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WHAT IT IS, SIMON LIMBEAU’S HEART, this human heart, from the moment of birth when its cadence accelerated while other hearts outside were accelerating too, hailing the event, no one really knows; what it is, this heart, what has made it leap, swell, sicken, waltz light as a feather or weigh heavy as a stone, what has stunned it, what has made it melt – love; what it is, Simon Limbeau’s heart, what it has filtered, recorded, archived, black box of a twenty-year-old body – only a moving image created by ultrasound could echo it, could show the joy that dilates and the sorrow that constricts, only the paper printout of an electrocardiogram, unrolled from the very beginning, could trace the form, could describe the exertion and the effort, the emotion that rushes through, the energy required to compress itself nearly a hundred thousand times every day and to circulate up to five litres of blood each minute, only this could sketch the life – life of ebbs and flows, life of valves and flapgates, life of pulsations; and when Simon Limbeau’s heart, this human heart, slips from the grip of the machines, no one could claim to know it; and on this night – a night without stars – while it was bone-crackingly cold on the estuary and in the Caux region, while a reflectionless swell rolled along the base of the cliffs, while the continental plateau drew back, unveiling its geological stripes, this heart was sounding the regular rhythm of an organ at rest, a muscle slowly recharging – a pulse of probably less than fifty beats per minute – when a mobile phone alarm went off at the foot of a narrow bed, the echo of a sonar inscribing the digits 5.50 a.m. in luminescent bars on the touchscreen, and everything suddenly shot ahead.
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ON THIS NIGHT, THEN, A VAN SLOWS IN A DESERTED PARKING lot, comes to a crooked stop, front doors slamming while a side door slides open, three figures emerge, three shadows cut out against the dark and seized by the cold – glacial February, liquid rhinitis, sleep with your clothes on – boys, it looks like, who zip their jackets up to their chins, unroll their hats down to their eyebrows, slip the bare tips of their ears under the polar fleece and, blowing into cupped hands, turn toward the sea, which is no more than sound at this hour, sound and darkness.


*


Boys, now it’s clear. They stand side by side behind the low wall that separates the parking lot from the beach, pacing and breathing hard, nostrils inflamed from piping iodine and cold, and they probe this dark stretch where there is no tempo besides the roar of the wave exploding, this din that swells in the final collapse, they scan what thunders before them, this mad clamour where there’s nothing to rest your eyes upon, nothing, except perhaps the whitish, foaming edge, billions of atoms catapulted one against the other in a phosphorescent halo, and, struck dumb by winter when they’d stepped out of the van, stunned by the marine night, the three boys get hold of themselves now, adjust their vision, their hearing, evaluate what awaits them, the swell, gauge it by ear, estimate its breaker index, its coefficient of depth, and remember that bluewater waves always move faster than the fastest speedboats.


Alright, one of the three boys whispers, this is gonna be awesome, the other two smile, then all three of them back up together, slowly, scraping the ground with the soles of their shoes and circling like tigers, they lift their eyes to bore into the night at the end of the village, the night still sealed shut behind the cliffs, and then the one who spoke first looks at his watch, another fifteen minutes, guys, and they get back into the van to await the nautical dawn.


