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About the Book

Three times a day in a Parisian square, a curious modern-day crier announces the news items that are left in his box. Over the course of a few days he receives a number of disturbing and portentous messages of malicious intent, all of them referring to the Black Death. Strange marks have also appeared on the doors of several buildings: symbols once used to ward off the plague. Detective Commissaire Adamsberg begins to sense a connection, even a grotesque menace. Then charred and flea-bitten corpses are found. The press seizes on their plague-like symptoms, and the panic sets in...


About the Author

Fred Vargas was born in Paris in 1957. A historian and archaeologist by profession, she is now a bestselling novelist. Her books have been translated into thirty-two languages.

David Bellos is professor of French and comparative literature at Princeton University. He is the author of Georges Perec: A Life in Words (1993) and Jacques Tati: His Life and Art (1999), and the prize-winning translator of Perec’s Life a User’s Manual.
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Fred Vargas – an academic archaeologist by another name – wrote this novel in the course of the year 2000, when French francs were still legal tender and no-one had dreamed that a deadly disease might be mailed to its victims through the US post. Have Mercy on Us All was first published in French in mid-October 2001.


I

WHEN MANIE WOORMES breede of putrefaction of the earth: toade stooles and rotten herbes abound: The fruites and beastes of the earth are unsavoury: The wine becomes muddie: manie birds and beastes flye from that place


II

JOSS’S SETTLED VIEW was that folk walk faster in Paris than they do in Le Guilvenec, the fishing village where he’d grown up. They would steam down Avenue du Maine every day at three knots. This Monday morning, though, Joss himself was doing almost three and a half, trying to make up the twenty minutes he’d lost because of that blasted coffee.

It hadn’t surprised him one bit. Joss had always known that objects large and small have secret, vicious lives of their own. He could perhaps make an exception for pieces of fishing tackle that had never taken him on in the living memory of the Brittany fleet; but otherwise the world of things was manifestly focused on making man’s life sheer misery. The merest slip of a hand can give a supposedly inanimate object enough freedom of movement to set off a chain of catastrophes which may peak at any point on the Murphy Scale, from “Damn Nuisance” to “Bloody Tragedy”. Corks provide a simple illustration of the basic pattern, viz. a wine cork dropped from the table never rolls back to nestle at the boot of whoever let it slip. Oh no, its evil mind always elects to reside behind the stove, like a spider looking for inaccessible sanctuary. The errant cork thus plunges its hereditary hunter, Humankind, into a trial of strength. He has to move the stove and the gas connection out of the wall; he bends down to seize the miscreant bung and a pot falls off the hob and scalds his head. But this morning’s case arose from a more complex concatenation. It had begun with the tiniest error in Joss’s calculation of the trajectory required to shift a used coffee filter paper to the bin. It landed just off target; the flip-top lurched sideways then swung back and scattered wet ground coffee all around the kitchen floor. Thus do Things transform justified resentment of their human slavemasters into outright revolt; thus do they force men, women and children, in brief but acutely significant bursts, to squirm and scamper like dogs. Joss didn’t trust inanimates, not one bit; but he didn’t trust men either, nor did he trust the sea. The first could drive you crazy; the second could steal your soul; and the last could take your life.

Joss was an old and seasoned hand who knew when to yield, so he got down on all fours and cleaned up the coffee mess, grain by tiny grain. Since he did his penance without complaint, the thing-force receded behind its usual sandbank. The breakfast incident was quite negligible in itself, just a nuisance, but Joss wasn’t fooled. It was a clear reminder that the war between men and things was far from over, and that men were not always the victors, far from it. A reminder of tragedies past, of ships unmasted, of trawlers smashed, and of his boat, the Nor’easter, that had started taking water at 0300 on August 23, in the Irish Sea, with eight crew on board. Yet Joss had always indulged his old trawler’s most hysterical demands; man and boat had always treated each other with kindness and consideration far beyond the call of duty. Until that infernal storm when Joss had suddenly got angry and pounded the gunwale with his fist. The Nor’easter, which was already listing heavily to starboard, started shipping water at the stern. The engine flooded, and the boat drifted all night long, with the crew baling non-stop, until it came to a grinding halt on a reef at dawn, with two men lost overboard. Fourteen years had gone by since that sad day. Fourteen years since Joss had beaten a lesson into the shipowner’s thick skull. Fourteen years since he’d left Le Guilvenec after doing nine months for GBH and attempted manslaughter. Fourteen years since almost his entire life had gone down that unplugged hole in the hull.

