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For those who come afterwards,


so that they are not the next


 


“Seek nothing. Only forget.”


Hell, Henri-Georges Clouzot
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AS HE STEPPED OUT OF THE STATION THE INVESTIGATOR WAS met by a fine rain mingled with wet, slushy snow. He was a small man, roundish, without much hair. Everything about him was commonplace, from his clothes to the expression on his face, and if someone had been asked to describe him, in the setting of a novel, for example, or of criminal proceedings or a legal deposition, he would certainly have had quite some trouble creating a detailed portrait. He was, in a way, a fading being, no sooner seen than forgotten. He was as insubstantial as the fog, as dreams, or as a breath exhaled by a mouth and, as such, he was just like billions of other human beings.


The station square was identical to countless station squares, with its distribution of impersonal buildings all pressed against one another. Running along the top of one of them, an advertising billboard bore the disproportionately enlarged photograph of an old man who fixed whoever looked at him with an amused, melancholy gaze. It was impossible to read the slogan that accompanied the photograph – perhaps it did not even have one? – as the top of the billboard was lost in the clouds.


The sky crumbled and fell in a sodden dust that melted on shoulders and seeped right into bodies without being invited. It was not really cold, but the dampness acted like an octopus whose thin tentacles managed to find their way into the tiniest gaps between clothes and skin.


The Investigator was there, quite still, for a quarter of an hour, standing very straight, his suitcase on the ground beside him, as the raindrops and the snowflakes continued to die on his head and his raincoat. He did not move. Not even a little. And for this long moment, he thought of nothing.


No car passed. No pedestrian. They had forgotten him. It was not the first time. Finally he turned up the collar of his raincoat, gripped the handle of his suitcase and decided – before he got utterly soaked – to cross the square and go into a bar that already had its lights on, even though a clock attached to a street lamp a few metres away from him was not even showing four in the afternoon.


The room was strangely deserted and the Barman, who was half-asleep behind the counter, distractedly following the results of the horse racing on a television screen, threw him a somewhat unfriendly glance, then, while the Investigator had already had time to remove his raincoat, to sit down and wait a little, asked him glumly:


“What’ll it be?”


The Investigator was not very thirsty, or very hungry. He just needed somewhere to sit before setting off to where he was meant to go. To sit and run through it all. Prepare what he was going to say. In a sense to make a gradual entry into his character as Investigator.


“A grog,” he said at last.


But the Barman replied immediately:


“I’m sorry, that won’t be possible.”


“You don’t know how to make a grog?” the Investigator asked, surprised.


The Barman shrugged.


“Of course I do, but that drink doesn’t appear in our computer listing, and the automated till would refuse to register a charge for it.”


The Investigator almost said something, but restrained himself, sighed, and ordered a sparkling water.


Outside the rain had yielded to the relentless progress of the snow, which was now falling, light and swirling, almost unreal, in a slow-motion movement that seemed to be deliberately controlling its effects. The Investigator watched the flakes raise a folding screen up before him. It was barely possible to make out the façade of the station, and not at all possible to see the platforms in the distance, the tracks, the waiting trains. It was as though someone had erased the place where he had stopped a little earlier to step into this new world, a world at the heart of which he now had to get his bearings.


“Winter today,” the Barman said, putting a little bottle of water he had just uncapped down on the table. He wasn’t looking at the Investigator, but at the snowflakes. In fact, he had spoken these words without even addressing them to him, as though the thought had just escaped from his brain to flutter a bit around his skull, like a poor insect resigned to the knowledge that it was doomed to disappear at any moment, but who despite everything is determined to keep the show going, to play its part as an insect right up to the very end, even if this interests no-one and will not save it from anything.


And the Barman stayed like that, standing beside the table, still, quite ignoring the Investigator, for a long while, his gaze hypnotised by the snow, which, beyond the glass, rushed its milky particles in trajectories that were elegant but entirely without logic.
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THE INVESTIGATOR COULD HAVE SWORN HE HAD SEEN TWO OR three taxis when he came out of the station. Taxis waiting with their engines running, their headlamps lit, their exhaust fumes grey and delicate and disappearing as soon as they were out of the pipe. The taxis must have gone off somewhere, with their customers sitting warm in the back seats. It was just too much.