*


Christophe Alba, Johan Rocher, and him, Simon Limbeau. The alarms were ringing when they pushed back the sheets and got out of bed for a session planned by text a little before midnight, a session at half-tide, only two or three like this a year – rough sea, regular waves, low wind, and not a soul in sight. Jeans, shirt, they slipped outside without a bite, not even a glass of milk or handful of cereal, not even a crust of bread, stood outside their building (Simon), stepped out the doorway of their suburban house (Johan), and waited for the van (Chris) that was just as punctual as they were, and the three of them who never got up before noon on Sunday, despite any and all maternal summons, the three of them who, they say, don’t know how to do anything but pendulate, wet noodles, between living-room couch and bedroom armchair, these same three were chattering in the street at six in the morning, laces loose and breath rank – under the streetlight, Simon Limbeau watched the air he exhaled disintegrate, the metamorphosis of gas and smoke that lifted, compact, and dissolved into the atmosphere until it disappeared completely, remembered that when he was a kid he liked to pretend he was smoking, would hold his index and middle finger stiff in front of his lips, take a deep inhale, hollowing out his cheeks, and blow out like a man – the three of them, that is, The Three Caballeros, the Big Wave Riders, namely Chris, John and Sky, aliases that act not as nicknames but rather as pseudonyms, created in order to reinvent themselves, planetary surfers, when really they’re high-schoolers from the estuary, so that saying their real first names pushes them back immediately into a hostile configuration, back to icy drizzle, feeble lapping, cliffs like walls, and streets deserted as evening falls, parental reproach and school’s summonses, complaints from the girlfriend left behind, the one who, once again, came second place to the van, the one who is powerless when it comes to surfing.


*


They’re in the van – they never say it in French, camionnette, would rather die. Dank humidity, sand granulating surfaces and scraping butts like a scouring pad, brackish rubber, stench of paraffin and the beach, surfboards piled up, heap of wetsuits – shorties or thick steamers with built-in hoods – gloves, boots, bars of wax, leashes. Sitting down all together in the front, squeezed in shoulder to shoulder, rubbed their hands together between their thighs letting out monkey yelps, it’s fucking freezing, and then munched on energy bars – but they couldn’t peck it all down, it’s afterwards that you devour, after you’ve been devoured yourself – passed the bottle of Coke back and forth, the tube of Nestlé condensed milk, the Pepitos and the Chamonix, soft sugary cookies for soft sugary boys, finally pulled the latest issue of Surf Session out from under the seat and opened it on the dashboard, leaning their three heads together above the pages that gleam in the half-light, glossy paper like skin rubbed with suntan lotion and pleasure, pages turned thousands of times before that they pore over again now, eyeballs tumbling out of their sockets, mouths dry: giants at Mavericks and point breaks in Lombok, Jaws in Hawaii, tubes at Vanuatu, swells at Margaret River – the best coastlines on the planet roll out the splendour of surfing before their eyes. They point at images with a fervent index, there, there, they’ll go there one day, maybe even next summer, the three of them in the van for a legendary surf trip, they’ll go in search of the most beautiful wave that’s ever formed on earth, they’ll set off in pursuit of that wild and secret spot they’ll invent just as Christopher Columbus invented America and they’ll be alone on the line-up when it finally emerges, the one they’ve been waiting for, this wave risen from the bottom of the ocean, archaic and perfect, beauty personified, and the motion and the speed will stand them up on their boards in a rush of adrenalin while over their whole bodies right to the tips of their lashes will pearl a terrible joy, and they’ll mount the wave, joining the earth and the tribe of surfers, this nomadic humanity with hair discoloured by salt and eternal summer, with washed-out eyes, boys and girls with nothing else to wear but shorts printed with gardenias or hibiscus petals, turquoise or blood-orange T-shirts, with no shoes other than those plastic flip-flops, these youths polished by sun and freedom: they’ll surf the fold all the way to shore.


*


The pages of the magazine brighten as the sky pales outside, divulge their colour chart of blues, like this pure cobalt that assaults the eyes, and greens so deep you’d think they were painted in acrylic, here and there the wake of a surfboard appears, tiny white line on the phenomenal wall of water, the boys blink, murmur, that shit is epic, that’s sick, then Chris shifts to check his phone, the screen illuminates him from below and turns his face blue, accentuates the bone structure – prominent brow, prognathous jaw, mauve lips – while he reads the day’s forecast out loud: Petites-Dalles today, ideal northeast swell, waves between one metre fifty and one metre eighty, best session of the year; and then he punctuates, ceremonious: we’re gonna pig out, yesss, we’re gonna be kings! – English embedded in their French constantly, for everything and nothing, English as though they were living in a pop song or an American sitcom, as though they were heroes, foreigners, English that makes enormous words breezy, “vie” and “amour” becoming the offhanded “life” and “love”, and finally English like a show of reserve – and John and Sky nod their heads in a sign of infinite agreement, yeah, big wave riders, kings.


