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[…] So it is as if the torturer had let the victim take over the job of continuing his work of annihilation. But the case of this man, a former torturer who has become his own victim – both physically in his own person and representatively of others – is a striking illustration of what I have called the Saint Sebastian Syndrome: the inversion of the object and subject of torture and its behavioural consequences. This case study will be both the object and the subject of this study on war-related trauma, from the point of view of the torturer. So among the questions to be considered will be whether other forms of torture exist, separately from the “institutionalised” form […] We shall see clearly that the answer is no. Like suicide, chosen as a subject of study by the earliest sociologists, torture is a social phenomenon. To paraphrase Durkheim and his famous demonstration on voluntary death, we may conclude this introduction as follows: every society is predisposed to produce a given contingent of torturers.


John P. Nichols, Ph.D. thesis


The burned hand was heroism pure and simple; as for cutting off his ear, it was entirely logical, and I repeat: a world that day and night, and increasingly, eats the uneatable, in order that its ill will may achieve its ends can, on this point, simply shut up.


Antonin Artaud
 

Van Gogh, Suicide and Society
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Lambert was gnawing at his fingernails.


The half-light shrouded the three other policemen in a shadowy space and time, neither day nor night. The cramped office reeked of alcohol and stale tobacco. Their fatigue could be heard in their voices, still hoarse and unprepared for the day, although it was already late morning. Huddled round the T.V. screen, they were chain-smoking, but no-one in Paris Police H.Q. was about to quote the rules at them.


“What the fuck’s he doing?”


“Taking his kit off.”


“Is that it? Where’s this come from anyway?”


“It’s one of Guérin’s files. Lambert’s treating us to a film show.”


Berlion, grinding a cigarette between his teeth, turned to the back of the room. “Hey Lambert, don’t you want to watch it again?”


Lambert glanced at the door. The cigarette shifted to the corner of Berlion’s mouth and the filter tip scrunched under his pre-molars.


“Don’t worry, Guérin’s not around!”


They guffawed with scornful laughter.


“Look, look!”


The three of them were now glued to the small screen, breathing out thick clouds of cigarette smoke.


“Bloody hell, he’s running through the traffic!”


“Where is this?”


“Porte Maillot, under the bridge. C.C.T.V.”


“Hey, it’s like he’s looking up at the camera!”


“Get away, he doesn’t even know he’s being filmed.”


“Hung like a horse, eh?”


“Don’t get too excited, Roman.”


Roman elbowed Savane.


“Piss off.”


Lambert was working out the damage. Not difficult. The worse ideas he had, the more he blamed himself. If Guérin turned up now, he was for it.


“Oh my God, that Peugeot nearly wiped him out.”


“He won’t make it.”


“Jeez, look at the pile-up, ten cars, more!”


“And this nutcase galloping up the road.”


On the black-and-white screen, a young man, naked and waving his arms in the air, was running up the inside lane of the périphéri-que, the inner ring road round Paris. Cars were swerving to avoid him, scooters were smashing into the crash barriers. Privates on parade, the man was running towards the oncoming traffic with a beatific smile on his face. Shouting something that couldn’t be heard, and looking unmistakably joyous, he was exposing his bare flesh to the hurtling metal bodies. At the foot of the screen, a digital display recorded the date and time: 9.37 a.m. After the minutes, the seconds crept by, much more slowly than the man’s running steps. He was thin and pale-skinned, with the elegant profile of a heron taking off across a pool of oil. The crashes, shocks and broken glass were all happening in total silence.


“He’s shouting, what’s he saying?”


“Lambert, what was the guy shouting?”


Lambert didn’t reply. Why had he been such a fucking moron as to try to curry favour with these three brutes?


According to a witness, the runner had been shouting “I’m on my way!” That was all. Lambert thought it was quite enough. Not for these three though. By not replying, he was redeeming himself slightly in his own eyes.


“Ah, what’s happened, where’s he gone?”


“Wait, it’ll be on the next camera.”


The camera angle changed. Now they were viewing the man from behind, and could see the cars coming towards him. He emerged from under the bridge while the traffic, like a black stream, flowed around this white pebble, with its hairy backside.


“Doesn’t give a damn, does he?”


“He’s been going, oh, two hundred metres now, must be a world record!”


Savane nudged Roman, his darker alter ego.


“Easy to tell: got a stopwatch going!”


