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  PROLOGUE




  1872




  Saint-Sébastien,




  an island in the French Antilles




  During the great siege of Paris I had worked alongside one of the Poor Sisters of the Precious Blood. Her name was Sister Florentina and it was she who had written to me,

  advising of a vacancy that had arisen for a junior doctor at the mission hospital on Saint-Sébastien. Perhaps it was because of the dismal autumn weather and the heavy rain that lashed

  against my windows, but I immediately fell into a reverie of sunshine and exotic landscapes. Throughout the day, these images played on my mind and I began to take the prospect of

  Saint-Sébastien more seriously. I envisaged learning about rare diseases, visiting leper colonies and embarking on a kind of medical adventure. That evening, sitting in a shabby restaurant

  with sticky floorboards and frayed tablecloths, I looked around at my glum companions and noticed that, like me, they were all regulars: two dowdy seamstresses, a music teacher in a badly fitting

  dress and a moribund accountant with greasy hair. By the time I had finished my first course, I was already composing my letter of application and, two weeks later, I was standing on the deck of

  the paddle steamer Amerique, a vessel of the General Transatlantic Company, bound for Havana.




  The Saint-Sébastien mission hospital consisted of a low, whitewashed building in which the patients were cared for by nuns under the general direction of a senior medical officer, Georges

  Tavernier. Outpatients were seen in a wooden cabin just removed from the hospital, and next to this was a tiny church. Every Sunday, a priest arrived in an open carriage to celebrate Mass.




  My new superior, Tavernier, was an easy-going fellow and dispensed with formalities as soon as we met. When I addressed him with the customary terms of respect, he laughed and said,

  ‘There’s no need for that here, Paul. You’re not in Paris now.’ He was a bachelor in his middle years, of world-weary appearance, with sagging pouches beneath his eyes and

  curly, greying hair. In repose, his features suggested tiredness, fatigue, even melancholy, but as soon as he spoke his expression became animated. He was a skilled surgeon, and during his ten-year

  residency on Saint-Sébastien he had acquired a thorough understanding of tropical diseases and their treatment. Indeed, he was the author of several important papers on the subject and had

  invented a very effective anaesthetic ointment that could be used as an alternative to morphine.




  The hospital was situated some distance from the capital, on the edge of a forest which descended by way of gentle undulations to a mangrove swamp. Our only neighbours occupied a hinterland of

  scattered, primitive villages, so it was fortunate that Tavernier and I enjoyed each other’s company. He often invited me to dine at his villa, which was perched high on the slopes above the

  hospital, an old plantation owner’s residence that had seen better days – an edifice of faded stucco, crumbling pillars and cracked bas-relief. We would sit on the terrace, smoking and

  drinking aperitifs. The view was spectacular: a solitary road winding its way through lush vegetation down to Port Basieux, the busy harbour, boats swaying at anchor, the glittering expanse of the

  sea. As the sun sank, a mulatto girl would light hurricane lamps and bring us plates piled high with giant lobster and crab, mangos, pineapples, sapodillas and yams. The air was scented with

  hibiscus and magnolia and sometimes we were visited by armies of brightly coloured frogs or a curious iguana.




  Tavernier was keen to hear about my experiences during the Paris siege, and he listened attentively.




  ‘The winter was merciless. People in the poor districts – driven mad through starvation – were breaking into cemeteries, digging up corpses and making gruel with pulverized

  bones.’ I paused to light a cigar. ‘One evening, while walking back from the hospital to my lodgings, I came across a shocking scene. A building had been shelled and the road was

  obstructed by fallen masonry. Through the smoke, I could see men rushing about, trying to put out fires. I climbed up the bank of rubble and, on reaching the top, saw a pale arm sticking out from

  the wreckage below. I scrambled down and began removing the bricks that were piled around it. The skin was smooth and it was obvious from the delicacy of the elongated fingers that they belonged to

  a woman. “Madame!” I shouted, “Can you hear me?” I took her hand in mine and pulled a little. To my great horror the entire arm came away. It had been detached from its

  owner by the blast and the lady to whom it belonged was nowhere to be seen.’




  Tavernier shook his head and lamented the folly of war; however, his mood could change quite suddenly. The siege had exposed profound social inequalities and I was illustrating this point with a

  revealing anecdote. ‘Along the boulevards, the best restaurants remained open and when the meat ran out, they simply replenished their stock with zoo animals. Patrons were offered elephant

  steak, stewed beaver and camel fricassée.’




  Tavernier slapped his thighs and roared with laughter, as if the horrors I had only just described were quite forgotten. I came to realize that, although his clinical judgement was sound, in

  other respects Tavernier could be quite wayward.




  Naturally, I had wondered why it was that such a talented individual was content to languish in relative obscurity. He was not devout and his specialist knowledge would have made him a valuable

  asset in any of the better universities. I began to suspect that there might be a story attached to his self-imposed exile and indeed, this proved to be the case.




  One night, we were sitting on Tavernier’s terrace, beneath a blue-black sky and the softly glowing phosphorescence of the Milky Way. A moist heat necessitated the constant application of a

  handkerchief to the brow. Again, much of our conversation concerned Paris, but our talk petered out and we sat for a while, listening to the strange chirrups and calls that emanated from the trees.

  Tavernier finished his rum and said, ‘I can never go back.’




  ‘Oh?’ I said. ‘Why not?’




  ‘My departure was . . .’ he paused, considering whether to proceed. ‘Undignified.’ I did not press him and waited. ‘A matter of honour, you see. I was indiscreet

  and the offended husband demanded satisfaction. Twenty-five paces – one shot, the pistol to be brought up on command.’




  ‘You killed someone?’