*


It’s time. Beginning of the day when the shapeless takes shape: the elements gather, the sky separates from the sea, the horizon grows clear. The three boys get ready, methodical, following a precise order that is still a ritual: they wax their boards, check the leashes are attached, slip into thermal rash guards before pulling on their suits, contorting themselves in the parking lot – neoprene adheres to the skin, scrapes and even burns it sometimes – choreography of rubber puppets who ask each other for help, requiring that they touch and manipulate each other; and then the surf boots, the hood, the gloves, and they close the van. They walk down toward the ocean, surfboard under one arm, light, cross the beach in long strides, the beach where pebbles crash beneath their feet in an infernal racket, and once they’ve arrived at water’s edge, while everything grows clear before them, the chaos and the party, they each wrap a leash around an ankle, adjust their hoods, reduce the space of bare skin around their necks to nothing by grabbing the cords at their backs and pulling them up to the last notch of the zipper – it’s a matter of ensuring the best possible degree of waterproofness for their teenage-boy skin, skin that’s often studded with acne on the upper back, on the shoulder blades, where Simon Limbeau sports a Maori tattoo as a pauldron – and this movement, arm extended sharply, signifies that the session is starting, let’s go! And maybe now, hearts get worked up, maybe they shake themselves inside thoracic cages, maybe their mass and their volume augment and their kick intensifies, two distinct sequences in one same pulsing, two beats, always the same: terror and desire.


They enter the water. Don’t yell as they dive in, squeezed inside this flexible membrane that guards body heat and the explosiveness of the rush, don’t emit a single cry, only grimace as they cross the low wall of rolling pebbles, and the sea gets deep fast – five or six metres out they already can’t touch bottom, they topple forward, stretching themselves out flat on their boards, and with arms strongly notching the wave, they cross the breakwater and move out toward the open.


Two hundred metres from shore, the sea is no more than an undulating tautness – it grows hollow and swells up, lifted like a sheet thrown over a mattress. Simon Limbeau melts into his movement, paddles toward the line-up, that zone in the open where the surfer waits for the wave, checking that Chris and John are there, little black barely visible floats off to the left. The water is dark, marbled, veined, the colour of tin. Still no shine, no sparkle, just these white particles that powder the surface, sugar, and the water is freezing, nine or ten degrees Celsius, no more, Simon won’t be able to ride more than nine or ten waves, he knows it, surfing in cold water exhausts the organism, in an hour he’ll be cooked, he has to select, choose the wave with the best shape, the one whose crest will be high but not too pointed, the one whose curl will open with enough breadth for him to enter, the one that will last all the way, conserving enough force to churn up on to the shore.


He turns back toward the coast, as he always likes to before going farther: the earth is there, stretched out, black crust in the bluish glow, and it’s another world, a world he’s unlinked to now. The cliff, a standing sagittal slice, shows him the strata of time, but out here where he is, there is no time, there’s no history, only this unpredictable flow that carries and swirls him. His gaze lingers on the vehicle decked out like a Californian van in the parking lot beside the beach – he recognises the side studded with stickers, collected over many surf trips, he knows the names clustered shoulder-to-shoulder, Rip Curl, Oxbow, Quiksilver, O’Neill, Billabong, the psychedelic fresco mixing surfing champions and rock stars in the same bedazzled jumble, including a good number of girls with backs arched in itsy-bitsy bikinis, with mermaid hair, this van that is their communal artwork and the antechamber of the wave – and then he follows the tail lights of a car that climbs the plateau and plunges into the interior, Juliette’s sleeping profile traces itself, she’s lying curled up under her little-girl blanket, she has the same stubborn look even when she’s asleep, and suddenly he turns, away from the continent, tears himself from it with a jerk, a few dozen metres more, then he stops paddling.


