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Often I heard tales of which I said, “Now this is a thing
that cannot happen”. But before a year had elapsed I
heard that it actually had come to pass somewhere


Isaac Bashevis Singer, “Gimpel the Fool”




Q:  Let’s start again from the beginning of that day, shall we? You don’t recognise the person in the photograph I’ve shown you?


A:  No, I don’t recognise him. I’m not good at faces and with good reason after so many years. I can only repeat what I’ve already said.


Q:  Perhaps, but possibly you could add something you haven’t said before?


A:  Perhaps, but this isn’t a friendly chat between passengers on a train. I’m being questioned by an examining magistrate in a pre-trial investigation. It’s your decision what to ask, mine to decide if I want to talk about a memory or not.


Q:  I can understand that. All the same, I must ask you to run over that day again.


A:  I woke up early, around five o’clock. I waited till seven to go down to the dining hall for breakfast. Then I went to my room, brushed my teeth, went out to my car and drove off to the mountains. I’d decided to go for a hike up there. I chose a difficult route off the beaten track, so as not to meet other people. That day I chose the Cengia del Bandiàrac in the Val Badia. It’s one of the most difficult and dangerous regions in the Dolomites.


So I left the car and set off along the official path from the Capanna Alpina up to the Col de Locia. At seven-thirty there was still no-one around so I was surprised to see someone higher up who’d started before me.


Q:  And it was a man?


A:  Yes, a man. In the mountains, people behave strangely. If you know there’s someone behind you who’s climbing up faster, you tend to increase your speed so as not to be overtaken. It’s childish, but often happens. It’s obvious that if the person below is faster, he’ll catch up with the first. The one in front increases their pace, and soon they have to slow down or stop to catch their breath. Then there are those who pretend they have to tie a bootlace or stop to admire the view or take a photograph. If it’s a couple, you hear the man telling the woman to hurry up and he’ll say it in a loud voice to let you know he’d be much faster on his own.


If there’s someone faster behind me, I slow down to let them pass. I don’t like having anyone treading on my heels.


Q:  You see, this aspect wasn’t in your previous summary. You don’t like having anyone behind you. You prefer to stay back and follow. That’s interesting. Please go on.


A:  I carried on as if to overtake him, but I didn’t catch up with him. Evidently, I’d forced the pace. All the better. I prefer to be alone. When I go up at a steady pace, my body goes into a kind of state, while my mind wanders around between frivolous thoughts, serious ones, fantasies, snatches of song and conversations long past. Striding along is intense and I don’t like to interrupt it to overtake someone and to have to say hello. When I’m out on a hike I never take a break. I’ll slow down if I need to lower the pace, but I never stop.


The fact is I came to the end of the path at Col de Locia, where the high Fanes plateau starts, without having to overtake anyone. From there you leave the beaten track to proceed towards the Cengia del Bandiàrac, a slender ledge below the vertical wall of the Conturines peak, the highest in the Fanes group. It’s a place known only to poachers in the past. And it annoyed me to see that figure striding along ahead of me towards it.


Q:  He was hurrying?


A:  From Col de Locia you first have to go down into a depression, then start climbing again. That man in front of me was actually running as he was going down. I went more slowly in the same direction. If he wanted to put some distance between us that was fine by me. I lost sight of him for a while, then spotted him again as he started on the Cengia path. He was a few hundred metres away as the crow flies.


Q:  How long was it before you saw him again?


A:  No more than a couple of hours. He was walking as if he were afraid.


Q:  What do you mean “afraid”?


A:  He was holding on to the rock wall. It’s gravelly there, so you have to put the full weight of your body down as you step forward so as not to slip. But holding on to the rock wall makes it worse for the balance. It’s the way people do who don’t feel sure of their footholds.


Q:  I understand. Please go on.


A:  I thought no more about him. The route along that ledge requires concentration, looking down only at the ground step by step. It’s as if you’re trying to make no noise, because that would mean the scree was slipping from under your feet. On the Cengia del Bandiàrac you have to watch your step with that drop next to you.


I went on like this for about another hour, then came to a point where it looked as if there’d been a landslide. It happens. The rain and accumulated snow the previous winter can sweep away the path leaving a gap in the middle of it. I couldn’t carry on. Had to turn back. I wasn’t upset though; my aim had been to get out into the wilderness and I’d accomplished that.


The landslide wasn’t recent, but you could see something at the bottom of it. I got out my binoculars and could see bits of clothing down among the rocks. It was impossible to get down there to check so I called the emergency services on 112 and reported it. I waited there to show the helicopter the spot. It arrived after about twenty minutes.


Then I turned back. And now several days later I’m repeating the day’s events for the third time.


Q:  So the two of you weren’t together?


A:  No, I go to the mountains to be alone. That man evidently did the same.


Q:  You didn’t hear him cry out? People usually do when they fall.


A:  I didn’t hear anyone cry out, otherwise I’d have hurried to try and help.


Q:  What do you carry in your rucksack? Your binoculars and what else?


A:  A length of rope and some carabiners in case I have to help someone in difficulty. A waterproof groundsheet and a thermal blanket in case I have to bivouac outside overnight. I don’t carry any food or water.


Q:  No compass?


A:  I’m not out at sea.


Q:  And you discovered later whose body that was?


A:  From the news.


