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For Raphaël, my little prince . . .
And for Albane, who is just starting out on his journey




They were not living beings. We thought they must be our ancestors, come back from the land of the dead. At that time we knew nothing of the outside world. We thought we were the only people alive. We believed our ancestors had gone over there, turned white and come back as spirits. That was how we explained the White Man. Our dead had returned.


Account of an indigenous person from New Guinea describing his first encounter with a white man. Extract from the documentary “First Contact” by Bob Connolly and Robin Anderson (Arundel Productions, 1983)





PROLOGUE



Sepik region, New Guinea – 1936


“Almost there now,” Kaïngara said.


Robert Ballancourt nodded and let his eyes drift across the surface of the greasy water. The long dugout canoe slid along noiselessly.


“Just a few more minutes, Robert.”


The grey, meandering waters of the River Sepik coiled away into the dense, clammy bush. The warm air was thick with the sweet smell of water hyacinth and decaying dead weed. From time to time, the shrill cry of a cockatoo escaped from the great forest.


“The river is dangerous just here. The current’s too strong.”


Kaïngara knew the channels through the clawed fingers of the mangroves and the clumps of reeds. With each stroke of the paddle his chest grew taut from the steady movement and the hard muscles tensed beneath his copper-coloured skin.


“You see those whirlpools,” he said pointing out eddies in the yellow water, “that’s where the spirits of the Elders lie.”


As a rule Kaïngara spoke little. Instead he had an open smile that revealed his large ivory teeth.


“The spirits of the ancestors?” Ballancourt asked.


“Yes. Those who have not yet found their home. You need to be careful, there are many whirlpools round here. You must never see a spirit or know where its voice comes from.”


“Why’s that?”


“It means death . . .”


Kaïngara cast a worried glance towards the clay banks. Hidden archers lying in wait might shower them with arrows. In the front Robert Ballancourt kept his hands clenched on the long, slender sides of the boat. His beige, canvas hat was clamped down over his watery blue eyes. His trousers and rough cotton shirt were spattered with mud and starting to rot. For three days he had been sleeping in the depths of the disease-ridden rain forest, under the heavy, canopied sky, with bats for company. The highland region had furrowed his feverish brow.


“Yuarimo’s in that direction,” Kaïngara exclaimed, straightening up, his eyes alert. “Over there. We’ll be there tomorrow.”


They had come to the mouth of Yuat River. On the bank of the river, partly concealed by some Betel palm trees, a strangely pointed roof appeared. Beyond lay the Men’s House, with its huge tutelary mask above the entrance casting ferocious looks in all directions. Ballancourt had never seen such a beautiful one.


“These villagers have come across white men,” Kaïngara said.


His face had softened, he seemed less anxious. Some warriors armed with spears, bows and arrows watched the visitors in silence. They were naked, with kotekas – long penis gourds – across their stomachs. One stepped forward, his skin wizened like old hide.


“It seems they were expecting us,” Ballancourt said.


“Yes, news travels fast in the bush.”


The dugout landed, grounding on a spit of red mud. Children who had been splashing around in the water clambered back on to the bank and ran towards the village houses. The black pigs rooting among the palm trees were sent scuttling.


The man with the wrinkled skin stepped forward.


“That’s the Big Man,” Kaïngara warned, looking anxious. “He’s the one you have to deal with.”


The old man had sparse white curls. Beneath his veined forehead his eyes did not miss the smallest detail of the scene being played out before him. A boar’s tusk had been driven through the cartilage of his nasal septum, and it drooped downwards like a thick white moustache. The other men all held back. They had rather wild expressions, curious and suspicious at the same time. Their muscular torsos bore numerous battle scars: thin star-shaped wounds left by barbed arrows and long stripes caused by slashing blades.


The Big Man turned to Kaïngara and questioned him. There was a frightening glint in the old man’s eyes and he had the commanding voice of a military leader.


“They are happy you have come to buy things. They say they have much to sell.”


“Ask them if it’s possible to see the Men’s House . . .”


Kaïngara paused to reflect before translating. He knew this was a sensitive area. The Men’s House was a restricted place; only the initiated could enter. After an interminable wait, the old man signalled to them to follow.


The Men’s House was a huge rectangular construction on stilts. The posts were carved like totem poles; one for each clan. A curtain of dried grass hung from the ceiling, closing off the entrance. Inside the house each pillar, beam, or cross-section of the roof structure was decorated with fantastic figures, or intertwined bodies.


The men remained silent. Some of them were sitting on the ground, others on benches. The Big Man detached himself from the group. He held broad green leaves in his left hand and he pointed to a stool. His gaze was fixed on Ballancourt. He wanted to show them something.


“What’s that?” the explorer asked.


Hesitantly, Kaïngara translated: “That’s the orator’s stool. It represents our first ancestor. We use it to discuss problems in the village or to give out clan names. It is very important. An oath made at the stool can never be broken.”


The Big Man uttered some words that seemed to be prescribed by ritual. As he modulated his thin, reedy voice it was as though he was reciting verse. From time to time he whipped the seat with a sharp, powerful gesture.


“When the village had to decide whether to declare war on another village, the stool was consulted,” Kaingara nodded as he translated, listening to the Big Man’s every word.


The Big Man stared at Ballancourt for a moment then placed three leaves on the seat.


“The first ancestor would command us to go headhunting. In the Men’s House everyone would rise to their feet and take their spears from the raised benches. There was great excitement. The headhunting could begin.”