Another burst of throaty laughs. Lambert opened his mouth to protest, but the three of them intimidated him.


“Shut the fuck up, look at the screen!”


“Berlion doesn’t like people talking when he’s watching a film.”


“Shut it.”


Roman, Savane and Berlion. If you were in Homicide, you could do a good job and still be a complete cretin. As they amply demonstrated, three times over. They fell silent now, sensing the end approaching, their gallows instinct awakened. Ash from their forgotten cigarettes fell on the tiled floor, and the only sound was the whirring of the tape in the video recorder.


A large saloon car headed straight for the kamikaze, centre screen. The young man spread out his arms as if in crucifixion, thrusting out his chest, like an athlete breasting the tape. The car swerved at the last moment and missed him. But behind it, an H.G.V. was thundering along.


Soundlessly, the runner was drawn under the truck, his insane race stopped short. Then absurdly, it began running in reverse. The radiator of the truck was now spattered with a circular bloodstain from the man’s pulverised skull, and the rest of the body had entirely disappeared under the cabin, as the trailer, its wheels locked, started to slide across the road.


The video squeaked, the tape stopped, freezing on a final image of the truck skidding sideways and the driver’s horrified face. At the bottom of the screen, the numbers of the digital clock had stopped.


Berlion stubbed out his cigarette, burned to the filter, on the tiled floor.


“Eeurgh, that’s gross.”


“I told you it was crazy as hell.”


They went on staring at the screen, caught in mid-breath, sickened and disappointed.


Savane turned towards the dark corner where Lambert had taken refuge.


“Hey, Lambert, what’s the verdict then, suicide or a serial killer?”


They all collapsed laughing, and Savane, gasping for breath, piled it on further.


“Think your boss has arrested the truck driver?”


They were practically pissing themselves at this when the door of the T.V. room opened. Lambert drew up his tall body, as if guiltily standing to attention.


Guérin switched on the light. His three colleagues, emerging from the smoke-filled twilight, were wiping their eyes. He glanced at the screen, then more slowly at Lambert. The anger almost immediately faded from his big brown eyes, dissolving into weariness.


The expressions of Berlion and his sidekicks moved from laughter to aggression, with the facility of men used to questioning suspects.


They filed slowly out of the room, passing in front of Guérin. Savane, probably the most vicious of the three, snarled quietly as he went past:


“Hey Colombo, your mac’s dragging on the floor.”


As he went off down the corridor, he added more loudly,
“Don’t drag it in the shit your little mutt leaves around!”


Lambert blushed crimson, and stared down at his shoes.


Guérin ejected the tape from the machine, put it in his pocket and walked out. Lambert, like a lamp post with no bulb, stood without moving. Guérin put his head back round the door.


“Coming? We’ve got a job to do.”


He almost said “I’m on my way”, in a jokey voice, but something stopped him. Dragging his feet, he followed the boss along the corridors. He tried to guess from the figure in front of him whether it expressed rage, but could only discern the eternal fatigue in which the raincoat draped it. A dog that needed no lead to follow its master. Unlike Savane, he didn’t find the idea degrading. Lambert considered it rather as a sign of trust.


The boss had carried on as if nothing had happened, without a word, but Lambert knew what to think. Being nice wasn’t a quality required in this building. Indeed, one had to admit in the end that it was of little use. Any niceness you had, you got rid of as fast as possible, feeling a bit ashamed, like losing your virginity to some raddled hooker. Lambert wondered if the boss – forty-two years old, thirteen of them in the job – was perhaps making this unnatural exception in his case only. Another reason, he told himself, not to act like a complete dickhead. One, it was a privilege, and two, Guérin was certainly capable of the opposite.


Trainee officer Lambert, who sometimes pursued his thought to its exact limits, wondered whether the boss wasn’t in fact using him as a sort of lifebelt, a refuge for his feelings. When he lost himself in these hypothetical ramblings, generally after a few beers, the image of the dog and its master came back every time. In the end, it summed up their relationship pretty clearly. For the humble, humiliation is the first step towards recognition.


Lambert pushed open the door of their office, meditating on self-esteem. That delicate thing the boss was trying to get him to cultivate.


Guérin, silent and inscrutable, had sat down and plunged straight into the file on the man from the ring road. His ancient raincoat flopped round his shoulders like a sagging and discoloured scout tent.


What was the name of that character on the périphérique? Lambert had already forgotten. A complicated name, double-barrelled. Impossible to remember.