The snow had decided to linger a little. It was still falling, imposing its presence like a monarch. The Investigator had asked the Barman for directions. He had expected an unfriendly reply, but the man had seemed happy to supply him with the information: it wasn’t all that difficult, to tell the truth, The Firm was enormous, he couldn’t miss it. It spilled out everywhere. Whichever road he took, he couldn’t help running into a surrounding wall, a screen door, an access route, a warehouse, a loading dock belonging to The Firm.


“One way or another,” the Barman had added, “everything here more or less belongs to The Firm.” He had emphasised the everything.


“And then,” he had gone on, “all you have to do is follow the outer wall round till you get to the main entrance and the Guardhouse.”


Then he had gone back to his horse race. His eyes glued to the television screen with frothing thoroughbreds galloping across it, his elbows resting on the bar, his head in his hands, the Barman had not reacted when the Investigator said goodbye, passing through the front door to walk out of his life.


In any case, his function had come to an end.


It was not quite night yet, but there was still a very real nocturnal atmosphere, increased by the utter solitude in which the Investigator moved, walking along the snow-covered pavements, never meeting a living soul, only occasionally having any sense that he was actually passing through an inhabited world when his little silhouette entered the circle of creamy yellow light from a street lamp, and remained there for a few metres before moving back into the thick, unfathomable regions of dusk.


The suitcase was getting heavier. His raincoat was sopping wet. The Investigator went on, without thinking. He was shivering more and more. His thoughts wandered as aimlessly as his icy, painful feet. All of a sudden he pictured himself as a convict, as an outlaw, as the last man alive, as a survivor searching for a refuge after having fled some final chemical, ecological or nuclear disaster. He felt his own body becoming his enemy, and walked in a dream. It went on and on. He had the impression that he had been wandering for hours. All the streets were identical. The snow erased every point of reference in its abstract uniformity. Was he going round in circles?


The collision had been soundless and quick. Yet this had not prevented it from dazing him badly. He had crashed into a man, or a woman, he wasn’t sure, in any case some human form, hurtling through the night, against him, at a moderate pace but unstoppable. Apologies, a few polite words on his part. From the other person, nothing, only mutterings, the sound of the footsteps moving away. The night dissolving a silhouette.


Still dreaming?


No, something had remained from the incident: a sharp pain in his left shoulder and on his forehead, which he was rubbing, and onto which the dying flakes dripped. And then, of course, there was the suitcase. The suitcase. Scattered across the ground, exploded, calling to mind all those pieces of luggage seen in news reports, floating on the sea after countless air crashes, the final witnesses of lives that have been jostled by the currents, lives that have disappeared, been pulverised, reduced to nothingness, to sweaters heavy with salt water, trousers that are still moving even though they no longer contain a single leg, cuddly toys shocked to discover that the arms of the children who clung to them have been lost for ever.


The Investigator struggled to gather back up the five shirts, the underwear, the pyjamas, the toiletries, and he crushed the tube of toothpaste under the sole of his shoe and it spread onto the ground like a large pink and blue worm smelling of artificial mint, the terylene trousers, the alarm clock, the pairs of socks, the laundry bag, still empty, the electric razor and its unruly cable. Finally he closed the suitcase back up, which was now a little heavier, because besides all his belongings, it was now carrying a bit of snow, and rain, and melancholy.


But he really ought to keep on walking, through the night, proper night time now, finding this deserted town increasingly inhospitable – deserted but for those shadows with compact bodies like a bull’s, capable of throwing a man off course with a single knock from its horns. And to cap it all, he started to sneeze, three times, violently. There was no doubt about it, the following morning he would wake up with his nose running, his throat dry and rough, tight as a vice, his feverish head ringed by a barrel which was being struck repeatedly. Those early hours of the morning were going to be a real horror. Oh, waking up like that, he said to himself, and then having to begin a long and undoubtedly tiresome day of investigation – what bad luck!


