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- CHAPTER SEVEN - 

SECOND BYPASS 

 

 

 

 

 
February 24th, 2021, 8:17 p.m. 

Somewhere between Château-La-Vallière and Tours 

Route de Villandry 

Indre-et-Loire region, 

France. 

 

 
— Hey, Frogy, the network’s back. Send a message to the 

cops and hurry up, kid.  

Not for lack of hitting their bumpers and making 

headlight calls for the last ten minutes. They're probably still in 

shock from their accident with the old man and, meanwhile, 

we're dragging on the road. 

I can't visualize anything but this picture. 

The arrow. 

Stuck in my trunk with the name "Darwin" roughly 

engraved on the shaft.  

Fuck... so they do exist... If what they say about them is 

true, I hope it was just a warning shot.  

My brain is on fire. I keep telling myself that we're far 

enough, that if the shooter had wanted it, we would have been 

killed in less time than it takes to say so. 
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They have a legend to write... by doing so, they show that 

they exist. 

Anyway, I have no desire for a formal meeting with those 

who call themselves "Darwinians".   

It's time to step it up. 

While driving, I pull my phone out of my pocket to send 

the message: my fingers are shaking. 

— Margaret, I'm going to do something stupid. Take my 

phone, get on my WhatsApp, or call them, but tell them to hurry 

up. 

I turn around briefly, one hand on the wheel and the other 

hand waving my phone backwards. 

I barely get a glimpse of her.  

Margaret is calm. Concentrated. She's no longer lying 

down but is standing erect on her lap and has put the scope on 

the seat next to her. She is intensely scanning the outside 

through the windows and the rear window. In a smooth and 

efficient movement, she grabs my phone, greets me with a 

movement of her chin and goes back to play lookout. 

Strange. 

I still don't like Margaret.  

I can't figure her out yet. I don't know whether I'm 

impressed or terrified of her anymore. 

Her eyes were frightfully animalistic.  

It's the stress. Don't do that. It's okay. It's normal... Focus 

on the road. 

Two things I've learned in med school. First, acute stress 

increases reasoning and attention tenfold, if you can overcome 

your fear. The second is non-verbal communication: as soon as 

you walk into a patient's room, without even laying eyes on 

them, you can already feel a lot of messages coming through. 

Something is not right. A “je ne sais quoi” palpable in the 

passenger compartment. 

What the fuck... what did you see that doesn't add up? 

Calm down. Breathing.  

Be rational.  

Nothing's gone right for a year, Guy... nothing rational 

about driving down a road at night after picking up an old man's 

corpse and being chased with arrows... 
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Still... 

Still, it's like a little food residue stuck between two teeth. 

It's tiny. Harmless. But it's impossible to think of anything else. 

Observe. Quick glances in the mirror. 

— Hey, Frogy boy, message sent, do they speed up ? 

I stop cogitating and stare at the road. Indeed, quick 

glances away from the two red headlights: I allow myself to put 

my nerves on the accelerator. 

Nothing to do, though.  

I can't get rid of it.  

There's something wrong.  

That's it! 

Got it! 

Margaret, for a myocardial infarction patient, is strangely 

alert. Reflexively, I'm looking at the monitor screen in the 

rearview mirror. 

Stupefaction. 

The monitoring scope goes on and scrolls on its screen 

three lines of electrocardiographic traces. Three lines that 

correspond to the three monitoring electrodes stuck to her chest. 

One yellow, one red, one green. 

Except... 

The red electrode's dangling in a vacuum. Five glances in 

the rearview mirror, five confirmations. 

When Margaret reconnected when she got back in the car, 

the second lead, the red one, didn't hold: the patch came off. As 

a result, the middle trace should be completely flat. 

That's not possible... It's like seeing a light on when it's 

not connected to the mains... 

— Ok... hey, Guy? 

— Yes, Margaret? 

— I'm giving you your mobile back, take it. 

Same manoeuvre. 

Without saying a word, I turn to Margaret, and reach out 

my arm. 

Our hands meet. So far so good. 

Then it's time for our eyes to cross. Something electric is 

floating in the air. 
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I see her gaze to the disconnected red electrode. She's 

seen it. My eyes stare at the scope for a brief moment, still three 

active traces. And another detail, something even more 

abnormal on the screen that I should have noticed long ago.  

2:42 pm. 

I've seen enough. 