Joss gritted his teeth as he made good speed along Rue de la Gaîté, choking back the anger that surged up inside him every time the Nor’easter, Lost at Sea, breasted a wave of his thoughts. But it wasn’t really the Nor’easter he was angry with. That good old ship had only reacted to the punch he had given it by shifting its aged and rotting timbers. He was sure the ship hadn’t realised what the consequences of her brief rebellion would be, because she had had no idea just how old and run-down she really was, nor had she grasped how heavy the sea was that night. The trawler certainly hadn’t meant to kill the two sailors; she was surely full of remorse as she lay like an idiot at the bottom of the Irish Sea. Joss often talked to her, mumbling words of comfort and forgiveness. He reckoned the old girl must have found peace by now and made a new life for herself at full fathom five, just as he had up here, in Paris.

Making peace with the owner, on the other hand, was out of the question.

“Come off it, Cap’n Le Guern,” he used to say with a hearty clap on Joss’s shoulder, “you can keep the old girl going for another ten years, no doubt about it. She’s a sturdy ship and you’re her master.”

“The Nor’easter’s no longer safe,” Joss kept on telling him. “The hull’s out of true and the boards are warping. The flooring of the hold has worked loose. I’ll not answer for what she might do in a gale. And the lifeboats wouldn’t pass inspection.”

“I know my ships, Cap’n,” rasped the owner. “If you’re afraid of the Nor’easter, that’s fine by me. I’ve got ten others who’d take your cap at a moment’s notice. Men made of sterner stuff who don’t grouse about safety regulations like those wimps at the inspectorate.”

“I’ve got seven lads on board.”

The owner brought his fleshy, glowering face right close up to Joss’s.

“If you so much as whisper what’s on your mind to the harbour master, Joss Le Guern, you’ll be out on your ear as fast as you can say sea shells. Right round the coast, from Brest to Saint-Nazaire, it’ll be ‘Sorry, nothing doing’. So if you want my advice – think again.”

Yes, Joss was really sorry he hadn’t done him in right and proper the day after the shipwreck, instead of only breaking one of his legs and fracturing his sternum. But his crewmen – it took four of them – pulled Joss off his prey. Don’t ruin your own life, Joss, they said. They blocked him and then held him down. Later, they stopped him slaughtering the owner and all his henchmen, who’d blacklisted him when he came out of prison. Joss bawled the fact that the port authority fat cats were on the owners’ payrolls in so many bars that he made being taken back into the merchant navy simply impossible. Blackballed in one port after another, Joss jumped on the Paris express one Tuesday morning and landed – like so many Bretons before him – on the forecourt of Gare Montparnasse, leaving behind a wife who’d already taken her leave, and nine men to slay.

As the Edgar-Quinet crossing hove into view, Joss stuffed his ancient hard feelings into a mental back pocket, and clapped on full steam. He was running late, as the business with the coffee slops and the wars of the things had wasted at least fifteen minutes. Punctuality was a key part of his work, and it mattered very much that the first edition of his newscast should take place every day at 0830 sharp, with the second edition on the dot of 1235 and the late final at 1810. That’s when the street was at its busiest, and in this town people were in too much of a hurry to put up with the slightest delay.

Joss took the urn down from the tree where he strung it up overnight with a double bowline and two bike locks to secure it. This morning there wasn’t a lot inside, so it wouldn’t take too long to sort. He smiled to himself as he took the urn into the back room that Damascus let him use in his shop. There were still a few decent fellows left, he thought, people like Damascus who would let you have a key and a bit of table space, without worrying about you running off with the till. Talk about a stupid name, though! Damascus was the manager of Rolaride, the skate shop on the square, and he let Joss use the place to prepare his newscasts out of the rain. Rolaride – that’s another ludicrous moniker, if you ask me.

Joss took the padlocks off the urn. It was a big wooden lap-jointed box that he’d made with his own fair hand, and dubbed Nor’easter II in memory of his dearly departed. A great fishing vessel of the deep-sea fleet might not have thought it an honour to have her name perpetuated by a modest letter box, but Nor’easter II was no ordinary mail drop. It was a very clever seven-year-old indeed, born of a brilliant idea that had allowed Joss to pull himself up the ladder again after two years’ unemployment, six months spinning cables and three years in a cannery. It was on a gloomy December night in a Paris café that Joss had been struck by sheer genius. The place was full of nostalgic Breton exiles droning on about their families and home ports, about when the fishing was good and the onions too. Some boozed-up old sailor mentioned the village of Pont l’Abbé, and all of a sudden Joss’s great-great-grandfather, born at Locmaria in 1832, sprang out of his head, propped himself up at the bar, and said good evening.