Yes, waking up. In a room, undoubtedly. But in what room?
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SO THAT WAS THE GUARDHOUSE? BUT IT DID NOT LOOK ANYTHING like a guardhouse, and what surrounded it looked nothing like the entrance to a firm, still less to The Firm.


The Investigator had definitely passed this place three or four times, never suspecting that it could be the Guardhouse: a sort of bunker, a massive rhomboid of unfinished concrete, broken at irregular intervals by narrow vertical openings, as thin as arrowslits. The whole thing gave off an impression of absolute closure. This building defined anyone approaching it as an intruder, an enemy even. The chevaux-de-frise arranged here and there suggested the imminent threat of attacks that had to be fended off, and the rolls of barbed wire, the portcullises, the chicanes it was possible to make out beyond them reinforced this sense of a potential menace. Images sprang to the Investigator’s mind of fortified embassies in countries at war. But The Firm was not an embassy, and the country was not at war. Beyond that outer wall the only things being produced – so far as he had been told – were harmless pieces of communications equipment, and the software for operating them, pieces with no strategic value, and whose production had not been the object of any real secrecy for quite some time. There was really nothing to justify such a set-up.


Eventually the Investigator found an enquiry window in the side of the building, as well as a bell set into the outside of the wall. On the other side of the thick glass – bullet-proof glass? – behind the window, a surgical light illuminated a room a few metres square. It was possible to make out a desk, a chair, a calendar pinned to the wall as well as a large panel with dozens of little light bulbs in rows, some of them lit up, others unlit, others blinking. On the left-hand wall, the monitors made up a regular mosaic that offered views of The Firm: offices, warehouses, car parks, staircases, deserted workshops, cellars, loading bays.


The snow had stopped falling. The Investigator was shivering. He could no longer feel his nose. He had turned up the collar of his raincoat as much as he could to protect his neck, but it was completely soaked through now and this did nothing but increase his discomfort. He pressed the bell. Nothing happened. He pressed again. He waited. He glanced around him, called out without much hope as there was no human sound to be heard. Only mechanical noises, the purring of engines, or of boilers, or electrical generators, mingled with the murmur of the wind as it gained in strength.


“What is it?”


The Investigator jumped. The words – crackling and rather aggressive – had come from the mouth of an intercom just to the left of the bell.


“Hello,” the Investigator managed to say once he had got over his surprise.


“Good evening,” returned the voice, which seemed to be coming from very far away, from the depths of a hellish world. The Investigator apologised, explained his presence, said who he was, recounted his arrival at the station, the café, the instructions from the Barman, his wandering, the mistakes he had made en route, his walking back and forth in front of the … The voice interrupted him right in the middle of a sentence.


“Do you hold Exceptional Authorisation?”


“I beg your pardon? I don’t understand.”


“Do you hold Exceptional Authorisation?”


“Exceptional Auth—? I’m the Investigator … I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m sure my arrival was announced in advance. I was expected …”


“For the last time, have you got Exceptional Authorisation, yes or no?”


“No, but I’m sure I’ll have it tomorrow,” faltered the Investigator, who was gradually beginning to go to pieces, “when I’m able to find a Person In Charge.”


“Without Exceptional Authorisation you are not authorised to breach the outer wall of The Firm after nine p.m.”


The Investigator was about to retort that it was only … but he glanced at his watch and said nothing: it was almost a quarter to ten. How was that possible? So he had been walking for hours? How could he have lost track of time like that?


“Oh, I’m sorry, I hadn’t realised it was so late.”


“Come back tomorrow.”


He heard what sounded like a cleaver coming down onto a butcher’s block. The crackling stopped. He began to shiver even more. His shoes, which were too thin for the season, were filled with water. The ends of his trousers had begun to resemble a floor-cloth. His fingers were going numb. He pressed the bell again.


“What now?” came the distant voice, which was furious this time.


“I do apologise for troubling you again, but I don’t know where to sleep.”


“We are not a hotel.”


“Indeed not – could you possibly point me in the direction of one?”