  Tavernier shook his head. ‘He didn’t look like a duel-list. In fact, he looked like a tax inspector, quite portly, with a ruddy complexion. After agreeing to his conditions, I

  learned that he had once been a soldier. You can imagine what effect this information had on me.’




  I nodded sympathetically.




  ‘The night before,’ continued Tavernier, ‘I couldn’t sleep and drank far too much brandy. When dawn broke, I looked in the shaving mirror and hardly recognized myself:

  bloodshot eyes, sunken cheeks, my hands were trembling. A thought occurred to me: This time tomorrow you will be dead. My seconds arrived at seven o’clock. “Are you all

  right?” they asked.




  ‘“Yes,” I replied, “quite calm.”




  ‘“Have you had breakfast?”




  ‘“No,” I replied. “I’m not hungry.” Another gentleman, the doctor, was waiting in the landau. I shook his hand and thanked him for coming. When we got to the

  Bois du Vésinet, the other carriage was already there. I looked out of the window and saw four men in fur coats, stamping their feet and blowing into their hands to keep them warm. My

  seconds got out first, and then the doctor, but I found that I couldn’t move. The doctor came back and said, “What’s the matter?”




  ‘I was paralysed. It was obvious that I wouldn’t be able to fulfil my obligation. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m not feeling very well – a fever, I

  think. I’m afraid we’ll have to call it off.” I was taken back to my apartment, where I spent the rest of the day in bed. In the morning I made arrangements to leave and have not

  been back since.’ Tavernier gazed up at the zenith. A shooting star fell and instantly vanished. ‘I disgraced myself. But at least I’m alive.’




  ‘Honour is less important these days,’ I said, ‘now that the whole country has been disgraced. You could return, if you really wanted. And who would remember you? Ten years is

  a long time.’




  ‘No,’ said Tavernier. ‘This is my home now. Besides, there are other things that keep me here.’




  I didn’t ask him what these ‘other things’ were, but I was soon to find out.




  That year, the carnival season began late, and I was aware of a growing atmosphere of excitement. Preparations were being made in the villages and some of the patients were eager to be

  discharged for the festivities. I paid little attention to all of this activity, assuming that the season would pass without my involvement. Then, to my great surprise, I received an invitation to

  attend a ball.




  ‘Oh, yes,’ said Tavernier. ‘The de Fonteneys always invite us.’




  ‘The de Fonteneys?’




  ‘They’re local gentry,’ he pointed towards the volcanic uplands. ‘Piton-Noir.’




  ‘Are you going?’




  ‘Of course I’m going. I go every year. I wouldn’t miss it for the world!’




  It had been a long time since I had attended a social function and I felt increasingly nervous as the date approached. The de Fonteneys were a very old family, having settled in the Caribbean

  during the reign of Louis XIV. I was not accustomed to mixing with such people and thought that I would appear gauche or unmannered. Tavernier told me to stop being ridiculous. When the day of the

  ball finally arrived, we were allowed to use the mother superior’s chaise, so at least we were spared the indignity of arriving on foot. We took the Port Basieux road and, on reaching the

  coast, began a steep ascent. A large, conical mountain loomed up ahead, rising high above the cultivated terraces. This striking landmark was La Cheminée; its sporadic eruptions, over a

  period of many thousands of years, had created the Saint-Sébastien archipelago. A ribbon of twisting grey smoke rose from its summit.




  We reached a crossroads, at which point the chaise came to a juddering halt.




  ‘Straight on, Pompée,’ said Tavernier.




  Our driver seemed uncomfortable. He began to jabber in a patois which I found difficult to follow. Something was disturbing him and he was refusing to proceed. He pointed at the road and jumped

  down from his box.




  ‘For heaven’s sake, man,’ Tavernier called out. ‘Get back up there and drive!’




  More fulminating had no effect, so Tavernier and I alighted to see what Pompée was looking at. A primitive design had been made on the ground with flour. It consisted of a crucifix, wavy

  lines and what appeared to be a row of phallic symbols.




  ‘What is it?’ I asked.




  ‘A vèvè,’ said Tavernier. ‘A bokor – a native priest – has put it here to invoke certain spirits. Pompée thinks we will offend them if we pass

  it.’




  ‘Is there an alternative route?’




  ‘No. This is the only road to Piton-Noir.’




  Tavernier and his servant continued to argue and as they did so I heard the faint sound of a drum. Pompée stopped gesticulating and looked off in the direction from where the slow beat

  was coming. The sun had dipped below the horizon and the looming volcano made me feel uneasy.




  ‘Are we in danger?’ I asked.




  ‘No,’ Tavernier replied. ‘It’s just superstitious nonsense.’




  He stomped over to the vèvè and scraped his heel through its centre. The effect on Pompée was immediate and melodramatic. He cowered and his eyes widened in terror.

  Tavernier kicked at the ground, producing a cloud of flour and red dust, and when the vèvè was utterly destroyed he turned and said, ‘See? It’s gone.’ I had expected

  Pompée to respond with anger, but instead, he now seemed anxious for his master’s safety. He removed an amulet from his pocket, an ugly thing of beads and hair, and insisted that

  Tavernier take it. Tavernier accepted the charm with an ironic smile and we returned to the chaise. Pompée leaped up onto his box and struck the horse’s rump. He was eager to get away,

  and for some obscure reason so was I. When the steady pulse of the drumbeat faded, I was much relieved.




  We entered the de Fonteney estate through an iron gate and joined a train of carriages. An avenue of torches guided us to an impressive facade of high windows and scalloped recesses, and as we

  drew closer, the strains of a chamber orchestra wafted over the balustrade. We were announced by a liveried servant and welcomed by the Comte de Fonteney, who addressed us with the slow finesse of

  an aristocrat. With brisk efficiency, we were then ushered into a dazzling ballroom full of mirrors, gilt embellishments and the portraits of bewigged ancestors. The dancing was already under way.