The carved face on the stool seemed mysteriously closed. Two cowrie shells split across the middle formed small, almond-shaped eyes that peered into the world of the living. On top of the head was a crown made of marsupial fur. The nose and mouth ended in a long beak; the feet were carved in the shape of birds’ feet. They represented the body of the first ancestor. The stool itself was also decorated with shells, pigs’ teeth, hair and leaves.


With a swipe of his hat Ballancourt dusted off the back of his trousers. The gesture provoked smiles among the men watching.


“Sell me that stool!”


“I cannot do that,” the old man replied, “I’m happy to explain what it is used for, but I can’t sell it to you. Never.”


“I’ll give you all these shillings. There’s over twenty here.”


“No, stranger.”


With a flourish Ballancourt produced some large, shiny coins, “That’s a lot of money.”


The Big Man’s expression lit up. A smile hovered over his toothless mouth which then closed in a hostile pout once more. “No.”


The Big Man turned his hands, his palms facing the heavens. He avoided looking in Ballancourt’s eyes and repeated, “No.”


“It’s a sacrilege,” Kaïngara added in a low voice, “but if you want there are other things.”


Since entering the Men’s House Ballancourt had noticed some skulls hanging from ritual hooks. The explorer was captivated by the funereal beauty of one of them. The bone was exposed, smooth like varnish. The eye sockets had been filled with a brown paste in which two round, asymmetrical eyes had been fashioned. Coarse features adorned the skull.


“That one is not from this village,” Kaïngara added, “it belonged to one of the enemy. A trophy skull, cut off in battle.”


The eyes of the explorer must have betrayed his emotions because the Big Man went up and examined him with an attentive smile.


“And this one?” Ballancourt asked pointing to a more elaborate skull.


“That’s an ancestral skull,” Kaïngara replied, without translating, “it probably belonged to someone important, like the Big Man here. It’s much more beautiful.”


One eye flowered from a spiral; the other formed a perfectly round hole. Features in blackish paint like fine tattoos ran in large meandering patterns, from the base of the nose and the corners of the lips, to the top of the forehead. Kaïngara explained that these features recalled the whirlpools of the River Sepik, the place where the spirits resided. The back of the skull was adorned with thick, black curly hair.


“I’ve never seen anything so evocative of the great mystery of Death,” said Ballancourt bending his tall frame slightly towards the Big Man. “It’s magnificent. How much does he want for it?”


“He says he needs tobacco for the whole village, glasses like the ones you have in your canoe and some iron tools. It’s very expensive.”


The old man made a gesture that Ballancourt did not understand. He repeated the same word several times, while letting forth a strange sound from the back of his throat.


“He says that for three iron axes, he will give you the other skull as well.”


It was a skull with a shiny forehead, decorated with feathers and white shells. On the nose some small red pearls were set in brown resin.


“It’s very beautiful. Tell him I agree. I’ll be very proud to show it to people back in France. Tell him it’s for a great museum . . .”


“A museum?” Kaïngara asked, surprised.


“Yes. It’s a bit like a large Men’s House, a place where everyone can come to admire the treasures of the world.”


Ballancourt frowned. These skulls were supposed to remain in their sacred resting place in the Men’s House, watching over the warriors and their harvests. They had been taken out so the explorers might buy them.


“Where is this head from?” he asked.


The Big Man had understood. He looked away.


“From another village. He doesn’t want to say where,” Kaïngara whispered.


“Why’s that?”


“It’s difficult to say. It’s taboo, you see. The spirits of the ancestors continue to live in those skulls.”


Ballancourt took a skull in his hands that a younger man held out to him. As he felt the jaw in his palms, he sensed he was crossing a sacred boundary.


“Tell me how you go headhunting,” he said.


Kaïngara smiled at the question then translated straightaway.


The Big Man disappeared for a moment and returned with a long dagger, which he brandished in Ballancourt’s direction.


“We used to use bamboo knives,” he said in a voice that had suddenly become high-pitched.


He circled round Ballancourt, miming the gestures, “See: I stab you like this, again and again, right round your head. That’s how I cut it off.”


The Big Man tucked the large knife between his legs and grabbed hold of Ballancourt’s head. He shook it from right to left with small, jerky movements then pulled it towards him. The explorer’s hair was all out of place. He smiled, a bit disoriented by the amused looks directed at him and the giggling coming from groups of children.


“That’s how you cut off a head. It’s very easy. Then I hang it round my neck and take it back to the village. For three days we dance and celebrate.”


Ballancourt imagined the bloody head hanging from the Big Man’s chest. He could hear the furious battle cries; the wailing of women; the whistle of arrows.


“Have you cut off many heads?”


As Kaïngara translated, the Big Man gave a small cry and slapped his knees, “Several dozen.”


A murmur of admiration and fear ran through the men who were sitting on the ground, beating themselves with plaited straw in a vain attempt to drive away the flies and voracious mosquitoes. Ballancourt pointed at the ancestral skull.


“Does a head that’s been cut off have special powers?”


The Big Man closed his red-rimmed eyes and breathed deeply.


“For them, yes, it does,” Kaïngara said. “Because of it the spirit ceases to wander. It regains human form. The Big Man says he will sell it to you because the missionaries forbid us to own these things and they want us to destroy them.”


An inquisitive woman came forward. Her little boy had snuggled up against her leg and was staring at Ballancourt with wide eyes. The Big Man was standing in the middle of a group of Elders, a large bow and long reed arrows in his hand. He had stopped smiling. His face was solemn and his tone grave.