Arms that rest but legs that steer, hands holding the rails of the board and chest slightly raised, chin high, Simon Limbeau floats. He waits. Everything around him is in flux – whole sections of sea and sky emerge and disappear with each swirl of the slow, heavy, ligneous surface, a basaltic batter. The abrasive dawn burns his face and his skin stretches taut, his eyelashes harden like vinyl threads, the lenses behind his pupils frost over as though they’d been forgotten in the back of a freezer and his heart begins to slow, responding to the cold, when suddenly he sees it coming, he sees it moving forward, firm and homogenous, the wave, the promise, and he instinctively positions himself to find the entrance and flow into it, slide in like a bandit slides his hand into a treasure chest to rob the loot – same hood, same millimetred precision of the movement – to slip on to the back of the wave, in this torsion of matter where the inside proves itself to be more vast and more profound than the outside, it’s here, thirty metres away, it’s coming at a constant speed, and suddenly, concentrating his energy in his shoulders, Simon launches himself and paddles with all his might so he can catch the wave with speed, so he can be taken by its slope, and now it’s the take-off, superfast phase when the whole world concentrates and rushes forward, temporal flash when you have to inhale sharply, hold your breath and gather your body into a single action, give it the vertical momentum that will stand it up on the board, feet planted wide, left one in front, regular, legs bent, and back flat nearly parallel to the board, arms spread to stabilise it all, and this second is decidedly Simon’s favourite, the one that allows him to grasp the whole explosion of his own existence, and to conciliate himself with the elements, to integrate himself into the living, and once he’s standing on the board – estimated height from trough to crest at that moment is over one metre fifty – to stretch out space, lengthen time, and until the end of the run to exhaust the energy of each atom in the sea. Become the unfurling, become the wave.


He lets out a whoop as he takes this first ride, and for a period of time he touches a state of grace – it’s horizontal vertigo, he’s neck and neck with the world, and as though issued from it, taken into its flow – space swallows him, crushes him as it liberates him, saturates his muscular fibres, his bronchial tubes, oxygenates his blood; the wave unfolds on a blurred timeline, slow or fast it’s impossible to tell, it suspends each second one by one until it finishes pulverised, an organic, senseless mess and it’s incredible but after having been battered by pebbles in the froth at the end, Simon Limbeau turns to go straight back out again, without even touching down, without even stopping to look at the fleeting shapes that form in the foam when the sea stumbles over the earth, surface against surface, he turns back toward the open, paddling even harder now, ploughing toward that threshold where everything begins, where everything is stirred up, he joins his two friends who would soon let out that same cry in the descent, and the set of waves that comes tearing down upon them from the horizon, bleeding their bodies dry, gives them no respite.


No other surfer comes to join them at the spot, no one approaches the parapet to watch them surf nor sees them come out of the water an hour later, spent, done in, knees like jelly, stumbling across the beach to the parking lot and opening the doors of the van, no one sees their feet and their hands the same shade of blue, bruised, purpled even beneath the nails, nor the abrasions that lacerate their faces now, the chapping at the corners of their lips as their teeth clatter clack clack clack, a continuous trembling of the jaws in time with the uncontainable shaking of their bodies; no one sees anything, and when they’re dressed again, wool long johns under their jeans, layers of sweaters, leather gloves, no one sees them rubbing one another’s backs, unable to say anything but holy shit, holy fuck, when they would have so liked to talk, to describe the rides, write the legend of the session, and shivering like that, they get in the van and close the door, without pausing for even a second Chris finds the strength to put the key in the ignition, he starts the car and off they go.
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IT’S CHRIS WHO DRIVES – IT’S ALWAYS HIM, THE VAN BELONGS to his father and neither Johan nor Simon has their licence. From Petites-Dalles it’s about an hour to Le Havre if you take the old road from Étretat that goes down the estuary through Octeville-sur-Mer, the Ignauval Valley and Sainte-Adresse.