  I proceeded to the other end of the ballroom and stood on my own, watching the revellers. In due course, a young woman appeared at my side and we began to exchange pleasantries. She was small and

  strangely artificial, like a doll. Her eyelashes were long and her ox-bow lips were the purple-red of a ripe cherry. I asked her to dance and she offered me her hand. Her name was Apollonie.

  Afterwards, she introduced me to her cousins, all of whom were of a similar age and dressed in lustrous silks. They surrounded me, like exotic birds, with open, quivering fans and asked me many

  questions about Paris: what were the society ladies wearing, where did they shop and which operettas were most popular? I allowed myself a little inventive licence in order to retain their

  attention. At midnight, the ball ended and I went outside with Tavernier to wait for our chaise. I had enjoyed myself and was reluctant to leave.




  ‘Ah,’ said Tavernier. ‘You are thinking of that coquette I saw you dancing with. And why wouldn’t you: she was very pretty. But I’m afraid it can’t go any

  further. We are only welcome here once a year and, if I’m not mistaken, your little friend was the governor’s daughter.’ I sighed and he gripped my arm. ‘Don’t be

  downhearted. Look, there’s Pompée. Might I suggest that we stop off in Port Basieux. I know some places there that I’m sure will cheer you up.’




  We drove down to the harbour and kept going until we came to the docks. Behind the warehouses were some narrow streets. Tavernier ordered Pompée to stop outside a crudely painted shack

  and tossed him a coin. I could hear the muffled sound of carousing from inside. ‘Wait here,’ said Tavernier to the driver, ‘and don’t drink too much.’ I followed

  Tavernier into the shadows, traipsing down alleys and passageways until we came to a shabby building with shuttered windows. We walked around to a side entrance, where, hanging from a post, was a

  candle burning in a red paper lantern. Tavernier knocked and we were admitted into the hallway by a plump middle-aged woman, wearing an orange silk turban and paste jewellery. She greeted Tavernier

  warmly and led us up a staircase to a small room containing only some wicker chairs and a small card table. We sat down, lit cigars and five minutes later two women entered, one a negress, the

  other a mulatto. They were carrying bottles of rum and wore no shoes or stockings on their feet. Tavernier reached into his pocket, took out Pompée’s amulet and handed it to me with a

  wide smile. ‘Here, take this.’




  ‘Why are you giving that to me?’ I asked.




  ‘The last thing I want right now,’ he said, ‘is protection from wickedness.’




  The following night, I found myself dining again with Tavernier. Nothing was said about the brothel: it was as though we had never been there. The heat was oppressive and I was being eaten alive

  by mosquitoes. After we had finished our meal, my companion leaned across the table and said, ‘Why did you become a doctor, Paul?’ He had been drinking excessively and his speech was

  slurred.




  ‘My father was a doctor, as was his father before him. It was always assumed that I would uphold the family tradition.’ I was not being entirely candid and Tavernier sensed this. His

  eyes narrowed and he made a gesture, inviting me to continue. ‘When I was a child, perhaps no more than eight or nine, my father took me to an old church. It must have been situated somewhere

  in Brittany, which was where we usually went for our summer holidays. The nave was long and empty. On both sides were arches and, above these, high, plastered walls that had been decorated with

  some kind of painting. At first, all that I could see was a procession of pale figures, hands joined, against a background of ochre. It reminded me of that nursery entertainment. You must have seen

  it done: whereby artfully cut, folded paper can be pulled apart to reveal a chain of connected people. As my eyes adapted to the poor light, I became aware that every other figure was a skeleton.

  My father told me that the mural was called a Dance of Death. He crouched down, so that his head was next to mine, and identified the different characters: friar, bishop, soldier, constable, poor

  man, moneylender. “Everyone must die,” said my father. “From the most powerful king, down to the lowliest peasant, Death comes for everyone.” I was beginning to feel

  frightened and experienced a strong desire to run back to the porch. “But look at that fellow there,” my father continued, pointing his finger, “the fellow wearing long robes, do

  you see him?” His voice had become warmer. “How is he different from the rest?” Where my father was pointing, I saw a figure, flanked, not by two skeletons, but by a man and a

  woman. He was the only human participant in the dance who was untouched by Death. “Do you know who he is?” my father asked. I had no idea. “He is the doctor. Only the doctor can

  persuade Death to leave and come back another day; only the doctor has such power.” From that moment onwards, my destiny was set.’




  Tavernier’s expression was enigmatic. ‘What a peculiar child you must have been, to have found the idea of vanquishing death appealing: such vanity in one so young!’




  I had never thought of myself as a proud person and was quite offended by the remark. ‘You are being unfair, Georges,’ I protested. ‘I merely wanted to help others, to save

  lives.’




  Tavernier smiled and said, ‘Paul, you are such a romantic!’ Then, taking a swig of rum straight from the bottle, he added, ‘No good will come of it!’




  Most Sundays, Tavernier and I made an effort to attend Mass – it was judicious to keep up appearances. One week, as the nuns were departing with their charges, we

  noticed that the priest had been delayed by one of the villagers, a short, wiry man, who was becoming increasingly agitated. Tavernier loitered and tilted his head. ‘That’s

  interesting,’ he muttered.




  ‘What is?’ I asked.




  Tavernier silenced me with a gesture and continued to eavesdrop. The exchange we observed was short-lived and ended when the priest issued a severe reprimand. He then climbed onto the open

  carriage, made the sign of the cross and set off down the Port Basieux road. Tavernier went over to the villager and struck up a conversation. I tried to follow the patois, but, as usual, found it

  incomprehensible. When Tavernier returned, he said, ‘A young man passed away last week, his name was Aristide, do you remember?’ It was custom for the recently bereaved to walk the

  local byways, proclaiming their loss like a town crier, and I did indeed remember a woman calling out that name. ‘Well,’ continued Tavernier, ‘that fellow there,’ he pointed

  to the receding figure, ‘is Aristide’s father. He came to ask Father Baubigny to pray for the release of his son’s spirit.’