Q:  A distinct surprise, I’d say. No? You were both on the same remote path forty years after the trial.


A:  It was him or could have been anyone else. Accidents happen in the mountains. I’ve been lucky and avoided several.


Q:  Accidents, yes. It’s up to my office as investigating magistrate to establish whether or not this incident comes under the heading of an accident. The coincidence here arouses suspicion.


A:  Coincidences happen all the time, many of them, and we don’t even notice. But in this case, the word “coincidence” isn’t enough for you?


Q:  Between yourself and this man – who was once an informer, a collaborating witness, and helped the arrest of many of you, yourself included, with the result that you served a long prison sentence – I have to decide whether we’re dealing with an accident or not and, in order to arrive at that, I need to exclude that the meeting was intentional.


A:  So you’re willing to call it an accident when a worker’s been killed at work because he was pushed beyond the limits of endurance and those of the safety regulations? An accident is the term also used for the tens of thousands of injuries and the thousand deaths a year that manual workers get instead of their wages. And yet here you have doubts about the word when referring to a dangerous activity with risks freely taken on holiday with full responsibility taken for those risks.


That route along the Cengia is a difficult one. Did I take the man up there? Did I carry him on my shoulders in order to throw him off? Whoever goes up there takes that precipitous drop into account.


Your question should be this: who would make you do it with those conditions?


And the answer is no-one. We don’t have an instigator here. There’s no need, the mountain’s enough for any motive. It’s funny, isn’t it, that something which doesn’t move by itself could be seen as a motive force. But that’s how it is; it draws things to itself. Everyone has their own motive for going there. Mine is so I can turn my back on everything and get away from it all. I chuck the whole world behind me. I place myself in empty space and an empty time. I see the world as it was and as it will be without us. A place that won’t need to be left in peace.


Up there I’m a foreigner. No-one invites me and no-one welcomes me. Not even the war of a hundred years ago left a mark on those mountains. Any boulders detached by explosions rolled down as in any other time and left no sign.


A French alpinist called a book of his Conquistadors of the Useless. But that adjective “useless” means something to me. In the world of economics everything depends on the double entry system of credit and debit, on profit and usefulness. Well, going up into the mountains doesn’t serve any purpose and doesn’t want to: it’s an effort of blessed uselessness.


I’ve been, and still am, a manual worker. It comes with certain dangers that go with the job, accounted for in the pay packet as danger money for the risks you take. In the mountains the risks are all my own, on holiday, free of any duties imposed on me, and perfectly useless.


What makes me do it? The beauty of the earth’s crust that reaches out to its boundary with the air like a beach with the sea. To spend my energies up there needs no recompense.


Hah, dammit, when I start on about mountains I do let myself get carried away!


Q:  You get me carried away too! I don’t know anything about mountains and have little idea why people go there. May I ask you to continue?


A:  If you think I allowed myself to go on there through tiredness and letting my defences down, you’re mistaken. I’ve learned from my body when it’s tired and to step up my attention and increase my lucidity. However, I’ve no wish to go over the events of that day yet again.


Q:  We’re proceeding well. You’re explaining something interesting to an ignorant city dweller. Have you ever called that emergency number at any time before?


A:  No, this was the first time.


Q:  And this is the first time you’ve witnessed an accident in the mountains?


A:  Alone, yes, in other cases the alarm had already been sounded.


Q:  And how does it feel to witness a tragedy like that in the mountains?


A:  Straightaway you try to understand how it happened, whether it was by error or something unforeseeable, overwhelming. You try to empathise. Then come the comments, the gossip about the killer mountain. But it’s a wilderness, completely indifferent to us. It’s not a sports ground or an amusement park. You don’t need a pass to go there. You enter a land where no previous experience or equipment can guarantee you coming back safe and sound.


Q:  And fear? I haven’t heard you mention that.


A:  Fear helps. It’s a form of respect and even reverence owed to the size of the place you’re travelling through. It seems vast, the more you go into it. Being afraid is a good basis for making you concentrate. It doesn’t hinder your movement but increases your precision.


There are well-defined fears, they have a local habitation and a name. They demand recognition and decision-making.


It’s a warning to the body that it’s taking risks. On the Cengia del Bandiàrac hands are of no use, you go up and down along tiny strips of path barely outlined by the passage of chamois and next to sheer precipices.


But I’m talking about things that have to be experienced, they can’t be explained.


And this interview has gone on long enough for me.


Q:  I would ask you to continue with your account.


A:  I can see that. But I do have the choice not to continue.


Q:  Would you like to take a break? Have a coffee?


A:  No thanks, I simply want to stop. Your technique of having me repeat things until I’m exhausted has achieved its aim. I’m indeed exhausted.


Q:  It’s your decision. For my part, given the circumstances of suspected murder disguised as an accident, I’m obliged in your case to place you in custody.


A:  Then I’m under arrest?


Q:  Judicial detention. You can designate a solicitor of your choice as your counsel, or one will be appointed to you by the prosecution.
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Sweetheart, I’m thinking of that photo you sent me at Christmas of you as a child. That rascal face of yours looking directly into the lens, decisive, sarcastic, triumphantly defiant. I started to smile and the smile wouldn’t leave my face. You were seven years old.


I don’t know when you’ll read this letter. For now I’m writing it to keep myself company with thoughts of the two of us being together.
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