The boys have stopped shivering, the heat in the van is on full blast, the music too, and probably the sudden warmth inside is another thermal shock for them, probably fatigue catches up now, they probably yawn, heads nodding, trying to nestle against the back of the seats, swaddled and soothed inside the vehicle’s vibrations, noses tucked snug into their scarves, and probably they also grow numb, eyelids closing intermittently, and maybe, when they passed Étretat, Chris accelerated without even realising it, shoulders slumped, hands heavy on the wheel, the road straight ahead now, yes, maybe he said to himself it’s okay, the road’s clear, and the desire to make the return journey go faster so they could get home and stretch out, reenter reality after the session, its violence, maybe this desire ended up weighing on the gas pedal, so that he let himself go, carving through the plateau and the black fields, soil turned over, the fields somnolent too, and maybe the perspective of the highway – an arrowhead thrusting forward before the windshield as on a video game screen – ended up hypnotising him like a mirage, so that he lashed himself to it, let go his vigilance, and everyone remembers there was a frost that night, winter dusting the landscape like parchment paper, everyone knows about the patches of black ice on the pavement, invisible beneath the dull sky but inking out the roadsides, and everyone imagines the patches of fog that float at irregular intervals, compact, water evaporating from the mud at the rate of the rising day, dangerous pockets that filter the outside and erase every landmark, yes, okay, and what else, what more? An animal in the road? A lost cow, a dog that crawled under a fence, a fox with a fiery tail or even a sudden human shape, ghostly at the edge of the embankment, that had to be avoided at the last second with a jerk of the wheel? Or a song? Yes, maybe the girls in bikinis who adorned the body of the van suddenly came to life and crawled up over the hood, overtaking the windshield, lascivious, their green hair tumbling down, and unloosing their inhuman (or too human) voices, and maybe Chris lost his head, sucked into their trap, hearing this singing that was not of this world, the song of the sirens, the song that kills? Or maybe Chris just made a wrong move, yes, that’s it, like the tennis player misses an easy shot, like the skier catches an edge, one dumb mistake, maybe he didn’t turn the wheel when the road was turning, or, finally, because this hypothesis also has to be made, maybe Chris fell asleep at the wheel, leaving the stark countryside to enter the tube of a wave, the marvellous and suddenly intelligible spiral that stretched out before his surfboard, siphoning the world with it, the world and all of its blue.


*


Emergency medical services arrived at the scene around 9.20 a.m. – ambulances, police – and signs were set out to detour traffic on to smaller collateral roads and protect the accident scene. The most important thing had been to get the three boys’ bodies out, imprisoned inside the vehicle, tangled with those of the mermaid girls who smiled on the hood, or winced, deformed, crushed one against the other, shreds of thighs, buttocks, breasts.


They could easily determine that the little van was going fast, they estimated its speed at ninety-two kilometres an hour, which was twenty-two kilometres an hour over the speed limit for this section of road, and they also determined that, for unknown reasons, it had drifted over to the left without ever coming back into its lane, hadn’t braked – no tyre marks on the asphalt – and that it had crashed into this pole at full force; they noted the absence of airbags, the van model was too old, and they could see that of the three passengers seated in the front, only two were wearing seat belts – one on each side, the driver’s and the passenger’s; finally, they determined that the third individual, sitting in the middle, had been propelled forward by the violence of the impact, head hitting the windshield; it had taken twenty minutes to pull him from the metal, unconscious when the ambulances arrived, heart still beating, and, having found his cafeteria card in the pocket of his jacket, they determined that his name was Simon Limbeau.
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PIERRE REVOL STARTED HIS SHIFT AT EIGHT THIS MORNING. HE scanned his magnetic card at the entrance to the parking lot while the night turned greyscale – pale, still sky, vaguely turtledove, a far cry in any case from the grandiloquent choreographies that had given the clouds of the estuary their pictorial reputation – drove slowly across the hospital grounds, snaking between buildings that were connected according to a complex plan, slid into the place reserved for him, parked his car nose first, a petroleum-blue Laguna, a vehicle in decline but still comfortable, leather interior and good radio, the preferred model of taxi barons he says with a smile, then he went into the hospital, crossed the enormous windowed nave toward the north hall, ground floor, and, walking fast, arrived at the hyperbaric medicine and intensive care unit.