“Here,” he said, “this belonged to the man whose skull and bows and arrows you have. Everyone here praised his skills as a warrior. He was the best among us. His weapons are for you.”


“What was this warrior called?” Ballancourt asked.


The men seemed embarrassed and looked away. In the distance, between the houses raised on skeletal stilts, a strange cry came through the curtain of birdsong. The sound of women wailing. A clan in mourning. An important man had died.


“Should we leave now?”


“Yes,” Kaïngara said in a dark voice.


That night two warriors would take over from the women, playing sacred flutes, those long wooden pipes that produce a spellbinding, thin sound. The voice of the spirits.


They left the River Yuat and went off down the Sepik, which was more turbulent. The canoe slipped quickly through the evening shadows. Silhouettes moved along the earth banks, disappearing into the already dark recesses. Faces appeared in the eddies and whirlpools, before immediately disappearing again into the depths of the river.


On the bank a warrior observed the strangers. His headdress of paradise bird feathers, carmine and gold, fluttered in the breeze. He had painted his face with dazzling yellow and red strokes; the rest of his body was coated in pig fat blackened by smoke. He raised his spear in their direction and hurled curses at them.


“What’s he shouting?” Ballancourt asked.


“Who do you mean?” Kaïngara returned the question.


“That man on the bank, between those two large sago palms. He’s wearing a big, white cowrie-shell necklace. Can’t you hear him?”


“No.”


The guide scoured the bank. Nothing could escape his hunter’s eyes.


“I don’t see anyone.”


“Look more carefully. He’s running along the bank.”


“There’s nobody there, Robert. Nobody.”


Kaïngara dug his paddle into the dark water and pushed with all his might, as though he wanted to escape.


“Keep your eyes shut, Robert. Great misfortune strikes anyone who sees a spirit.”


Ballancourt closed his eyes. In spite of the heat he shuddered.





PART ONE

THE MEN’S HOUSE



• SEVENTY YEARS LATER •
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A hand jutted out from the jacket sleeve. A clawed, cold hand; slowly wizened by old age.


Shaken, Michel de Palma took two steps back. The man had died in his armchair. A mask made out of vegetable fibres covered his face, shaped in the form of a red heart. The colour had faded. Two fantastic white eyes bulged, open wide and separated by a black septum. White filaments dangled from an oval mouth.


“How do doctors die?” de Palma wondered out loud.


A huge display cabinet spanned the entire length of one wall. A line of other masks: figures drawn with sharp patterns, slanting eyes, narrow as buttonholes. There was now a gap where the mask covering the deceased’s face had been. Some weapons; daggers apparently made out of bone; about a dozen statuettes; a round stain in the dust.


“One of the pieces is missing,” de Palma told himself.


Facing the corpse, a book lay open on the desk: Sigmund Freud’s Totem and Taboo.* On page 213 a passage had been underlined:


One day the brothers who had been driven out came together, killed and devoured their father and so made an end to the patriarchal horde. United, they had the courage to do and succeeded in doing what would have been impossible for them individually. (Some cultural advance, perhaps, command over some new weapon, had given them a sense of superior strength.) Cannibal savages as they were, it goes without saying that they devoured their victim as well as killing him. The violent primal father had doubtless been the feared and envied model of each one of the company of brothers: and in the act of devouring him they accomplished their identification with him, and each one of them acquired a portion of his strength. The totem meal, which is perhaps mankind’s earliest festival, would thus be a repetition and a commemoration of this memorable and criminal deed, which was the beginning of so many things – of social organization, of moral restrictions and of religion.


The underlining was not recent. The ink, probably from a quill, had turned a sepia colour. It was a 1920 edition.


De Palma replayed the night’s events. The duty team on the second floor of Évêché police station in Marseille; a call to the divisional branch.


“I want to speak to the Murder Squad.”


The call was from a phone box. A man’s voice, with a strong Marseille accent.


“I’m putting you through to the Central Commissariat,” the operator replied frostily.


“I don’t want that lot! I want the Murder Squad, the C.I.D.! Put me through to the Murder Squad, do you understand?”


The operator hesitated.


“Come on, move it. Pull your finger out, you bitch!”


The telephone played “A Little Night Music”, a string of high-pitched notes churned out by a digital horn. With both feet up on his desk, de Palma was finishing a slice of pizza. It was a warm, peaceful night. He was relishing the chance of a quiet shift, his nose in a sailing manual and Mahler’s “Kindertotenlieder” in his ears.


In this weather, in this downpour,
I would never have sent the children out.
They have been carried away!
I wasn’t able to warn them!


He was between the channel markers, green to starboard, red on the port side. If he was ever going to sail he had to learn all that stuff by heart. He had always dreamed of faraway lands. The brutal ocean, the wind roaring in the rigging.


The squad telephone rang.


“I’ve got someone on the line. Sounds like it could be something serious.”


“O.K., take a note of the number if it comes up.”


“I’ve done that.”


Then came the beeping sound of the call being transferred, and a sound of breathing. Every so often, cars raced by. The person must be standing next to a busy road.


“Murder Squad, Commandant de Palma speaking.”


“About time, boss,” the words came out in a splutter; a fragile tone, denoting panic.


De Palma stood up and reached for a phone pad, “Who are you?”


“Bugger that! Now you listen to me. There’s a bloke down his place, and he’s all mashed up. Stiff as a poker.”


“Hang on, can you give me . . .”