“So, young Lambert, what would you say about him? I agree with you, it wasn’t a very user-friendly way to commit suicide.” Guérin smiled to himself. “You saw it too, did you, how he was waving at the cameras?”


There was no sound or movement in the office. Looking up at his junior encouragingly, Guérin was waiting for some word, some approval. Lambert was busy picking his beaky nose. He looked fascinated by what he was extracting and sticking on the underside of the chair.


“Lambert?”


The big fair-haired junior jumped, slipping his hands under the desk.


“Yessir!”


“Could you go and fetch us some coffee, please.”


Lambert trailed off down the corridor, hoping not to meet too many people. On the way, he once more wondered why in the quai des Orfèvres no-one ever used first names. They said things like “Roman’s divorced again”, “Lefranc’s depressed”, “That dope Savane is in trouble”, “Guérin is completely nuts”, and so on. No first names. To his mind, it was odd to talk in such a detached way among supposed friends.


Guérin listened as the trailing footsteps of his colleague died away, and stared into the distance. Invariably, the sound of old trainers dragging along on the floor reminded him of holidays and the luxury hotel for middle-income tourists in Morocco where he had once booked himself into a room. A palace with unreliable plumbing, where the waiters, with drowsy zeal, walked around slowly, dragging their feet, as they brought trays of mint tea. A week spent sitting on the hotel terrace, looking at the sea, into which he had not once dipped a toe, just listening to the waiters’ footsteps. Lambert’s shoes, echoing in the corridor of H.Q. reminded him of the sound of the waves washing over the beach. There was a direct link between his junior and the Atlantic tide. A link, one of many, that nobody had ever made. As the sound of the sea grew fainter, he wondered why Lambert went on calling him “boss” or sometimes “sir”, like the Moroccan waiters, whereas he had told him a hundred times just to call him Guérin.


He suddenly realised that there was another undeniable link between people being called “sir” and holidays. Hadn’t it been his own boss, Barnier, who had advised him to take that break? “Guérin, why don’t you just get away from Paris and the squad for a bit? Things will have calmed down by the time you get back. Are you listening, Guérin, just take some leave, go away somewhere, anywhere.” So the words “sir” or “boss” really had no business in the workplace. Guérin plunged into the file again, but was distracted by these exotic images and the direct connection he would always make from now on between disciplinary leave and Islam.


Lambert came back with two plastic cups of coffee: he put one on his boss’s desk: black, no sugar. The other one, frothy and heaped with half a ton of demerara, he put on his own desk. Before sitting down, he went over to the wall and smartly tore a little sheet off the calendar. In red figures and letters, it now said: 14 April 2008. He went back to his seat and started to drink his coffee, still looking at the date.


Two years earlier, when he got back from Morocco, Guérin had been directed to this poky office. Two desks, a strip-light, two chairs, a few electric sockets and two doors, as if the way in and the way out were not the same. In fact, there wasn’t really a way out of this office. Behind one of the tables, a long thin strand of white coral with a human head sat facing a wall without a window, calmly contemplating the future. Since that day, it had seemed as if Lambert had never budged from his seat and that the future had definitely postponed its arrival until some later date.


The office was at the very end of the building, at the western point of the Ile de la Cité, in central Paris. To reach it you had to go through half of No. 36, or use a side entrance and an old service staircase. Barnier had handed Guérin the keys, giving him to understand that going through the other offices to get there would be a wasted effort. “Your new assistant,” Barnier had said. “Your new office. Your new job. Suicides. Guérin. From now on, you’re Suicides and Suicides is you.”


The second door opened into a much bigger room, of which their office was the antechamber. The archives of all the suicides in Paris. Or part of them anyway, the ones that ended up in the prefecture of police. Why they had been chosen, he and Lambert, as guard dogs for this endless vista of shelves and files, was a sign he had not yet interpreted. But he was a patient man.