“Good evening to you,” said Joss, tightening his grip on his glass.

“You do remember me, don’t you?”

“Sort of …” Joss mumbled. “You died before I was born. I didn’t shed no tears.”

“C’mon, Joss Le Guern, I don’t drop in very often, so cut out the insults for once. How far have you got?”

“Fifty.”

“You’ve taken it hard. You look older.”

“You can keep your views to yourself, thanks very much. I didn’t ask you to drop in. Anyway, you were no oil painting yourself.”

“Watch your tongue, young man. You know what happens when I get excited.”

“Sure I do, like everyone else. Specially your wife, who got thrashed all her life long.”

“Sure, sure,” the forefather scowled. “But you have to put that in context. In its appropriate cultural-historical circs.”

“Circs my arse. You liked bashing her up, that’s all there is to it. And you blinded her in one eye.”

“Belt up, will you? Or are we going to go on about that eye for another two hundred years?”

“Sure we are. It’s symbolic.”

“Joss Le Guern wants to teach his great-great-grandfather a lesson, does he? The same Joss who nearly kicked the guts out of a man on the dock at Le Guilvenec? Or have I got the wrong address?”

“He wasn’t a woman, in the first place, and in the second place he was hardly a man. He was a bloodsucking money-grubber who didn’t give a fart if men died as long as he made a pile.”

“Yeah, I know. I can’t really fault you on that one. But that’s not all of it, lad. Why did you call me down?”

“I told you, I didn’t.”

“You’re an obstinate bastard. You’re lucky you’ve got my eyes otherwise I would have given you a black’un. Can you get it into your head that if I’m here it’s because you rang, and that’s that. Anyway I’m not a regular in this bar, I don’t like piped music.”

“OK,” Joss conceded. “Can I get you a drink?”

“If you can still raise your arm. Because I’ll be so bold as to tell you you’ve had one too many already.”

“That’s none of your business, old man.”

The forebear shrugged. He’d seen a lot in his time and he wasn’t going to rise to this tiddler’s bait. This young Joss was a fine specimen of the tribe, no question about it.

“So,” the oldster said after he’d downed his pint, “no woman and no dough?”

“You’ve put your finger on it first go,” Joss answered. “You weren’t so canny in your own time, I’ve heard tell.”

“Comes from being a ghost. When you’re dead you know things you never knew before.”

“Are you kidding?” said Joss as he made a feeble gesture towards the barman.

“As far as women are concerned, there was no point calling me down, it’s not my strong suit.”

“Could have guessed that.”

“But work isn’t a hard nut to crack. Just follow in your family footsteps. You weren’t right in cable-spinning, that was a big mistake. And you know, things aren’t to be trusted. Ropes are OK, at a pinch, but as for cables, wires, let alone corks, well, it’s best to give them a wide berth.”

“I know,” said Joss.

“You have to make do with your inheritance. Copy your family.”

“But I can’t be a sailor no more.” Joss was getting ratty. “I’m persona non grata in the whole bloody fleet.”

“Who said sailor? If fish were the only thing, God knows where we’d be. Was I a sailor, then?”

Joss drained his glass and pondered the point.

“No,” he said after a pause for thought. “You were a crier. From Concarneau to Quimper, you were the itinerant town crier.”

“That’s right, my boy, and I’m proud of it. Ar Bannour was what I was, the ‘Crier’. And the best on the whole south coast of Breizh. Every day that God gave, Ar Bannour strode into another village and on the stroke of half past noon he shouted out the news. And I can tell you, there was folk there who’d been waiting since dawn. I had thirty-seven villages on my round – that was quite something, eh? That made a whole lot of folk, didn’t it? Folk living in the world, thanks to what? Thanks to news! And thanks to whom? To me, my lad, to Ar Bannour, the best barker in Finisterre. My voice carried from the church steps to the wash house, and I knew all my words. Everyone raised their heads to listen. My voice brought the whole world to them, and believe you me, it was worth a lot more than fish.”

“Yeah, yeah,” said Joss as he took a swig straight out of the bottle on the bar.

