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The powerful story of
desperate men and their dramatic struggle for life in the world’s
most brutal and infamous penal colony. There is Boulanger, the
Jolly Rapist, Mirandola, the towering Italian killer, perverted
Radisson, one-eyed Giroux, sadistic Sergeant Ducharme. Above all,
there is Gendron, the brawling ex-legionnaire they call The
American.

Hating their sadistic
guards, angry at the fatal insanities of the prison, the men divide
among themselves. When the Nazi war in Europe reaches their tiny
corner of Hell in French Guinea, each man must make his choice to
submit or revolt.

In this hell-on-earth, the
toughest men can suffer and endure. But even the toughest men can
only take so much. And that is when they turn on their captors
…
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Chapter One

 


THEY BROUGHT OUT Barbe-Bleue—Bluebeard, the
child molester—at six o’clock in the morning, as if they were
conducting the ceremony in Sante Prison in the center of Paris. At
that hour, on the punishment island of St. Joseph, it was still
cool, still quiet, a wind from the sea stirring the dusty palms.
The only other sound was the surf breaking on the beach.

Two hundred convicts and thirty guards stood
motionless, waiting for the sun to come up. In the watchtower a
guard sat behind an 8mm Hotchkiss machine gun, the muzzle depressed
to cover the compound.

Captain Boudreau of the Colonial Police
didn’t need the heavy silver watch he held in his hand. It might
have been five minutes to six, five after six. It didn’t matter:
the Captain’s watch said six o’clock. He nodded to the two guards,
the ones without rifles, standing in front of the stone death
house. They nodded back: there was no yelling.

“I bet two smokes they have to
carry him,” Boulanger, the Jolly Rapist, whispered to his one-eyed
friend, Giroux. Boulanger and Giroux were in the back row. Gendron,
known as the American, and Mirandola, a Marseilles Italian, were in
the same row.

“No bet,” the one-eyed convict
whispered back.

“What about you,
American?”

Gendron didn’t answer. Mirandola whispered
no. No bet.

Barbe-Bleue came out with his arms strapped
to his sides, and at first he tried to make a brave face of it, but
when he saw the guillotine he soiled his cotton trousers.

Captain Boudreau looked anxiously at the new
commandant. Now Barbe-Bleue was saying it was all right; the guards
held him fast; that was the rule when a man cracked. The condemned
man’s voice rose to a scream, then stopped. A small man, his bare
feet scraped in the rough gravel of the compound as the guards
dragged him into the shadow of the guillotine.

“Please, let me walk, I’m all
right.” Barbe-Bleue wanted them to understand that it had been an
accident. “I’m sorry.” Shitting his pants in public embarrassed the
prisoner.

Captain Boudreau looked at his watch. Two
minutes past six, his time. “The legs—hurry up!” The new commandant
seemed to find something of interest far out in the flat blue
sea.

Barbe-Bleue kept quiet while they bound his
legs with leather straps. He was polite, helpful, anxious not to
offend, the way many condemned men are. Captain Boudreau had
witnessed and, after promotion, had supervised many head-loppings.
Condemned men, no matter how individual their personalities,
usually ran to a pattern as soon as sentence was pronounced. There
were the buffoons who made grisly jokes accompanied by grotesque
noises; the explainers who attempted to explain, even to the
executioner, that it was all some terrible mistake. There were the
manic ones who swung between bravado and pants-shitting. Some men,
a few, stopped talking after sentence was passed and never spoke
again.

“Ready, sir,” one of the guards
said.

Barbe-Bleue, hearing the words,
began to scream again. Boudreau sighed, wanting it to be over. Oh
God, he thought. Barbe-Bleue wasn’t screaming: he was
singing
the
Marseillaise. Yes, of course, some men sang half-remembered
hymns while others, gambling that God was a Frenchman, sang the
French national anthem.

Boudreau spoke the words unchanged since the
Revolution. “Put him up.”

Cadiz, the Spanish-Algerian,
was the executioner, and it was the Arab’s boast that he could
handle a head-lopping better than any French Frenchman.

Boudreau couldn’t see why the Arab left the
hoisting of the blade until after the prisoner was brought out. It
was his experience that the rattle of chains as the blade went up
did more to a prisoner’s nerves than the blade itself.