“We are not the Tourist Office.”


The voice disappeared. This time the Investigator understood that it would be useless to ring again. He was overcome by a great weariness, while at the same time panic was making his heart beat at an unaccustomed pace. He brought his hand to his chest. Through the layers of wet clothing he felt the hurried rhythm, the organ’s muffled blows against the wall of flesh. It was as though someone were knocking at a door, an inside door, in desperation, a door that was firmly shut, with no-one willing to answer or open it up.
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THE SITUATION WAS BECOMING LUDICROUS. HE HAD NEVER KNOWN a strange misadventure like it. He even rubbed his eyes, bit his lips, to convince himself that everything that had happened to him in the last few hours had not simply been a nightmare.


But no, he really was there, standing at the entrance that was not any kind of entrance, in front of the wall of The Firm that was nothing like any other firm, right beside a guardhouse quite different from a normal guardhouse, his teeth chattering, soaked through to his marrow, past ten o’clock at night, while – doubtless to heighten his stupor still further – the rain had regained the upper hand over the snow and was now hammering on his skull.


He was dragging his suitcase more than carrying it. Its contents were no longer clothes but stones, cast iron, steel girders, hunks of granite. Each step he took was accompanied by a shushing noise, like the sound of a sponge being squeezed. The pavements were becoming great swamps. He would not have been any more surprised if his body had been snatched, at any moment, down into the bottomless depths of a puddle. But suddenly he remembered – and this restored some feeling of hope – that over the course of his wanderings he had spotted down one of the streets to his right, he remembered that it was on his right, but what good would that direction do him, he had spotted a lit-up sign, and he believed, though at that point he left the realm of certainties, he would not have been ready to stake his life on it, that it was the sign for a hotel. Hotels – there were definitely some on the outskirts of the Town, on its noisy fringes where the motorway interchanges carried out their functions and purged the freeways of any excess stream of cars, operating crucial bloodlettings, separating lives and destinies. But there was no question – on foot, in weather like this – of undertaking such a journey to reach them. And in any case, which way to go? He knew precisely nothing.


And to think that a simple action could have spared him all this hassle: if he had thought to recharge his telephone before leaving his apartment that morning, he’d be asleep by now in a nice warm bed, listening to the rain drumming on the roof of the hotel he’d have found without the slightest trouble by calling an information number. But the small, inert object that from time to time he felt in his raincoat pocket whenever he passed the suitcase from his left hand to his right, or vice versa, reminded him of his carelessness and his stupidity.


What could the time be? He did not dare look at his watch. He was worn out, chilled to the bone. He sneezed every few metres and his nose was running like a warm tap, malfunctioning and half-closed. And yet wasn’t he going to end up being forced to sleep in the train station, on a bench, like so many homeless people? But then he remembered that in this country the train stations had begun to chain up their doors at night precisely to prevent them being transformed into dormitories, and that, moreover, public benches had for years been designed in such a way as to prevent people from stretching out on them.


He proceeded at random, no longer recognising anything. He went past junctions, alongside buildings, crossed areas filled with detached houses with unlit windows, as if nobody in this town was up at night. No vehicle of any kind criss-crossed the streets. Not a car. Not a motorcycle. Not a bicycle. Nothing. It was as if a sort of curfew had imposed a ban on any kind of movement on the territory of the Town.


The Barman had not been lying: The Firm was always there. Near or far, he could make out the dark agglomeration of its facilities, which, behind the icy streaks of rain, took the form of ramparts, high walls that were sometimes crenellated and always thick and suffocating. And then there was its murmur, in spite of the sound of the drops of water on the pavement, a perceptible sound, constant, low, that reminded him of the noise of a refrigerator whose door has been left open.