“Ever heard of the Crimean War? I covered that one. I went to Nantes to get the news and brought it straight back in the saddle, fresh as the new tide. The Third Republic, heard of that? That was me again. I shouted it on all the foreshores, you should have seen the commotion. Not to mention all the local stuff – marriages, deaths, quarrels, lost and found, stray children, horses needing re-shoeing, I lugged it all around. From one village to the next people gave me news to cry. The love of a girl in Penmarch for a boy in Sainte-Marine, that’s one I still remember. A hell of a scandal, that was. It ended in murder.”

“You could have been more discreet.”

“Hang on, lad. I was paid to read out the news. I was only doing my job. Not to read it out would have been robbing the customer. You know, Le Guerns may be rough customers but we never stole a penny. Fisherfolk’s affairs and squabbles were none of my business – I had enough of that in my own family. I dropped in on the village once a month to see the kids, go to Mass, and bed the wife.”

Joss sighed into his mug.

“And to leave her some money,” the ancestor added, with emphasis. “A wife and eight kids needs a lot of bread. But believe you me, Ar Bannour never left them short.”

“Of a thrashing?”

“Of money, you nitwit.”

“You earned as much as that?”

“Loads of money. News is the one line of goods that never runs short on this planet, it’s the one tipple people never get too much of. When you’re a crier, it’s like you’re giving the breast to the whole of humanity. You never run out of milk or of suckling babes. – Hey, lad, if you go on lifting your elbow like that, you’ll never make a crier. It’s a job that calls for a clear head.”

“I don’t want to depress you, old forebear,” said Joss as he shook his head, “but there aren’t any criers any more. Nobody even knows what the word means these days. ‘Cobbler’, well, just maybe, but ‘crier’, that’s not even in the dictionary. I don’t know if you’ve kept up since you died, but down here things have moved on a bit. Who needs to have the news shouted down his lughole in the church square? Everyone’s got the newspapers, radio and TV. You can log on at Loctudy and see who’s having a piss in Pondicherry. That’s the way it is.”

“You really think I’m an old idiot?”

“I’m telling you the way it is, that’s all. My turn now.”

“You’re losing it, my poor Joss. Pull yourself together. You’ve not understood much of what I’ve been telling you.”

Joss stared vacantly at the stately silhouette of his great-great-grandfather as he slid off his bar stool with considerable style. Ar Bannour had been a big man by the standards of his day. It’s true Joss was quite like the brute.

“The Crier,” the forebear declared firmly as he brought the flat of his hand down on to the bar to underscore the point, “is Life itself. Don’t tell me that nobody knows what it means any more or that it’s disappeared from the dictionary, or else the Le Guerns really have gone to wrack and ruin and no longer deserve to cry it out loud. Life!”

“What a pathetic old fool!” Joss mumbled as watched the old man depart. “What a load of balls.”

He put his glass back down on the bar and bawled out after him: “In any case, I did not call you down!”

“That’ll do, now,” said the barman as he took Joss by the arm. “Go easy, friend, you’re disturbing the customers as it is.”

“Bugger your bloody customers!” Joss yelled as he held tight on to the bar.

He later recalled that two guys much smaller than he was ejected him from the Mizzen and sent him rolling along the road for almost a hundred yards. He woke up nine hours later in a doorway at least ten metro stations away. Around noon he dragged himself back to his room, using both hands to hold up his splitting head, and went back to sleep until six the next evening. When he finally opened his sore eyes he stared at the filthy ceiling of his flat and said out loud, unrepentantly, “What a load of balls!”

So seven years had now passed since Joss had taken up the outmoded calling of Town Crier. It had been a slow start. It took time to find the right tone of voice, to learn to project it, to find the best site, devise the headings, acquire a clientele, and set the rates. But he’d done it and there he was, Ar Bannour. He’d taken his urn to various spots within a radius of half a mile of Gare Montparnasse (he didn’t like to stray too far from the main line to Brittany – just in case, as he said) and about two years ago he’d settled for a pitch on the square where Boulevard Edgar-Quinet crosses Rue Delambre. That location allowed him to tap the local residents who shopped at the market stalls as well as office workers and the well-camouflaged regulars of the local red-light streets; and he could also fish among the crowds pouring out of Gare Montparnasse on their way to work. Dense knots of people crowded round him to hear him bark the news. Maybe not as many as mobbed his great-great-grandfather Le Guern in his day, but against that you had to reckon that Joss gave three performances a day, seven days a week, on the same spot.