The archives were no longer consulted these days; they were the anachronistic remains of files now kept on computer, the paper copies made for insurance companies and rarely requested. Almost every month the question arose of chucking them out onto a rubbish dump. Guérin was now the only person who added to them or spent hours looking at them, apart from the odd sociology student who came from time to time to investigate social behaviour. It was these students who allowed the archive to survive. The University of Paris had declared the deposit a research resource, and getting rid of it would cause a row. The oldest files went back to the industrial revolution, a time when suicide, as a sort of counterbalance to progress, had embarked on its golden age. Guérin, during the two years since he had listened to the waves on the beach, had become something of a specialist on voluntary death. Ten or so cases a week, hundreds of hours in the archives. He had become a walking encyclopedia on Parisian suicides. Any aspect you could think of: methods, social categories, seasons, family situation, time of day, trends, legislation, influence of religion, age, district – you name it. After the first week spent riffling through these dusty box-files, he had almost forgotten why he had ended up in this dead-end job.


Suicides was a dreaded chore at the Criminal Investigation Department. Not really an established service, but an aspect of police work that had a natural tendency to be separated from the other kinds of case. Every presumed suicide was the subject of a report, confirming or contesting the facts. Where there was any doubt, an investigation was opened: in almost every case, it was simply a matter of ticking boxes. If there was an investigation, it was taken out of Guérin’s hands and fetched up with characters like Berlion and Savane. The hierarchical powers that sent you to Suicides could only be overturned by even more powerful forces, of whose existence nobody was certain. The only exit paths out of Suicides were retirement, resignation on account of depression, committal to an institution – or even, and these cases were more frequent in this branch of the police force than any other – ending it all with a service revolver in the mouth. All these options, with varying orders of preference, had been wished on Guérin. The only one no-one had anticipated was that he would take to it like a duck to water.


But that was what had happened.


As a result, Guérin had added a new layer to the pre-existing hate of his colleagues: the visceral repulsion inspired by perverts, who, when plunged into something everyone else thinks revolting, actually seem to be enjoying themselves.


Two years earlier, Guérin, aged forty and a top graduate from the Officer Training School, had already had both admirers and enemies. But everyone respected his competence, choosing to ignore certain odd aspects of his behaviour. Then there were the incidents, more and more frequent, outside the usual field of thinking and the classic methods of investigation. The incidents were put down to his Nobel-sized brain, which people hoped was working, even if it was not always easy to follow. But two years later, his career was over, he was personally disliked, and his assistant was universally considered a halfwit.


After the fall, Guérin had undergone psychological tests. They had tried to find something physically amiss as well, so that he could be fired. But no valid reason for early retirement had been discovered, either physically or mentally. If there was anything like madness in his makeup, it fitted quite easily into the tickboxes for normality. Dr Furet – an independent psychiatrist who had been consulted because of some administrative slip-up – had put a note in Guérin’s file which had inspired some gossip: “The subject, in a perfectly reasoned way, seems to think, just as some people see God as a concept unifying everything else, that the world can only be comprehended and explained, in other words that the subject’s police work can only be accomplished, if the idea is accepted (is that so absurd?) that everything is connected. No event can be understood or conceived in isolation without losing sight of its meaning, causality and effects. The subject is perfectly sane, and fit for police work.”


Furet had also said to Barnier who was gently pressing him to reconsider his diagnosis: “He may make mistakes, like anyone else, but sack him from the force and if you’re going to be logical, you should resign at the same time. And you could change the Minister of Justice while you’re at it.”


Guérin had stayed. In Suicides.


Poised on the edge of a landslide away from objectivity, the little lieutenant was still concentrating on the case of the kamikaze nudist, which seemed more and more suspicious. Looking for support from his junior, and anxiously rubbing his glossy bald head with one hand, he asked the question again.


“Really, what do you think?”


Looking up at the ceiling, Lambert spoke slowly.


“I didn’t hear it rain in the night.”


Guérin didn’t catch his meaning at first, then looked up too. The pink stain had, indeed, got bigger.


Their office was on the top floor, under the attics. Or more precisely under the drying room. The roof leaked, and rain tended to seep inside onto the clothes hanging up there, then started dripping, now laden with blood. The rainwater collected in a pool on the wooden floor, and trickled between the planks into the plaster in the ceiling below, where it created a rose-pink stain of variable shape, expanding and shrinking above their heads, depending on the amount of rainfall. Every time the stain shrank, it left a series of concentric tawny rings, like a cross section of amethyst. It had rained that night and into the morning. Heavy rain, announcing that spring was on the way. The pink stain had got bigger, a living amethyst, the mineral pulse of dead victims, whose clothes, stiff with blood, were stored in the attics. Police evidence, which in summer gave off an unbearable stench.