“Rue Notre-Dame-des-Grâces. I’ve forgotten the number. The gate’s open. You can’t miss it. It’s the big house with green shutters, right at the end, facing the sea.”


“Can you say that again?”


“No, I can’t! I’ve had it with you lot. It’s got nothing to do with me. Do you understand, the bloke calling you’s done nothing. All I done was discover stuff. I’m a robber, not a murderer!”


The voice of the night hung up. De Palma had a nasty feeling. He knew the road that ended by the rocks near a cove. He got up and wanted to have a slow stretch, but he felt jumpy. He had slept for a while in his chair. No dreams or nightmares, just the emptiness of the night. The refrain from “Kindertotenlieder” had been bouncing around in his head.


In this weather, in this storm,
They rest as in their mother’s house.
No storm will threaten them,
They are protected by God’s hand.


De Palma parked the squad’s Renault Clio at the end of rue Notre-Dame-des-Grâces. Death was lurking there, muzzling him in the back. It was all too familiar, so he put off the encounter for a few minutes, his gaze straying across the Anse des Cuivres.


The day had been a warm one. A late autumnal sun; soft as a ball of saffron. The air loaded with sweat from the sea. Down below the lapping of water against the fragmented rocks, a spreading smell of salt and dried seaweed. Beyond the bay it was dark along the coast as far as the faint lights of La Madrague and Les Goudes.


The house had the appearance of a colonial villa. It could not be seen from the road, or from the coastal path. Above a maze of alleyways and secrets; tiny gardens created from local stone; a three-star Michelin restaurant, and villas surrounded by fishermen’s huts with walls of sand. This labyrinth of cobbled streets and terraces ran down towards the sea.


De Palma fetched a torch from the boot of his car. The gate of number thirty-eight was open. The brass numbers in the wall glinted softly. De Palma stroked them with the end of his fingers as though to reassure himself. He took out his Bodyguard. His heart pumped the blood faster through his arteries.


“I hope there isn’t an alarm,” he said to himself, “I can’t stand those things.”


“That burglar of yours has already taken care of it,” an inner voice said.


The small grounds surrounding the house looked over the sea. By a kidney-shaped swimming pool an enormous rhododendron gave off a rotting smell of peat. De Palma shone his torch up at the front of the house. The beam lit up a windowpane on the ground floor like two piercing eyes shooting fiery glances. The policeman shuddered, overcome by fear. Normally he dealt with this by reciting his multiplication tables or by singing something lively and combative from “Il Trovatore.”


The horrible blaze of that pyre burns . . .


A grey stone flight of steps; a metal and glass double door ajar; and on the right a plaque that shone in the beam of his Maglite torch.


DR FERNAND DELORME


NEUROSURGEON


MEMBER OF


THE INTERNATIONAL SOCIETY FOR NEUROSURGERY


“Rather unusual to hang a plaque inside,” de Palma said aloud, in an attempt to convince himself he was not alone.


“It was outside before,” the inner voice replied.


“How do you know that? Did you know Dr Delorme?”


“He was a top specialist in epilepsy and a very distinguished man. Respected throughout the world.”


The entrance hall was laid with large vermilion hexagonal floor tiles, featuring a rosette pattern in the middle. Two stone staircases met on the floor above, between two sets of banisters and a double door. De Palma cocked the hammer on his weapon and pushed open one of the doors.


A panelled hallway led to a door set between rows of books. De Palma turned the handle, his hand wrapped in a handkerchief. He felt around for the switch then flooded the room with light. The dead man lay in his office chair, shoulders slumped.


De Palma looked once again at the book by Freud. Was it sheer chance, or had it been stage-managed? The reference to early cannibalism was perhaps not fortuitous. He had had to deal with this sort of thing in the past; such events were extremely rare.


“Totem and Taboo,” he said.


He tried to work out the significance of those two words. For him the first one conjured up a picture of a mythical being and a guardian spirit, the second denoted something absolutely forbidden. Something sacred.


“Anyone who violates the taboo is punished by death,” the small voice said, “You know that.”


“Yes, the person or animal that no-one may touch because their power is so great and dangerous.”


A deep, very soft, sound like a note only just formed, rose up from nowhere. The mask covering the dead man’s head had moved. The figures arranged in the display cabinet had darkened.


A whistling sound broke through the silence once again. De Palma froze. He raised his gun to eye level, left the study, and slowly headed towards the source of the sound.


A large drawing room occupied the left wing of the house. Masks of every size, with large, dark, round eyes ran along walls that were lined with ochre-coloured paper. Three large pictures depicted faces blurred by a thin veil of grey paint. De Palma put down his torch on one of the bookshelves and listened to the night for a long time. Nothing; only the distant sound of waves lashing on the rocks of the Anse des Cuivres.


On a small piece of walnut furniture there was a black-and-white photograph in a silver frame: a schooner, with all sails set, her jibs bellying out.


In the grounds the early morning wind rustled in the shrubs. Dead leaves had been piled up against the trunk of a large cedar tree; and then turned back as though someone had wanted to search inside. De Palma was on the point of leaving when once again he heard a strange sound a few steps behind him. Not a noise, but a sound of breathing concealed behind a partition or a piece of furniture. A presence. The smirking, sleeping statues awoke.


Nobody could be there. Nobody. He had been round the entire room.


The breathing became more distinct, like the plaintive timbre of panpipes. The shrill notes seemed to come from higher up, from one of the floors above.


De Palma slowly climbed the stone staircase, keeping his back to the wall, and his revolver pointed at the landing above. The sound of the flute grew louder. It was primal music that whined; thin and repetitive.