What he got a really large number of, though, were messages – on average, about three score were dropped in the urn each day. There were always more in the morning than the evening, as night-time seemed more conducive to people slipping things in without being seen. The routine was that messages had to be sealed in envelopes weighted down with a five-franc coin. Five francs wasn’t an exorbitant amount for hearing your own thought, your own announcement or quest cast into the Paris air. In the early days Joss had tried rock-bottom pricing, but people didn’t like to see their sentences valued as low as one franc. It cheapened what they had given. So the five-franc rate suited the crier and his customers equally well, and Joss grossed about nine thousand francs a month for his seven-day job.

Old Ar Bannour was right, there was never any shortage of material. Joss had to give the old man his due when he saw him again one drunken night at the Mizzen. “They’re packed full of things to say, people are, just like I told you,” the old man said, delighted to see his descendant getting the business back on its feet. “Packed as tight as horsehair in a mattress. Packed to the edges with things to say and things not to say. You’re doing them a good turn, and you clean up at the same time. You’re their outlet pipe. But watch it, lad, it’s not always a piece of cake. Flushing through pipework brings out the shit as well as the water. So keep an eye out for trouble. There’s loads of muck in men’s heads.”

Old Ar Bannour was right about that too. In his urn Joss found things he could say, and things he had better not. “Things better left unsaid” was how the bookworm who ran a kind of lodging house next door to Rolaride put it. When he picked up his envelopes, Joss always began by sorting them into two piles, the “can dos” and the “better nots”. The “can dos” were the sort of things usually dealt with naturally by human speech organs, in normal trickles or in howling waves, a process which prevents the build-up of words from reaching sufficient pressure to cause an explosion. Because people were not like mattresses, in the sense that they packed more and more words in every day, and that made evacuation an absolutely vital issue. A trivial portion of the “can do” material came to the urn under the headings of “For Sale,” “Wanted,” “Lonely Hearts,” “Miscellaneous” and “Technical”. Joss put a quota on that last category and also charged a one-franc premium because “Technicals” were such buggers to read aloud.

What struck the crier most was the unforeseen quantity of “better nots”. They piled up because there was no other drain for getting this kind of verbal matter out. “Better nots” were either way beyond acceptable bounds of violence or outspokenness, or else weren’t within striking distance of the level of interest that would justify their existence. Whether they were over the top or short of the mark, these “better nots” were thus condemned to a shadowy, silent and shameful life in the darker recesses of the mattress. All the same, as Joss had learned from his seven years on the job, those messages didn’t just wither away. They built up into piles over the years, they clambered on top of each other, getting ever more sour at their mole-like existence as they angrily watched the infuriating comings and goings of authorised and thus more mobile messages. The thin six-inch slit in the crier’s urn offered a breach to which these prisoners flew like a plague of grasshoppers. Not a morning passed without him finding a crop of “better nots” at the bottom of his letter box – harangues, insults, expressions of despair, calumnies, denunciations, threats, ravings and rantings. Some of the “better nots” were so feeble, so desperately mindless, that they were hard to read right through; some so convoluted that their meaning was all but lost; some so creepy as to make you drop the sheet of paper to the ground; and some so vindictive and so destructive that the crier got rid of them.

For Joss did not leave his news unfiltered.

Though he was a dutiful man aware of his responsibility to save the mind’s least wanted waste products from total oblivion, in pursuance of his ancestor’s work of salvation, Joss assumed the right to exclude anything he could not utter with his own tongue. Unread messages could be taken back together with the five-franc fee, since the Le Guerns, as the forebear had emphasised, may be rough customers but they never stole a penny. So at every newscast Joss laid out the day’s rejects on the orange box he used as a stand. There always were rejects. He never read messages promising to reduce women to pulp, or to send blacks or wogs or Chinks or queers to hell. Joss guessed intuitively that he could easily have been born female or black or queer, so he exercised censorship not out of moral principle but from an instinct for self-preservation.

Once a year, during the low tide of the mid-August holidays, Joss would put the urn in dry dock: he would sand it down, repaint it bright blue above the Plimsoll line and ultramarine below it, with Nor’Easter II in copperplate black lettering on the bow, Timetables on the port side, and Rates, Conditions and Terms After the Fact to starboard. He’d heard “after the fact” many times during his arrest and trial, and had hung on to the formula as a souvenir. Joss felt that “after the fact” gave a touch of class to his newscasting, even if the lodging-house scholar seemed to think there was something wrong with the word. He didn’t quite know what to make of the scholar, actually. He was called Hervé Decambrais, was certainly an aristocrat – he had a very grand manner – but he was so broke that he had to sublet the four bedrooms on his first floor, sell off the table linen and take fees for giving perfectly useless counselling sessions. He camped in two ground-floor rooms mostly occupied by piles of books. Even if Hervé Decambrais had ingested millions of words from his books, Joss wasn’t worried about his choking on them because the toff talked his head off all the time. He took words in and spewed them out all day long, sometimes with complicated parts which Joss did not always understand. Damascus didn’t get all of it either, which was reassuring in a way; but then, Damascus wasn’t a rocket scientist either.