Guérin looked at the stain in silence. The sound of the waves, Lambert’s trainers, the truck’s wheels skidding on the wet asphalt, the blood-tinted stain on the ceiling, all merged into a kind of three-dimensional and stereophonic idea: modernisation would never be able to do without these large rooms with their crammed shelves. Everything had to have its place.


He stood up, opened the door to the archives, and walked in between the rows of files. At the end of the room, he pulled down a large box from a shelf, and put the ring-road dossier into it, along with the video cassette. Polishing his head, like a housemaid cleaning a silver soup tureen, he walked away from the murmur of the archives, cellulose sediments whose music he alone could hear.


He sat back down in the office and, like Lambert, looked up at the stain again. The imperceptible movement of water and blood, spreading slowly as if by capillary action, was accompanied by the regular scraping of their chairs on the ground, as they shifted their buttocks backwards, anticipating the deluge.


The telephone rang several times before either of them heard it.


It rang on average about one and a half times a day, with two extremes over the year: the peak was in June and early July, when the sunshine increased social agitation like a chemical reaction affected by heat, and the lowest point was from December to January, when the cold seemed to make life move sluggishly, depriving people of the energy to harm themselves.


Guérin looked at his watch, answered the telephone and took down the details in his notebook, then the faded yellow raincoat stood up, like a ghost.


From the doorway he looked back at his junior who was still absorbed in gazing at the ceiling.


“Coming? We’ve got work to do.”


Lambert followed Guérin who was rubbing his head again awkwardly.


“You’ve got to stop showing things from our files to other people. I told you to watch the tape, not to organise a film show. Do you understand?”


Red-faced, Lambert pulled up the zip of his tracksuit top.


“Yes, sir.”


White clouds on a blue-grey background were streaming across the sky, propelled by winds at high altitude but leaving the world below at rest. As he emerged from their isolated staircase, Guérin paid them no attention.


While his assistant started the staff car, he thought once more about the T.V. programmes he had watched the night before, in an effort to relax. He racked his brains to try to find the link, because he knew there was one, between the vanished civilisation of Easter Island and trout fishing in Montana. A little exercise to distract him from his lack of desire to look at the dull eyes of a corpse.


Lambert started whistling “Le petit vin blanc”. He liked driving, feeling the engine doing all the work while he made no effort.


As they drove along the bank of the Seine, Guérin wondered if the inhabitants of Easter Island – since thousands of them must have been employed in carving those stones as high as houses to please their chiefs – had perhaps fished the local waters so much that they ended up starving to death. It made sense, since there was no longer a tree left on the island to produce so much as a single nut, once they had finished putting up their statues. The last of them, since there was no more wood to transport them, had even remained in the quarries. Deforestation, soil erosion, overpopulation, running out of food, over-fishing the sea and you were back to square one: zero population. As for the fishermen in Montana, they were complaining about the cutting down of forests, land degradation and the pollution of the rivers from copper mining. The trout were dying out, decimated by parasites that flourished in waters where the ecological balance had been disturbed, and now young people were emigrating from the state because there was no work for them on unproductive farms without crops. So the link was the trees. The cause in one case was the carving of great rock sculptures, in the other the timber and mining companies. And the result: the end of an outdoor sport, and the wiping out of a whole civilisation.


Besides, when the giant sculptures had appeared on television, Churchill had cackled with laughter. He never missed a chance to mock humans whenever they deserved it. In conclusion, Guérin told himself, nowadays it was no more reasonable to swim in the sea than to dig the ground, since Man, an unbalanced species, had already buried countless pieces of evidence of his crimes in the earth. More even than were left on the surface.


*


The young woman was twenty-four years old, a literature student. On her bedside table was an empty tube of powerful barbiturates, no doubt prescribed by a doctor who had irresponsibly handed out sleeping pills to an oversensitive student with insomnia. Since she had left no note, which seemed unusual for someone of a literary bent, Guérin concluded that this was a suicide attempt that had got out of hand and succeeded better than intended. The telephone, still grasped in the hand of the young woman on the bed, was the clincher. Category: “cry for help”, subcategory “unintentional irreparable damage”.


The small apartment was full of whispers, sobs and choking sounds. The police did their work in silence. Cries of “No, no!”, or “It can’t be!” were heard, tearing into people’s consciences. They came from the mother, whom the father was clasping tightly in his arms, to stop the poor woman entering the room. Her daughter, white-faced, with purple lips and eyes already clouded with postmortem cataracts, could hear her no more.


