inside. They came out with a beautiful animal that resembled a spotted kitten. Luchino presented it to the governess. 
“Giovanna, this is Gattino.” 
She looked at it with concern. They already had more cats than they knew what to do with. The day before yesterday, in fact, they had found nine newborn kittens in the stable. 
The small creature began to mewl, and Luchino declared that it was hungry. It needed milk, so Giovanna made the trip to and from the kitchen. She came trotting back with a bowl, making an effort not to spill even a single drop. 
“The milk!” she cried. “Milk for the little kitten!”
Luchino burst out laughing.
“My dear Giovanna, you’ve spent too much time here. The next time I travel, I’m going to take you with me.”
“No, thank you. But what do you find so amusing?”
“Come, Giovanna. Don’t you see that Gattino isn’t a cat?”
Giovanna felt foolish. She stood there silently, perplexed.
“But then if it’s not a cat, what is it?” she finally asked, ashamed of her ignorance.
“A panther, Giovanna. It’s a baby panther.”

During the months that followed, Gattino became the darling not only of the palazzo but of the entire village of Brachetto. The small panther, cute as a button, was well cared for. Around the palazzo, she was always to be seen with Luchino’s hounds, whose behavior she mimicked. Under the watchful eye of Mama, an old German shepherd who led the small pack, the panther played ball in the park, took naps on the rug in the study, demanded pets from the servants, rode in the back of tractors to visit the olive grove, and at night, slept with the others in the master’s bedroom. Once she had been weaned, she shared the food given to the dogs, a kind of stew served in iron bowls. And each day, as Luchino drank his tea on the veranda, the panther, like a well-trained dog, extended her paw to obtain a biscuit. 
In the village, where Luchino liked to parade her around, Gattino was the main attraction. The children abandoned the small carousel in the village square to pet the big cat, who accepted their caresses. It was not uncommon to see the last of the di Maduras seated at the café or walking around the market with his pet beast on a leash by his side. 
From time to time, Luchino summoned the veterinarian from the zoo in Rome to make sure that the panther was healthy.
“She’s doing fine,” the man confirmed on each of his visits. “She’s in perfect health. Feed her the same food you feed the dogs.” 
“She even behaves like a dog,” Luchino explained, amused.
“She thinks she’s a dog,” the vet replied.
“What do you mean?”
“Gattino doesn’t know she’s a panther. She wouldn’t survive a day in the wild. She’s lost her predatory reflexes and wouldn’t be able to hunt. She’s become part of this pack of dogs, so she thinks she’s a dog.” 

A year after her arrival at the palazzo, the panther had reached her adult size. From the frail kitten she had been, she had metamorphized into an impressively large feline. But her calmness and placidity were unequalled. She was gentler, more loving, and more playful than the master’s hounds. 
Unlike them, raised according to strict guidelines, the panther’s privileges were unlimited: She shared Luchino’s bed, swam with him in the large pool, took her meals on the rug in the dining room from a porcelain bowl, and always went with him when he visited Brachetto to the great delight of the children who climbed on the big cat’s back. 
Gattino’s reputation spread throughout the region. There were reports in the local papers. The curious came to Brachetto for the sole purpose of catching sight of the creature. Circus managers offered huge sums to buy the domesticated panther, which Luchino always refused, and the annoying visitors were systematically shown the door by Giovanna. Even she, at first so reticent, had let herself be completely charmed by the animal. And ever since Gattino had arrived, Luchino seemed to have forgotten about traveling. How could he leave his beautiful panther alone? She had become his companion. 

During the following three years, the panther became the master’s joy. Until that unfortunate evening.
It was late. The palazzo was quiet except for Luchino’s study. Seated at his worktable, he was reading his correspondence. Around him, spread over the rugs, his dogs and his panther slept peacefully, one against the other. All was calm and quiet. The only thing that could be heard was the breathing of the sleeping animals and Luchino’s pen gliding across the paper. 
Then he picked up an envelope that had arrived that very day. A friend from Milan had written and Luchino was eager to hear the news. As he went to open it, he made a sudden and awkward gesture with the paper cutter; the blade went through the back of the envelope and pierced his hand. The injury wasn’t serious, merely a superficial cut. But a rivulet of blood began to flow from the wound. Extending his arm to grab a handkerchief, Luchino suddenly felt something warm and rough against his hand. Gattino’s tongue. The panther began to lick the blood, at first gently, then with greater excitement. 
At that moment, Luchino understood that his domesticated panther, having discovered a taste for blood, had become the predator she had always been. Luchino knew that if he pulled back his hand, the panther would kill him. Slowly, with his free hand, he opened the desk drawer and removed his revolver. He placed the barrel against the head of the panther as she continued to greedily lick the wound, and pulled the trigger. 

Giovanna found them the following morning.
The dogs paced around the room, terrified. Luchino was lying on the floor, still crying. His arms were wrapped around the body of his beloved panther stretched out in a pool of blood. 
When he explained to Giovanna what had happened, Luchino concluded, “She’s dead because of me.”
“But Luchino, she would have killed you!”
“I wanted to turn a panther into a house pet. But wild animals are like humans. We can coddle them, conceal them, disguise them. We can nourish them with love and hope. But we cannot change their nature.” 



18
Three Days Before the Robbery
 
	Sunday, June 26 (Greg’s discovery)
	Monday, June 27
	Tuesday, June 28
	→ Wednesday, June 29, 2022
	Thursday, June 30
	Friday, July 1
	Saturday, July 2 (The Day of the Robbery)

Greg opened his eyes. It was 4:30 a.m. Karine was sleeping peacefully by his side. He slipped out of bed and went down to the kitchen. He made himself some coffee and went outside to the deck. It was still dark. The air smelled like cut grass. He turned on the strip of lights and observed the small garden—everything was in its place. Quiet. Peaceful. Inside the house, however, everything had blown up between Karine and him. 

A Few Hours Earlier
Greg was sitting at the kitchen table reading Viscontini’s story about the panther. Absorbed by his reading, he hadn’t seen Karine grab his phone. Suddenly she was in front of him, her face deformed by her tears. At first he thought someone had died. He would have preferred that. 
“You’re pathetic,” she began to shout. “Disgusting. A filthy pig!”
She shoved the screen of his own phone in front of his eyes; it was an image of Sophie masturbating.
Greg suddenly felt panic. He had been caught like some amateur. He didn’t know what to say or do. The man who knew how to handle crisis situations and was skilled in the art of negotiation had been caught off guard. He mumbled, “It’s not what you think . . .” But his comment did nothing to stop Karine, who had become a volcano of vociferous insults. For lack of anything better, he played the only card he had: the kids. 
“Don’t shout. You’re going to wake the boys.”
Bad move. Karine screamed even louder.
“Good! That way they’ll know their father is a disgusting animal who cheated on their mother.”
“I can explain everything,” Greg said.
“Go ahead, explain!”
He had to find a plausible story. Quickly. His only recourse was to make use of the investigation. In doing so, he violated the oath of secrecy required by his job. But what choice did he have? 
“Arpad is under police surveillance,” he told her. “I can’t tell you anything more, but we installed a camera in his bedroom.”
Karine stood there, speechless.
“What are you telling me? What’s that got to do with this video of Sophie?”
He lied with assurance.
“A colleague’s stupid joke. Look at the video. You can see it was filmed from a surveillance screen.”
“I have no intention of watching it again.”
“I understand,” he said reassuringly, improvising his defense. “The guy was in charge of surveillance when Sophie had . . . um . . . well. He had the bad taste to film the screen with his phone and he sent the video to the guys on the team. He shouldn’t have done that. It was wrong; it’s also illegal. It got back to the chief and me. You know, the chief considers me the next in line. The guy is going to be disciplined.” 
“So why did you keep it on your phone?”
“It’s a work video on my work phone. Anyway, we have a meeting tomorrow with Internal Affairs to discuss this. I’ll have to show it to the team.” 
Karine calmed down a little. Greg, seeing that his high-wire act was working, added another layer of falsehoods: “It’s unfortunate. I realize that I have more work photos on the phone than pictures of my family. I really should have two phones, one for work and one for personal use. That way I can separate them. It’s not good to mix things up.” 
After a moment of silence, Karine asked him, “What’s this business with Arpad?”
From the sound of it, she had believed the story about the video.
“I can’t tell you anything more. I’ve already said too much.”
“Oh, how convenient it must be to hide behind your job. Besides, how do I know you’re not just bullshitting me? After all, you could have been sleeping with Sophie, right?” 
“Because I would never do something like that! She doesn’t even interest me.”
“Oh, please! Everyone is interested in her. Prove to me that you’re investigating Arpad.”
Greg showed Karine the message group in which members of the surveillance team were sending information about Arpad in real time. He had her read the messages and look at the photos. Seeing that her husband wasn’t lying, she asked him, “Why is he under suspicion? Why did the police put a camera in his house?” 
“Arpad is a thief. This isn’t his first time, and he’s getting ready for another job. The guy he had the fight with on Saturday night on the road when he left here is his accomplice.” 
“Why would he have a fight with the guy if they’re getting ready to commit a robbery together?”
“These guys get worked up as they get close to zero hour. Typical behavior for robbers. They’re stressed; it doesn’t take much to set them off. Didn’t you notice how Arpad was on edge during dinner? Did you see how much he drank?” 
Karine had to agree. Greg drove home the final nail.
“By Saturday, you’ll have proof that it’s all true.”
“Why’s that?” she asked, not having understood what her husband was alluding to.
“You’ll see. I can’t really tell you anything more.”
“You remember that on Saturday we’re supposed to leave for Italy?” she reminded him.
“Of course, I know, and I’m looking forward to going,” Greg assured her, having completely forgotten about it.

A few hours after the incident, Greg realized he had dodged a bullet. He had laid to rest his wife’s suspicions. But Karine, upstairs, who had also woken up, was thinking about what her husband had told her: I would never do something like that. If he hadn’t done anything like that, why was the letter accusing him of being a pig? Whatever he had done, she was willing to fight for her husband and her family. She didn’t want to become part of a broken marriage like so many others. She didn’t want to end up like her friend Justine, alone with three young kids ever since she had shown her husband the door, always trying to make ends meet. Did she have to destroy it all for a simple affair? Or should she believe Greg and close her eyes? 
She couldn’t help thinking about the barbecue the previous Saturday. The way Greg looked at Arpad and the way Arpad looked at Sophie. Thinking about it, Karine finally understood: Arpad was dying of jealousy that night. He must have discovered what was going on between Greg and Sophie. Otherwise, why had he opened up to her? They weren’t that close. He wasn’t confiding in her; he had spoken to her because it concerned her directly. Sophie’s lover was Greg! And Arpad had returned to The Eyesore to slip that anonymous message into the mailbox. 
Karine was now convinced that there was something going on between her husband and Sophie. That little slut wouldn’t get out of it that easily. She had to do something. 



At the Glass House that morning, the mood was joyous. Sitting at the breakfast table, Arpad entertained the children with his silliness. Isaak and Léa screamed with laughter. Sophie looked upon her little tribe contentedly. The Braun family had risen from the ashes. 
“Today’s program,” Arpad announced to the children. “First, I’m taking you to your morning activities. Then, we’re having lunch downtown.” 
“Can we eat hamburgers?” Isaak asked.
“Okay for the burgers,” Arpad approved.
The hamburger lunch triggered a new round of cheering.
“And after that?” Léa asked.
“Whatever you want,” Arpad decreed. “You decide.”
“We could go to the museum of natural history,” Isaak suggested.
“It’s such a nice day,” his father remarked, “we should try to do something outside, don’t you think?”
The boy insisted.
“Come on, please, Papa! It’s been so long since we went there. And you said we could decide.”
Léa imitated her brother.
“Yes, please, Papa!”
“Besides,” Isaak added, “you’re funny when you make the animal voices.”
“Animal voices?” Sophie remarked with amusement.
“Long story” was all Arpad said.
“It’s so funny, Mom. You have to see it. Are you coming with us?”
“Excellent idea,” Arpad said approvingly. “Why don’t you come?”
“Unfortunately, I have work. But I can have lunch with you.”
“No one can resist the call of hamburgers!” Arpad cried theatrically, cupping his hands around his mouth in the shape of a megaphone. 
Sophie laughed. It was time for her to leave. She kissed the children, wrapped her arms around her husband’s neck. They were the ideal family. The perfect couple. It had all been forgotten. 

Arpad had just dropped the children off at their Wednesday playdate when he received a call from an unknown number. He picked up. 
“Hello?”
“Saturday morning, I’m counting on you.” Arpad recognized the voice at once.
“Let it go,” he said.
Sophie had come back. He no longer needed the robbery to be rid of Beast because he was no longer a threat.
“You can’t back out,” Beast ordered. “You promised me you’d do it.”
“I’m not doing it, I’m telling you!”
Arpad hung up and shut off his phone.