He passes through the department door, pushing it open with the flat of his hand so firmly that it bangs several times in the emptiness after him, and those who are at the end of the night shift, men and women in white or green shirts, all of them done in, dishevelled, brisk movements and bright eyes, febrile grins on their tense faces – tambourine skin – these ones laughing too loudly, or coughing, frog in their throats, voiceless, these ones bump into him in the corridor, brush past him or on the contrary see him coming from far off, cast a glance at their watches and bite their lips, think, good, finally, in ten minutes I can get out of here, in ten minutes I’m off, and at that moment their features relax, change colour, turn pallid, and circles trace themselves all at once, bronze spoons beneath their blinking eyelids.


*


Calm strides, constant speed, Revol reaches his office without deviating from his path to respond to this sign someone is already making, these papers someone is already holding out, this intern who’s already hot on his heels; takes his key out in front of an ordinary door, enters, and proceeds to the daily gestures of arriving at work: hangs his coat – a tan trench coat – on the peg nailed to the back of the door, pulls on his white coat, turns on the coffee maker, the computer, absently taps the paperwork that plasters his desk, surveys the stack, sits down, connects to the internet, sorts the messages in his inbox, writes one or two replies – no hello or anything, all words emptied of their vowels and no punctuation – then gets up and takes a deep breath. He’s in good shape, he’s feeling good.


He’s a tall man, skinny, thorax hollowed and belly round – solitude – long arms long legs, white leather lace-ups, something slender and uncertain in him that matches his juvenile mien, and his coat is always open, so that when he moves the panels swell, spread, wings, revealing jeans and a shirt, also white, and rumpled.


*


The little diode glows at the base of the coffee maker while the bitter scent of the electric hotplate heating empty fills the air, the dregs of coffee cool in the glass pot. Although minuscule – five or six lousy square metres – this private space is a privilege at the hospital and so it’s surprising to find it this impersonal, chaotic, of a questionable cleanliness: swivelling chair that’s comfortable despite the high seat, desk where forms of all sorts pile up, along with papers, notebooks, notepads, and promotional pens palmed off by laboratories in plastic embossed pouches, a bottle of San Pellegrino gone flat and, in a frame, photo of a Mont Aigoual landscape; punctuating the clutter, three objects placed in an isosceles triangle may testify to an urge to add a personal touch – a glass paperweight from Venice, a stone turtle, and a cup for pencils; against the back wall, a metal shelf holds disparate folders and boxes of files numbered by year, a good layer of dust, and a small handful of books whose titles you can read if you get closer: the two tomes of The Hour of Our Death by Philippe Ariès, La sculpture du vivant by Jean Claude Ameisen from the Points Sciences collection, a book by Margaret Lock with a two-tone cover illustrating a brain called Twice Dead: Organ Transplants and the Reinvention of Death, an issue of the Neurological Review from 1959, and the crime novel by Mary Higgins Clark Moonlight Becomes You – a book Revol likes, we’ll find out why later. Otherwise no window, hard fluorescent, the bare light of a kitchen at three in the morning.