In the last row of prisoners, Mirandola
whispered to the American: “Poor bastard.”

“Bleed for yourself, friend,”
Gendron answered. It was no skin off his ass.

They held up Barbe-Bleue while Captain
Boudreau took a folded sheet of paper from inside his belt: the
order of execution.

“Look at Sergeant Ducharme,” the
Jolly Rapist whispered to his friend. “The Frog is getting a
hard-on.”

“Filthy sadist,” the one-eyed
convict said.

Captain Boudreau read: “Having been found
guilty of murder while serving a life sentence …”

The child molester had killed a fellow
convict, one Roberge, using an ancient method of murder; a peg held
close to the earhole of his sleeping victim, then driven through
the brain with a single blow of a heavy rock. Simple and completely
efficient; quieter than a bullet, many times more certain.

Barbe-Bleue was crying.

Questioned at his trial, the new Colonel
presiding, the child molester had insisted on patriotism as his
only motive. The dead man was a pig, a Nazi, an enemy of his
country. Boudreau sighed as he read down the page. France had
fallen to the Nazis because of such fascist pigs. So on—and on.
Coming from a child molester such sentiments were not acceptable to
the tribunal, though it was not explained why a child molester
could not, in his way, be as patriotic as any other Frenchman.

None of this information was contained in
the order of execution. “Death by the guillotine, to be carried
out...”

Boudreau finished his familiar speech.
Except for cutting off the prisoner’s head only one formality
remained. It was a courtesy and it was the law.

“Do you have anything to say?”
Boudreau asked.

The law failed to say how long a condemned
man could speak. There were old, very old jokes about that. One
droll fellow, a slow reader by his own admission, asked if he might
leaf through the complete works of Zola before the blade fell on
his neck.

The law was vague; Boudreau was not. “You
have sixty seconds,” he said.

Barbe-Bleue looked like a child molester.
Even now, burned and seamed by the tropical sun, skinny as a sick
chicken, clad in the stinking convict’s uniform, he still had the
air of the frightened, desperate sex criminal, the man in the
raincoat standing forlornly outside the schoolyard, a bar of cheap
chocolate melting in his hand.

“I would do it again,” he began.
He stopped to clear his throat. Then, thinking about his throat, he
fingered it like a man coming pink-faced from a
barbershop.

He began again. “What I did I did for
France. Nazi pigs do not deserve to live...”

A thin murmur ran through the lines of
prisoners. Colonel Gamillard, still staring at the same spot in the
sea, raised his white eyebrows in disapproval.

“Silence!” Boudreau roared, and there was a quiet racketing sound as
the machine gunner swiveled the barrel of his gun. “Thirty seconds,
Barbe-Bleue.”

Now there was less than that. “I am still a
Frenchman,” the child molester declared. “Society calls me a
criminal, yet ...”

Boudreau sighed in acknowledgment that a
certain point in the proceedings had been reached. Society had been
mentioned. In the old days, convicts blamed their misfortunes on
malign fate, bad luck, being dealt the wrong card at birth. Now,
ignorant in a different way, they blamed Society.

“Therefore...” Barbe-Bleue
paused.

Boudreau said, “Time’s up,” and put away his
handsome but faulty watch.

It was more like an attack than anything
else, the way the two guards dragged the prisoner toward the
guillotine. Until now, they had been firm, steady, impersonal. They
sprang at the prisoner as if, bound hand and foot, he presented
some threat to their lives. Watching, Boudreau knew how they felt;
the brutality they displayed was as much for themselves as for the
prisoner. Though it was not a matter to be discussed, he knew the
guards preferred the condemned man who died hard, who screamed and
struggled and jerked his head until the blade fell. It was so much
easier to assist in the killing of a man who made it hard for you,
a disgusting coward who died badly.

The man about to die didn’t fail them. He
might have allowed them to lay him, trembling and weak, under the
great blade if they hadn’t laid hands on him with such ferocity.
The way they handled him was an insult; resentment and rage pushed
him into hysteria. Taking that as their justification, the guards
began to beat the condemned man with their fists.