That afternoon, as planned, Arpad took the children to the museum of natural history. They began the visit together, passing from one display to another in close ranks, admiring the animals. When they got to the second floor, Isaak and Léa went off to view the dioramas of African wildlife. Arpad found himself alone with the stuffed cats. A panther, its teeth bared, seemed to be staring directly into his eyes. Isaak soon returned to his father holding a piece of paper. 
“Papa, a man gave me this for you.”
He offered the note to his father.
“A man?” Arpad asked.
“The man from the other night. The man in the fight when we were in the car.”
Arpad unfolded the paper.
Meet me by the bathroom on the third floor.
“What does it say?” Isaak inquired.
“Nothing,” Arpad replied, stuffing the message in his pocket. “Come on, it’s time for a snack.”
Arpad found Léa, who was admiring the parrots, and brought the children to the cafeteria, which was on the same floor. He bought them whatever they asked for: fruit juice, potato chips, ice cream, cookies, candy. Then he told them not to move from the spot. “I’m going to make a quick trip to the toilet.” 
He took the elevator to the third floor. This was where the temporary exhibitions were held, but there were none on view at the moment. The place was empty, not even a guard. He went to the toilets. There was no one. Suddenly, the door to a stall opened and Beast appeared. 
“Damn it, Beast!” Arpad exclaimed, his tone wavering between a threat and a supplication. “You have to leave me alone!”
“I have to talk to you about the job.”
“It’s over. There is no job! You lost. Sophie wants nothing to do with you, and I have no intention of getting involved in any of your stupid plans.” 
“Once a thief, always a thief. It gets into your blood. It’s a poison and there’s no cure.”
Arpad winced.
“There’s nothing in my blood, Beast. I’m not a thief! That’s why I left Saint-Tropez. As soon as I found out that you had robbed the postal bank in Menton, I did everything you asked: I left. I’m not a thief, damn it. It’s not in my blood.” 
“I know that,” Beast said. “I’m not talking about you.”
With those words, staring deep into Arpad’s eyes, Beast pulled up his T-shirt, revealing his naked torso. Arpad, seeing the tattoo on Beast’s left breast, simply stood there, stunned. A panther. The exact same one that Sophie had on her thigh. 
Fifteen Years Earlier
September 2007
Saint-Tropez
Beast had asked Arpad to meet him at his apartment in Fréjus. He had to see him and he told him to come alone. That is, without Sophie. 
Arpad sensed that something serious was about to happen. When he got there, Beast served him a glass of strong alcohol and said to him, “I have to talk to you about something.” 
“You can tell me anything,” Arpad assured him.
“I’ve got a lead, a big job,” Beast revealed.
“A big job?” Arpad repeated uneasily.
“The postal bank in Menton. There’s a lot of money to be made. Enough to keep us out of trouble for a long time.”
Arpad was speechless.
“Why are you telling me?”
“I’m looking for a partner. Someone who knows how to drive, if you see what I’m getting at.”
Arpad, who at first didn’t know what to say, felt it necessary to specify that he knew nothing about robbing banks.
Beast gave him a reassuring smile.
“In a robbery, more than experience, it’s confidence that matters. I need someone who’s confident, someone like you. We do what we have to, then we disappear to Italy. I’ve got a fantastic hiding place, a sheep farm in Tuscany where no one will bother us.” 
Arpad stared at Beast for a long time. He wondered what he meant by “a lot of money.” But the amount didn’t matter; he had had a taste of prison a few months earlier and had no intention of returning. He declined. 
“Thanks for your confidence, but I don’t think I can do this.”
“You can,” Beast told him.
“I can’t.”
“How do you know if you’ve never done it before?”
“No is no, Beast. I’m not going to rob a bank with you.”
Beast suggested that Arpad think about it for a few days. But there was nothing more to think about.

Beast took Arpad’s refusal as an insult and cut him off. However, the two men saw each other the day before the robbery. That evening, returning home after his shift at the Béatrice, Arpad found Beast in his apartment. He was waiting, seated on a chair in the kitchen, a weapon in his hand. 
At first Arpad assumed Beast was going to kill him.
“You’re going to listen to me carefully,” Beast told him. “And follow my instructions exactly. If you do what I tell you, you’ll stay alive. I want you to leave Saint-Tropez. You’re going to quit your job, give up your apartment, and leave. You’re going to return to your shitty little life in London, or somewhere else. But you can’t stay here.” 
Arpad was terrified but he did all he could to save face.
“You’re going to do the job, is that it? And you’re afraid that I’ll turn you in?”
Beast agreed, somewhat.
“You’re perceptive. I’m not worried that you’ll turn me in. What worries me is that, if the police question you, they’ll put the screws on you and you’ll talk. And you know what happens to snitches . . .” 
With those words, Beast threw himself on Arpad, grabbed him by the hair, and shoved the barrel of the gun in his mouth. Arpad, his voice muffled by the revolver, screamed in fear. 
“Don’t get smart with me, you little shit. Your diploma as some finance genius isn’t going to save you. Get lost, you hear me? Before it’s too late.” 

The following day, Monday, September 17, 2007, at dawn, the manager of the postal bank in Menton was taken hostage by two individuals who forced him to open the bank’s safe. In seven minutes, the robbers had stolen several million euros, then disappeared in a high-powered getaway car. 
The vehicle headed for Italy. When the robbers realized they were out of danger, they whooped with joy and removed their masks. Beast was driving. Alongside him, a sawed-off shotgun across her knees, sat Sophie. 
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Two Days Before the Robbery
 
	Sunday, June 26 (Greg’s discovery)
	Monday, June 27
	Tuesday, June 28
	Wednesday, June 29
	→ Thursday, June 30, 2022
	Friday, July 1
	Saturday, July 2 (The Day of the Robbery)

10:00 a.m. at police headquarters.
The members of various teams involved in monitoring Arpad, together with the prosecutor in charge of the case, had gathered to hear an update presented by Marion Brullier. 
“We believe we spotted Philippe Carral at the museum of natural history yesterday,” she told her colleagues. “Arpad Braun was there as well.” 
On the wall, she projected photographs taken the previous day by agents from the surveillance unit. In one of them, Arpad and his children could be seen entering the museum. In another, a man entered the museum by himself. Marion projected this image next to the only official image of Philippe Carral, which was taken when he was jailed twenty years earlier. 
“Is it him or isn’t it him?” the prosecutor asked.
“It sure looks like him,” Marion replied.
“I’d prefer an exact confirmation. ‘Looks like’ doesn’t amount to much when we’re up against a good defense attorney.”
Marion agreed.
“We asked a contact in the Paris criminal division if they could obtain a more recent photo from the French intelligence services, since Carral was in their files.” 
“So Carral and Braun had a meeting?” the prosecutor asked.
“Most likely,” she replied. “I mean, it seems obvious.”
“Allow me to reformulate my question, Inspector: Were they seen together?”
“No,” Marion conceded. “But they were in the same place at the same time. There were very few visitors at the museum yesterday afternoon; it wasn’t easy to follow them inside without being seen. By the time we entered the museum, Carral had disappeared. As for Braun, we had to keep our distance. There was a moment when he left his children alone in the cafeteria and went upstairs in the elevator. We didn’t know what floor he was going to and we lost him. He reappeared in the cafeteria approximately six minutes later. He grabbed his children and left.” 
“And according to you, it was during that time that Braun met with Carral?” the prosecutor asked.
“That’s what we think,” Marion confirmed.
“And you didn’t see Carral after that?”
The head of the surveillance unit spoke.
“As Marion told you, we lost track of Carral after he entered the museum. We saw him go through the main entrance. After that he disappeared. We lost sight of him inside the building, and we didn’t see him leave.” 
“The museum has a camera system?”
“One at the entrance. The image is black and white; you can imagine the quality. It’s a museum of natural history. There are a lot of stuffed animals and jars filled with alcohol that hold snakes. It’s not the Louvre. There are a few guards. Obviously, we questioned them, but no one saw anything. There was one thing, however. The alarm at an emergency exit was triggered at 3:47 p.m., which was when Arpad went to pick up his kids in the cafeteria. We believe Carral left through that exit. The rear of the museum faces a small wooded park; it’s easy to disappear there without being seen.” 
Marion resumed her summary.
“We questioned our French colleagues about Carral. They told us he’s called ‘Beast’ because he’s so elusive. It seems that, in spite of his size, the guy can be two feet away from you and you won’t even notice him. He’s like a predator; he sees without being seen.” 
“If I understand you correctly,” the prosecutor said, “this is the only solid information about the robbery we have . . .”
“I was going to get to that,” Marion interjected. “Yesterday morning, we intercepted a call to Arpad’s phone that confirms that the robbery is planned for Saturday morning. But Arpad seemed to hesitate.” 
She played the clip. Arpad’s voice reverberated through the room.
ARPAD: Hello? 
MAN’S VOICE: Saturday morning, I’m counting on you. 
ARPAD: Let it go. 
MAN’S VOICE: You can’t back out. You promised me you’d do it. 
ARPAD: I’m not doing it, I’m telling you! 
“After that, Arpad hung up and turned his phone off. The call came from a prepaid number from Estonia. We put in a request to Tallinn through Interpol for additional information, but I have no idea when they’ll get back to us.” 
“Who was the guy on the line?” the prosecutor asked. “Carral?”
“Most likely, but we have no way of knowing,” Marion conceded. “What’s strange is why Carral, who knows what he’s doing, would take the risk of calling on a line that wasn’t secure.” 
“I thought there was another phone for communications between the two men,” the prosecutor remarked.
“I saw Arpad Braun with a second phone,” Greg acknowledged.
“But we couldn’t trace it,” Marion said teasingly.
“Has the target of the robbery been discussed?” the prosecutor asked.
“No,” Marion replied. “But we’d also like to get a wire on Braun’s wife’s phone. If her husband is hesitating, maybe he’ll tell her about it.” 
“Okay,” the prosecutor said after a moment’s thought. Then, turning to Greg and his boss, he said: “I’d like the SWAT team to prepare to intercept the subjects during the robbery. I want to catch them in the act. We don’t have enough information to question them beforehand.” 
When the session ended, the head of the SWAT team told Greg, “You’re going to run the operation on Saturday.”
“Thanks.”
“Don’t thank me. It’s not a gift. It’s an opportunity to make up for your stupidity. I want Saturday to go off without a hitch.”

5:30 p.m. in Cologny.
As Greg drove through the village, he caught sight of Marion Brullier in the parking lot of the bakery where he usually shopped. He pulled into a parking space; in a pointlessly sudden maneuver, he got out of the car and marched toward her. 
“What are you doing here?” he asked, furious.
“What an idiotic question; I’m the one supervising the investigation on Braun. Get lost! You’re going to burn us!”
“Did you talk to my wife?”
She didn’t bother concealing a sarcastic smile.
“Why? Are you having problems at home?”
“What did you say to her?” Greg shouted. “Fuck, Marion, if you . . .”
At that moment, Marion’s colleague stepped out of the bakery with sandwiches and drinks.
“Everything okay, Marion?” she inquired.
“Yes, everything’s fine. I’ll meet you at the car.”
Marion waited until her colleague was out of earshot.
“Listen to me carefully, asshole: Back off or I’ll charge you with rape. Are we clear?”
“Rape?” Greg repeated defiantly, although he was shaken by the accusation.
“Nonconsensual sex is rape, isn’t it?”
“Nonconsensual? But you’re the one who sent me those photos. You’re the one who invited me to your place and practically jumped on me. You clearly wanted sex. You can’t pretend you didn’t.” 
“I did want sex, but not at all the way it happened! That was rape, Greg. But if you have any doubts, the next time we see the prosecutor, we could ask him.” 
Greg walked away. He was angry, upset. From his car, he typed a message to Karine:
I’m stuck at work. I’ll be back late.
He got on the road, drove past The Eyesore and continued toward the Glass House. He drove around the forest and left his car on a small local road before walking into the woods. Soon, he came across two policemen disguised as city employees who were fussing with a dead tree trunk. 
“So?” Greg asked.
“He’s home with his kids. Nothing special.”
“Okay,” Greg noted. “Let me know if he moves. How many men from the surveillance team do you have here now?”
“The two of us in the woods,” one of the men replied, “and we have a man positioned on the road in a vehicle to follow the suspect if he leaves the house. We also have two inspectors from the crime squad in the village to monitor him from there.” 
“Anyone in the field back there?” Greg asked.
“No, no one. Why?”
“I just want to know the setup.”
Greg returned to his car. He was a good distance from the house, but he was hoping the recording system would work. He pulled out the screen and the receiver he had kept with him. He knew he was playing with fire, but it was stronger than him. He told himself that this would be the last time. 
Greg waited a few seconds for the signal to appear, but the screen remained dark. He rebooted the system several times, all the while looking around nervously. If anyone surprised him, it was the end of his career. Suddenly, on the screen appeared the Brauns’ bedroom. Greg couldn’t suppress a small cry of excitement. 

Arpad was alone in the room. Sophie was still at work and he had put the children in front of the television. He needed some peace and quiet. 
Sitting on the floor, he looked through the family photo albums spread out before him. Sophie was the one who had always organized them. From their time in Saint-Tropez to Arpad’s fortieth birthday party, fifteen years of the Brauns’ life were stored in albums of various formats. 
He lingered over the pictures of Sophie. He was shaken by what he had found out about her. He constantly thought about the previous day in the museum bathroom, when he had told Beast he wasn’t made out to be a thief and Beast had said to him: I know that. I’m not talking about you, before revealing the panther tattoo on his left breast. Seeing the image, which resembled the one on Sophie’s thigh, Arpad understood at once. Beast was talking about her. He had pressed him with questions but Beast refused to say anything more. “It’s up to Sophie to tell you” was all he had said before disappearing. Arpad had returned home in a state of shock. It was as if the ground had opened up beneath him when he walked. But he had managed to hide his concern until the children were in bed. Then he had confronted Sophie. 