*


Within the hospital, the I.C.U. is a separate space that takes in tangential lives, opaque comas, deaths foretold – it houses these bodies situated exactly at the point between life and death. A domain of hallways and rooms where suspense holds sway. Revol performs here, on the reverse side of the diurnal world, the world of continuing, stable life, of days that irrupt in the light and file toward future plans, he works in the hollow of this territory the way you’d rummage inside a heavy coat, inside its dark folds, its cavities. And he likes his shifts, Sundays and nights, has liked them since his residency – you can imagine Revol as a slender young intern seduced by the very idea of the job, this feeling of being needed, at work and autonomous, called upon to ensure the continuity of the medical gesture within a given perimeter, invested with vigilance and endowed with a responsibility. He likes their alveolar intensity, their specific temporality, fatigue like a surreptitious stimulant that gradually rises through the body, accelerates and makes it sharper, all this erotic turmoil; likes their vibratile silence, their half-light – devices that blink in the dimness, blue computer screens or desk lamps like the flame of a candle in a La Tour painting – The Newborn, for example – and again this physicality of the work, this climate of an enclave, this watertightness, the department like a spaceship launched into a black hole, a submarine plunging into a bottomless chasm, The Mariana Trench. But Revol has been getting something else from this work for a long time: the stark consciousness of his own existence. Not a feeling of power, not a megalomaniac exultation – exactly the opposite: an influx of lucidity that regulates his movements and sifts his decisions. A shot of cold-blood.


*


Department meeting: the transmittals. The staff from both shifts are here, they form a circle, everyone stays standing, leaning against the walls with cups in hand. The team leader, who oversaw the previous shift, is a thirty-year-old fellow, sturdy, with thick hair and muscled arms. Exhausted, he glows. Details the situation of the patients present in the unit – for example, the absence of any notable change in the eighty-four-year-old man, still unconscious after sixty days of intensive care, whereas the neurological status of that young woman, admitted two months ago after an overdose, has declined – before giving a longer description of the newly admitted patients: a fifty-seven-year-old woman with no fixed address, advanced cirrhosis, admitted after having convulsions at the shelter, remains haemodynamically unstable; a forty-year-old man, admitted that evening after a heart attack, with cerebral oedema – a jogger, he was running on the seafront toward Cape de la Hève, luxury cross-trainers on his feet, head encircled with a neon orange bandana, when he collapsed near the Café de l’Estacade, and, even though they wrapped him in a thermal blanket, he was blue when admitted, soaked in sweat, features hollow. Where are we at with him? Revol asks in a neutral tone, leaning against the window. A nurse answers, specifies that the vitals (pulse rate, blood pressure, body temperature, respiration rate) are normal, urine output is low, the P.I.V. (peripheral intravenous line) has been placed. Revol doesn’t know this woman, inquires about the patient’s blood test results, she answers that they are in process. Revol looks at his watch, okay, we’re good to go. The team disperses.


*


This same nurse lingers in the room, intercepts Revol and holds out her hand: Cordelia Owl, I’m new, I was in the O.R. before. Revol nods, okay, welcome – if he had looked more closely, he would have seen that there was something a little odd about her, eyes clear but marks on her neck, swollen lips, knots in her hair, bruises on her knees, he might wonder where this floating smile came from, this Mona Lisa smile that doesn’t leave even when she leans over patients to clean their eyes and mouths, inserts breathing tubes, checks vital signs, administers treatments, and maybe if he did he would be able to guess that she had seen her lover again last night, that he had phoned her after weeks of silence, the dog, and that she showed up on an empty stomach, beauteous, decorated like a reliquary, lids smoky, hair shining, breasts warm, resolved to an amicable distance, but she was a rather mezzo actor, whispering distantly how are you? it’s good to see you, while inside her whole body was diffusing its turmoil, incubating its tumult, a hot ember, so they drank one beer and then two, attempted conversations that didn’t take, and then she went outside to smoke, telling herself over and over I should go now, I should go this is stupid, but he came outside to find her, I’m not gonna stay long, I don’t want to be up too late, a feint, and then he got out his lighter to light her cigarette, she sheltered the flame with her hands, tilting her head, curls falling across her face and threatening to become a wick, he tucked them automatically behind her ear again, the pads of his fingers brushing her temple, so automatically that she went weak, the backs of her knees turning to jelly – all of this, by the way, threadbare and old as the hills – and bang, a few seconds later the two of them were knocking about beneath a neighbouring porch, held inside the darkness and the smell of cheap wine, banging into garbage cans, offering a range of pale skin, upper thighs emerging from jeans or tights, bellies appearing beneath lifted shirts or unbuckled belts, buttocks, everything boiling and freezing all at once as their mutual and violent desire collides – yes, if Revol looked at her more closely, he would see in Cordelia Owl a girl who was curiously bright-eyed, even though she was beginning her shift on a sleepless night, a girl in much better shape than he was, someone he would be able to count on.