  ‘I’m not sure I understand.’




  ‘He believes that Aristide’s soul is still trapped in his body. His son has become one of the living dead.’




  ‘I’m sorry?’




  ‘A spell was put on the boy and the day after his funeral, he was spotted in the forests below Piton-Noir.’




  ‘How absurd,’ I said. ‘No wonder Father Baubigny was angry.’




  ‘I’m afraid I must disagree,’ said Tavernier. ‘The people of this island believe many stupid things; however, the existence of the living dead is something that I would

  not dispute. Father Baubigny was wrong to castigate Aristide’s father, who will now have to seek another solution – not that Baubigny’s prayers would have done any good. Funeral

  rites, as practised by the villagers, consist almost entirely of efforts to make death real and lasting. In my opinion, they have good reason.’




  I assumed, of course, that Tavernier was joking, but there was no light of humour in his eyes. Indeed, he spoke with uncharacteristic gravity. One of the nuns reappeared and called out to us. A

  patient had collapsed. Tavernier and I ran to assist, and our conversation was brought to a premature close.




  The following evening, Tavernier returned to the subject while we were eating. ‘That man who came to see Baubigny yesterday – Aristide’s father – he’s been down to

  Port Basieux. He consulted a bokor, who has agreed to lead a search party tomorrow night. They’re going to find the boy and release his soul.’




  ‘How do you know all this?’ I asked.




  ‘Pompée told me. He’s related to the family and intends to join them. They’re meeting in the village at sunset.’




  ‘Why don’t they just look in the grave?’




  ‘They have. The coffin was empty.’




  ‘Then the body has been stolen?’




  ‘Yes, in a manner of speaking.’




  ‘In which case, the family should inform the police. If a crime has been committed, then the perpetrator should be identified and arrested.’




  ‘Someone removed the soil and opened the coffin. But that was the full extent of their grave-robbing: the thing that Aristide has become emerged from the ground without further

  assistance.’




  ‘Come now, Georges,’ I said. ‘This joke is wearing thin.’




  Tavernier looked at me in earnest. ‘I know that there is nothing I can say that will persuade you. I was sceptical too, once.’ He paused to light a cigar. ‘But you don’t

  have to accept my word. We could join the search party.’ He blew a smoke ring which expanded to encircle his face. ‘Then you could see for yourself.’




  I was beginning to wonder whether he was not merely eccentric, but slightly mad. Even so, the intensity of his expression made me enquire: ‘You’re being serious?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Tavernier. His eyes glittered.




  Removing a handkerchief from my pocket, I wiped the perspiration from the back of my neck. ‘All right,’ I said. ‘I’ll go.’




  Something like a smile played around Tavernier’s lips. He flicked some ash from his cigar and nodded once.




  The next day, I began to have second thoughts. Tavernier had not, on reflection, been a very good influence. Although he had taught me a great deal about tropical medicine, he had also

  introduced me to the brothels of Port Basieux and now I too shared his proclivities: his appetite for dusky flesh and depravity. I did not like to degrade women in this way, to use them as objects

  of pleasure, and I frequently resolved never to return. But I discovered that I was weak and the prospect of gratification was a siren call that I could not resist. Thus it seemed to me that I was

  about to take another step down a headlong path. Even so, as the hours passed, I did not make my excuses. Instead, I met Tavernier at the appointed time, and as the sun was setting, we accompanied

  Pompée to the nearest village. On our arrival, I saw men carrying torches, mothers and children huddled in doorways and a nimble man wearing a straw hat, cravat and ragged trousers posturing

  as he danced around a green and red pole. He was rattling something in his hand and anointing the points of the compass with water. I noticed the carcasses of two chickens at his feet.




  Tavernier leaned towards me and whispered, ‘The bokor from Port Basieux.’




  Pompée marched over to the village elders, among whom stood Aristide’s father. When Pompée spoke, they all turned at once and looked in our direction. Their expressions were

  not hostile exactly, but neither were they welcoming. Tavernier responded by raising his arm.




  ‘Are you sure we should be here?’ I asked.




  ‘I took Pompée in as a child,’ said Tavernier. ‘He was only eleven years old. The people of this village know that I can be trusted.’ His allusion to

  ‘trust’ made me feel uneasy and I wondered what confidences I would be expected to keep. The burden of complicity would weigh heavily on my conscience. I regretted not having acted on

  my earlier misgivings. Pompée returned and spoke a few words to Tavernier, who then said: ‘We’ll walk a short distance behind the party. We are guests and must show

  respect.’ The bokor picked up a bamboo trumpet and honked out three notes, the last being extended until his breath failed. This signalled his readiness to begin the search, and when all the

  men were assembled, he led them down the road. Pompée, Tavernier and I fell in at the rear. A hulking, muscular giant stopped walking and stared back at us. There was something about his

  general attitude that I did not like, and I was not surprised when he spat on the ground. Pompée said something to Tavernier.




  ‘Georges?’ I asked, anxiously.




  ‘Keep walking,’ Tavernier replied.




  As we drew closer, the man spat again.




  ‘Georges? Why is he doing this?’




  ‘Just keep walking!’ said Tavernier, impatiently. The giant shook his great head, turned on his heels and loped away, quickly catching up with the other villagers. ‘There, you

  see?’ Tavernier added, forcing a laugh. ‘Nothing to worry about.’




  I was not convinced.