The Investigator felt old and discouraged, even though his investigation had not even begun, even though as yet nothing had really begun. The rain intensified in strength, just like the wind that swept systematically through the streets, covering them in a kind of breath – earthy, fetid, glacial – that eventually numbed him. He had been walking for … for how long, actually? He no longer knew, as he walked in an area without a single building to be seen. The pavements were lined with a concrete barrier about three metres high on the crest of which glistened countless shards of glass set in the cement, and the narrow streets, which continued endlessly to branch out from one another, reinforced his unpleasant feeling of having become a kind of rodent caught in an outsized trap. The monotonous, oppressive landscape had finally dis-oriented him, and as he went on he had the peculiar sensation of being watched by some invisible creature, situated somewhere very high above him, mocking his wretched misfortune.
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AT FIRST HE TOLD HIMSELF THAT EXHAUSTION WAS MAKING HIM see mirages. And then the name on the unlit sign – “Hotel Hope” – this had brought him some comfort, too, with the thought that someone (a sort of game-master) was watching his reaction with a subtle smile and was playing a good joke on him. He almost wept with joy, but settled for laughing – lengthy bursts of laughter. Admittedly, the sign was unlit (and in any case, was this the same one he had thought he’d seen illuminated some hours earlier?) but it truly was a hotel, a real hotel, a modest one, undoubtedly rather antiquated to judge from its shabby façade and its peeling shutters, some of which were only held by a single hinge, but a hotel that was in operation according to the notice indicating the rating of the establishment (four stars! – though it would have been hard, at the sight of its façade, to assign it even a single one at best), the prohibitive room rates, as well as the cleanness of the entrance hall he could see through the glass door, and also the tiny lamp that gave off a Lilliputian glow over a sort of counter to the left of which it was possible to make out dozens of mismatching keys hanging from butcher’s hooks.


The Investigator, who had practically run across the road, somewhat breathless, tried in vain for several minutes to find the night bell: there was none. But he was still quite sure that his ordeal had come to an end, and he did not care about the cost. He was prepared to pay out a fortune to get himself into the dry, into the heat, to stretch out in a bed. Tomorrow there would be time to seek out a hotel better suited to his means.


He gave the door a few discreet knocks and waited. Nothing happened. He knocked again, a little harder, thinking that the Night Watchman really couldn’t be as watchful as all that, imagining him in a deep, comatose sleep. Was it possible that there was no-one here? He shivered and began to shout and bang against the door in a violent burst of energy. Hotel Hope remained desperately shut and silent. With the heaviness of a sandbag, the Investigator allowed himself to slide down the door and collapsed onto his suitcase, which he clung on to as though it were someone much loved, or a lifebuoy, in truth an odd sort of lifebuoy, even wetter than the tides it was supposed to save him from.


“What do you want?”


He gave a start and looked up. The door of the Hotel had opened, and there was a woman standing right beside him – a very large, very fat woman, who seemed to him – shrunk as he was down on the ground, curled up, reduced to an insect’s proportions or those of a crawling beetle – to be a giantess, a giantess who had managed to encircle herself in a towelling-fabric bathrobe, pink and frayed. She looked at him in surprise. He mumbled a few words of apology, tried to get back up, smoothed out his raincoat, his trousers, wiped away his tears and rubbed his nose with the back of one hand, sniffed, and then, at last, instinctively striking a pose that resembled someone standing to attention, he introduced himself.


“I am the Investigator.”


“And?” the Giantess asked without giving him a chance to continue. Her ample body gave off a slight smell of perspiration, as well as a tepid warmth, the warmth of a bed from which his racket had called her away. Between the badly closed sides of her robe he could see the lighter fabric of a nightdress patterned with faded daisies and daffodils. Her features were chewed up with sleep and she had hurriedly tied up her thick light-red hair by sticking a large pin through it.


“Might you have a room, please?” the Investigator managed to ask. He no longer dared to think that he might be reaching the end of his grotesque ordeal.


“A room!” the Giantess exclaimed, opening her eyes wide, as though he had requested something preposterous, uncalled-for, obscene even. Once again the Investigator felt his legs threaten to give way under him. She looked outraged.


“Yes, a room …” he said again, and it was almost an entreaty.


“Do you know what time it is?”


He shrugged slightly.


“I know,” he muttered, without the slightest idea, without the courage to look at his watch, without even the strength to apologise or to embark on an explanation, which, in any case, would have been barely convincing, and which might have made him seem even more suspicious.