[image: image]


WE HAVE SOMEONE FOR YOU. A CALL AT 10.12 A.M. NEUTRAL, informative, the words strike. Male, six feet, 154 pounds, about twenty years old, car accident, head trauma, in a coma – we know who’s being summed up like this, we know his name: Simon Limbeau. The call is barely finished when the ambulance crew arrives, the fireproof doors open, the stretcher rolls in, up the central hallway of the I.C.U., people step aside to let it pass. Revol emerges – he’s just been to examine the patient admitted in the night after convulsions, and he’s not optimistic: the woman didn’t receive C.P.R. in time, the scanner revealed that liver cells had died after her heart stopped, a sign that her brain cells were also affected – he’d been put on alert, and, seeing the trolley arrive at the end of the hallway, he suddenly says to himself that this Sunday’s shift won’t be easy.


The doctor from emergency services follows the stretcher. He’s built like a high alpine surveyor, bald, mid-fifties, skin and bone, a twig; he reveals pointy teeth when he says out loud: Glasgow 3! Then addresses himself specifically to Revol: the neurological exams showed a lack of response to sound (calling his name), visual stimuli (light), or pain; there were also ocular disturbances (asymmetrical movements of the eyes), and respiratory dysfunctions; they had intubated him immediately. He closes his eyes, rubbing his head from forehead toward the occiput: suspected cerebral haemorrhaging following head trauma, unresponsive coma, Glasgow 3 – he uses this language they share, language that banishes the verbose as a waste of time, exiles eloquence and the seduction of words, overdoes nouns, codes and acronyms, language in which to speak signifies above all to describe – in other words, inform a team, gather up all the evidence in order to allow a diagnosis to be made, tests to be ordered, to allow people to treat and to save: power of the succinct. Revol takes in each piece of information, and plans for the body scan.


*


Cordelia Owl is the one who sets him up in his room, in his bed, after which the E.S. team can leave the department, taking their equipment with them – stretcher, portable ventilator, oxygen tank. Now they have to insert an arterial line, electrodes on his chest, a urinary catheter, and connect Simon to the monitors that will show his vital signs – lines of different colours and forms appear, superposed, straight or broken lines, cross-hatched deviations, rhythmic undulations: the Morse code of medicine. Cordelia works with Revol, her gestures are assured, her movements fluid, easy, her body seems relieved of the viscous spleen that still clung to her movements only yesterday.


*


An hour later, death shows up, death announces itself, a moving spot with an irregular circumference opacifying a shape that is lighter and more vast, here it is, it’s arrived. Vision sharp as a cudgel blow but Revol doesn’t blink, concentrating on the shots of the body scan on his computer screen, labyrinthine images with legends like geographical maps that he rotates in all directions and zooms in on, getting his bearings, measuring the distances, while on his desk, within arm’s reach, a folder with the hospital’s logo contains a paper copy of the images considered “relevant”, provided by the medical imaging department where Simon Limbeau’s brain was scanned – his head was swept by X-rays to produce these images, and, according to what’s called electron tomography, the data was seized by “slice”, “cuts” of a millimetre thick that could be analysed on all planes of space, coronal, axial, sagittal and oblique. Revol knows how to read these images and what they confirm in terms of the state of the subject, what they herald in terms of developments; he recognises these shapes, these spots, these halos, interprets these milky rings, decrypts these black marks, deciphers legends and codes; he compares, verifies, starts again, carries out his investigation all the way to the end, but there’s nothing to be done, it’s already over: Simon Limbeau’s brain is on the verge of destruction – it’s drowning in blood.
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“This breathless novel has all the beauty of a Greek tragedy”
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