  After travelling only a short distance, the bokor took a pathway which branched off into a forest. Our noisy arrival disturbed the sleeping birds. There was squawking, the beat of wings and a

  general impression of flight overhead. When the fluttering died down, the night filled with other sounds: frogs, insects and the rustle of larger animals in the undergrowth. We seemed to be heading

  across country in the direction of Piton-Noir, and in due course, when we finally emerged from the trees, we were presented with an awesome spectacle. The summit of La Cheminée was emitting

  a baleful red light, which rose up to illuminate the underside of some low-lying clouds. A sparkling fountain erupted into the sky, climbing to a great height before dropping back into the wide

  vent: at once both beautiful and terrible.




  The bokor was not distracted by the eruption. He sniffed the sulphurous air and led us into another forest, so dense with convolvulus and wild vine that the men had to hack their way through

  with cutlasses. The heat was intolerable and my clothes were drenched with perspiration. Eventually, we came to a clearing. The bokor signalled that we were to be quiet and, crouching low, he crept

  across to the other side. I could hear what I imagined was a beast making noises, but as the sound continued I realized that the source was human. It reminded me of the glottal grunts and groans of

  a cretin. The bokor let out a shrill cry and the men sprang forward. We chased after them, through a line of trees, and then out into a second, smaller clearing, where we discovered a young man,

  not much older than sixteen, chained to a stake. He was naked but for a soiled loin-cloth, and his eyes were opaque – like pieces of pink coral. He held his arms out, horizontally, and began

  to walk. His legs did not bend at the knee and he achieved locomotion by swinging his upper body from one side to the other. After he had taken only a few steps, the chain was stretched to its

  limit and he was prevented from proceeding any further. His head rotated and he seemed to register each member of the search party. When his gaze found me, his body became rigid. I will never

  forget that face, those hideous, clouded eyes and the fiendish smile that suddenly appeared. It was as if he had recognized an old friend. I willed him to look away, but his fixed stare was

  unyielding. A low muttering started up and quickly spread around the clearing. There was something in its sonorous tremor that suggested unease.




  ‘Why is he looking at me like that?’ I said to Tavernier through clenched teeth.




  ‘I have no idea.’




  The bokor shouted, waved his hands and succeeded in capturing the young man’s attention. His head swivelled round and I sighed with relief. The bokor then began to chant and shake his

  rattle while performing a ballet comprising of sudden leaps and awkward pirouettes. While he was doing this, I heard him say the name ‘Aristide’ several times. There seemed to be no

  question as to who this captive creature was. The boy bellowed like a bullock and, as he did so, his father fell to the ground, releasing a plangent cry of his own. My intellect recoiled, unable to

  reconcile the evidence of my senses with what I understood to be impossible. I was overcome by a feeling of vertigo and feared that I might pass out.




  When the bokor had completed his ritual he was given a cutlass. I saw reflected fire on the curved blade. There was a sudden silence, a flash of light and the sound of steel slicing through air.

  Aristide’s head dropped to the ground and his open arteries produced a shower of blood that fell around us like heavy rain. The decapitated body remained erect for a few seconds before

  toppling over and hitting the ground with a dull thud. I watched in dumb amazement as a gleaming black pool formed around the truncated neck. The men descended on the remains of Aristide like

  vultures. There was more chopping as the body was cut up into parts small enough to bundle into hemp sacks. When the butchering was complete, the men began to disperse, leaving no evidence of their

  handiwork, except for an oval stain.




  ‘My God!’ I exclaimed, grabbing Tavernier’s arm. ‘They’ve killed him.’




  ‘No. He was already dead, or as good as.’




  ‘But he was breathing, standing up – walking!’




  ‘I can assure you, he wasn’t alive in any meaningful sense of the word.’




  ‘Georges, what have we been party to!’




  Tavernier grabbed my sopping jacket and gave me a firm shake. ‘Pull yourself together, Paul. Now isn’t the time to lose your nerve.’




  I was about to say more but he shook me again, this time more violently. His expression was threatening. I spluttered an apology and struggling to regain my composure, said, ‘Let’s

  get away from here!’




  We set off at a quick pace, stumbling through the undergrowth. I had not taken the trouble to get my bearings, and assumed that Pompée would negotiate our safe return. Eventually, we came

  to the location overlooked by La Cheminée, and once again our progress was arrested by its infernal magnificence. The low-lying cloud was now fretted with purple and gold, and a thin rivulet

  of fire trickled down the mountain’s steep slope. There was a sound, like the crump of distant artillery, and a halo of orange light flickered around the summit. Some burning rocks rolled

  down the leeward slope and a column of billowing ash climbed into the sky.




  There was some movement in the vegetation and, when I turned, I found myself looking into the crazed face of the bokor. He jumped forward, brandishing a knife, and at that same moment I was

  seized from behind.




  ‘Georges?’ I cried out.




  Tavernier raised his finger to his mouth. ‘Be quiet. And whatever you do, don’t try to escape.’




  I could sense the size of the man standing behind me, and guessed that it was the giant who had demonstrated his contempt for us by spitting on the ground as we were leaving the village. The

  bokor rose up on his toes and pressed his nose against mine. His stinking breath made me want to retch. Out of the corner of my eye I saw glinting metal and was fully expecting to be stabbed. But

  instead I felt a sharp pain on my scalp as the bokor grabbed a tuft of my hair. He then brought the blade up and deftly cut it off. Still keeping his face close to mine, he hissed something

  incomprehensible and then barked at Tavernier.




  ‘He wants you to know,’ said Tavernier, ‘that if you tell anyone what transpired tonight, you will die.’




  ‘Yes,’ I nodded vigorously. ‘Yes, I understand. I won’t tell anyone.’




  ‘He wants you to swear,’ Tavernier continued. ‘I would suggest that you invoke the Saviour and name some familiar saints.’