At the top of the stairs there was a door immediately on the left. De Palma kicked the door open, and then shone his torch inside. The sound of the flute stopped. A collection of old toys was lying on a long shelf: china dolls with pale faces and die-cast steel cars in garish colours. A teddy bear with glassy eyes stared at the ceiling.


“No-one can have slept in this room since the 1930s,” de Palma said aloud.


The tune began again, faster this time, as though the player were panting down a long pipe. De Palma moved towards the second door and slowly turned the handle. The music stopped abruptly.


In his head he tried to imagine where he was in relation to the garden. This room overlooked the large cedar; its main branch passed a few inches from the window. The last sound he had heard came from inside the room, he was almost sure of it. He opened the door sharply. The tiny room was empty. A window shutter banged in the wind. The windowpane had been smashed and splinters were strewn across the floor. De Palma ran over and leaned outside. Even an exceptionally agile man would not have been able to vanish in such a short space of time. Through the branches of the cedar it was possible to make out the islands and the lights along the coast.


The music had moved further away. The notes now came from lower down; the drawing room, or perhaps from the office where the corpse lay.


“It must be the wind blowing down one of the pipes in this dump!” de Palma yelled in an effort to keep up his spirits.


The flute stopped dead, but the presence could still be felt, as though it were hiding in some remote part of the house.


De Palma rushed down the stairs, through the garden, and dived into the unmarked squad car.


“Time to call in the cavalry,” he whispered, switching on the sidelights. The handset was in the glove compartment.


“Pétanque, this is Solex.”


Silence. Then the handset coughed and spluttered into life.


“Pétanque receiving, over.”


“De Palma, Murder Squad.”


Out at sea, with her sails drawing well, a schooner was moving towards the Planier lighthouse: gateway to the world. The captain was running before the wind on the starboard tack. A plume of white foam washed against the stem. A young sailor had climbed to the top and was frantically waving his cap above his head in a last farewell, as though dedicating his impending voyage to the entire bay.
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“You alright, Baron?” Jean-Louis Maistre asked, calling his friend by his nickname.


De Palma looked pale and his face was crumpled. “About as right as you can be when you’ve just discovered a corpse in the middle of the night.”


In the dull light Maistre looked as though he had put on weight again. His full cheeks accentuated his chubby face and grey, laughing eyes.


“No sign of a wound,” he said. “I reckon it’s on the head.”


“We’ll see about that later,” the Baron said.


“I’ve left my phone in the car.”


Maistre went out. De Palma remained sitting in the room for a long while. He forced himself to think of all the possible explanations for this crime. The quote from Freud perhaps pointed to a former patient. “Possible, but a bit too straightforward,” the Baron said to himself.


On entering the office once again, Maistre hitched up the holster that dangled down his hip, “Tell me about this call,” he mumbled.


“Young voice. Shaky,” de Palma replied, reaching for his first Gitane of the day.


“Probably a wino or a junkie . . . they always get the shakes when they’re speaking. Could be a burglar who decided he was going to play the responsible citizen and told himself it might be a good idea to report what he’s discovered.”


“Unless he wanted to put himself in the clear . . .”


“You always see evil everywhere.”


“By now I’ve got good reason to.”


“Why did he phone the squad?


“Because he’s a con and he knows we’re not as dumb as the others.”


“That’s flattering . . .”


Then there was the crime scene, the origin of the mask itself. In the bookcase there were books on Papuan art. Dr Delorme was evidently a collector of works of art from New Guinea.


Something didn’t add up.


“Why steal a single piece from the display cabinet?” Maistre asked.


“You’re right. Why not nick the rest?”


“The ways of killers are hard to fathom.”


Apart from that one detail there was nothing very specific to go on. A bluish glow spread through the office. It was getting light and the squat peak of Mount Marseilleveyre stood out on the other side of the bay. Maistre called in the forensics team.


In the bookcase some books had recently been disturbed, then put back in spaces that were definitely not the ones assigned to them by Dr Delorme. Alphabetical continuity had been broken in several places. In the bottom row a volume was sticking out: a large Octavo fully bound in leather. De Palma opened it. Vigorous, fine writing covered the edges of the yellowed sheets. Printed on the first page:


Captain Fortuné Meyssonnier
Ship’s Log of The Marie-Jeanne
– Two hundred tonne schooner from Paimpol, Brittany


The text started by describing the Marie-Jeanne:


She’s a stout ship our Marie-Jeanne. She’s done big fishing in Iceland in winds as strong as any I’ve ever known. A ship owner from Paimpol bought her back before selling her on to Monsieur Ballancourt. She measures one hundred feet from stem to stern, and like most boats of her type has only one topsail.


She’s a magnificent sailing ship. The owner has given her a face-lift. She has a red and white hull and painted imitation gun ports that make her look like a pirate ship.


. . .


All being well we sail within the week. Yesterday we tried out the whole of the sail locker in a force six gale. I’ve rarely seen a sailing ship as easy to handle as our Marie-Jeanne. Out by the Planier lighthouse I had three men hoist the topsail. It only took us four minutes. It augurs well for the breezes of the South Pacific.


The crew is excellent, all clean and polite. The Petty Officer, like me, was formerly in the Messageries Maritimes. He has already done the long voyage down to the Antipodes. I know that I can rely on him. He has recruited two more sailors, both Corsicans like himself, who come from the same village in Cap Corse.