The Previous Evening
When she came downstairs, Sophie joined Arpad in the living room.
“The children are fast asleep.”
She noticed her husband was looking at her strangely.
“Is everything all right, darling?”
“You never told me why you got your tattoo.”
She was taken aback by the question.
“What does that have to do with anything?”
“Because I met Beast this afternoon and he showed me his tattoo . . .”
Sophie collapsed. She was unable to speak. She fell to the couch as if her legs could no longer support her.
“All that money in the bank, that wasn’t your father’s.”
“No,” she admitted through tears.
“It was from the robbery, wasn’t it?”
“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.”
“You’re sorry?” Arpad shouted. “You had me launder money from a robbery! Sophie, do you realize that everything we’ve built, our entire life, our apartment, this house, it was all paid for with dirty money?” 
“Arpad, what we built we did because of our love.”
She found the strength to rise and ran to him.
“You’re the love of my life,” she said amidst a flood of tears.
She wanted to cover him with kisses, but he pushed her away. He took a few nervous steps toward the couch.
“And Beast?” he asked, staring darkly at her. “Is he also the love of your life?”
“Beast isn’t my lover. He was. For a short time. After you disappeared from Saint-Tropez, but I already told you that.”
“Stop lying! I left Saint-Tropez the day after the robbery in Menton. If you were in on the bank job with Beast, it’s because there was already something between you.” 
“Well, maybe there was,” she admitted.
“Maybe? Can you hear yourself? You cheated on me.” 
“That was fifteen years ago!” she protested. “It just happened, it was something I couldn’t control.”
“It just happened?” Arpad repeated, halfway between disgust and exasperation. “Sophie, do you think I’m an idiot?”
“All right, it was crazy, I was crazy, if you like! Stop playing with words. You’re not listening to what I’m trying to tell you.” 
“Well, what are you trying to tell me?” he roared, quivering with rage.
“That I was twenty-five, a little bougie princess in a bubble, and I fell for an older guy. A gangster, an anarchist whose ideals were a universe away from those I’d been brought up to believe. I wanted to feel things, I wanted to shock my father because everybody was afraid of him, including you, hiding your relationship with the boss’s daughter. So, yes, I was irresistibly attracted to what Beast represented: subversion, the rejection of authority. That fascinated me, the perfect young lady, polite, kind, sociable, well-mannered, and well brought up. One day Beast proposed that I do something different for a change, something that would give me a real rush, feelings I would never experience anywhere else. I said yes right away without even knowing what it was about. And when he explained to me that it was a robbery, I was even more excited. Maybe that sounds crazy. Of course, I had no idea what it really meant. But the danger was palpable, and I wanted danger. I wanted to put myself in danger. To push my limits. I didn’t do it for the money. I didn’t care about money. I needed to feel alive.” 
“The postal bank in Menton,” Arpad said.
She nodded.
“Yes. And you know what? It was probably one of the most vivid experiences of my life. The day of the robbery, I got rid of the girl in which I had felt trapped all those years and became a woman. Finally. That’s probably why I felt the need to do it again.” 
“What do you mean, again?” Arpad blurted out. “There were other robberies?” 
She looked surprised.
“Beast didn’t tell you?”
“Tell me what? Speak! How many robberies after Menton?”
“Two others. One in Zaragoza and another in San Remo.”
He stood there, speechless. The secret trips to Spain and Italy. Those weren’t to meet a lover, they were robberies. He didn’t know which was worse. And he now understood how the safe-deposit box had been replenished. 
“Goddamn it, Sophie! I can’t believe we’re even having this discussion. You went to rob a bank while you were a mother with a family?” 
“In San Remo, it was a jewelry store,” she clarified.
“I don’t even want to know! I can’t imagine you with a gun threatening people.”
She looked desperate.
“I know. I know. That’s why I never spoke to you about it. But those jobs are what made me who I am. The Sophie you love so much, the Sophie who attracts attention. She exists because I did what I did. Whether you like it or not. They’re a part of me. A secret part, buried deep down, and I can’t tell anyone about it . . .” 
“Except Beast.”
“Except Beast, yes. In a way that’s what connects us . . . It’s why the bond is so strong.”
“More than strong. You were writing love letters back and forth.”
“He wrote me love letters.” 
“Are you going to have me believe that, since your affair fifteen years ago, you’ve never slept with him?”
“Never.”
“Yet I saw you here last Thursday. In our bedroom!”
“Beast stopped by to prepare the robbery. We’d been meeting at his place but last Thursday he wanted to come here.”

The Previous Thursday
In the kitchen at the Glass House, Sophie grew annoyed. She had turned her back just long enough to prepare coffee and Beast had disappeared. 
She found him exploring her bedroom. He had raised the blinds to let in some light.
“What are you doing in here?”
Beast didn’t reply. He opened the drawer of the nightstand and dangled a pair of handcuffs.
“Put those back!” Sophie ordered.
He burst out laughing.
“Who was cuffed, you or Arpad?”
“That’s enough. Put them away right now,” she said, more irritated than before as she lowered the blinds.
The room was plunged in darkness.
“Get out. I should never have agreed to let you come here.”
“Oh, please,” he said. “Have a sense of humor.”

“I lowered the blinds and kicked him out of the room,” Sophie said. “Arpad, you have to believe me. You’re the man of my life. After Menton, I hid out for a month in Italy. That’s why you couldn’t reach me after you left Saint-Tropez. And that’s why I felt guilty about losing you. Since I found you, I’ve never cheated on you . . . physically.” 
She immediately regretted this last qualification. Arpad was devastated.
“But you cheated on me emotionally? Is that what you’re trying to tell me, that you’re in love with Beast?”
She remained silent.
“Speak!” Arpad shouted. “Speak, damn it. Are you in love with Beast or not?”
Softly, she said to him, “Please, I don’t want to hurt you, and I don’t want to lie.”
Suddenly, he felt the urge to break things. Grab the furniture around him and trash the house. Their relationship was over. He had no desire to be there any longer. 
She told him as lovingly as she was able, “I love you more than anything, Arpad! More than anyone. You’re the love of my life.”
“But you love him too! You’re in love with two men.”
Her explanation failed to convince him.
“You have no reason to be jealous. He is what you can never be.”
“Oh, splendid. Thanks, I feel so much better now.”
“But you’re the one I want to be with. I made my life with you. You’re the father of my children.”
“What you’re doing to me is horrible. You wouldn’t be doing this to me if you really loved me.”
She began to cry. Her fragility simply infuriated him more.
“Stop whining. You’re not the victim in this story.”
“I can’t help it, Arpad—it’s instinct, an impulse— I can’t control myself.”
“They’re more than impulses, Sophie, they’re emotions!”
“But how do I overcome my emotions? They’re the only things that make me feel free.”
They remained silent. Both of them were exhausted. Arpad needed a drink. He found a bottle of cognac in the bar and filled two large glasses. She drank deeply before concluding her confession. 
“San Remo was supposed to be our last job. I had sworn that to myself. Not only because of the risk but because I saw that we weren’t slowing down. I was afraid it would become a habit. Each new experience proved more exhilarating than the last. It was like a drug running through my veins. It all had to stop.” 
Arpad recalled the lines from Beast’s letter: San Remo can’t be our last time. 
“A few weeks ago, Beast called me. He said he missed me and that he wanted to see me for my birthday. We agreed to meet.”
“And did you really think he was coming out of a sense of courtesy? I’m not an idiot.”
“Ever since San Remo, he seemed to have accepted my decision to stop. His letters became sporadic. But to be completely honest, when he told me he was coming to Geneva, I hoped, deep down, that it was for a job. That he was going to sabotage my wish to be virtuous and make me feel true excitement again. When I saw him on my birthday, he gave me a card and told me the gift would follow . . .” 
“And his gift was the robbery on Saturday.”
She simply nodded in agreement.
“It will be the last one. I promise. But I won’t do it if you’re against it.”
Arpad quickly evaluated the problem facing him.
“You want me to believe this is your last job. How can I be certain that one day, despite your promises, you won’t be overcome by these impulses of yours again? You just told me you wanted to quit after San Remo.” 
“This time I’m going to try to keep my word . . . For you.”
“But how can I be certain?”
She had backed herself into a corner with her logic.
“I’ll do everything I can to fix this, I promise!”
“And if I ask you to give up this last job, you’ll probably resent me for it. It’ll break something between us. Our relationship might not survive it. But if I let you do it and it turns out badly, if you’re shot or captured, it’ll be my fault. Because I should have stopped you. I’m damned either way. Whatever I do, I risk losing you.” 

Whatever I do, I risk losing you. Arpad, alone in the bedroom, pondered the dilemma. He imagined there was only one person who could help him: Beast. And he knew how to contact him. He moved Sophie’s nightstand and lifted the baseboard—the phone was still there. He dialed the only number in the address book, a foreign number with a country code he didn’t recognize. 

Beast had just returned to his hideout. He had gone to change the license plate of the motorcycle he was concealing in the forest next to the farm buildings. The previous day he had violated one of his commandments by using the bike to ride to the museum of natural history. The bike would be used for the robbery and, until then, should only be used for emergencies. Returning from the museum, he threw the plate into a garbage can. He had stolen a replacement during the night, which he had just installed. Everything was ready now, but he didn’t like the way things were happening. He was losing control of the situation, taking unnecessary risks. He had always been careful before. Now he was making the kinds of mistakes a novice would make. 
Suddenly, his phone rang, tearing him from his thoughts. It had to be Sophie; she was the only one who used that line. He picked up. It was Arpad. 
“Fifteen years ago, when you forced me to leave Saint-Tropez, were you afraid I would give you up to the cops or did you want to get me away from Sophie?” 
“Both. You know, I owe you an explanation.”
“An explanation?”
“Yes. Whatever I did wasn’t meant to hurt you; I did it for her.”
“Then explain to me why you tried to get me involved in the job this Saturday if you wanted to do it with her?”
“It wasn’t my initial intention. I told you I came to Geneva for a job, but I never said I wanted to do it with you.”
“I understand that now. But then what about the meeting at la Caravelle?”
“Last week Sophie told me she wanted out. For you. That she had sworn that San Remo would be the last time, and she meant to keep her word. I was ready to forget about the job as well. That’s why I called you last Sunday—to tell you I’d leave you alone from then on. But you called me back and told me you’d do the job. I exploited the situation, hoping it might get her to change her mind. I arranged the meeting without even knowing why. I don’t know what I was thinking. It’s only made things more complicated.” 
“And now?” Arpad asked him.
“Now what?” 
“What’s going to happen?”
“Like I told you, she’s not doing it—for you. But you’re going to lose her.”
“I know. What am I supposed to do?”
Now he was asking Beast for matrimonial advice.
“You should let her be what she is: a wild animal.”
“The reference to Viscontini in the birthday card, right?”
“She’s the panther in the story. No cage can keep her from being what she is. You should respect her true nature. It would be the best way you could love her.” 
After a brief silence, Arpad asked, “If I let her do it, will you disappear—forever?”
“Promise. But my promise is not to you, Arpad, but to her. I’ve already agreed. This job will be the last.”
“Very well. But I want in.”
“What?”
“Those are my terms.”
“Did you talk to Sophie about this?”
“No. And she won’t know anything about it. She’ll find out Saturday morning at the last minute. Are you still going through with the plan you described at la Caravelle?” 
“Obviously.”
“So, the role that you assigned me, if I understand you correctly, was Sophie’s role, is that right?”
“That’s right. She’ll go in the front and have the guard open up the store. And because she’s a woman, no one is going to suspect her. I’ll go in through the back entrance.” 
“So, here’s what I propose: I’ll stick to that role. I’ll be the one to go through the main entrance, just like we talked about. And the two of you, together, will go in the back. That way, you won’t leave her alone. You’ll keep an eye on her. Swear to me that nothing will happen to her. And if there’s a problem, you’ll get out and make sure that she’s safe. If necessary, if there’s a confrontation with the police, you’ll take her hostage, as if she was in the wrong place at the wrong time. You’ll take the fall for her.” 
“We’ll take the fall for her,” Beast clarified.
“Agreed. But you can’t tell her anything about this. We’ll present her with the situation on Saturday morning. She’s liable to back out if she knows that I’m in on it. I want her to do what she has to do, and I want to save my marriage.” 

In his car, Greg, his eyes on the screen, was stupefied by what he had just learned: There would be three of them, and one of them was Sophie. 
Fifteen Years Earlier
September 20, 2007
Brachetto, Tuscany
(Three Days After the Robbery in Menton)
Amid the olive trees stood a small stone sheep barn. The tall grass and lush vegetation left no doubt that what had once been a flourishing farming operation was now fallow. 
The morning sun heralded a glorious day. In front of the building, an improvised deck: two chairs around an iron table set for breakfast. Beast was preparing coffee on a gas burner. Sophie was seated on a stump a few yards away. She scanned the wild horizon. No one would think to look for them here. 
The abandoned olive grove would be their kingdom for the next four weeks. Beast had warned her: They would have to get lost for a while. Her absence shouldn’t be cause for any alarm; Sophie had told her parents she was leaving on a trip for Italy. The day before the robbery, she had called them from a phone booth to tell them she had lost her cell phone and they shouldn’t worry if they didn’t hear from her very often. She had, however, disappeared without telling Arpad. For the time being, that seemed to be the safest thing to do. He would have asked questions, and it wasn’t worth the risk. And also, because the attraction she felt for Beast had gotten the best of her. 
After the robbery in Menton, Beast and Sophie had made the trip to Italy without difficulty, traveling along back roads. Their escape had been carefully planned. They had abandoned the car in Ventimiglia, where another vehicle with Italian plates was waiting for them, legally purchased a few weeks earlier. They had driven to Tuscany, then to Brachetto, and finally, along the heights, to this small barn, which had been renovated to offer comfortable living quarters. Beast had stored enough food and water to last a month. There were also plenty of books and a few cases of very good wine. Enough to keep them busy and pass the time. 
Beast brought her a cup of coffee and sat down beside her on the stump. She curled up against him. For the past three days, they hadn’t done much besides making love. She was euphoric and kept thinking about the robbery. She felt good with Beast, sheltered from everything. The only reminder of the civilized world was the small village of Brachetto, which could be seen in the distance. 
“Why were the olive trees abandoned?” Sophie asked.
“They belonged to an important family in the region, the di Maduras. The line died out with the last heir, Luchino Alani di Madura; he never had any children.” 
“No one took over the farm?”
“No one. I think it belongs to the commune now, but they don’t have the money to maintain it.”
Sophie noticed a ruined palazzo on the opposite hill.
“Is that where he lived, Luchino di Madura?”
“Yes. We can explore it later if you like.”
Which is what they did.
The palazzo of the di Madura family had become a romantic ruin invaded by vegetation. Upon arriving, they disturbed a pack of wild boars. Around the main building, the remains of a French garden lay, now reclaimed by nature. Beast, who was apparently quite familiar with the place, led Sophie to a spot with a spectacular view of the entire region. There were three graves. Sophie approached them. 
The first tombstone bore the name Giovanna Montenapolino, deceased in 1921. A short distance away was the grave of the last owner of the estate, Luchino Alani di Madura, who died in 1931. And next to him was a small mausoleum on which the following was engraved: 
Gattino
1912-1915
“Who was Gattino?” Sophie asked when she saw the dates. “A child?”
“A panther,” Beast replied.