  ‘I swear. I swear in the name of Our Lord, Jesus Christ, Saint Peter and Saint John, and the Blessed Virgin Mary. I swear, I will tell no one.’




  The bokor withdrew, taking a few steps backwards, then, pointing a wrinkled, thick-boned finger at my chest, he suddenly screamed. His cry was so loud, and chilling, that even the giant

  flinched. The bokor’s eyes rolled upwards until only the discoloured whites were exposed, and he began muttering the same phrase, over and over again.




  ‘What is he saying?’ I asked Tavernier.




  Tavernier sighed. ‘He’s says that if you break your oath, you will be damned – and that you will go to hell.’




  The muttering abated and the bokor fell silent. His irises reappeared and he drew his hand across his mouth in order to remove some foamy saliva. For a few seconds, he seemed disorientated, but

  he quickly took possession of himself and signed to his accomplice. The powerful arms that were restraining me relaxed, and a few seconds later the bokor and the giant were gone.




  Anger welled up in me. ‘What in God’s name . . . ?’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ said Tavernier.




  ‘“Sorry”? You said that there was nothing to worry about! You could have got us both killed tonight!’




  ‘No,’ said Tavernier shaking his head. ‘I don’t think so. You are not known to these people, and what happened back there . . .’ Tavernier gestured into the trees

  and then shrugged. ‘The bokor was simply anxious to be assured of your discretion. Please, my friend, I have no wish to argue. We are both tired and the sooner we get back, the better.’

  He then instructed Pompée to proceed, and reluctantly I followed. When we reached the church, Tavernier said, ‘You look like you could do with a drink.’ His face was flecked with

  dried blood. ‘You’d better come with me.’ I wanted to storm off into the night, but I also felt a pressing need to make some sense of what I had witnessed, and Tavernier was the

  only person I could talk to.




  ‘Yes,’ I replied, swallowing my pride. ‘I think you’re right.’




  Seated on Tavernier’s terrace we gazed out over the balustrade at a swarm of fireflies. The trembling points of lights were strangely calming. Even so, it took several glasses of rum to

  restore my customary disposition.




  ‘Well,’ said Tavernier. ‘You can’t say I didn’t warn you. I did tell you that such things existed.’




  ‘I don’t understand. You have always said that their religion was nonsense.’




  ‘Gibberish! Of course it is.’




  ‘Then how . . . ?’




  ‘Allow me to explain.’ Tavernier handed me a cigar, and then, after lighting one for himself, he leaned back in his chair and exhaled a cloud of smoke. ‘A feud has existed for

  many years between Pompée’s relations and another family who live in one of the Piton-Noir villages. Aristide was accused of stealing one of their goats and, shortly after, he became

  very ill. A rumour quickly spread that he had been bewitched by the Piton-Noir bokor and, sure enough, the boy became very ill and died. But his death was – how can I put this? – an

  imposture. In fact, he had been given a poison which paralyses the diaphragm and retards respiration. Under its influence, the heart slows and the pulse cannot be detected.’




  ‘An asphyxiant?’




  ‘Indeed. It can be derived from many sources: the skin of the puffer fish, certain lizards and toads, the venom of the small octopus, and it is many times more potent than cyanide.’

  Tavernier poured himself another glass of rum. ‘The anaesthetic ointment I invented uses the same substance. In very small quantities, applied topically, it has a numbing effect. The bokors

  have been using it to engender a death-like state in their victims for nearly two centuries. Of course, they pretend that they have achieved their ends by sorcery, that they can kill by sticking

  pins into effigies and that they can raise the dead, but the truth is more commonplace. Their magic is chemical, not supernatural. Needless to say, more often than not, they miscalculate dosages

  and when they open a coffin they find only a rotting corpse inside; however, very occasionally they meet with success. The victim has survived and the poison has begun to wear off. The bokor can

  then command the occupant to climb out and he, or she, will obey. Living dead are remarkably docile, having suffered significant brain damage due to lack of oxygen.’




  As Tavernier was speaking, a question arose in my mind. ‘If the bokors are anxious to maintain the illusion of their possessing magical powers, then I must suppose that they also guard

  their secrets closely. How is it, then, that these mysteries were revealed to you?’




  ‘I introduced one of them to morphine and when he was addicted, I told him that I wouldn’t supply him with any more unless he explained how the deception was accomplished.’

  Tavernier produced a wide grin. ‘It was child’s play!’




  ‘Why were you so interested?’




  ‘Soon after my arrival here, a young woman with whom I was acquainted died, and the following week I saw her stumbling around behind the brothel where she formerly plied her trade.’

  He adopted a frozen attitude, raising his eyebrows theatrically. ‘It gave me quite a shock, I can tell you, but I’m a sceptic by nature. I knew there would be a rational explanation and

  immediately began to make enquiries.’




  I was unnerved by Tavernier’s matter-of-fact manner. Unwanted images kept on invading my mind: the rain of blood, the decapitation, the mob dismembering the fallen body, the fitful orange

  light around the summit of La Cheminée.




  ‘What’s the matter? asked Tavernier.




  ‘We have just witnessed a murder,’ I said, flatly.




  ‘No, Paul, you are quite mistaken. We have just witnessed the liberation of a soul. Aristide had become the slave of a bokor. Can’t you see what that means to the villagers? For

  them, there is nothing worse than slavery. It is a fate worse than death.’ A drum began to sound and its jaunty rhythm was almost immediately supplemented by another. ‘See?’

  Tavernier continued. ‘They’re celebrating. Aristide is free now. He can join the ancestral spirits.’




  I stubbed out my cigar and said, ‘Perhaps we should report what we saw to the authorities.’