There is much excitement in the harbour. Children from the Quartier Saint-Laurent come to pinch oranges that have fallen from the harbour craft. The temperature is already warm. At the end of the day the Vierge de la Garde becomes wrapped in thick mist rising from the bay. At sunset her gold dress is barely visible any longer, so shrouded is it in cloud. Even the dilapidated old buildings by the quay and the rented houses on the Colline des Accoules seem unreal . . .


De Palma shut the logbook once more, crouched down and looked more closely at the traces of dust and the marks between the leather bindings.


“Someone has touched this book recently,” he said, as he heard Maistre coming into the study.


“Are you sure?”


“Positive. Make a note please . . . Seal number four.”


“You think there’s a connection with this murder?”


“I think that I don’t believe in coincidences.”


Maistre looked down, a taste of bile in his mouth. “I need to get a coffee and a croissant.”


“There’s a bar up the Corniche that opens early. Let’s go there.”


“Too late, here come the bosses.”


The head of the Murder Squad, Commissaire Eric Legendre, burst in with Lieutenant Bessour at his side.


“Morning, Baron.”


De Palma greeted the two men with a nod.


“Quite a weird sort of ritual, boss. Not your everyday crime scene. Take a look.”


Legendre got his breath back. His jacket was too tight for him, making his short round silhouette bulge even further. Karim Bessour was his exact opposite: he had the physique of a sprinter, a sharp profile and frantic look; threadbare jeans, sports anorak and a Tuareg ring on his right hand. He stepped aside nimbly to let the police forensic technicians pass as they lugged a stretcher.


“You look like death warmed up, boss!” Maistre said, eyeing the Commissaire’s red tie which had come adrift on his check shirt. “I reckon there’s something moody going on. Have you seen the director?”


“Yes. It seems he never sleeps and he has ears everywhere. He’s just phoned to remind me that Delorme was friends with half the town, and enemies with the other half.”


“Nobody knows for sure that it’s Delorme.”


“Maybe not, but we’re in his house so the director has got his eyes on us. He reminded me that results-wise we’ve been up shit creek for some time. His words, not mine.”


“Nice!”


Legendre adjusted the knot on his tie.


“Has to be said we’ve had some really tough cases since the beginning of this year,” Bessour put in as he scratched the ground with the tip of his trainer.


The small police forensics van manoeuvred in the grounds to let the ambulance pass. The first few faces appeared at the windows. A dozy-looking woman in a dressing gown leaned over her balcony.


“We’re going to remove that thing he’s got over his head,” said a brigadier from the criminal records office. “You coming?”


Two technicians positioned themselves either side of the corpse and slowly raised the mask. The face appeared, an open mouth revealing decayed teeth. The eyes seemed to retain a glimmer of life. De Palma glanced away on seeing the tiny hole that had pierced the forehead right between the eyes.


“The frontal bone has been perforated,” the brigadier said laconically.


“Probably a .22, given the size of the entry point. They leave reliable traces in the skull. The bullet hasn’t re-emerged, which you’d expect with a .22. No trace of any gunpowder.”


Maistre pointed at a black-and-white photograph in the display cabinet: the portrait of a man of about fifty, with a high forehead, sparse hair and a shrewd look behind his small, round, metal glasses. The puckered lips formed a discreet smile. No doubt about it, the corpse in the armchair was definitely that of Dr Delorme.


“I was scared just now,” de Palma said, pulling Maistre aside.


“What of?”


“I don’t know. There’s something in this house. A presence . . . Like a ghost.”


Maistre’s eyebrows arched above his watchful eyes. “Sure you’re O.K., Baron?”


De Palma glanced around to make sure that no-one was eavesdropping. “Listen, I heard the sound of a flute. It disappeared, then came back again.”


“You mean someone was trying to play the flute while you were here?”


“Yes, I searched all over but I couldn’t find anyone.”


“I see . . .”


“Don’t take the mick, mate. I know what I heard.”


Maistre didn’t dare look his friend in the eyes for fear of offending him, but it was too late.


De Palma withdrew to the garden. Confused, he thought of the quotation from Freud that he had just placed under seal. It went back to the Oedipus myth and to the birth of mankind.


A sea wind was starting to blow.


*


There were no spaces in the car park at La Timone teaching hospital. The Medico-Legal Institute was situated at the other end, in one of the wings of the infirmary. De Palma parked on the central reservation. Maistre put a Ministry of the Interior card on the dashboard.


“Come on, let’s go up.”


The body was already lying on the stainless-steel table, naked and skeletal; knees raised.


“The bullet hasn’t emerged,” Dr Mattei said, turning to the policemen. “I think we should find it in good condition. I’m waiting for the X-rays,” he mumbled.


The neon light of the post-mortem room gave a ghostly sheen to his greying mane. He always kept it swept back and smoothed down with a discreet gel. His damp, domed forehead shone almost as much as the surgical instruments lying on the stainless steel trolley.


“Tell me, Dr Death,” de Palma said, indicating the corpse laid out on the marble, “what do you think about this hole? Looks tiny to me . . .”


Mattei placed his index finger, which was covered in a latex glove, on the edge of the small orifice. The blood had dried in a brown corolla. “Could be a .22,” he remarked, blinking his eyes, “unless it’s one of those vicious military weapons that goes deep into the body and spins like a top once inside. The hole is tiny, but the wounds are terrible; and always fatal.”


The thin sound of a surgical saw came through the partition. Mattei retied the knot of his apron around his ample paunch. “Little ones O.K., Jean-Louis?”