Back at the farm, Beast had a copy of Wild Animals by Carlo Viscontini. Sophie loved the book, especially the chapter about the panther. “I identify with her,” she explained to Beast. He began to call her My Panther. 
At first, Sophie enjoyed being Beast’s panther, both of them free in their olive grove. But after three weeks, the barn had become a prison for her. She had grown bored. She wanted to see Arpad, whom she missed badly. She now realized how deeply attached she was to him and was angry with herself for having left without a word. 

In mid-October, after four weeks of isolation at the farm, they made their first trip to Brachetto, which she knew only from Viscontini’s book. That evening, she hurried to call Arpad from a pay phone but there was no response. She tried to reach the Béatrice but the manager said he had left. 
“Left for where?” she asked, troubled by the news.
“I have no idea. He had a job offer. In London, I think. And you, how are you doing? Your father told us you were on vacation in Italy.” 
Sophie felt an urgent need to return to Saint-Tropez and find out where Arpad had gone. Since she couldn’t tell Beast the real reason for her sudden return to France, she invented an excuse: She wanted to go back to college and classes had just begun. Beast felt it was too soon, that they should stay hidden a while longer, but he couldn’t force her. She was a panther; she refused to be caged. 
Before separating, they spent two days in Florence. The city’s liveliness revived them. At Sophie’s suggestion, they decided they would get tattoos to remind them of the intense experience they had lived through. In the studio, she had a panther tattooed on her thigh. Beast had the same image inked on his torso. 
At the station, Beast embraced Sophie before she got on the train to Milan. He was careful not to tell her he loved her. He felt the feeling wasn’t mutual and he was heartbroken. 
Sophie, without realizing the nature of the poison that flowed in her veins, felt herself transformed by the experience. She was ready to live her life. Most importantly, she was now aware of her feelings for Arpad. She was ready to acknowledge their relationship. They wouldn’t hide any longer. She would get her father to accept it. 
But returning to Saint-Tropez, she discovered to her great despair that Arpad had disappeared without a trace.
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The Day Before the Robbery
 
	Sunday, June 26 (Greg’s discovery)
	Monday, June 27
	Tuesday, June 28
	Wednesday, June 29
	Thursday, June 30
	→ Friday, July 1, 2022
	Saturday, July 2 (The Day of the Robbery)

It was 10:00 a.m. at police headquarters. In a meeting room, details about the following day’s operation were being finalized. In twenty-four hours, a robbery was going to take place in Geneva and the only people who could change the course of events were the police from the various teams who had been monitoring Arpad nonstop for the past several days. It was important to catch him in the act. Greg went over the plan with his colleagues. 
The following day at dawn, twenty agents from the SWAT team would be mobilized. They would travel in nine vehicles: Three units would be stationed on the right side of the river, three others on the left side, and three others near Arpad Braun’s house. Because they didn’t know where the robbery would take place, Greg described the operation as a noose that would tighten around the suspects as information from the surveillance unit flowed in. 
“We’ll stay far enough away so we don’t interfere with the surveillance team but close enough to act quickly,” Greg explained.
He was dying to share with everyone his discovery from the previous day: There would be three robbers, including a woman—Sophie—and they would enter the jewelry store by two different entrances. But he couldn’t do so without exposing himself to immediate dismissal for having used a departmental camera that hadn’t been authorized by the prosecutor’s office. Nonetheless, he attempted to make himself understood by pretending to rely on his intuition. 
“The target will probably be a jewelry store; the banks are closed on Saturday. So, I think they’ll try to enter simultaneously from the front and from the rear.” 
His colleagues greeted the suggestion with caution.
“Hold on a second. Front and rear of what? We don’t even know what building they’ll hit.” 
“I did some research. The high-end jewelers all have an emergency exit. Mostly for fire safety because the front windows are reinforced. And if there are two access points, why wouldn’t the robbers make use of both?” 
“Because it’s complicated,” the head of the crime squad objected. “The robbers want to get in and out as quickly as possible. They generally enter and leave by the main entrance. That’s been my experience for the past ten years.” 
“Well, even better if they go through the main entrance,” Greg replied. “It’ll be easier to apprehend them. But I want to examine all the possibilities so my team will be ready to adapt to whatever situation we have to deal with.” 
Greg would have liked to reveal more but he risked compromising himself. Providence came to his aid a few moments later when Marion Brullier updated them on the status of the investigation. The inspectors had questioned all their informants and all their sources, but no one had any news of an imminent robbery. 
“However,” she added, “we were able to confirm with near certainty that it was Philippe Carral who was at the museum of natural history on Wednesday. The photo in our files is twenty years old; it was taken when he was first arrested. Through a contact in the Criminal Division in Paris, we obtained a photograph from the French security services. This one is seven years old, not all that recent but it’s better than what we were working with.” 
She displayed the image on the large screen. It showed Beast in a bathing suit, seated at a beachfront restaurant.
“Crook’s on vacation,” one of the police said, setting off a wave of laughter around the room.
“The photograph was taken on a beach at Porto-Vecchio,” Marion explained. “The men with him are criminals from Rimini and members of the Corsican mob. All of them have been involved in robberies.” 
Seeing the image, Greg was stupefied. The photo wasn’t of good quality but he did notice, on Philippe Carral’s bare torso, a tattoo similar to the one on Sophie’s thigh. He shouted, interrupting Marion, “I recognize that tattoo!” 
He stood up to point his finger at Beast’s bare torso.
“Sophie Braun, Arpad’s wife, has the exact same tattoo on her thigh.”
The picture on the screen was a bit fuzzy and the tattoo wasn’t clear. You could make out that it was an animal but not much more. Greg, however, was sure it was the same design, line for line, that Sophie had. 
“Is it a wolf?” one of the cops asked.
“No, it’s a panther,” Greg corrected.
“I see a wolf,” the cop maintained.
Marion interrupted them.
“Are you sure it’s the same tattoo, Greg?”
“Certain. I saw her in a bathing suit. She has that panther on her thigh.”
“They can’t be the only ones,” another cop noted. “We see lots of tattoos of wild animals: lions, tigers, wolves . . .”
“I’m telling you, it’s a panther!” Greg said with frustration.
“What if we had an enlargement made?” the prosecutor asked.
“Obviously, we tried that,” Marion told him. “But the quality of the photograph is very poor. The more we enlarge it, the worse the grain. We can’t eliminate it.” 
“It’s exactly the same tattoo,” Greg repeated. “I’d bet my life on it. This can’t just be some accident.”
“So, this Sophie Braun could be connected to Philippe Carral?” summarized the head of the crime squad to refocus the discussion.
Greg jumped at the opportunity.
“So there’ll be three robbers, including a woman!”
“That’s a rather hasty conclusion,” the prosecutor interjected. “May I remind you that ‘I’d swear my life on it’ doesn’t carry much legal weight. I want to straighten out this business with the tattoo. We already have a wire on Arpad Braun’s wife, is that right?” 
The head of the surveillance unit confirmed it. “We decided to do that yesterday, hoping for a confession from her husband before they took action. But none of her communications have been of much interest.” 
“We should put her under surveillance as well,” ordered the prosecutor. “I want you to keep close watch on her movements.”

At 11:00 a.m., the police on the stakeout saw Sophie’s Porsche enter a car wash on rue Dancet. One of them sent a message to the team to update them on her whereabouts. 
The Brauns went to the supermarket and now they’re having the car washed.
When the Porsche disappeared into the wash tunnel, engulfed by the giant brushes, Sophie grabbed Arpad’s face and said to him, “Thanks. Thanks for letting me do this . . .” 
“You going to be okay tomorrow?” he asked.
She looked away.
“Let’s not talk about tomorrow. Why don’t you come to Saint-Tropez with us this afternoon?”
“I’m meeting Julien in a while. He might have a job for me. And besides, that way, I’ll be there tomorrow when you’ll be . . .”
There was silence. Sophie knew nothing about her husband’s involvement in the robbery and he was careful to reveal nothing of his pact with Beast. He almost gave himself away asking the question that had been bothering him. 
“How are you going to be in Saint-Tropez tonight and back here tomorrow morning?”
She looked at him suspiciously.
“How do you know it’ll happen tomorrow morning?”
“I know the plan. Beast told me.”
“Don’t talk about tomorrow,” she repeated.
“How can we not talk about it?” he asked with annoyance. “It’s the only thing I can think about. What if something goes wrong?”
“It’ll all be okay. I promise. Have confidence in me, have confidence in Beast.”
Arpad sighed. Then, she added, “Now, listen carefully to what I’m about to tell you.”
He nodded to show her she had his full attention.
“If the cops ask you any questions . . .”
He interrupted her.
“Why would the cops ask me any questions?”
She decided to sidestep his question. There were good reasons why things could go wrong but she obviously wasn’t going to reveal them to her husband. 
“Listen to me carefully, Arpad. Don’t ask questions and listen to me, please. If the cops question you, here’s what you have to say.” 
She told him how he should act and what to say to the police. When she had finished, she couldn’t help adding, “If it goes badly . . .” 
He interrupted her again.
“If it goes badly? Why should it go badly?”
She didn’t reply and simply said, “If it goes badly and I’ve escaped, meet me at the safe house.”
“The safe house?”
“It’s on a farm in Jussy. Memorize the address. There’s an apartment there. Use the stairs next to the barn.”
If the robbery went badly and Sophie had to get away, she wouldn’t see her family for a very long time. And if she had to disappear, she wanted to see Arpad again. One last time. 



At three in the afternoon, Sophie waited for her children with the other parents in front of the school in Cologny. It was the last day before summer vacation and there was a joyous babble as the children rushed outside. Everyone appeared very relaxed. 
From afar Karine observed Sophie, who was kissing Isaak and Léa and leading them to her car. They stepped inside. Karine saw suitcases in the back. The Porsche started and quickly disappeared. She didn’t know where it was going but she was glad to see it go. 
Sophie took the quay along Lake Geneva, then crossed Eaux-Vives before turning on to the Malagnou Highway, which connected downtown Geneva with the French border. She hadn’t noticed the subtle ballet of unmarked cars that followed her as she drove. 
“She just passed the fork to Thônex. It looks like she’s heading for the Vallard border crossing,” said one of the detectives into his radio. 

When Sophie arrived at the crossing, a customs agent approached her for a routine check.
“Hello, ma’am. Where are you going?”
“Saint-Tropez.”
“For how long?”
“The month of July. Maybe more. My parents live there.”
The agent scanned the inside of the vehicle.
“I see. Please proceed.”
She drove off and the agent immediately dialed the number his office had given him. It was connected to the crisis center at police headquarters. 
“She just crossed the border. She’s going to Saint-Tropez to see her parents for the entire month of July.”
“Thanks,” said the head of the surveillance unit before hanging up. “It looks like she’s heading for Saint-Tropez,” he announced to those present. 
The Swiss police couldn’t follow Sophie into French territory without the express authorization of the minister of the interior. The head of the surveillance unit immediately contacted the prosecutor, requesting that he ask Paris for permission. But the prosecutor replied, somewhat fatalistically, “A Friday afternoon? It’s not happening. We’ll get a reply from the French by the middle of next week.” 
“I can send a team to Saint-Tropez undercover,” suggested the head of the surveillance unit.
“Are you out of your mind?” the prosecutor thundered. “If the French find out, it’s going to create a diplomatic incident. I don’t know about you, but I’m not really looking forward to ending my career this weekend.” 

At 6:00 p.m., as they had agreed earlier in the week, Arpad met his friend Julien Martet in a bar downtown.
“It’s all going to be okay,” Julien assured him.
“I hope so,” Arpad replied.
Arpad had always admired Julien. He was ambitious, hardworking, gifted, generous with his time, always there when you needed him. In his well-cut suit, Julien projected the image of the man Arpad would have liked to be. 
“Listen,” said Julien, “this stays between us, but I’ve done a bit of research. My company is looking for someone to manage their French clients. I know you have the right skill set. They’re going to review internal candidates on Monday. I can try to suggest someone from outside the business and give them your name for the position.” 
“You’re a gem,” Arpad said.
“There are no guarantees, but I’ll do what I can. And if it doesn’t work out, we’ll find something else. Count on me, it’ll all work out.” 
The two men shared a few beers. The conversation took a lighter turn. But Arpad’s thoughts were elsewhere—he was counting the hours until the robbery. Anyway, he didn’t really care about the job Julien was offering him. The meeting would merely serve as an alibi. Sophie’s alibi was foolproof—she was in Saint-Tropez. And if they asked him why he didn’t leave with his wife and children, he would say that he had this important business meeting. 