Guérin sometimes found it hard to express his sympathy with suffering families. Such awkward and belated displays of concern made him uneasy.


Lambert – as happened every time the suicide was a pretty young woman – was in tears alongside the parents. Lieutenant Guérin, embarrassed himself, silently thanked him for it.


The police might hate letting their emotions show, but the public didn’t mind at all. Families adored Lambert. Guérin had always needed a man who could cry somewhere in his life. He had found one, two years earlier, his sleepy branch of coral, in a cramped office with blood on the ceiling.


Faced with what was clearly a suicide, Guérin was required to ask the parents the usual questions. If you couldn’t do compassion, professionalism was usually appreciated by civilians in shock. He checked the things he had to: statements from the neighbours, timing, state of the apartment, make of pills, level of alcohol required to make them lethal, state of the body, and so on.


Standing there in the bedroom, he wondered distractedly what was wrong with his Easter Island theory. He sat down to think, and after a moment, slapped his forehead. Churchill had laughed when he saw the American anglers too, and yet they were genuinely sad people … This wasn’t his usual behaviour. When the pathologist arrived to write the death certificate, he stood at some distance looking surprised and troubled. Guérin greeted him at first without thinking. He smiled, before realising that he was sitting on the bed, alongside the corpse of the literature student who was holding a telephone out to him. A wave of shame swept over him and he sprang up from the bed.


As the hot blood flooded out of his face, he felt a great chill all over his body, followed by an immense fatigue. It was the responsibility weighing down on him despite his shame. The intimate responsibility of having to explain underground forces, violent and hypocritically denied. Invisible forces which sometimes emerged – passing through parents whose innocence was doubtful, and coming to the surface as a show of power – in the shape of the dead body of an unfortunate young woman. Guérin had realised, as he saw himself sitting on the bed occupied with distant theories, that he was becoming a habitual and willing plaything of these forces, a fragile rationality in a murmuring flood. The young woman’s stomach gave a grotesque gurgle. Her body was losing liquid substances which had nothing to do with the eternal flow of the soul.


The pathologist, sickened, stood back to let Guérin leave.
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On the steps of the church, two slices of history were warming their bones in the sun. With their fading eyesight and bent backs, they stood gazing at the springtime leaves and the village facades whose cracks they had watched expanding over the years. The view before them contained trees, flowerpots, the town hall, Mme Bertrand’s general store, the post office, Michaud’s bakery, the Bar des Sports, and the main road cutting through the middle of the village.


Under his bronze helmet, the metallic eye of a World War II soldier leaning on his rifle seemed to cast doubt on the durability of the plasterwork on the houses.


The old men, cloth caps pulled down over their heads, their outlines as angular as the twisted arms of sundials, projected onto the steps shadows of a timeless rural existence. The church clock struck the half-hour, a single dull note. Reminded of the passing of time, the old men shrank a little more inside themselves.


The stones were warming up, the wooden shutters made cracking sounds and in the bar three glasses were saluting the sun by clinking. In the priory garden, under the gentle shade, a woodpecker was terrorising a colony of insects with its beak. The village stood quite still, representing nothing but France, on a day like any other.


A little breeze sprang up from the west, fluttering the flag on the town hall, and the tender leaves on the trees, carrying all the sounds away with it. Silence fell on the square for a moment. The bronze eye projected its mute enquiry to the horizon, the village waited, and some of its reason for existing went into that wait.


A new sound, distant and raucous, came to rescue the two old men from boredom. They straightened up and listened, their rheumy eyes dilated with curiosity.


Up the little road from the valley – along which they had already witnessed the arrival of electricity, two or three wars, family-planning clinics and the odd guitar-playing hippy – came the sound of a car with a faulty exhaust.


“Oh, ah. The American.”


“Hadn’t seen him for a bit, had we?”


They waited, eyes fixed at the place where the road entered the village, to see the car arrive. Their excitement mounted.


“Reminds me when the Yanks come marching in, in ’44. Remember?”


“Do I! Fritzes going that way, Yanks coming this way. And their teeth! White as anything.”


“Mme Bertrand, she chucked her geraniums out the window.”


“And old Michaud, he come out with his bugle an’ all.”


“Hadn’t seen hide nor hair of him all the war, had we?”


The caps turned towards the bakery.


“Him and his rotten flour, six feet under now, and good riddance.”


