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Synopsis 

If you haven’t read Tight-Lipped, you should think twice before reading this synopsis, which 

reveals some key plot points. 

The book opens with a raid on an isolated mill in the countryside southwest of Paris, where the DCRI 

(the national security organisation for which Franck Guerin used to work before being transferred to the 

Brigade Criminelle) hopes to catch the ecoterrorist Gabriel Agostini in discussion with Jean-Jacques 

Marsay, a media-savvy philosopher who is writing a book about him. Agostini is – as ever – nowhere to be 

found. 

Later the same day Franck Guerin is called to a crime scene where a young woman (Virginie Desmoulins) 

has been tied to her bed and drained of her blood. It soon transpires that she worked for Grasset – a 

leading publisher – and was Marsay’s editor for his current book project. Forced by the investigation to 

take an interest in Marsay’s circle, Franck meets his wife (Carine Dufour, an actress whose star is slowly 

declining), his publisher (Robert Laval, who also happens to have been Desmoulins’ boyfriend, at least in 

title) and Elitza Kovacheva, a Bulgarian ex-model turned fashion photographer whom the couple seem 

more or less to have adopted. 

When Franck tracks down a mysterious man who had occupied the apartment above the victim’s during 

the weeks before her death, he turns out to work for the DCRI. A young agent named Denis Langlois, he 

works as a “lone wolf” in the hunt for Agostini. He provides an audio tape of the murder and soon 

becomes a constant figure on the fringe of the case, half ally, half rival. He reveals to Franck that Virginie 

Desmoulins had been having an affair with none other than Jean-Jacques Marsay – whose public image 

rests, to a large extent, upon the exemplary nature of the couple he forms with Carine Dufour. 

Having initially been concerned that Desmoulins might have been killed by someone attempting to extract 

information about Jean-Jacques Marsay’s meetings with Gabriel Agostini, Franck now wonders whether a 

more banal explanation – adultery – lies behind the murder. A second victim – Lucien Andrieu, a film 

producer who has long bankrolled Carine Dufour’s career – is found, slain in identical fashion. After 

Franck works out that he and Dufour had been sleeping together, he cannot escape that thought that the 

two murders might have been the result of the unfaithful spouses settling their differences tit-for-tat. But 

the revelation that Andrieu had been a mole for the DCRI, extracting information from his lover 

concerning her husband’s meetings with Agostini, complicates matters once again. 

Franck is not the only one who knows about the double adultery that appears to make a mockery of 

Marsay and Dufour’s public image. The DCRI, having kept the couple under close surveillance for 

months, is equally well-informed. Denis Langlois decides to use the information in an attempt to recruit a 

new mole within Marsay’s circle. In short order, he becomes the killer’s third victim, trussed up and bled 

out like his predecessors. 

With three corpses on his hands, Franck has to decide just how much weight to give to Marsay and 

Dufour’s adulterous liaisons (taking into account that fact that adultery is a convincing contender for the 

title of France’s national sport). The answer, when it is provided, comes from the unlikeliest of sources, 

and almost puts an end to his life.   
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About the author 

David Barrie is a Scot who has lived in contented exile in Paris since 1992. Having dragged out 

studenthood for as long as he could (commencing and abandoning two PhDs on the way), he eventually 

stumbled into management consulting. Thus began a career in the UK and France that allowed him to 

become a partner in a mildly prestigious international audit and consulting group. He ended up founding 

his own consulting firm (neither prestigious nor international) in Paris and trying his hand at writing. Tight-

Lipped is his fifth novel featuring Franck Guerin, a character introduced in the previously published Hard-

Hearted, Loose-Limbed, Night-Scented and Wasp-Waisted.  

A brief interview with the author 

“Perhaps they were not so much the perfect couple as the perfect Parisian couple – urbane charm 

binding together intellect and beauty, but not too tightly. Given the city’s long-held tradition of 

facilitating and forgiving infidelity, they could scarcely be faulted for succumbing to it.” Care to 

comment on that? You wrote it, after all.  

It may well be true that adultery is no more common in Paris than in other big cities … or small towns, 

for that matter. But there’s no ignoring the fact that a large number of Parisians look upon it as not 

particularly scandalous – for many, it is treated as little more than a péché mignon – an adorable weakness. 

Historically France may well be a Catholic country, but it has been a determinedly secular Republic for 

many centuries now. It regards adultery less a sin than an inevitable occurrence in a society that places a 

higher value on desire and affection than on discipline and self-restraint. 

And the “perfect Parisian couple” – a philosopher and a film star?  

One of the things I wanted to do with Tight-Lipped was tackle a phenomenon that is very, maybe 

specifically, French – the prominent role of intellectuals not only in public life but in the gossip columns. 

Think of Jean-Paul Sartre, Albert Camus or, more recently, Bernard Henri-Levy (whose fame, like Jean-

Jacques Marsay’s, owes a lot to his appearances on Apostrophes). The instinctive Anglo-Saxon distrust of 

intellectuals is very puzzling to the French. Their education system may have something to do with this, 

given its obsession with grooming an intellectual elite for whom the highest positions in both government 

and the economy are reserved. While the Anglo-Saxon world is only just coming to terms with the rise of 

the geeks, on the other side of the Channel smart has been sexy for centuries (what else can possibly 

explain the constant stream of volunteers who lined up to sleep with Sartre?). 

So it’s not because – as Yves de Chaumont suggests in the book – France is short on rock stars, 

and therefore has to make do with something else? 

The rock star deficit is undeniable. But, thanks to the domestic cinema industry, they do have a host of 

film stars, which are even more bankable as far as celebrity goes. Thus the presence of Carine Dufour in 

the book. The fact that she forms a couple with Jean-Jacques Marsay makes perfect sense in a French 

context (whereas the pairing of Marilyn Monroe and Arthur Miller is perceived to this day as an anomaly –

if not an absurdity – in the Anglo-Saxon world). 

Gabriel’s back, I see. Will Franck ever haul him off to jail? 

He was never that far away. He may not have put in an appearance in Hard-Hearted, but rest assured he 

was keeping an interested eye on Franck’s doings. I have no idea whether Franck will ever catch him out 

(rather than vice versa), but I do wonder how he will feel if he ever does.  
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You have a tendency to be rather, well, tight-lipped about Franck’s private life. This time around, 

though, we get to see inside his apartment. It’s a lot less chic than the locations you normally 

describe. 

That’s not surprising. His apartment is – square metre for square metre – the one I rented when I first 

moved to Paris. 

Do you prefer chocolate or macarons? 

I could live without both. Indeed, I do live without both. 

 

Suggested topics for discussion 

 Setting aside the question of how she went about trying to protect it, was Elitza Kovacheva wrong to 

hold Marsay and Dufour’s marriage in such high esteem? 

 If a relationship can be destroyed by the truth, does that mean it is not worth preserving? 

 Jean-Jacques Marsay: an egotistical hypocrite or a true philosopher, wrestling in the mud with life? 

 Carine Dufour is an actress. Is she anything else? 

 You see us as children. Was Elitza right to look upon native-born Parisians as heedless infants, unaware 

of the gifts life had given them? 

 Is Franck ever likely to be allowed back into the DCRI? If invited to do so, would he accept? 

 Is Gabriel Agostini a form of Robin Hood or something far more sinister? 

 