It was 9:00 p.m. and the boys were in bed. The bags were packed and waiting in the entranceway. Everything was ready for tomorrow. Karine joined Greg in the kitchen, where he had just finished the dishes. He handed her a glass of wine. 
“To our weekend together,” he said.
She clinked her glass with his and tried to project an air of good humor. But all she could think about was the anonymous letter she had received and the video of Sophie. She wondered who her husband really was. But he was trying, and she had to do the same. She had decided to give their marriage a chance; she was willing to do whatever it took to save it. 
“My parents are coming to pick up the kids at ten,” she said. “If we leave then, we’ll be in Italy in time for lunch. I found this small restaurant near Alba that had great reviews. It could be nice.” 
Greg hadn’t told her yet. He knew she would make a scene, and he kept putting it off.
“It would be better to leave in the early afternoon,” he suggested. “Because of the traffic.”
“You think?”
“Yeah, everyone is going to be on the road at the same time tomorrow morning. Traffic is going to be backed up for miles at the Mont-Blanc Tunnel.” 
“Not at ten in the morning,” she declared. “And, besides, who cares? The kids won’t be there screaming in the back seat. We leave here, we have lunch in Italy; it’ll be fantastic!” 
She wiggled her right foot to show Greg that she had gotten a pedicure. But Greg didn’t react.
“You don’t like the color?” she asked.
He felt like a coward for having waited so long.
“Listen, I don’t know if I told you or not but I’m working tomorrow morning.”
She gasped.
“You’re what? What do you mean you’re working?” 
“Well, yeah, you know the case I was telling you about . . .”
“Greg, why are you doing this?”
“You know how my job is. Things happen.”
“How long have we been talking about this? You couldn’t find someone to replace you?”
“I can’t be replaced just like that, Karine. I’m a member of the SWAT team, not a salesclerk at a boutique.” 
He regretted saying this immediately.
“Well, do you know what ‘the salesclerk at the boutique’ thinks?”
“Karine, I didn’t mean it like that. Listen, don’t ruin it . . .”
“You’re the one who ruins everything!”
“I’ll finish by noon,” he promised. “We can leave then. Whether we get on the road at ten or at twelve doesn’t change much. And we can have a late lunch, around three. They eat late in Italy, don’t they? You didn’t tell me your parents were coming to pick up the kids so early.” 
“I can’t believe you’re doing this to me.”
She felt like crying. But not in front of him. She turned her back and headed for the stairs.
“Tonight, you can sleep on the couch,” she told him.
Greg made as if to block her path.
“Look, Karine, don’t take it like that,” he begged. “This is a big job!”
“And you’re a big asshole!”
She went upstairs. He remained where he was. She locked herself in the bedroom and collapsed on the bed in tears.
At the same moment in Saint-Tropez, in Sophie’s parents’ house, they were finishing a festive dinner. A half hour earlier, Bernard had welcomed his daughter and his grandchildren by serving them pizzas that he had made himself. 
While Jacqueline cleared the table, the children were scraping the bottom of their bowls of ice cream. Bernard talked with Sophie about their plans for the vacation: sailing, excursions, the beach. It would be a marvelous summer. 
They were interrupted by the doorbell. Sophie went to open it. Before her stood two detectives from the police who presented her with their business cards. 
The two detectives explained that they had come to investigate a robbery at one of the houses below and they were going around to all the neighbors looking for possible witnesses. Sophie called her father. Obviously, Bernard took the matter seriously. He hadn’t seen anything, but he was more than willing to help with the investigation. Then Jacqueline also got involved in the conversation. Finally, Sophie came to the rescue of the two detectives just when Bernard was getting ready to have them take a tour of the backyard. “Papa, I think these gentlemen have other things to do right now.” The detectives left. Once in their car, one of them called his superior officer. 
“We saw the woman. In fact, she’s the one who opened the door. Yes, she matches the photo. She’s with her kids and her parents. The father’s not too bright . . . I think he was about to invite us in to spend the evening. Yes, we saw her car. A black Porsche with Geneva plates. We put a tracker on it.” 
From his office in Toulon, the head of the police immediately contacted the head of the crime squad in Geneva who had asked for his assistance with an impending robbery. Procedure required that they go through official channels for this type of request but the cops on the case knew that time was of the essence and exchanges of this nature were not uncommon. 
“My men stopped by the house. The woman was there. They formally identified her. They also placed a tracker under her car. If she moves, we’ll know about it.” 
“Thanks for the help.”
“Sorry I couldn’t do more. But given our resources, it was impossible.”
“You’ve already done a lot,” the head of the crime squad told him. “Thanks for all the help. We owe you one.”

At the Glass House, Arpad paced around the living room. He was nervous, apprehensive about the coming day. The ringer on his phone broke the silence. It was a video call from Sophie. 
He picked up. There she was on the screen, her parents’ living room in the background. She looked radiant.
“How was your meeting with Julien?”
“Good. Very good, in fact. He says that he might have a job for me where he works.”
“That’s great. Join us as soon as possible. We miss you.”
He was unable to continue because Isaak and Léa, already in their pajamas, grabbed the phone. They were getting ready for bed. 
“Good night, sweethearts,” Arpad said to them, his heart breaking.
“Papa,” Isaak cried. “Grandpa Bernard made pizza! It was the best!”
Bernard appeared on the screen, laughing.
“So, Arpad, what about that interview?” he asked, addressing his son-in-law with a warm smile.
He seemed to have let bygones be bygones and was behaving as if their recent altercation had never happened.
“I see news travels fast,” Arpad joked. “It was informal but a good potential lead.”
“Excellent! When will we see you?”
“Tomorrow afternoon.”
“I can’t wait for us all to be together,” Bernard told him.
“Me too,” Arpad replied.
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The Day of the Robbery
 
	Sunday, June 26 (Greg’s discovery)
	Monday, June 27
	Tuesday, June 28
	Wednesday, June 29
	Thursday, June 30
	Friday, July 1
	→ Saturday, July 2, 2022 (The Day of the Robbery)

4:00 a.m.
Sophie crossed the Swiss border incognito by entering the commune of Jussy through an isolated road that crossed the local farmlands. She arrived at the farm and parked in front of the building. 
She had left Saint-Tropez around 10:30 p.m. No one had seen her leave the house. Her parents were already in bed. The next morning, they would take care of the children and take them to Cannes for the day, after letting them sleep late. Sophie had arranged it all with her father. 
She had left the house through the kitchen and crossed the back of the garden. She had then quietly climbed down the rocky hillside for a few dozen yards before reaching a narrow, gravel path. After a few minutes on foot, she reached a parking lot used by hikers. Beast had left a car there for her use: his gray Peugeot. Sophie had an extra key. She took off in the direction of Switzerland. If she didn’t attract attention, if she obeyed the speed limits, paid her tolls in cash, and crossed the border using a back road, no one would know she had returned. 
Back at the farm, Beast had a meal waiting for her, but she wasn’t hungry. She was nervous. She was always nervous before a job. 

5:00 a.m.
At The Eyesore, Greg, who had slept on the couch, was awakened by Sandy’s warm tongue. He patted the dog and got up, made himself some coffee, and sent him out to the garden. He was angry with himself because of his argument with Karine. He needed to make things right between them. But he disliked her lack of understanding. His job wasn’t like any other. A robbery was in the works. He couldn’t abandon his team simply because the date was inconvenient. Before leaving the house, he left a note on the kitchen table. 
See you at noon. And then we leave for Italy.
Love you.
It was the first time he was leaving for an operation without kissing his wife goodbye.

Back at the Glass House, Arpad reviewed the logistics of the robbery in his head. He had been awake for a long time. His night had been short and agitated. The seven minutes ahead of him seemed like an eternity. 

A few miles from there back at the farm, Beast, sitting in an armchair, was watching Sophie, who had fallen asleep. He delicately placed a blanket over her. He’d wake her at the last moment. She needed to rest. 

6:45 a.m.
At police headquarters, Greg was getting ready. He was alone in the locker room.
It was a kind of ritual for him. He would wait until the end of the briefing to put on his vest, his balaclava, and his tactical helmet. 
He looked at himself in the mirror for a long while until the other members of his team started trickling in. While they changed and strapped on their gear, he marched to the briefing room. 
Today was the day.

7:15 a.m.
In the Glass House, Arpad was drinking a final cup of coffee. He stood by the window taking in the outside world as Sophie often did. It was almost time to leave. 
For the last time, he reread the advice Sophie had given him the day before in the event the robbery went badly and the police questioned him. He had scrawled the information on a piece of paper. He then burned it in the sink so that no trace remained. 

7:30 a.m.
At police headquarters, in the SWAT team briefing room, Greg was giving his men their final instructions.
“Our target is Arpad Braun,” Greg reminded them as a photograph of Arpad appeared on the screen behind him. “He’s a former wealth manager at a private bank. Several months ago, he was fired. He was briefly imprisoned in France for car theft. He has an accomplice, Philippe Carral. They’re suspected of having robbed a bank together in France fifteen years ago. We know they’re going to hit a jewelry store today, but we don’t know which one. We lost track of Carral, but we’ve been keeping tabs on Braun. A team from the surveillance unit is tracking him. They’ll let us know once he’s on the move.” 

8:00 a.m.
Arpad got into his car, left the Glass House, and drove toward downtown Geneva. It would have been extremely difficult, even had he known about it, to detect the police following him. 
He left his car on rue François-Bellot in les Tranchées, then continued on foot. His baseball cap was low on his head. He walked across the city for a long time before reaching rue du Rhône. 

9:00 a.m.
Greg was stationed near the Cornavin train station along with several other vehicles from the SWAT team when he received information from the surveillance unit. Arpad had been walking around rue du Rhône for a while. He was probably going to hit one of the many jewelers along the street, where a number of high-end boutiques were located. 
Greg decided to send all his men there. The nine unmarked cars in his unit converged on rue du Rhône and discreetly assumed position. 

At 9:29 a.m., after yet another walk down the street, Arpad headed for the Cartier boutique. A policeman disguised as a city employee alerted his colleagues by radio: “He’s going into Cartier! He’s going into Cartier!” 
Greg, who was nearby, made a sweep in his car. He had just enough time to catch Arpad pass through the front door. Then the police lost sight of him. For security reasons, the store’s large windows were obstructed by display cases and little could be made out through the gaps between them. 
Greg positioned his men around the building to cover all the entrances. He spoke into his radio, “Nobody move until they’ve grabbed the jewels. We want to catch them in the act.” 



The two thieves entered the store at the same time through two different entrances. While the first, wearing a baseball cap, went through the front door like an ordinary customer, the other, wearing a ski mask, passed through an emergency exit that was also used as a service entrance. Ski Mask had been watching the comings and goings of a store employee and knew when she would arrive. The woman didn’t see it coming. She was terrified when she saw the masked shadow that threatened her with a sawed-off shotgun, placing a finger over her lips to impose silence and pointing to the numeric keypad by the door. 
Obviously, she obeyed and opened the door. Once inside, she was tied up and locked in an equipment room. Ski Mask then quickly joined Baseball Cap inside the store. It all happened in a fraction of a second. As Ski Mask held the shotgun, Baseball Cap pulled out a revolver and loudly announced: “This is a robbery! Nobody move!” 
With the barrel of the shotgun, Ski Mask herded the salesman and the store manager into the back room. Baseball Cap forced the security guard to lock the front door before leading him to the back, out of sight. If a passerby happened to glance through the window, they’d see nothing but an empty store. 

Greg, inside his vehicle, scrutinized the boutique. From the outside, everything looked quiet. But it was impossible to make out anything. 
“We need to see what’s going on inside,” Greg said into the radio.
“On it!” a young woman from the surveillance unit volunteered.
A figure pushing a stroller hurried toward the store.
“I can’t see anything,” she said into the radio.
“What do you mean, you ‘can’t see anything’?” Greg asked. “Where’s Arpad?”
“I don’t see anyone in the store.”
“What’s going on in the back?” Greg pressed.
“Nothing to report,” replied one of his colleagues.
Greg didn’t like it. This sort of uninterrupted calm was generally a bad sign.

Inside the store, a perfectly choreographed ballet was in motion. The thieves knew exactly what they were doing. The guard and the salesman were bound with plastic ties and left under the watchful eye of Ski Mask. The store manager was led to the main safe by Baseball Cap, who forced him to unlock it. 
One by one, Baseball Cap opened the drawers in the safe without touching their contents. He was looking for something special. Suddenly, a victorious smile spread across his face. He had found them: very large pink diamonds. He grabbed a velvet bag and dropped the precious stones inside. 

From his car, Greg had decided to send someone into the store.
“I’d like someone from the team to go inside,” Greg ordered on the radio.
An officer from the elite corps in civilian clothes suddenly appeared at the door to the store. But it wouldn’t open.
“The door is locked,” the man announced over the radio. “It’s empty inside.”
Greg understood now. If the door was locked and there was no one in the store, it meant the employees were being held somewhere in the back. This was the moment he had been waiting for. 
For a second or two he hesitated. He didn’t want the robbery to devolve into a hostage crisis. Nor did he want to risk a shoot-out in the street trying to intercept the robbers as they fled. 
“We’re going in,” Greg announced. “Everyone, wait for my signal.”

When the safe had been emptied of the diamonds, Baseball Cap rushed to the back room where the hostages were being held.
“We’re ready to go,” he indicated calmly to his companion. “I’ll make sure it’s clear.”
Ski Mask nodded and Baseball Cap went over to the front window and looked out. The pressure was on. Getting out of the store and escaping were the most dangerous parts of the robbery. 

Greg, through his binoculars, examined the interior of the store. Suddenly, he made out Arpad’s silhouette, the cap screwed tight on his head, watching the street through the window. 
“Eyes on the suspect! Let’s go!”
With those words, two columns of men in black equipped with long guns and shields positioned themselves on either side of the store entrance and blew the door. 

Arpad never saw it coming.
He heard the first blast outside the building immediately followed by a second one, inside the store this time. For a moment, he was paralyzed by the noise and light thrown off by the stun grenade. A column of masked police protected by shields burst into the store, their weapons trained on him. 
He was roughly thrown to the ground.
Adrenaline coursed through his veins, his heart beat faster. His ears were ringing. He felt boots crushing him, then he was handcuffed. It was all over. 

As Arpad was being arrested inside the boutique, another group of SWAT team personnel covering the emergency exit intercepted the second suspect as he was coming through the door. 
Both suspects, once neutralized, were cuffed and blindfolded. Regulations stipulated that they were to be brought at once to police headquarters. 

Greg, his face covered, took a sadistic pleasure in leading Arpad to a SWAT team vehicle and throwing him roughly into the back. The car took off at once, its lights and siren blaring. Arpad could see nothing, could barely hear. He was still in a state of shock. What had just happened? What was to become of him? 