Two disapproving faces dispatched further disgust in the general direction of Michaud’s tomb. The racket from the car grew louder as it passed the cemetery.


“Here he comes.”


With a popping of its exhaust, the rusty little white Renault van passed in front of a hoarding, braked and rolled to a halt in front of the post office. The two old men immediately became absorbed in gazing up at the cloudless sky.


The American extracted himself from the van, carrying a shopping bag, and waved to them. They replied with an imperceptible nod from each cap, then, as the tall foreigner turned away, they riveted their eyes on him until he vanished inside the grocery. He closed the door behind him.


“Oh, ah, here comes André.”


Attracted by fresh blood, another old man was approaching, leaning on a stick with a rubber tip, bringing the number of sentinels on duty to three.


André looked across at the Renault. The other two, with a tilt of their heads, indicated the grocery.


“He’s on his own, just got here now.”


Ten minutes later, the American emerged from the shop. He crossed the square on his long legs and entered the baker’s. The sound of its bell tinkled across the square.


“André, remember old Michaud and his bugle in ’44?”


André turned towards the church’s Romanesque doorway and spat carefully, so as not to dislodge his dentures.


“The priest, he was holding up the music for him and all, his eyes as dry as the Pope’s balls, oh he was happy, no bother.”


“We all had a good time with the Yanks.”


“That’s right, we all did.”


“Washed our hands in wine an’ all.”


“Communion wine!”


From his granite plinth above the twenty or more engraved names, the bronze soldier from 1940 affected not to hear.


“Funny to see him here, though, the American.”


Silence fell once more on the square.


A milk lorry went slowly past. The three old men followed it with their eyes until it disappeared down the road from which the van had come.


André pushed at the gravel with the rubber tip of his walking stick.


“Eh, oh! Where’s he gone now?”


The baker’s shop was empty.


“Morning, messieurs!”


The American, appearing from an unexpected angle, came up to them with a smile. The three caps jumped, shuffled closer together and tipped down towards the ground, mumbling inaudible greetings.


The American now went into the post office, emerging a couple of minutes later with a parcel under his arm, got back in the van and drove off again back down the valley. As he disappeared, the sharp reports from the exhaust echoed through the streets.


The three sentinels redeployed in a straight line, each one seeking a place in the sun.


“Always in a rush he is. Never even stops for a chat.”


“Matthieu said he saw him up the dam only yesterday, with his bow and arrow.”


“He don’t fish, he just shoots.”


“But what does he shoot if he ain’t fishing?”


“Matthieu didn’t say he was fishing, he said he was walking.”


“With a bow and arrow? And anyway I know what he said, seeing he said it to me, didn’t he?”


“I was there too, didn’t say he was fishing.”


“Well, tell you something, he don’t buy much meat, that lad.”


“Anyway, he don’t say much either, the American, so you wonder what he’s doing here.”


“Yeah, it’s like he was just coming back. But he never come here in the first place.”


The church clock started striking eleven. The three old men took themselves off in different directions. André hobbled towards the post office, while the other two headed for the grocery and baker’s respectively.


The square was empty. In the distance the sound of the faulty exhaust faded away.


*


He cut the engine, after running along the flat out of the village, and freewheeled downhill. He put a cassette into the old car radio and alongside the squeaks of the bodywork and the colours of springtime, Jimi Hendrix’s guitar made his loudspeakers crackle. “Voodoo Child”. The van gently gathered speed.


He braked as he reached the turn-off, then took the forest track. The suspension, completely shot to pieces, let the wheels do what they liked, and the van seemed to float along on the stones. From here in, to get to the end without the engine, he didn’t even have to brake. The vehicle bounced along so loudly that he couldn’t hear the music.


A turn of the wheel to the left, and up the little track. A slalom between the dried-out ruts left from the winter.


The van slowed and came to a stop at the end of the trail, just under the big oak tree. He celebrated his small victory by listening to the end of the track, hands still on the wheel, before he switched the cassette-player off. Getting out of the car, he went down the steps made of logs. A quick glance at his universe. With the ambiguous satisfaction on his face of a man who owns nothing.


The winter had been long, but now spring was there, brushing away his doubts about the wisdom of his return. He rekindled the fire, then, with a few tools and the parcel newly arrived from Australia, he walked further into the forest. He had been waiting two whole months for this spare part. It took him only a few minutes to replace the propeller of the little turbine installed at the end of the hydraulic system which he had set up: fifty metres of P.V.C. tubing, running along the hill to transform the stream into enough energy for two electric bulbs, a very small fridge, a radio, and a Dremel power tool.