If there's one thing that's impossible to override in medical 

equipment, it's the time setting on a surveillance scope. Too 

many forensic issues, so it's impossible to play around with the 

time, it's often factory settings on internal clocks. 

We're driving in a dark night and we're approaching 10 

pm. 

I'm lost.  

I put my hands on the wheel and drive. 

What the fuck is this? What the fuck is this? What the fuck 

does this mean? What the fuck is going on? 

Margaret's looking out again like nothing's wrong. Yet, I 

can still see her discreetly reattaching her electrode to her chest. 

She's trying, at least. 

The electrode's falling back. 

She knows. That I saw her! 

Silence. 

The realization that we've been taken on an expedition for 

which we don't know the motive is as unpleasant as it is 

terrifying.   

— What is it again? You know, Frogy... the word you say, 

the French... is when you're "pretending"? Ah yes... I think it's... 

"what's the point"?  

I remain pale. Impassive. I only see her from behind and 

she insists on playing lookout instead of looking at me. 

— You've got it, Guy. So, we'll stop the comedy now. 

— What I understand is that it wasn't your EKG.  The 

trace on the monitor, it's not yours either. I think it's a recording, 

and I think you rigged it. I don't think you're having a heart 

attack at all, Margaret. You lied. 

— You see? You're smart, Dr. Lafaye. I figured it out as 

soon as I got here.  

— Now, quit your bullshit and explain yourself. What are 

we doing? Why do you need to go to Tours University Hospital? 
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In the middle of the night? Why lie, damn it, with your phony 

excuse? Just explain, damn it, I can hear everything! 

Impassive, she keeps scanning the surrounding woods 

with her back to me. 

— You don't like me, Doctor Guy Lafaye. But I like you. 

I've been watching you for a month. You're sweet. Clever. 

You're calm and a great cardiologist. But because you're a 

civilian, you don't ask the right question.  

I'm tired of being treated like a kid. 

— Margaret, if I don't have an explanation that holds up 

the next answer, I'm going to get you out of the car and I'm 

going to... 

— That, my dear, I don't think so.  

Interrupted. The tone is striking. I'm not an altar boy, yet I 

just took a divine injunction to keep driving.  

— Don't fuck around with me. Just drive. You watch what 

I take out of my pocket. But you do it like you do it at work. 

Keep calm and let me keep an eye out so we don't get killed. 

As I watch her reach down one hand into her pants 

pocket, the anxiety mounts.  

She's just a freeloader trying to get away... She's the one 

who took the department sonogram... but for what? Sell it back 

to the hospital? To who, for what? And why organize such a 

mess when she knew there'd be a police escort?  

— Keep your eyes on the road. We're going out of the 

woods. Then I'll explain. 

Slowly, she takes a small dark object out of her pocket. 

I don't know much about guns.  

I've got a few basics. In the middle of painting classes, I 

practiced shooting sports for a while, when I was a pimply 

teenager who tried everything.  

So, I know a real gun from a fake one. In her hand, an 

automatic pistol. Small, inconspicuous, modern, polymer gun. 

— You see? Well, I got better things to do than play 

cowboy party. You keep driving, Frogy. You're perfect. 

Silently, gun in hand, she puts her palm next to the back 

headrest. Without pointing the gun anywhere. And keep 

watching the surroundings. 

I hate panic.  
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I've always resisted it. 

Not for lack of a heartbeat of 130 and feeling like my eyes 

are going to pop out of my head. But needing control. No time to 

think about my family and my kids, no time to swerve. 

Keep control. You're good at it. Your job is people dying 

on your coronary table. Come on. Come on. 

Too many times, I've seen co-workers wade in and out in 

a rush. Calling for help without handling anything. So no, don't 

panic. 

I, on the other hand, hate to be kept in the dark about a 

situation. Nothing pisses me off more than not having a 

diagnosis when a patient goes off the rails. 

— Margaret, I'd like to take you somewhere. Whoever 

you are, and whatever you have to do... But first, I want to 

understand what the hell I'm doing in your mess. 

— The problem with smart guys is you can't bullshit 

them. Then they get mad, then they don't work so good, then it 

all turns to shit, you know? So, I'll tell you something "logical". 

Have you noticed that I'm a big girl? You don't think I could 

have managed on my own without doing all this comedy? 

— Yeah, and it's not helping. 

— Stop thinking like a civilian. That means I need you to 

get into Tours Hospital. You're gonna help me.  

— And why do you need to threaten me? 