Bernard, back in Saint-Tropez, was busy preparing breakfast for Sophie as his wife and grandchildren looked on. He brought the platter to his daughter’s room. The room was empty, as he knew it would be. He went in and addressed the empty bed with a loud voice so that Jacqueline and the grandchildren heard him clearly: “Good morning, darling, did you sleep well? You want to rest a little more? Of course. Go back to sleep. I’ll see you later.” 
Returning to the kitchen, he told them, “Sophie is exhausted. Let’s let her sleep a bit longer. We can go to Cannes without her.” 

There was confusion in front of the Cartier boutique. The massive police presence had attracted scores of onlookers from the neighboring streets, already bustling with people out for a stroll that Saturday morning. Inside the security perimeter, two inspectors from the crime squad were taking the store manager’s deposition. 
“Initially, when all these police stormed in, I thought I was being robbed. Can someone please explain what’s going on?”
The two inspectors looked at one another.
“What do you mean, what’s going on?” one of them asked. 

The prosecutor stormed into the Cartier boutique. He was in a foul mood. He was immediately ushered into a room where the police responsible for the operation had gathered. 
“Tell me this is a joke!” he yelled.
No one dared utter a word. The store manager, also present, decided now was the time to repeat his question: “What’s all this about a robbery? I’d like an explanation. Look what you’ve done to my store!” 
At the prosecutor’s request, the manager went back over the visit of the day’s first client. A screen on the wall displayed footage from the store’s CCTV, and as he spoke, the manager pointed out images corresponding to his story. 

Thirty Minutes Earlier
Arpad pushed open the door to the boutique. An employee, noticing his elegant attire, came to greet him respectfully.
“Good morning, sir. Welcome to Cartier. How can I help you today?”
“Two weeks ago, I bought a ring here. One of the stones seems to have come loose.”
From his pocket, Arpad drew the panther ring he had given to Sophie.
Seeing the ring, the employee led the client into a private room. Once there, Arpad placed the ring on a velvet tray that the employee held out to him. The man put on a white glove and examined the object. 
“It’s missing one of the diamonds that go around the eye,” Arpad explained.
“It’s hard to see like this. Excuse me while I go get a loupe.”
The employee left the room for a few moments. When he returned holding a loupe, he discovered that the ring was no longer on the table. 
“Where’s the ring?” he asked.
“The ring? How should I know? I thought you had taken it?” Arpad replied.

“The ring had fallen to the floor,” the manager explained. “As you can see from the CCTV, the customer, once alone in the room, bent to tie his shoe. He accidentally hit the table without realizing it and the ring rolled onto the floor. Because the floor is carpeted, the fall was muffled. And look here. My salesman comes back into the room with his loupe and sees that the ring has disappeared. And neither of them notices the ring on the floor.” 
“What did you do?” the prosecutor asked.
“My salesman immediately alerted security. The procedure is straightforward: We lock down the premises. No one comes in or out. Because there were no other clients in the store, the security guards came back here. The client wanted to leave the room, but one of the guards asked him to remain where he was. It was over quickly—we found the ring shortly after that. For me, the matter was closed. But the client suddenly got very upset.” 

Twenty-Five Minutes Earlier
“Was all this commotion really so necessary?” Arpad asked, addressing the store manager. “It’s very unpleasant to be detained by force.” 
“I’m sorry, sir. It’s standard procedure.”
“To hold a client against his will?”
“We weren’t exactly holding you, sir. My security guard politely asked you to remain in the room.”
“Then we have different ideas about politeness. You treated me like a thief. Is that how you treat your clients, even those who are willing to pay good money? Give me back my ring, please, I’ll have it repaired somewhere else; it’ll cost me less.” 
“Please don’t take it the wrong way, sir . . .”
“In any case, I have to leave. I have an important meeting.”

“As he was about to leave,” explained the manager, “all these policemen in masks rushed in.”
The prosecutor turned to the head of the crime squad.
“And this other character you arrested when he was trying to escape through the emergency exit? Who is it? Carral?”
The policeman pointed to a man in a suit onscreen.
“He’s one of the store employees,” he replied dejectedly. “He panicked when he heard the commotion. He thought it was an armed robbery and wanted to get away.” 
The prosecutor cursed.
“We’re going to look like a bunch of clowns! Did you see the journalists outside? What am I supposed to tell them?”
“But,” the police officer said, trying to defend himself, “you admitted that the whole story smells bad. Arpad was up to something. He came into the store. The ring falls on the floor as if by accident, they find it, he makes a scene and gets up to leave.” 
“He might be a nutcase,” the prosecutor acknowledged, “but he didn’t commit a crime.”
“And what if it was planned?” the officer suggested. “Look, when he enters the store, he cautiously triggers the timer on his watch. Then, he keeps checking it. I think he’s keeping track of the amount of time that’s passed.” 
“What are you getting at?” the prosecutor asked.
“It seems like he’s checking the response time for the security guards. Maybe it was a test for a future robbery.”
“A future robbery?” the prosecutor blurted out. “And how is that supposed to help me, Inspector? What am I supposed to charge him with? We were there for a robbery but there was no robbery!” 
“Well, you know as well as I do that there are gray areas. Like his connection with Carral, their meeting at the museum of natural history. That phone call about something that was supposed to happen this morning . . .” 
“Precisely. What was supposed to happen this morning?” the prosecutor grumbled. “We’re completely lost.”
“Let us question Braun,” the officer suggested. “You never know. Obviously, we’re missing something, but I don’t know what it is.” 
“Go question Braun,” the prosecutor conceded. “But keep it short. We have nothing on him; you can’t keep him long.”

In the forest of Jussy, Beast and Sophie had finished hiding the bike in the woods. They left their helmets on it, then walked quickly through the fields to the farm. Once inside the apartment, they threw their arms around one another and laughed. The robbery had gone off without a hitch. Sophie felt her heart beating loudly. She was overcome by her emotions. A kind of mild intoxication. 
Beast turned on his laptop and opened the site for the Tribune de Genève. The front page read: 
ATTEMPTED HOLDUP AT CARTIER

“Oh, those idiots,” he declared, proudly. “They took the bait.”

10:30 a.m.
Stafforn Jewelers, a small but prestigious establishment, had been robbed an hour previously without anyone having been aware of it. 
The store was located in the old city, not far from place du Bourg-de-Four, crowded on this Saturday morning in summer. The cafés were full and a continuous stream of pedestrians flowed across the intersection. 
Beast and Sophie had arrived and left without being noticed. No one had paid any attention to the couple who had passed by an hour earlier, like so many others. In that part of the city there were no public security cameras to retrace their route from the jewelry store to a motorcycle parked on rue Saint-Léger, a few dozen yards away. 

Back at the farm, Beast was savoring his success.
Two months earlier, at the end of April, when he had learned of an easy and very well-paid job in Geneva, he had jumped at the opportunity. His partner was a fence, a man in whom he had complete confidence, with a well-established reputation among the gangs of European thieves and an address book as long as his arm. The Estonian, as he was called in the underworld, respected Beast. He was a lone wolf, old school, efficient, clean, everything in order, with a code of conduct that was rarely seen today. The market had been invaded by gangs from the East who worked in groups. They were talkative, violent, and careless. One of their teams had ruined a big job in Paris because two of them, right before the job, thought it would be fun to rob a tourist. They were caught and the police tracked down the other members of the group. Beast was something else entirely. 
Once a month, the Estonian and Beast met on the ferry that connected Helsinki with Tallinn. It was a professional meeting, but with the passage of years, they had begun to chat over a cup of coffee. The Estonian would talk about his business: orders he had received for diamonds and jewels. He was looking for someone he could trust. Beast was careful about selecting his jobs. He was cautious. That was what explained his longevity in the business. He had stopped robbing banks because the chance that things could go wrong was too great. In the underworld, he was known and respected. 
The Estonian was the only person who knew about Sophie. He called her the little friend. Beast worked with no one except her. It was the Estonian who had proposed the jobs in Zaragoza and San Remo, among others. And two months earlier, he had suggested this one in Geneva. 

Two Months Earlier
April 29, 2022
On the ferry from Tallinn to Helsinki, somewhere in the middle of the Baltic Sea. Alone on the windbeaten deck, the Estonian and Beast sipped their coffee. The Estonian had brought a thermos and two plastic cups. 
“I have a nice little job for you,” he said to Beast in accentless French. “It’s at your little friend’s.” 
“Geneva?”
“Yes. A jeweler with a lot of debt. The imbecile spent a fortune buying unsellable pieces. Pink diamonds that nobody wants. Too big, too expensive, whatever. To make a long story short, the guy figures that if he’s robbed, he can collect the insurance money. There are five diamonds worth twenty-five million euros. You do the job, I take them off your hands for fifteen percent of their value.” 
Beast countered immediately.
“Twenty.”
“Five million for a robbery that would be child’s play for you,” the Estonian calculated. “That’s a high price to pay. The jeweler has provided all the information you need to get inside: the employees’ hours and the surveillance system. You just have to make use of it.” 
“That’s my price.”
The Estonian didn’t insult Beast with a counteroffer.
“Deal,” he said, extending his hand.
Beast shook, then said, “I want to do it in early July.”
“It would be better to do it sooner.”
“Not possible.”
“Anything is possible with you,” the Estonian replied. “You must have a good reason.”
“June 20 is Sophie’s birthday.”
The Estonian smiled.
“And the robbery is going to be her birthday present?”
“Yes,” Beast replied, a broad smile spreading across his face.
“You only smile when you talk about her,” the Estonian remarked. “Okay for early July.”

Back at the hideout, while Beast recalled his last conversation with the Estonian, Sophie was reading the news online about the attempted robbery at Cartier. She exploded. 
“I can’t believe you would do something like that! You’re completely nuts! You used Arpad to create a diversion?”
It had never been Beast’s intention to involve Arpad in the robbery at Stafforn. That was his time with Sophie.
“When I invented the robbery at Cartier, I didn’t know it would be useful to us.”
“Useful?”
“That the police would suspect something and it would create a diversion.”
“You should have left Arpad out of this.”
“He’s the one who insisted on being a part of it.”
“No. No. You’re the one who got him into it, with your provocations. If you hadn’t showed up, Arpad would never have known you were in Geneva and we could have done our job quietly.” 
“You invited me over to your house,” Beast noted.
“Because you insisted and I wanted to make you happy, like an idiot.”
Her remark wounded Beast. It was the last time he would see her, and instead of taking advantage of it, they were arguing.
“Arpad thought I was going to bring him along on a job. So, I was forced to go through with this farce. I invented the robbery at Cartier because I had seen him go in there to buy that ring. But it was only to protect you—you. What else could I do? Tell him you were my accomplice?” 
“Which is what you did in the end.”
“Because it was turning into a shit show.”
“Because of you!” Sophie said accusingly.
“It’s not important. What I’m trying to tell you is that, when Arpad found out that you and I would be doing the job, he insisted on coming in as well.” 
“You should have said no.”
“Then he would have asked you to back out. He insisted on being there to protect you, to make sure you got out unharmed. But he has no experience; I couldn’t risk letting him get involved. So I sent him to Cartier. Obviously, I didn’t tell him it was only a diversion—he would have refused. And since we had agreed, he and I, that I wouldn’t give you the details until the last minute, he never knew that he wasn’t part of the real robbery.” 
Now Sophie understood why Arpad had remained in Geneva using the pretext of his meeting with Julien and a possible job. She had been naive. 
She read the latest news online about the police activity at Cartier.
“They say a suspect was arrested,” she repeated uneasily. “It’s got to be him.”
“Arpad’s not running any risk,” Beast assured her. “There was no robbery. The cops have nothing on him.”
“And if they make the connection with Stafforn?”
“If they had discovered the real robbery, the media would be talking about it.”
“Not necessarily. Not if the cops made the connection between the two and realized that Cartier was only a decoy.”
He tried to reassure her.
“And what if that were true? Arpad has the best alibi in the world because he was at Cartier at the time. You’re making a big deal out of nothing. Arpad is stronger than you think. He’s going to come out of this just fine.” 

At that same moment, a few miles away in Cologny, Karine’s parents had arrived to pick up the boys. Agnès grew concerned when she saw her daughter’s expression. 
“Everything okay, dear?”
“Yes, yes. Everything’s fine.”
“Greg’s not here?”
“He had a small emergency at work. He’ll be back at noon, and we’ll leave right after that.”

At the farm, Beast scanned the horizon from the window.
“It’s time to leave, isn’t it?” Sophie asked.
She was supposed to take the gray Peugeot and return to Saint-Tropez as quickly as possible, but Beast wanted to prolong the moment. He had bought champagne and caviar to celebrate their last robbery. But he felt that now wasn’t the right moment for that. All he wanted was to spend a little more time with her. The final memory he would carry with him. Then he would disappear from her life forever, not only to keep his promise but because he understood his mistake: The robberies were Sophie’s true cage. They prevented her from fully living her life in Geneva. It was at home, with Arpad and the children, where she would thrive. 
He had to disappear to give her back her freedom. If he truly loved her, he had to let her go.