The doctor always asked this type of incongruous question right in the middle of a post-mortem.


“They’re grown up now,” Maistre replied with a weak smile. “They’ve flown the nest and can stand on their own two feet.”


“Yeah, you get there in the end. I heard they did very well with their studies . . .”


Maistre was going to reply when a beanpole of an assistant, oval glasses on a set-square nose, pushed open the double door and held out a set of X-rays. “It doesn’t make sense!”


With his gnarled hands, the assistant attached the negatives to a luminous panel. There were four shots of the skull: three taken head on and one in profile. “There’s no tip to the projectile,” he said.


“What do you mean?” Mattei asked in surprise, glancing at the two policemen.


The assistant shook his head and pulled a felt-tip pen from the pocket of his white coat. He pointed at the projectile’s point of entry, “There’s no exit point,” he said, tracing an imaginary trajectory. “One can see that the frontal lobe has been damaged and there are clear traces of haemorrhaging here.”


Mattei moved closer, silent. His sharp eyes darting constantly from one negative to the other, then back again, “I’ve never seen anything like it!” he declared after examining them for a few seconds. His eyes settled on a profile shot of the cranium, “What is that thing?” he said, raising his voice.


The assistant drew a circle around what looked like a thin needle about ten centimetres long that had pierced the cerebral matter. De Palma and Maistre glanced over the shoulders of the two forensic scientists.


“Right, let’s not argue about it,” Mattei broke off. “Let’s open it up and see.” He caught hold of the instrument trolley and slid it over so that it was level with the shoulders of the corpse.


“I imagine you’ll want to know what’s what straightaway,” he said turning to the detectives.


“Yes,” de Palma said.


The scalpel made a crescent-shaped gash in the scalp. Mattei removed the skin and exposed the cranial bone. The saw started up. De Palma turned away so as not to see.


The forensic scientist again looked over towards the luminous panel and examined the X-ray. Two anxious lines ran across his forehead. Minutes passed, interspersed from time to time with the clinking of the pincers, blades and scissors that Mattei placed on the steel tray.


“I’d say it’s a splinter,” he said suddenly, placing a thin, bloodstained needle in a small steel dish. He went over to a tiled table and put the dish beside a microscope. De Palma and Maistre stood on either side of the doctor.


“It looks like wood,” Mattei added, placing the needle under the lens of the microscope. Beads of sweat stood out on his brow, following the line of his wrinkles. He screwed up his eyes several times as he rested them on the eyepieces, “Wood,” he murmured after a few seconds. “Could be bamboo, or something like that.”


“Bamboo!” Maistre exclaimed.


Mattei stood up straight again, looking doubtful, “It’s the only wood I know that produces splinters as long and fine as that. But I’m not an expert. Far from it . . .”


The assistant took several photographs of the needle. In two of them, which had been taken after the needle had been cleaned, the wood fibres were clearly visible.


“We’ll have a little look and see what he’s got in his stomach,” Mattei said. “Any other questions, gentlemen?”


Maistre shook his head and put his notebook back in his yellowish-brown leather briefcase. “No.”


The assistant had thrown a blue cloth over the back of Dr Delorme’s head. With its thin smile and smooth skin the face seemed unreal.


The last rays of sunlight broke through the clouds as de Palma and Maistre arrived at the car park. Maistre was thinking of his children. Life without them wasn’t easy. He often phoned them, but each time he did so he felt they were drifting away from him a little bit more.


“I’m going to put on some music,” the Baron said.


“No opera, please.”


“What do you want then?”


“You know what . . .”


“You can’t be serious! Not the Clash! Can you see us zigzagging between the cars with our siren on and the flashing light, playing ‘I Fought the Law’ at full blast?”


“And why not?” Maistre sighed.


“Opera’s best for civil servants like us. Policemen are lone wolves. We need a bit of poetry in our lives. I’m sure there’d be less blunders if the Minister insisted on having the great arias playing in the vans.”


“Nice idea, but no Wagner!”


“Especially when the riot squad wades in . . .”


The Baron lowered the shade marked “Police” and stuck the blue flashing light on the roof.


“Drop me on avenue de la Capelette,” he said. “I’ll do the last bit on foot.”


“You going back home?”


“Yep.”


“I wanted to ask you round for the pastis ritual.”


“Sorry about that, you’ll have to say Mass without me. I’m going to try and get some kip.”


*


There was a peppery smell in avenue de la Capelette. A crawling line of cars stretched back as far as the Pont-de-Vivaux district and the large Saint-Loup dormitory estates at the foot of the Massif de l’Étoile.


De Palma walked slowly, so he could savour the area where he had grown up. Striding along through these streets lined with houses that had never been renovated gave him a sensation of time standing still; a reassuring slowness. Finding once more the familiar chalk graffiti: a heart with an arrow, sets of initials; promises of everlasting love.


Behind l’église Saint-Jean, mechanical diggers were in the process of demolishing the high stone walls surrounding the workshops and factories. It was a linear, dreary world, the sunshine notwithstanding. In the 1960s Michel used to go there looking for nuggets of sulphur that had fallen from the scoops. He would then quietly swap these for marbles in the school playground in rue Laugier, convinced that such clandestine transactions would be forbidden by the teacher in the grey blouse.


The door to the boulangerie-pâtisserie Louis XV was open; a smell of warm bread titillating the nostrils of passers-by. Eva, the new assistant, was a childhood friend of the Baron’s, and five years his junior. She was talking hairstyles with a woman who sported an enormous silk butterfly across her brown chest. The Baron paused, frozen for a moment amongst the smells of flour and chocolate as he tried to recapture images from his childhood.