— Frogy, am I threatening you now? No, I'm laying the 

groundwork for our partnership. I went to a lot of trouble to rig 

the fucking scope to play you a tape. I hid the ultrasound, so you 

don't see my heart working fine, so you think this is about 

screwing up and killing you and the cops? Faster, my dear, 

you're slowing down there. Stay focused on the road. 

— You explain to me where I stop. 

Against all odds, Margaret bursts out laughing. 

— It's funny, the bluff. I know how to bluff too, you see? 

Imagine that. In a second, I put the cannon on your neck, 

soflty... but I'm bluffing. We both know that, because if I do 

that, you let go of the wheel and boom, we're dead. You, and 

me. So, you see, since I respect you, I'm not even gonna try, 

Frogy boy. I'd rather watch out, save us. 
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— All right. (chuckles) If you want to. What do you want 

me to do? 

— First things first. I want you to shut your big mouth. 

No more legitimate questions. I'm in charge, you do what I say. 

You shut up, it goes well, and you'll get information when I 

decide.  

— My ass! And what do I say then, my captain, or my 

Fuhrer?   

— There, and you make me laugh too if you want, humor 

is good. Call me...  "Thatcher". If you don't understand 

something, you say "Thatcher", and... 

— THATCHER!!! Damn it, Margaret! I wanna know 

what the hell is going on!!!! 

I shouldn't have yelled. But you shouldn't say shit like that 

to me. 

She didn't like it. 

Dark eyes back. This time, she raises her hand from the 

bench.   

— Frogguy... I said calm and brains, that's what I like 

about you. Do you want me to send you a very, very mean 

message? It's not even with the gun, it's much meaner. 

I'm not answering anything. Long, heavy pause in our 

conversation. A thousand questions. 

What the fuck am I in for? She needs me, or I won't be 

here. How much longer? That's another matter. 

I'm thinking about my family. The road finally clears, a 

bridge and here we are along the Loire. A moonlit night 

landscape, much clearer than my immediate horizon.   

— Thatcher. What's the message? 

— Really nasty. If you can't take it, and you can't help me 

afterwards, I say no. What do you prefer? 

— I wanna see, Thatcher. 

— The message is in my phone. It's a picture of a nice 

house at 1 allée de Chambord, Méigné le Vicomte. Do you want 

to see it? Are you sure you still want to? 

Panic.  

That's the address of our house. The move, my wife, my 

kids, the new hospital... I see everything. 
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— Calm down, please. They're fine. Your wife is reading 

stories to your kids. And I don't like killing kids. But if you want 

to see them again soon... you help me. In three hours, you'll be 

free. What's up? Hey, I don't like the look on your ugly face 

here! I'll keep the picture, okay? You'll be fine, Frogy... and 

you're a handsome Frenchie, don't make that sad face. 

And Margaret concluded, while I'm in absolute panic: 

— Trust me, kid. A good doctor, makes a good soldier. 
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- CHAPITRE EIGHT - 

THE BILLIONNAIRE 

 

 

 

 

 
Two months earlier, 

On November 19, 2020, 18 days after the assassination of the 

president, 11:45 p.m. 

1650 Pennsylvania Ave NW, Washington, DC 20502 

Washington, DC 20500 

Eisenhower Executive Office Building 

 

 

 

— Thomasson, you know perfectly well what I'm going to 

say. Let's talk, shall we? 

— That's direct, I'd expect nothing less from you, Mrs 

Urulala. 

— Well, now... I say "yes", under conditions.  

On the screen, Thomasson is staring at his interlocutor in 

full physical effort, easily chatting while deploying a precise but 

colossal amount of energy. Not too hasty, he answers as 

president and someone in politics: 

— I'm delighted and grateful. Just as the whole nation will 

be to you, if it works. 

— Medals are not powerful arguments in an ultraliberal 

country... That's what must have led my competitors to decline 

your offer, isn't it?  
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— Urulala, for this project, I didn't ask anyone else but 

you.  

Silence. Surprised, the 50-year-old with the matte 

complexion and Asian features nods and invites the president to 

continue.   

— Before we get to the "under condition" part, I'm an old 

political wolf. In 27 years in Congress, you learn that friendships 

are just a series of disappointments. There are still professional 

ties and I like to get to know the people I work with. 

Without further ado she intervenes. 