Boudreau spoke sharply, telling them to get
on with it. Why, as he wondered so often not in a compassionate but
a professional way, couldn’t they give the condemned man an
injection of morphine and carry him quietly to the guillotine? Why
not increase the dosage and use the big knife merely as the formal
instrument of death?

They got Barbe-Bleue’s head
into the slot. Then one of the guards looped a leather thong around
Barbe-Bleue’s neck and dragged it forward and downward, while the
other guard slammed the upper part of the slot, the hinged part, into place
and secured the twin bolts. Cadiz, the executioner, said something
to the guard who had pulled Barbe-Bleue’s neck into position. The
Arab’s tone was insolent; on official business the executioner
could be curt with a guard, even with an officer. The guard
swallowed hard before he nodded. He understood what the Arab was
saying, which was that the prisoner had a remarkably small head and
might contrive to pull it loose. The guard tightened his grip on
the leather rope.

So much that he encountered in his work
caused Captain Boudreau to sigh. What was the dirty Arab saying
now? Yes, he was warning the guard not to strangle the
prisoner.

Cadiz never hurried. Cadiz, it was said,
liked to lop off the heads of white Frenchmen. Barbe-Bleue’s skinny
neck could have been separated from his body with two good blows of
an ordinary meat cleaver, yet the Arab bent down to make sure the
withered skin, the leathery muscles, the undernourished bones
presented no special problem. Only then did the Arab begin the work
of hoisting the knife. As always, he did it slowly, calmly as a
farmer bringing a bucket up from the bottom of a deep well.

The blade was up and Cadiz looked at
Boudreau. Specialist or not, the executioner was a convict like the
others, and no convict was allowed to make final decisions.

Boudreau raised his hand.

“Wait!” For the first time, the
new commandant made it known that he had some interest in the
unpleasant business. Colonel Gamillard—Marc-Antoine Gamillard—was
tall, thin, silver-haired, somewhere in his fifties. He would have
stood up taller if he hadn’t been forced to support himself with a
cane. Silence was not one of the many rules on St. Joseph Island,
but the Colonel, his voice reduced to a scratchy whisper by a shell
fragment, had made it a rule. The injury to his throat had occurred
in May of 1917, and now it was September, 1940; but the doctors
still feared complete loss of voice if he got angry too often and
shouted too much. For the Colonel, a violent man in his younger
days, there had been moments of despair in Algeria, Syria and
Indo-China. Twenty-three years later, he no longer lost his temper.
Instead, there was a noise inside his head that hardly ever
stopped.

Barbe-Bleue started to pray. Colonel
Gamillard stopped what he was saying, something about himself, and
ordered Boudreau to have the prisoner gagged. Boudreau relayed the
order, but he frowned slightly at the breach of custom. A man
waiting for the knife to fall had, at least, the right to pray if
he felt like it, to curse his executioners if he didn’t feel like
praying.

They gagged Barbe-Bleue with a dirty
handkerchief, the only thing available.

Colonel Gamillard didn’t limp up and down
the lines of prisoners; he gave that impression. His voice, like
two sheets of rough paper rubbed together, reached out and touched
them with more menace than a shouted threat. The Colonel used short
sentences because the doctors had taught him to pause frequently,
to exert as little pressure as possible on his damaged larynx.

The prisoners knew who he was, but he told
them. “I am Colonel Gamillard. I am a colonel in the French
Army—you are filth. I am a gentleman—you are scum. I have served my
country all my life—you have betrayed it.”

Taking his weight off the cane, the Colonel
swung it up to point to the guillotine, to the blade rather than to
the prisoner beneath it. “If I had my way, you would all die under
the knife. I would wipe you out like the vermin you are...”

Without moving his lips, Boulanger, the
Jolly Rapist, said to his one-eyed friend: “He’s talking about you,
Giroux.”

“He sounds like Hitler, the
pig,” Giroux answered.

The new Colonel’s face was flushed, but his
voice remained steady. “In a more ordered society, you would be
exterminated. Unfortunately, the law as it stands does not permit
me to do that. However, I will do my best to kill you at every
opportunity. I will make you long for death...”