The Giantess thought for a few seconds, grumbling to herself.


“Follow me!” she said at last.
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SHE MADE HIM FILL OUT AN INCALCULABLE NUMBER OF INFORMATION forms, which she then immediately tried to enter into the hard disc of an old computer, but she seemed not to be too comfortable using it, typing with two fingers, frequently hitting the wrong key, even accidentally shutting down the programme five times before she was able to record the data.


Each time she had to start again from the beginning.


Then she handed him the Hotel’s regulations – a laminated double page covered with fingerprints, which in places made it opaque and indecipherable – insisting that he read it carefully, out loud, to her, which he did without flinching, trying to be pleasant.


Then she made sure to check that he had retained it all properly and taken in everything that he had read, by asking him a few questions: “Are you allowed to smoke in the rooms?” “From what time to what time is breakfast served – and where?” “May the residents entertain people from outside in their rooms?” “What are you strictly forbidden from disposing of in the toilets?”, etc.


As he gave an incorrect answer to her fourteenth question – “Are you allowed to iron personal belongings in your room without notifying the Management in advance?”, the Giantess invited him to reread the regulations (which comprised thirty-seven paragraphs) in their entirety. He had to do it, being too afraid that he would be escorted to the door and end up spending the rest of the night out on the street. But finally, since he did nonetheless manage to prevail in this test, the Giantess allowed him to choose one of the keys from the board, after having asked him for some identification and his credit card, which – before he had the chance to protest – she locked in a little safe positioned beneath the board of keys, a procedure that was the subject of paragraph 18, sub-section C of the regulations which, in the event of a guest arriving during the night, gave the Management of Hotel Hope the right to retain his or her documentation and method of payment until the following morning as a precautionary measure.


“Be quick about it. I’m not in the mood to hang around for long. It’s 3.16 a.m., I don’t get much of a night, and I’m in a hurry to get back to bed!”


He decided on 14. The Giantess unhooked the key and without a word began to climb the stairs. The Investigator followed her.


He almost stumbled and fell on the first step, as it was of an uncommon height that went against the unconscious memory of his stride. The next, meanwhile, was very low, too low, which also confused him and likewise almost caused him to fall. Which meant that from then on he paid very particular attention, in spite of his tiredness, to each of the steps on the staircase, telling himself that, in any case, there couldn’t be as many as fifty of them, since, having chosen room 14, it wouldn’t take him long to reach the first floor.


He managed well and congratulated himself on this, as no two steps resembled one another. A staircase like that had to be the product of an unbalanced mind. The problem was also that the Giantess and the Investigator had long passed the first floor, and the two of them did not stop going up, up, up. The Investigator followed the Giantess with some difficulty, gritting his teeth, hauling his suitcase as best he could, taking in each of the floors, step after step, exhausted. The Hotel was beginning to resemble an infinite tower, corkscrewing in on itself, which seemed to be trying to pierce the sky, like a drill whose raison d’être is to make holes in a piece of wood.


Then, brutally, a thought came to him – bright, evident, incontrovertible: he was dead. He had died without realising it. This observation struck him as quite obvious: what other explanation could there be for all this? Maybe it had happened a few hours earlier, when he’d got off the train? Maybe he’d accidentally walked across one of the tracks? Maybe a train had crashed into him, crushed him, reduced him to nothing? Maybe all that had happened even earlier, while he was coming out of the Head of Department’s office, armed with his mission brief: a devastating attack, a cardiac arrest, an irreversible stroke, just after he’d greeted the Accountant who was waiting for her cup of coffee by the automatic dispenser, readjusting her hair and her make-up? Or at home, perhaps? In the morning, getting up, even before he’d stopped his alarm clock which vibrated, the hand fixed on 6.15 a.m., an instantaneous death, without any suffering. A long slide. And then nothing else. Or rather – yes – something, this nightmare, which had to be a kind of stress test, an initiation test, a better kind of purgatory: somewhere someone was watching him, he was more and more sure of it. Someone was studying him. Someone was going to decide on his fate.
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