— Mr. Chairman, I'm a shark concerned with preserving 

the food chain. Otherwise, I disappear. The health of my 

business is the only thing that motivates me, and with this 

NUSA mess my business is in agony. That's why I'm going to 

help you run your presidential election electronically. And I will 

put all my technology at your disposal to do so. Is that clear? 

President Stanley Thomasson crosses his legs 

uncomfortably, in his leather chair.  

This answer is what he wanted. It's too good, he feels it: 

talking to someone who makes sense and who doesn't ask for a 

public contract or financial compensation or influence of any 

kind is strange: self-sacrifice is not a popular driving force in 

these troubled times. 

Illuminated by the glow of his computer tablet and a 

yellowish light lamp, he is alone in his office. Stanley 

Thomasson holds a PhD in history on "Pullman Models of 

Worker Slavery after 1865," and is one of those democrats 

committed to carrying the human values that give meaning to 

this world. But he does understand what makes the world go 

round: economics and entrepreneurship.  

The tone and response of the woman staring at him is part 

of the game. The legendary Mackto Urulala is as tough in 

business as she is subtle, cultivated and composed. The 

conversation should continue for a little while. 

Pause. He sighs, bends over, walks out of the 

videoconference field and reappears on the screen, a small 

package in his hand. 

Surprise on the other side: 

— Do you smoke, Mr. Acting President? 
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He lets go while lighting a cigarillo. 

— Let's say... I'm not unhappy with the idea of "starting to 

quit again". I'm like you. I like complicated challenges. 

— I've always considered it rude to smoke in front of a 

president. I have inherited the straitjacket of social codes from 

my Japanese origins, so I held myself back in front of your three 

predecessors. Shall I accompany you? 

— You're welcome! Seeing someone smoke at the top of 

a climbing wall would be a first. 

A strange silence settles down. The small and agile 50-

year-old, of Japanese and Hawaiian origin, hooks a carabiner to 

the artificial ceiling, secures her rope and lets go of her wall 

holds, letting herself swing gently over 15 metres of empty 

space, tied only by her harness. 

The interior of her residence leaves one dreaming. 

Downstairs, a gigantic library, omnipresent indoor vegetation, 

an open kitchen and a living room installed above a large black-

bottomed swimming pool. All in a totally transparent glass 

cocoon: this house has no walls. Behind it, through the gigantic 

glass canopy, Thomasson can see a grove of slender trees lit up 

in the middle of the night: the owner imposes her sovereignty in 

her incredible Texas retreat, hidden among the tall pines of the 

Davy Crockett National Forest.  

As if nothing had happened, she rummages through a case 

on her belt and extracts paper and tobacco from it. Then, quietly, 

rolls up a cigarette without filter, which she lights with a lighter. 

Silence.  

Both of them blow the smoke, without saying a word, 

until they realize, after a moment, that they savour an 

improbable and totally unexpected moment of complicity.  

— What can I say, Mr. President? I sleep four hours a 

night. I manage 17 companies on my own, I sign the cheques of 

600 direct employees, my life is filmed live on social media 16 

hours a day, I have 5 children, 3 lovers and twice as many 

mistresses. I need a little time for myself. I come here to smoke. 

And if one day this world should turn around again, I'll invite 

you to drink a white sake. 

Amused, Thomasson grinned halfway. 
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 — Hanging in the air? I will accompany you from 

below! I am as agile as a stone. 

— No, the sake is outside. A house in the trees that I've 

put together myself... The staircase is stable and guaranteed 

indestructible. It's "MUC", Mackto Urulala Corporation.  

Again, a silence, contemplative.  

— Mrs Urulala... This need to "climb", to climb the 

ladder...  Do you ever wonder if our careers are normal life 

paths? Or motivated, even unintentionally, by our egos?  

— I like to build, which implies growing, growing implies 

climbing, a painful effort that will build your Ego whether you 

like it or not. Now look at us. We're on the verge of the fall. 

Your presidency and my enterprises will be nothing in a matter 

of weeks... What are we going to do with our special "life 

paths," Mr. Speaker Thomasson, Acting President? Personally, I 

am not going to go to my desert island, covered in canned food 

and solar panels, and wait for the end of the world. That's why 

we're having this conversation. 

— I'm with you. It's urgent that we put this back on a firm 

footing. Without a nation, there can be no enterprise, Urulala... 

She laughs, sending a little spade between two tobacco 

outlets. 

— Is it our constitution that holds America together, or its 

corporations? 