It was eleven in the morning at police headquarters. Arpad was being interrogated on the crime squad’s premises. He felt, although without understanding why, that the situation was turning in his favor. At the time of his brutal arrest at Cartier, he had thought it was all over. But after a short time in a cell, he was led, courteously and without handcuffs, to an interrogation room. A young female inspector asked him questions without being aggressive and without even making any accusations. Most importantly, never once did she use the word “robbery.” 
Marion Brullier asked Arpad for the third time, “What were you doing at Cartier’s?”
“I already told you. Last week I bought a ring and one of the diamonds came loose. Can you please tell me what’s going on? And why I’m being treated like a criminal?” 
She ignored his question.
“Something happened at Cartier. Can you tell me about it?”
“What happened exactly? As far as I’m concerned, nothing happened. Are they the ones who alerted you?”
Marion didn’t have much room to maneuver: Arpad was free to leave if he wished. But for now he didn’t know it. She tried to get him to talk. 
“What happened at Cartier?” she asked again.
“I brought the defective ring back so they could repair it. It fell on the ground without anyone noticing and it created some confusion. The guard intervened; they turned it into a circus for no reason. Are they the ones who alerted you? Is that why I was thrown to the ground and handcuffed? You know I’m going to file a complaint.” 
These last words were to test his interrogator. She didn’t contradict him. Did that mean they had nothing on him? But one question bothered him—what had happened to Beast and Sophie? He was still missing a piece of the puzzle, but he forced himself to focus on the situation at hand. 
Marion repeated the same questions from before.
“Why are you in Geneva?” she asked.
“I live in Geneva,” he replied at once.
“Your wife and children left yesterday for Saint-Tropez.”
“How do you know?”
She ignored his question again.
“Why aren’t you with them?”
“I was supposed to join them today.”
“Why didn’t you leave yesterday?”
“I had a meeting yesterday afternoon about a job with a wealth management company. It was my first real job opportunity in months. Saint-Tropez could wait. Excuse me, but what are you accusing me of, exactly?” 
Marion felt she couldn’t keep Arpad much longer. She played her final card.
“You know a man named Philippe Carral?”
Arpad froze. He quickly rallied himself, remembering what Sophie had told him the day before in the car wash. If the cops ask you about Beast, tell them the truth. That’s where they could trap you. They
are very well informed; don’t underestimate them or assume they’re stupid. 
“I did some prison time with Philippe,” Arpad explained. “That was more than fifteen years ago. I was unjustly placed in preventive detention in France but no charges were brought against me. A stupid misunderstanding about a car I was supposed to bring from London to Saint-Tropez for someone . . .” 
“And after you got out of prison, did you see him again?”
“Yes, in Saint-Tropez. He had protected me in prison, so I wanted to return the favor. I found him a job, but he didn’t last long. We ended up losing touch, and I moved to Geneva.” 
“And you’ve never seen him since?”
“Not for fifteen years. But it’s strange that you bring him up, because last week, he showed up again without warning.”
“What did he want?”
“I’m not sure. Money, most likely. The guy’s a drifter. He followed me, twice; it almost felt like harassment. Last Saturday we got into a fight. I hurt him pretty badly. I haven’t heard from him since.” 
Marion said to him, “You’re lying.”
In silence, she placed two photographs in front of Arpad, taken three days earlier at the museum of natural history. The first showed Arpad and his children as they entered the building. The other showed Beast entering. 
“You met Philippe Carral in the museum of natural history last Wednesday.”
Arpad hesitated. He remembered what Sophie had said: If, at any point, you feel like you’re losing ground, remember that you managed to hide from me the fact that you were fired for months. You know how to twist people around. Don’t take it badly. It’s not a criticism. It’s a strength.
“Really? You think he wanted to get into it again after our fight last Saturday? I told you that lunatic was following me around. In fact, I’d like to file a complaint against him. I’d like a restraining order or something like that.” 
“So you didn’t see him at the museum?”
“If I had seen him, Inspector, I probably wouldn’t be here right now. I doubt he came to see the stuffed animals. And I’m sure he didn’t want to start something in a public place.” 
“So you’re stating that after the fight, last Saturday, you haven’t had contact with him?” Marion asked.
“None.”
A victorious smile spread across Marion’s face. She played a voice recording:
ARPAD: Hello? 
MAN’S VOICE: Saturday morning, I’m counting on you. 
ARPAD: I’m not doing it. 
MAN’S VOICE: You can’t back out. You promised me you’d do it. 
ARPAD: I’m not doing it, I’m telling you! 
“You spoke to Philippe Carral Wednesday morning,” Marion told him. “A few hours before meeting him at the museum.”
Arpad trembled. Sophie, the day before, had warned him: They might have recorded your conversations with Beast, but they won’t be able to confirm it’s actually him. How could she have known that? He felt overwhelmed by the situation but forced himself to concentrate and followed the precise instructions given to him by his wife. If they play any voice recordings, tell them that it’s . . .
“Elmar, an Estonian friend,” Arpad explained.
“An Estonian friend?” Marion repeated. 
“My friend who lives in Estonia, if you prefer.”
“What did he want? He sounds very pushy on the recording.”
Elmar asked you to buy him a collector’s watch at a private auction, Sophie had told him. 
“He asked me to buy him a watch at a private auction. But I had more important things to do, I was getting ready for Saint-Tropez. I blew him off. But he wouldn’t let it go. Elmar, you give him an inch and he takes a yard. You can call him if you want to check.” 
“We tried but the line was dead.”
Arpad, feeling this was the moment of truth, decided to play his ace. Assuming an indignant voice, he said, “Can I ask what gives you the right to record my phone conversations? I want to know—now—why you’re holding me here.” 
Marion had no more cards to play. She simply said, “I’ll be back. Don’t move.”
She left the room and went to an adjoining room where the prosecutor and other police, including Greg, had been following the interrogation. 
“He’s got an answer for everything,” the prosecutor said. “I have nothing to charge him with. There wasn’t even a robbery. Release him at once.” 
“He’s giving us the runaround,” Greg said, exasperated. “I’m sure that’s the voice of Philippe Carral on that recording and not some so-called Estonian!” 
“We have no way to verify the voice,” the prosecutor reminded him. “Unless you have Carral? But do I have to remind you again that there was no robbery? Thanks for the tip.” 
Greg was burning up inside. He wanted to shout out everything he knew. That he had placed a camera in the Brauns’ bedroom and, the day before yesterday, had heard a conversation between Arpad and a man who was probably Carral about a robbery. They had constructed a plan: Arpad would go in through the front, Beast and Sophie through the back. But if the prosecutor found out about the camera, his career was over. And all for nothing—not even a robbery! Or maybe it hadn’t taken place yet. They were making a fool of him, all of them, and that drove him crazy. 
He thought of the second phone hidden behind the baseboard in the bedroom. He had seen Arpad use it twice to talk to Carral. If the investigators found it, that would change the odds. 
“You have to search his house!” Greg shouted, surprising everyone.
The proposal, given the discussion between the investigators and the prosecutor, seemed especially out of place.
“We can’t search his house without probable cause,” the prosecutor reminded him.
“We’ll find something,” Greg replied without thinking.
“But we have nothing!” the prosecutor said. “We blew it; we made ourselves look ridiculous. We’ve spent enough time and resources on this. We have to let Braun go. I want you to lift the surveillance. We have no excuse now.” 
Back in the interrogation room, Arpad remembered Sophie’s final words of advice: If they mention the phone hidden in our bedroom behind the baseboard, tell them it was for your clients at the bank, the ones who hadn’t reported all their profits and were afraid that the official lines were being recorded. 
Marion hadn’t mentioned the hidden phone, but Sophie’s comment bothered him: How would the police have known that there was a phone behind the baseboard? At that moment, he realized that Sophie knew something he didn’t. Once again, she hadn’t told him everything. But he didn’t have time to think anymore because Marion was back in the interrogation room. 
“You’re free to go.”

Arpad left the building in a taxi. He headed for Tranchées to pick up his car. The driver, who was very talkative, asked Arpad, “Did you hear what happened on rue du Rhône?” 
Arpad didn’t reply and the driver was proud to share the news.
“The police thought there was a robbery at Cartier. They broke into the building. It was one hell of a mess.”
“What do you mean, the police thought there was a robbery?” 
“I don’t know what they thought they knew but they screwed up. On the internet, they said it was a misunderstanding. And they went in big time—the SWAT team, everything. They even blew open the front door. That’s an expensive mistake. You have any idea how much money the government is going to have to pay in damages? Our taxes! All the same, they screwed up.” 
Arpad no longer understood anything. Where was Sophie? Where was Beast? He thought about the farm Sophie had mentioned to him. So that his car wouldn’t be identified, he decided to go by taxi. 
“Change of plans,” he said to the driver. “We’re going to Jussy.”



Noon sounded on the bell tower of the church in the small village of Jussy.
The taxi crossed the main street. It then continued along a road that wound through fields of wheat. The view was idyllic.
Arpad soon caught sight of the farm buildings. He knew this was the place because Sophie had mentioned a large wood panel advertising the sale of fresh eggs. “At the sign, turn left and continue until you get to a farm. Stop there.” He indicated to the driver that he should turn. 
The car drove past the warehouses and Arpad soon noticed the buildings Sophie had mentioned. He also noticed Beast’s gray Peugeot. He had arrived at the hideout. 
He asked the taxi to stop.
He hadn’t noticed the vehicle that had followed quietly behind him ever since he had left the police station.

The prosecutor had ordered them to stop surveilling Arpad but Greg didn’t see it that way. Determined to prove to his colleagues that they were wrong, he had followed Arpad after he left the station in the taxi. Seeing the vehicle head for the countryside, Greg had understood that something wasn’t right. 
To avoid being seen, Greg kept his distance from the taxi but lost sight of it upon leaving the village of Jussy. He assumed the vehicle had taken one of the many small side roads. But which one? 
He was scratching his head, wondering, when he noticed the taxi returning without its passenger. Greg stuck his beacon onto the car roof and made a sign to the taxi to stop. 
“Where did you drop off your passenger?” he asked the driver.
“By a farm, over there. You take this road and when you see the sign Fresh Eggs you turn left and follow the road until you get to a small group of buildings. First you’ll see the warehouses, but don’t stop there. It’s a little past that.” 

In the hideout, Beast, too involved in his discussion with Sophie, hadn’t noticed the taxi drive into the barnyard. He had decided to open the champagne and enjoy these last few moments with her. Then he would leave. 
“To you,” Beast said, clinking his glass with hers.
“To us,” she replied.
He drank deeply. Finally, he had the courage to tell her.
“You’re the most beautiful thing that’s ever happened to me.”
They embraced and he whispered, “I’ve loved you all my life.”
“I know,” she replied softly.
At that moment the door handle began to squeak. Someone was trying to enter but the door was locked. Beast, in a fraction of a second, pulled out his gun and silently approached the peephole. 



“Arpad! What the hell are you doing here?” Beast asked him, furious, after pulling him inside.
Sophie ran to her husband and hugged him.
“What the hell is this, Soph?” Beast shouted. “Did you tell him about this place? Are you completely out of your mind?”
Arpad flinched when he heard Beast call her “Soph.”
“What are you hiding from?” he said. Seeing the bottle and two glasses, he asked, “And why are you drinking champagne? Why didn’t you go through with your stupid robbery? What the hell is going on?” 
“The robbery happened,” Sophie said to him, “but the cops don’t know it yet.”
“What are you talking about?” Arpad asked, confused.
“Cartier was a decoy,” Beast told him.
“A decoy? What do you mean, a decoy? You used me?” 
“We didn’t plan it that way at first,” Beast explained. “But when you thought I was suggesting that you help with the robbery and when I agreed to meet you at la Caravelle, I invented a break-in at Cartier because I couldn’t tell you your wife was in on it with me.” 
“Why did you send me to Cartier then?”
“It was too risky to get you mixed up in the real job.”
“Let me get this straight. You sent me to Cartier so you and Sophie could do your little job, just the two of you, without any complications. Who did you hit?” 
“Stafforn, in the old town,” Sophie replied. “But I didn’t know about the diversion. I didn’t know you were planning to help with the job either.” 
“But if there was no robbery at Cartier, why did the police show up?” Arpad asked. “The cops asked about you, Beast. My phone was tapped. They seemed to know everything that was going on.” 
“They did know everything,” Beast said, “and we knew it.”
“How did you know it?” Arpad gasped. “What did you know?” 
Sophie then told him, “Wednesday afternoon, Karine came to see me.”

Three Days Before the Robbery
Wednesday, June 29, 2022
Sophie was returning from her lunch break when she ran into Karine, who was waiting for her in front of her office.
“Hi, beautiful,” Sophie said, pleasantly surprised.
“Spare me your compliments!” Karine hissed. “You’re a goddamn slut!”
“Karine, what’s gotten into you?”
“I know about you and Greg!” Karine shouted, trembling with rage.
Sophie, not understanding what was going on, tried to calm her down.
“Hold on, Karine, what are you talking about? Why don’t we go into my office and talk about it?”
Véronique was out that day and the two women were alone. Sophie suggested her friend take a seat in the meeting room, but Karine was too angry to sit down. They stood there, face-to-face in the narrow entrance to her office. 
“Coffee?” Sophie asked, feeling uncomfortable.
“What I want is for you to get lost.”
“Listen, I don’t know what makes you think there’s something between Greg and me, but I can assure you it’s not true. There’s nothing between us, nothing.” 
“You think I’m an idiot? It’s obvious you want validation.”
“Karine, that’s enough. I have no intention of letting myself be insulted. Obviously, you’re upset. So either you tell me what’s going on or get out of my office.” 
“I received an anonymous letter that said that Greg was cheating on me.”
“With me?”
“It didn’t say. But I found a video of you masturbating on Greg’s phone.”
“What?!” Sophie screamed, terrified. “That’s impossible.”
“Oh, trust me, it’s you.”
“Karine, that’s impossible. I would never do that to you. I would never sleep with Greg or try to hurt you.”
“Why should I believe you?”
“Because . . .”
Sophie stopped. As if she were hesitating. Then she said, “Because you’re one of my few friends. Maybe the only person with whom I can really be myself.” 
Karine laughed.
“And all those people at Arpad’s birthday party?”
“Véronique, my assistant. Julien, a good friend of Arpad’s, and his wife, Rebecca. Arpad’s cousins. A few acquaintances. I’m not as popular as you think. But I did make a friend at that party. A real person, honest, funny, surprising—you.” 
Karine stared at Sophie. She was overcome by a whirlwind of conflicting feelings. Finally, she said, “The police put a camera in your bedroom. That’s how Greg got the video.” 
“What?”
“The cops suspect that Arpad is going to commit a robbery.”
A heavy silence filled the room. The two women looked at each other. Karine, on the verge of tears, then said, “If this is true, you should go away, you and Arpad, far away, before the cops grab you. I don’t want to see Arpad in jail and you all alone in your big, empty house so close to ours. That would be very bad for Greg. He would spend all his time trying to help and support you. I know him. I can hear him already: ‘Whatever Arpad did, we have to support Sophie. She’s a friend.’ All that so he could hang around like a little dog that wants to be petted. You’ll drive him crazy. You’ve already driven him crazy. But up until now, I was too blinded by you to realize it. Ever since Arpad’s birthday, it’s as if Greg has been bewitched. He hasn’t been the same since that evening. I’m going to get my husband back. He’s all I have.” 