  Tavernier laughed. ‘The authorities? Go on then, go down to Port Basieux and tell them what happened. Do you honestly think that they’ll be the slightest bit interested? Now, if a

  horse had been stolen from one of the plantations, that would be a different matter . . .’ He waved a languid hand in the direction of the drums, leaving a trail of cigar smoke. ‘The

  life of a villager has no monetary value. It is of little consequence to the authorities.’ He stood up and strolled over to the balustrade. ‘Anyway,’ he continued, gazing out into

  the darkness. ‘It wouldn’t be such a good idea for you, having made a promise to the bokor. You promised to say nothing. If you break that promise, you’ll go to hell. That’s

  what he warned. Remember?’ When Tavernier turned round, he was grinning like a maniac and his head was surrounded by darting points of light. Unsurprisingly, I did not find his irony

  amusing.
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  I returned from Saint-Sébastien to a Paris that, although not quite recovered from its humiliating defeat, was starting to show signs of restored confidence. As soon as

  I had found somewhere to lodge, I wrote to my father, and we met shortly after to discuss my prospects. I was becoming increasingly fascinated by the nervous system and was keen to learn more from

  an expert. Indeed, ever since that fateful night when I had witnessed the murder of Aristide, I had become preoccupied with the brain and its workings. I wondered to what extent consciousness was

  preserved in the living dead? What – if anything – did they experience? These sober reflections prompted broader philosophical inquiries, concerning the mind and its relation to the

  body.




  ‘Duchenne,’ said my father. ‘That is who you should work with.’




  This seemed an absurd suggestion. Guillaume Duchenne de Boulogne was the leading authority on nervous diseases. He had been an early advocate of electrical treatments, had made advances in the

  field of experimental physiology and was the first doctor to use photography as a means of recording laboratory and clinical phenomena.




  ‘Why should he employ me?’ I asked.




  My father then explained that we were distantly related. A letter was written, and a week later I received an invitation to visit Duchenne’s laboratory. He was of sage appearance,

  possessing a bald, flattish head, thick eyebrows, strong nose and long, bushy side whiskers that stopped just short of meeting beneath his chin. I learned during the course of our conversation that

  his son, Émile, had died during the Paris siege after contracting typhoid. Émile had been Duchenne’s assistant and the old man had made no attempt to find a replacement. Perhaps

  he was feeling lonely, or maybe our distant kinship influenced his thinking; whatever the cause, Duchenne was disposed to offer me the position formerly occupied by his son, and I accepted without

  hesitation.




  Shortly after commencing my work with Duchenne, I read his handbook on batteries, pathology and therapeutics. Needless to say, I was already aware that electrical devices were routinely employed

  to treat a variety of medical conditions, but had never before come across examples of their use to resuscitate. I was surprised to learn that Duchenne had been conducting experiments in this area

  for almost twenty years. One of his earliest case reports concerned a pastry cook’s boy, a fifteen-year-old who – because of some imaginary trouble – had imbibed a large quantity

  of alcohol before climbing into his master’s oven, where he fell asleep and became asphyxiated. He was found the following morning and his apparently lifeless body dragged out. As luck would

  have it, the doctor lodging above the bakery happened to be Duchenne. The boy had stopped breathing and no pulse could be felt with the hand, although a feeble murmur was heard through the

  stethoscope. A battery was swiftly brought down from Duchenne’s rooms and an electrical charge was delivered to the boy’s heart. After a few seconds, slow and weak respiratory movements

  appeared and in due course he gave a loud cry and began to kick. His circulation and respiration were re-established, his colour returned and he was soon able to answer questions.




  Other attempts to resuscitate are recorded in Duchenne’s handbook, but he was careful not to exaggerate his achievements. He offered a balanced review. Most of the cases he reported were

  only partial successes: temporary recovery, followed by the final and complete loss of vital signs. Even so, I was fascinated by these findings and wanted to learn more. Duchenne was an obliging

  mentor and demonstrated his method using rats as experimental subjects. Each animal was chloroformed until it stopped breathing and general movements ceased. Then, electrodes were touched to the

  mouth and rectum, until convulsive movements and twitching provided the first evidence of reanimation. As with human subjects, outcomes varied. Most of the animals did not respond at all to

  electrical stimulation, some enjoyed a brief recovery which lasted a few minutes, but one or two rats from each basket were successfully brought back to life.




  In his middle years, Duchenne had become interested in the physical mechanisms underlying the expression of human feelings. He had shown that, by applying electrodes to the face, it was possible

  to stimulate muscular contractions and manufacture emotion. His photographic record of these experiments was reproduced in a landmark publication, The Mechanisms of Human Facial Expression.

  It is a masterpiece of medical portraiture. For the work of a man of science, Duchenne’s preface begins with a surprisingly unscientific assertion. He states that the human face is animated

  by the spirit, and I suspected that, although he had ostensibly been engaged in identifying the muscle groups that excite the appearance of emotion, the true nature of his project was somewhat

  deeper. For Duchenne, there was no tension between religion and Enlightenment values. The presence of God could be felt as strongly in the laboratory as in a cathedral. He was not really studying

  facial expression, he was studying the soul.




  Duchenne’s notebooks were filled with observations and ideas which were worthy of more extended treatment. I suggested that some of this material might be incorporated into academic

  articles that I was willing to draft. He did not object and we worked together on several papers that were eventually published. One of them took the form of a comprehensive review of the

  literature on resuscitation.




  At that time, I made no connection between Duchenne’s pioneering attempts at resuscitation, which began in the 1850s, and his subsequent book on facial expression, which appeared some ten

  years later. Had I been more astute, I would have discerned a natural progression. There was a reason why Duchenne wanted to study the soul, but I would not discover that reason for several years,

  and then only on the night that he died.




  I chose to work late and when my labours were completed, Duchenne would invite me into his parlour, where we would sit and talk until the street sounds diminished and there was silence outside.