— They're an old couple. With hate, love, and 

consubstantial necessity... The people need rights as much as 

they need jobs. In short... Thank you for this conversation. I 

think we can work together. 

— Yes, we can. Enough candor, now let's talk about the 

conditions.  

Back to earth. Cigarettes are over. Thomasson crushes his 

cigarette butt in an ashtray, Urulala's ends up in a little box she 

keeps in her harness pocket. 

— I'm listening, Madam Urulala. 

The little woman readjusts her camera on her helmet and, 

through her smartphone, sends a video link to the president's 

touch screen.  

— This song will speak better than I.  
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Thomasson recognizes it immediately. A vintage record 

cover. An old radio set and the chiselled face of a cowboy under 

his hat. 

The man's name is Gene Autry. A Singing Cowboy. 

The song, written in 1942, is called "I Paid My Income 

Tax Today." Amused, Thomasson launches the video, which 

shows the high-pitched, nasal voice of the singing Cowboy, all 

wrapped in the crackling sound of the sound recordings of the 

time. In the background, a parade of American soldiers on the 

battlefields. 

— Urulala, did you know that it was the Treasury 

Department, under the Roosevelt administration, that ordered 

this song from Gene Autry in 1942? To "make income tax 

popular" and finance the war effort in the middle of World War 

II? Comparing me to Roosevelt, I'm flattered, but do you really 

want me to raise federal taxes up to 80%? 

— It was a give-and-take... The song says the Cowboy 

agrees to pay, but he'll watch every penny Congress spends... 

Disney, Coca-Cola, Rockefeller agreed to pay these taxes with 

the guarantee of invading the world market upon liberation. 

Banco.  

— What, do you want ease into the European market? 

— We're the country at war and decay, Mr. Chairman. 

Not Europe. I want my telecom network to become dominant in 

the United States and to be used to replace the military GPS 

satellites, that's all. 

— That's strong! You've been bothering Congress for two 

years with this, I haven't been interested, but the last time I 

checked, you haven't demonstrated the accuracy of your network 

or the ability to safely guide missiles in flight.  

— That will be done in the very near future. But what I 

really want is an exclusive partnership with NASA for my 

transportation and space tourism projects. I don't want their 

engineers working with anyone else but me. The closed club of 

billionaires who enjoy sending stuff into space has become far 

too big. Space is mine. 

— That'll be easier. If we get there, I'll pass on my 

commitment to the new president. Because, as I said before, it 
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won't be me. But I will make the commission, you have my 

word. 

— And can we finally know which candidate you 

support? 

— I'll make a public announcement in a few days, but I'm 

telling you now. I intend to support Archie Sandfield. 

Frightened by the name she's just heard, the billionaire, 

pitied, opens eyes as round as marbles. 

— This is a joke, right? He's a 78-year-old old man! And 

he's been missing for 2 weeks! He's running for Democratic 

nomination, and poof! He's gone! Since then, he's only been 

tweeting that he's "alive" and "working". 

— Ms. Urulala, I may remain idealistic, but don't take me 

for someone who is inconsistent or ill-prepared. Archie is where 

he needs to be to work and stay alive. That's it, that's all.  

— He's a serious socialist… a neo-liberal Democrat 

would be better for my business. 

— Except, unlike the neoliberals, Archie's got one word, 

like me. So, do we have an agreement? 

Urulala blows, pouts, and rolls her eyes. 

— All right, then. I'll pay you a direct tax, Thomasson. 

You'll have access to my communications satellites, my 4G 

network, and I'll do better than that. I'm gonna make your 

presidential election popular. A month and a week from today, 

January 1, 2021, 5:00 p.m. sharp, be on the social networks. I've 

got 53 million followers, so it'll be a good start to get on TV.  

— Right now no one cares about voting... they are crying 

out for democracy and not using it.  

— At the same time, as long as our voting system was 

based on "electors", instead of one vote per person, how do you 

expect it to be credible? 

— What do you want? The United States is... well, "were" 

sorry, until a month ago, a sum of states, and it's the states that 

vote, not the Americans who vote indirectly, in short. What are 

you going to do, to get the election coast up? 

And then Mackto Urulala grabs her harness, cleverly 

rattles her gear, spreads her ropes behind her and, suddenly, lets 

herself abseil down so fast that Thomasson is nauseous about it 
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on the screen. She settles down gently next to a superb club 

chair. 

— What am I going to do? It's time to climb up, that's 

what. And I think I'm ready for that. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