“There’s a camera in our bedroom?” Arpad exclaimed, shocked by what Sophie was telling him.
“Yes. On the top of the closet. High tech. Something the cops use, for sure.”
“But how is that possible?”
“I don’t know. But when I spoke with Beast, he sensed an opportunity.”
Beast took over: “Sophie and I compiled a list of what the cops might have found out if they bugged your house and tapped your phones. We went over all the conversations that might have taken place there. Sophie and I have had our own security protocol in place for a long time, precisely to keep your family out of it.” 
“The secret phone?”
“Among other things.” Beast nodded. “To be completely honest, the phone hidden in your house was for emergencies. But since you’d found it, we knew it was no longer secure. The cops might have seen it with the camera. I made the mistake of calling you Wednesday morning, while you were probably being bugged. Anyway, I told Sophie that their suspicions were converging on you and that every cop in town would be on your case while we calmly went about our business.” 
Sophie continued, “Beast convinced me that while we were in the jewelry store this morning, the cops would be preoccupied monitoring you at home.” 
“Is that why you gave me all that advice in the car wash?” Arpad asked.
“Yes. But at the time, I didn’t know anything about the bogus robbery at Cartier.”
Arpad turned to Beast.
“You duped Sophie and me, and sent me as a diversion to Cartier to make the cops think the robbery was taking place there.”
“I couldn’t pass up an opportunity like that,” Beast said, trying to justify himself. “Thanks to you, we were able to work in peace.” 
“But how did you know it would work?”
“Jewelry stores all tend to subscribe to the same security protocols. Child’s play.”
Arpad was dumbstruck. Beast, seeing the time on his watch, then said, “Now we really must get going.”
Out of habit, he glanced out the window overlooking the barnyard.
“Fuck, fuck—a cop!”
Greg in his SWAT outfit was inspecting the gray Peugeot.
Beast immediately drew the curtain and took out his gun. He rushed to the other windows, quickly surveying the grounds.
“What now?” Sophie asked, her heart pounding.
“There’s no one out back. Take Arpad and follow the emergency protocol.”
“What about you?” she asked.
Beast grabbed her by the shoulders.
“Take Arpad and follow the emergency protocol!”
She took Arpad by the hand and led him to the bedroom. They climbed out the window and, shielded by the building’s facade, walked along the cornice until they reached the upper story of the barn. 
Beast watched them disappear. “Goodbye, Sophie . . . I truly loved you.” Then he opened the front door, weapon in his hand, and began shooting at Greg. 

Sophie and Arpad were climbing down the ladder from the barn when they heard the gunfire. The noise was coming from the yard. Sophie headed for a small wooden door at the back of the barn. She pushed it open and poked her head through to inspect the fields. All clear. She squeezed through and motioned for Arpad to follow. Arpad, hampered by his size, found himself stuck in the opening. Trapped. 

In the yard, the shots continued to ring out. Beast continued firing at Greg from the staircase outside the apartment, forcing him to take cover behind a tractor. Beast expected to find a corps of policemen but soon realized that Greg was alone. Strange. The shots paused momentarily. 

Sophie grabbed Arpad by the arms and yanked hard. With her help, he managed to free himself from the opening. They quickly made their way to the forest. The gunfire had died down. 

Beast couldn’t see the policeman. He descended the stairs and advanced cautiously. He heard a noise and turned around. No one. Suddenly, Greg appeared in front of him. He emptied his clip. Nine bullets to the chest, one in the head. 

Sophie flinched when she heard the volley. They were already in the forest, sheltered behind rows of trees. She stopped for a moment and looked back in the direction of the farm, which she could no longer see. Then she saw the grove. She uncovered the bike, passed one helmet to Arpad and put on the other. She straddled the seat and Arpad hopped on behind her. She turned the key and sped off down the forest path. 



Jussy, one in the afternoon.
The farm was cordoned off by the police. The surrounding fields and forests were combed by a canine unit. In the barnyard, Greg was examined by a medical technician simply to check his condition. He was fine. He watched as forensics worked on Beast’s body. Marion Brullier, who had rushed to the scene with her team from the crime squad, approached Greg. 
“You okay?”
“I’m okay.”
She placed a friendly hand on his shoulder.
“Is it Carral?” Greg asked.
“Looks like it. We’ll be able to confirm it with the DNA analysis. Was he alone?”
“He’s the only one I saw. I arrived and he suddenly appeared up there and started shooting.”
“How did you know he was here?”
“I came across his gray Peugeot by chance on my way home,” Greg lied. “Then, I followed it here.”
He stuck to this story, feeling it was pointless to mention Arpad. There was no sign of Braun at the farm, and he was afraid that his obsession would end up causing him more trouble because of the camera. 
It was time to turn the page on the Brauns.
He wanted to forget Arpad. Forget Sophie. He just wanted to go home, take his wife, and leave for Italy with her. But when he got back to the house, he found it unusually quiet. Sandy didn’t come to greet him. Karine’s suitcase was gone. He knew it then. She was gone. In the kitchen, he found a brief handwritten message: 
You made your choice.
He collapsed.

Four in the afternoon in Geneva’s old city.
Stafforn Jewelers appeared to be closed. Throughout the day, customers had found the place shuttered. The manager’s wife, uneasy because she had been unable to reach her husband, had come to the store only to find it closed. Realizing that something wasn’t right, the woman called the police. A large contingent arrived and discovered, inside the store, the manager, his employees, and a security guard restrained with plastic ties. 

At that moment, Arpad and Sophie were driving along the highway in the south of France. From the farm, they had reached downtown Geneva on the motorcycle. They left the bike in Tranchées, near Arpad’s car. They got in and headed for Saint-Tropez. 
At 6:30 p.m. they finally reached Sophie’s parents’ house. Hearing the car, Isaak and Léa ran outside to greet their parents followed by Bernard and Jacqueline. 
Arpad ran to embrace his children. Sophie remained inside the car for a while. She fidgeted with a small velvet bag Beast had given her right before Arpad arrived at the farm. Inside were the diamonds from the robbery. She found a short note he had placed inside with them: 
Happy Birthday
I’ll always love you
Beast

Four Months After the Robbery
November 23, 2022
The robbery at Stafforn Jewelers hadn’t been solved. The only thing the investigators knew for sure was that Beast had been involved. At the hideout, they had discovered clothes: a cap and a scarf identical to those worn by one of the perpetrators. A cap and a scarf that exactly matched those seen in the CCTV footage. 
But neither his accomplice nor his loot were found. The investigators had no leads. They had obviously considered the Brauns as potential suspects but Arpad had an airtight alibi: At the time of the robbery, he was at Cartier. As for his wife, Sophie, she was in Saint-Tropez. According to the records, her phone hadn’t left her parents’ house, her car hadn’t moved, and both her parents confirmed that she was with them that morning. And the only possible link that could be established between her and Beast—an alleged “shared” tattoo—could not be substantiated because Beast’s chest had been disfigured under the impact of the bullets. All that remained were shreds of flesh stained by ink, nothing identifiable. 

As investigators from the Geneva crime squad prepared to shelve the case in light of more pressing matters, somewhere on the Baltic Sea, on the deck of a ferry between Tallinn and Helsinki, three people had convened. 
The weather was foggy and rainy. All the passengers remained huddled inside except for them.
A man bundled in a winter coat, a fat thermos in his hand, poured coffee into three plastic cups.
“I’m glad to finally meet you,” the Estonian said to Sophie. “Beast talked about you constantly.”
“The feeling’s mutual,” Sophie replied, accepting the coffee he handed her.
Behind them stood her father, Bernard. The man offered him the second cup. Bernard thanked him with a nod.
Sophie and the Estonian chatted for almost an hour. Then she gave him the diamonds, and the Estonian, in exchange, gave her a bag filled with bank notes. The man walked off but not before giving Sophie a warm hug. It was the first time they had met . . . and the last, but he felt he’d known her for fifteen years. 
Sophie and her father remained alone on the deck.
A sad smile spread across her face, then looking at the horizon, she burst into uncontrollable sobs.
Time can do little to repair great sorrows.



Epilogue
A Year and a Half After the Robbery
December 31, 2023
Greg stopped a moment to observe the house from his car. Karine had just left with the boys without noticing his presence. He came almost every day now. He missed his family. Every other week, the boys spent the weekend with him in his small apartment in the Jonction neighborhood. He felt terribly alone the rest of the time. 
Leaving The Eyesore, he made a detour through the nearby forest. He left his car by the side of the road and walked into the woods. He wouldn’t be long. After a short walk, he spotted the house between the trees. Silently, he approached the edge of the property and, through the large bay windows, observed the English family that had moved in a few weeks ago. 
A couple and their two children. They seemed nice. Like the Brauns, but less so.

Six thousand miles from Geneva, on a beach in Costa Rica, Arpad and Sophie, their arms around each other, sat watching their children play in the surf. 
“You know the bar’s for sale?” Arpad said, pointing to a wood shack in the distance.
“And? You want to buy it?” Sophie asked.
“We could call it El Beatriz,” he joked. 
She laughed loudly.
“Tell that to my father when he comes to visit next week.”
“I can already see your mother’s face: ‘Come on, Bernard, you’re not going to buy a bar here, are you?’ ”
She laughed again and rose.
“Are you coming for a swim?”
“Yes, I’ll be right there.”
She walked to the water to join the children.
Arpad gazed fondly at his little family. He admired his wife, who was slowly wading into the water. As she moved, the tattoo on her thigh appeared to stir. 
As if the panther was coming to life.



A Note from the Translator
Translation is always a matter of conveying—of bringing us closer to—a world that differs, sometimes radically, from our own. Aside from language itself, such difference may be felt in matters of history, culture, religion, ideology, social customs, politics, and behavior. Depending on the accident of geographic proximity, some of these elements will be shared across language boundaries both linguistically (consider, for example, the similarities in Romance languages) and historically (modern Europe having developed into a community of nations with shared interests). 
How we convey such difference is what makes translations differ. The transition from one language to another, from French to English in this case, can be seamless or fraught with obstacles, depending on the nature of the text, its purpose, and the strategies employed by the translator. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries there was a strong movement to normalize, or domesticate, foreign texts intended for publication. John Dryden’s translation of Virgil’s Aeneid, for example, has become notorious for turning the Virgilian epic of Rome’s founding and growth into a mirror of British imperialism and national pride. Similar strategies were later employed by Alexander Pope in his translations of Homer. There have even been instances where translators went so far as to translate place names into local equivalents, and in so doing destroyed any sense of locality or personality that a text may have had. 
Such methods have a distorting effect on a translation. In the mid-seventeenth century, the poet John Denham, one of the many translators of The Aeneid, in the guise of poetic fluency rendered the ancient city of Troy simply as “the City,” and “Priam’s palace” as “the Court.” Such stratagems may be useful in accommodating a text to readers’ expectations, but they destroy any sense of history or identity associated with the original. 
Of course, in today’s world, Geneva is not as distant and unknown a place as ancient Troy. Its locales may be foreign to us but we are no longer shocked or surprised by the fact that they are unlike our own. They may be unknown but not entirely alien. Wild Animal is set in and around the city of Geneva, and its local neighborhoods—Eaux-Vives, Cologny, Parc Bertrand, rue du Rhône—play a distinct role in mapping the progress of the novel across time and space. Their translation into English would have served only to denature Dicker’s novel, depriving it of any sense of locality or particularity. (For further reading on such “domestication,” Lawrence Venuti’s The Translator’s Invisibility is an excellent resource.) 
The same is not always true of names and nicknames, however. The character of Philippe Carral is a central element in the novel. A career criminal, he is known to his friends as Beast. Of course, in French, he is not a Beast but a Fauve. Un fauve in French is a wild animal, typically a feline, such as a jaguar or tiger. It also refers to a form of behavior that could be described as violent or aggressive—predatory, in a word—characteristics that certainly apply to Carral. However, the word also came to describe an art movement and its practitioners: Fauvism and the Fauves. Fauvism began in the early twentieth century (around 1904) and was championed by some of the greatest modern painters of the era, notably Henri Matisse and André Derain. The painters in this group were known for their bold use of color and nonrepresentational imagery, which clashed sharply with the academic painting of the time. Predictably, they were condemned by the academy and conservative critics. It was the critic Louis Vauxcelles who gave them the name fauves, or wild beasts, after seeing their work exhibited at the 1905 Salon d’Automne. And it is as such that the movement they engendered has been known ever since. 
The connection of Fauvism with Carral in the novel is not purely arbitrary, however. For it is in his wife’s office that Arpad discovers the large monograph on the Fauves. And in that book are the incriminating letters that Beast (a different kind of fauve) had written to Sophie, establishing the relationship Arpad had only suspected until then. If the connection between Fauvism and our fauves needed any further proof, in those letters Beast refers to Sophie as “my panther.” Both bear the signs of their shared passion, he on his chest, she on her thigh, in their matching tattoos of the domesticated but still deadly titular beast of Viscontini’s story, “The Panther,” from his fictional novel Wild Animals. 
—Robert Bononno
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