  On one such occasion, we were discussing a rare form of palsy, when Duchenne suddenly said, ‘There’s a fine example just admitted into the Hôpital de la Charité.

  Let’s see how the poor fellow’s getting on.’ He rose from his seat and went to fetch his coat.




  ‘What?’ I replied, ‘Now?’




  Duchenne looked at me askance. ‘Yes. Why not?’




  And so it was that I discovered my mentor’s peculiar habit of visiting hospitals at irregular hours. He did this so often that his appearance on wards at two or three in the morning was

  usually greeted with indifference by the nurses. On arriving, he would usually check up on his patients and then look for interesting cases. He was permitted such liberty, not only because of his

  considerable reputation, but also because of his impressive virtue. If he discovered an impoverished patient with a painful condition who could not afford to continue treatment, Duchenne invariably

  offered his services without charge. I remember him moving between the beds on the wards, a gaunt figure, passing in front of the faintly glowing gaslights, head bowed as if in prayer,

  administering drugs with the gentle authority of a priest giving Communion.




  We were particularly welcome at the Salpêtrière, because the chief of services and recently appointed chair of pathological anatomy, Jean-Martin Charcot, was a former pupil of

  Duchenne. Under his canny stewardship the Salpêtrière, previously an insignificant hospice, was already on the way to becoming a neurological school of international renown. More like

  a city within a city than a medical institution, the Salpêtrière consisted of over forty buildings arranged around squares, markets and gardens. It even had its own church, a baroque

  edifice with an octagonal cupola, large enough to accommodate over a thousand congregants. Although Charcot was a proud man, whenever we encountered him he always treated Duchenne with the utmost

  respect, and if accompanied by an entourage of students, he would introduce his old teacher (a little too theatrically, perhaps) as ‘the master’.




  After a year as Duchenne’s assistant, I had settled into a very comfortable routine. The possibility of finding employment elsewhere had never occurred to me. However, one day, Duchenne

  informed me that Charcot was looking for someone young to fill a post at the Salpêtrière and he advised me to apply. I protested, but Duchenne was insistent. ‘I cannot be

  responsible,’ he said, ‘for holding you back. This is a splendid opportunity and I will be mortified if you do not take it.’ He sent a letter of recommendation to Charcot and,

  such was his influence that news of my official appointment, when it arrived, was a mere formality.




  As a junior doctor, I was obliged to attend Charcot’s Friday morning lectures, which at the time of my appointment were still relatively modest affairs. Long before his

  arrival, the auditorium would begin to fill, not only with physicians, but also with curious members of the public: writers, artists or journalists. The platform was littered with posters mounted

  on stands, showing enlargements of microscopic slides, family trees and different categories of neurological illness. Brain parts floated in jars of preservative next to dangling skeletons with

  deformed joints. The doors would fly open, revealing Charcot, accompanied by an illustrious foreign visitor and a troop of assistants. He would ascend to the podium, pause, allow the silence to

  thicken and then start his address in sombre tones. Occasionally, he would stop and illustrate his observations with skilful drawings on a blackboard, or ask one of his assistants to man the

  projector, and images would suddenly materialize on a hitherto empty screen. Charcot was never a great orator, yet he knew how to manage a performance and compensated for his deficiencies with

  solid, reliable stagecraft.




  I was never entirely comfortable in Charcot’s presence. I found him too self-conscious, too obviously the author of his own legend. He was humane, told jokes, and abhorred cruelty to

  animals, but essentially he was an authoritarian. None of his interns dared to question his theories. It was common knowledge that some of our predecessors had been dismissed for voicing imprudent

  objections. Irrespective of my reservations concerning his character, our professional relationship was friendly and collegiate. He was favourably disposed towards me, probably because of

  Duchenne’s letter of recommendation, and our meetings were always agreeable. I was accepted into Charcot’s inner circle and began to receive invitations to his soirées; these

  became, like his Friday lectures, an obligatory fixture in my diary.




  Charcot lived in a cul-de-sac adjoining the busy Rue Saint-Lazare, situated between the train station and the Church of the Trinity. It was a substantial if not particularly striking residence,

  which belied his prosperity. He had married a young widow who, in addition to inheriting her deceased husband’s fortune, was also (being the daughter of a highly successful clothier)

  independently wealthy. This shrewd connection ensured Charcot’s complete financial security and guaranteed his admission into the upper echelons of society.




  The Salpêtrière was an energetic hospital and its corridors reverberated with academic debate. There was a kind of fervour in the air, fuelled by the constant thrill of discovery.

  Although my feelings towards Charcot were mixed, it would be churlish to deny that he was an inspiration. Because of his patronage, I was introduced into a talented fellowship and profited greatly

  from the lively conversation of my peers. When I was sufficiently established, I accepted more clinical responsibilities and the additional remuneration I received enabled me to secure better

  rooms. Life was good, but for one sad event: the death of my old teacher, Duchenne de Boulogne.




  When I received news of Duchenne’s illness, I immediately sent a message, informing him that I was at his disposal. He declined my offer of assistance but requested that I visit him at my

  earliest convenience. This note of urgency filled me with apprehension. He had obviously determined that his remaining days were few in number. An arrangement was made for me to call on him the

  following evening, which – as Duchenne had suspected – proved to be his last.




  A storm broke as I travelled to his apartment. Thunderclaps preceded a downpour of exceptional ferocity. My driver had to stop twice: once to don his oilskins, and a second time in order to calm

  the horses. When we arrived at our destination, I thanked him for persevering. A maid escorted me to Duchenne’s bedroom, and when I entered I was shocked by his appearance. He was sitting up

  in bed, his back supported by pillows, a frail, desiccated creature, with grizzled side whiskers. As I closed the door, he began to stir.
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