“Michel, how are you?” Eva asked, closing the till drawer.


“Fine and you?”


She shot him a teasing look and offered him her cheek.


“So you’re working in the bakery now?” the Baron said.


“Yes . . .”


She rested a hand on her hip. Her long chestnut hair tied in a bandanna gave a mischievous look to the little Madonna’s face. Two firm, imposing breasts stuck out under a mohair jumper that was flecked with flour. Time didn’t seem to have left its mark on Eva. She had put on a bit of weight. That was all.


“I’m about to get divorced, you know!”


“No, I didn’t know,” de Palma said.


She had highlighted the green of her soft eyes with two thin black lines.


“Which is why I need to work.”


“That’s good to hear.”


“That I’m working?”


“No, that you’re free . . .”


She roared with laughter, lips pursed over her small teeth. De Palma was over six feet tall and he looked down at her with the attentiveness of an older brother.


He pined at the school gate, leaning against the enormous trunk of a plane tree. The wind had blown off the dead leaves which rustled underfoot. At five in the afternoon the chemical factory siren emitted a long, doleful blast into the silent streets. The school clock also rang out, its tone more shrill. Eva was the last to emerge, wearing a pink T-shirt. Her girlfriends sniggered on seeing her meeting Michel; the biggest one was chewing gum and flashing her front teeth.


“You been waiting for me?” Eva asked in a tiny voice.


“Yeah. I’m here. Are you pleased?”


She did not reply. He offered her a cigarette which she rejected. His attempts at being a lad were awkward. He knew that girls liked him, but he disguised his shyness, growing his hair long in an attempt to look like Jim Morrison.


“Come on. My friends won’t stop staring at us and it’s getting on my nerves.”


De Palma took her hand. It was the first time and it gave him a funny feeling to hold her thin, manicured fingers in the palm of his hand. They went off in the direction of the Huveaune, a trickle of a river that ended right in the middle of the Prado beach; along a deadend street where stolen vehicles rotted away. Near the water, a bench had survived.


“Let’s go somewhere else,” Michel said. He didn’t want to kiss her in the middle of this tip.


Eva’s hand was moist, “Where then?”


“In the park at the convent. I know a way in.”


Eva was walking on air.


“Are you daydreaming?”


“No, just some old memories from the past,” de Palma said.


“What memories?”


“I can’t tell you . . .”


She pouted her lips, as if to say: “I’ve got you sussed.”


“What can I get you?”


“I’ll have two portions of pizza and an anchovy loaf.”


Eva had retained a sweet charm. A few wrinkles ran across her long face and there were crow’s feet at the corners of her sparkling eyes.


“Your divorce going alright?” the Baron asked, getting out his wallet.


“We’re grown-ups now,” she said wearily.


“Or so we like to think.”


“You divorced too?”


“Yep.”


They looked at one another, lost for words. His divorce had caused an upheaval in his life and he was still feeling the shockwaves. He felt awkward in the presence of this woman who was still confident in her own beauty; and looked at him searchingly.


“See you . . .”


“See you . . .”




One day a woman brought forth into the world two magnificent eagles. These two lords of the air grew up under their mother’s protection. When they were quite strong, they started to attack other members of their family, then others close to them and finally the people from their village. Everywhere, they sowed the seeds of desolation and destroyed the harmony in that peaceful society. Several times they killed and ate their victims.


Their mother taught them first to respect the life of their own. She denied them everything that a mother can give her children. Seeing that was not sufficient she ordered them to attack the neighbouring villages and to bring back the heads of the vanquished as trophies.


So the eagles stopped killing those close to them and that is how the tradition of headhunting was born.


Headhunting origin myth among the
Iatmul of Papua New Guinea
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The visitor entered the auction rooms at the last minute, holding a rolled-up catalogue. The air was heavy with expectation that had been building up since early morning. No hubbub, not a murmur, just the creaking of the floorboards and the panelling on the high walls; furtive, curious glances; discreet consultations. The visitor didn’t feel at ease. It was too confined; he was afraid of being recognized.


And yet it would have taken an incredible coincidence for the man he sought to notice him. So many years had passed. The visitor’s hatred might have stayed with him, but his physical appearance had changed. However, you could never be too careful, he reminded himself, adjusting the glasses on his nose which was beaded with sweat.


No doubt it was stupid to think so, but he had the distinct impression that he stood out among these connoisseurs and people from the art world. For the most part they were middle-aged men, bimbos and agents with avaricious smiles. Some of them broke with the prevailing monotony of dark suits and austere ties, in an attempt to look like laid-back artists.


The visitor spotted the person he was looking for in the second row and muttered the man’s name several times between his teeth: Grégory Voirnec. With wild grey hair and a Trobriand Island bracelet round his wrist, he had aged quite a bit since the visitor had last come across him. Although his chin sagged more and the small wrinkles on his forehead had grown a little deeper, the man’s very fresh, almost naïve expession had not changed.


“Lot number 8718. A trophy skull from the Monteil private collection.”


It was the piece the visitor had been waiting for. He stood on tiptoe to get a better view. The auctioneer glanced around the room over his half-moons. His round face shone. He had rested his elbows on the rostrum to give himself more height.


“This is a rare piece from New Guinea, dating from the beginning of the last century. An over-modelled skull in the purest Upper Sepik tradition.”
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