He walked back, started to prepare the perch he had shot the night before up at the dam, and put it on the embers. In the wood, above the sounds of insects and birds excited by the spring, he could hear the little Australian wind pump recharging the four twelve-volt batteries with its new propeller.


The fish tasted good, and he smiled, thinking of the three old men.


*


The 4x4 shook as it travelled over potholes and rocks. The cool morning air came in through the windows, and the woman at the wheel took off her cap, which wouldn’t stay in position. The equipment, radio, shotguns, torches, chevaux-de-frise, and radar, rattled together preventing any communication between the three gendarmes.


The vehicle, overladen already, gave up completely in the deep grooves of the uphill section. Grudgingly, the three of them embarked on the final stretch on foot. The officer with a grey moustache brought up the rear behind his colleague, Michèle, a fine-featured blonde with a Teutonic backside. Her gun bounced on her wide hips, which was a cheering sight. The third, leading the way, was a spotty, stiff-legged youth, who took his career rather seriously.


They reached the camp out of breath. The beat-up Renault van, the hippy’s tepee, the suspicious vegetable patch.


The youngest walked round the car, sniffing like a dog, and kicked one of the smooth tyres. The blonde, hands on hips, was looking closely at the tent, from which floated the last wisps of smoke from the night before. On a line, stretched between two trees, some clothes and undergarments were hung to dry. The officer had thrust his thumbs into his belt, as a way of registering his overall disapproval of the encampment.


“So where is he?”


The valley ran down from the tepee towards a stream shaded by trees. The other way was the north-facing slope, dark and steep. The woman went down a few steps made of logs. The uprights of the tent, made of chestnut stakes, were wide open. A little excited, she leaned inside. A camp bed, with blankets rolled up, a fireplace, a small fridge, some cooking pots, a wooden chest and two rows of books stacked directly on the ground. The blonde pulled her head back out from this deserted intimate scene.


“Not here.”


The youngster, having finished his inspection of the van, pushed his cap up on his forehead.


“What’s that noise?”


His superior listened. In the forest, up above them, came the distant echo of an axe. Chtock.


The three gendarmes took a path leading towards the little wood.


They were sweating under their uniforms, and they masked their annoyance with serious official expressions. The path forked several ways and the chopping sounds ricocheted between the trees. The thicket was dense, making it hard to see anything ahead. The officer muttered, and the blonde spotted a splash of colour on the right. They pushed their way through the undergrowth. The youngest noticed a wad of straw attached to a tree, above what looked like an archery target.


“There!”


A threatening whistle made them duck. A flash, and chtok. The blonde hid behind a tree, and the youngest, clutching his gun, put one knee to the ground. The senior officer had stayed standing. He wiped the sweat from his moustache.


“Hey you! Can’t you see we’re over here? What do you think you’re doing?”


The arrow had hurtled past about two metres in front of them.


At the end of a natural clearing, about forty metres away, they could now see the tall American, who was holding up one hand in apology. He was smiling, but not moving from the spot. The gendarmes advanced down the clearing, readjusting their caps and belts. The American just went on standing there, at the end of the archery lane, with his Anglo-Saxon smile and his stupid bow. The officer thrust out his chest.


The secret service had a few leads, but in truth they knew very little about him. A Franco-American, aged thirty-three, who had been in his hippy camp for about six months. The land belonged to his mother – another dropout – and had been bought in the 1970s. At the time, it had been the site of some kind of lefty New Age commune. One of the men had died of an overdose, it had brought bad karma, and they had all left. Now here was this child of 1968, an intellectual and no doubt a smoker of illicit substances. He had had an education, quite a good one it seemed, but no details were known: registered unemployed and entitled to benefit. The nearer they got, the taller he looked. Not a specky swot at all, that was for sure. One metre 85, strong jaws used to churning chewing gum, and a fine set of teeth. It really got up the officer’s moustache that this guy was half-French. Hell’s bells, that smile was fake.


“Now then, you, for a start, you should be more careful with that bow and arrow!”


“Excuse me, I didn’t see you.”


The woman officer wriggled her bum, blushing deep red from neck to forehead and not just from the climb.
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