Boudreau’s belly rumbled in complaint. The
new commandant certainly was dramatic. Certainly he was a
home-grown Nazi by the look and sound of him. The Captain had hoped
to get along with the new Colonel. On the face of things it
wouldn’t be easy.

“I want you to hate me,” Colonel
Gamillard continued. “You are two hundred, the worst society can
produce, and I am one cripple. Kill me, destroy me, if you
dare.”

Boulanger nudged the American. “He tougher
than you are. Braver, too.”

“Piss off,” Gendron
said.

The Colonel paused for breath. “You will get
a taste of what an ordered society is like. There is a new order in
France, in Europe. You who have scoffed at authority will learn to
tremble in the face of authority. You will learn to obey without
thinking. You will work as you have never worked before. Your only
reward—the flogging post and the guillotine.”

There was a sullen shifting movement in the
lines of convicts.

Colonel Gamillard’s hands were trembling,
his eyes bright with barely suppressed excitement. Savoring the
words, he repeated: “The lash and the knife!”

“Silence!” Captain Boudreau
roared. “Prisoners will remain silent. The next man who speaks will
go to the pits.”

The muttering stopped abruptly. Short of the
guillotine, being sent to the pits was the worst punishment on the
island.

“New rules ...” A spasm of
coughing cut short the Colonel’s speech, and while his narrow chest
heaved silently, there was nothing for a while but the morning wind
from the sea, the rubbery clatter of the wind-stirred palms, the
dull crunch of the waves on the beach.

The Colonel touched his bloodless lips with
a crisp white handkerchief. He stuffed it back into his sleeve and
snapped at Boudreau: “What are you waiting for?”

The Arab, his hand on the lever, looked at
Boudreau. Boudreau nodded. The weighted, triangular blade came down
with a crash. It struck the wooden block and the child molester’s
head rolled forward, propelled by the sudden rush of arterial
blood. The Arab was quick. He caught the severed head before it
rolled into the basket, and though there was nothing in the
regulations about displaying the head once it was cut off, the
executioner, smiling broadly, held the grisly thing by the
ears—Barbe-Bleue was bald—and turned it this way and that.

“Sergeant Frog looks ready to
jerk off,” Boulanger whispered to the American.

Disgusted, Gendron looked at Sergeant
Ducharme and saw the bulge in the front of his pants. A muscle
twitched in Gendron’s face. He said nothing.

The flow of blood from the body had
weakened, and the guard who had held Barbe-Bleue’s head in place
was rubbing at his blood-spattered uniform. He bent over and tried
to vomit but nothing but a clear fluid came up. The guard was young
but experienced enough not to eat anything before an execution.

“Get a hold of yourself,” the
Captain told him. “Stand up straight.” He didn’t think the new
Colonel would understand how the guard felt. The Colonel, no doubt,
would put it down as lack of discipline.

Convicts and guards, they all waited for the
Colonel to pass on the order to dismiss. The Colonel continued to
look at the sea. The body twitched for a while, and after it
stopped, it gave out a sort of voiceless gasp, a sound almost of
surprise, as if it finally and reluctantly realized that death had
come.

No convict got sick and no doctor ran
forward to declare that Barbe-Bleue was legally and truly dead. St.
Joseph Island had no doctor. On the punishment island a sick man
got well, or he died. Once a month, a doctor from the mainland came
like a ghoul to search for signs of leprosy among the prisoners.
When a man had the signs, he was shipped off to the Island of
Pigeons, to wait there for the rot to begin.

“Mother of Christ! I’m hungry,”
Boulanger, the Jolly Rapist, whispered to no one in
particular.

“Fat pig!”

Boulanger’s belly quaked with silent
laughter. Mirandola amused him. The Italian was what they called a
decent man. It was the worst mistake a man could make on St. Joseph
Island.

The sun grew hot while they waited for the
Colonel to finish his inspection of the sea. And while they waited,
the breeze from the sea, warmed by the sun, began to smell. It came
from the sea, but it stank of the jungle: the bubbling stagnant
pools, the rot, the sweet-sick perfume of fleshy plants.

Cadiz, the executioner, twisted an oily rag
in his brown hands, impatient to finish his morning’s work.

The Colonel, leaning
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