As he emptied his urn on to the table in Rolaride and then began to sort the messages into “can dos” and “better nots,” Joss lighted upon a particularly wide envelope in thick, off-white paper. For the first time it occurred to him that maybe the bookworm was the source of these fancy envelopes he’d been getting for the last three weeks, weighted with no less than twenty francs apiece. They contained the most disagreeable messages he’d had to read in all his seven years as crier. As he opened this missive Joss could hear his forebear leaning over his shoulder and whispering, “Keep an eye out for trouble, Joss my lad, there’s lots of muck in people’s heads.”

“Shut up,” Joss said out loud.

He unfolded the sheet of bond and softly read out the following message:

When manie woormes breede of putrefaction of the earth: toade stooles and rotten herbes abound: The fruites and beastes of the earth are unsavoury: The wine becomes muddie: manie birds and beastes flye from that place

Joss turned the page over for the rest of the sentence, but the verso was blank. He shook his head. He’d drained off plenty of weird language, but this really took the biscuit.

“A nutcase,” he mumbled. “This one may be loaded, but he’s a nutcase.”

He put the sheet aside and got on with opening the rest of the day’s haul.


III

HERVÉ DECAMBRAIS EMERGED from his front door a few minutes before the start of the eight-thirty news, leaned back on the door post, and waited for the crier to turn up. His relationship with the ex-sailor was fraught with unspoken hostility. Decambrais couldn’t work out why or remember exactly since when, but he was inclined to make it all the fault of that weather-beaten, rock-hewn Breton, who was quite possibly a violent man too. With his soapbox, his eccentric urn and his newscasts spewing a ton of trivia on to the public highway three times a day, Joss had been a disturbance to Hervé’s cunningly ordered life these past two years. At the start he hadn’t worried about it very much, since it seemed obvious that the fellow wouldn’t last more than a couple of weeks. But the newscasting business had done surprisingly well; the fisherman had netted a real audience, and had a full house, so to speak, day after day. That was what made the whole thing a real pest.

Decambrais wouldn’t have missed the newscasts for anything, but nothing would have made him own up to being a fan. So when he took up his position every morning to listen to the news he kept a book in his hand, slowly turning the pages, his eyes down, though he never read a word. Joss Le Guern sometimes shot a glance at him in a pause between two headings. Decambrais really didn’t like being looked at by those narrow blue eyes. It felt as if the crier was checking up on him being there, as if he imagined he’d hooked him and worn him down like some lousy fish. Because all the Breton had really done was to apply his brutal fishing skills to the city: he’d cast his net along the boulevard among the shoals of pedestrians and had trawled them in just like they were cod. It occurred to Decambrais that Joss probably couldn’t tell men from mullet any more, seeing the way he treated both kinds of catch, that is to say, making his money by pulling out their guts.

But Decambrais was hooked, and he had enough insight into human nature to know it. The only thing that made him slightly different from any other outdoor newscast addict was the book in his hand. But wouldn’t he be less of a rat if he were simply to put it away and to assume his new identity, three times a day, as a fish on a line? For he had to confess he had been caught. Despite his education he’d failed to swim against the tide of the street.

Joss Le Guern was a bit late that morning, which was very unusual. From the corner of his lidded eye Decambrais saw him arrive in a great hurry to rehang Nor’Easter II, as the ex-sailor had pretentiously dubbed his gaudy blue-painted box, on the trunk of the plane tree in the square. Decambrais wondered if Joss was really all there. Maybe he’d given pet names to all his personal possessions – chairs, table, and so forth. He watched Joss flip his heavy stand upright with his brawny hands and set it up on the square as easily as he would have put a parrot on a perch, then spring on to it with a single leap as if he was hopping on board. He took the messages out from inside his pea-jacket. There were about thirty people waiting for him to start reading. One of them was the ever-faithful Lizbeth, standing as she always did with her hands on her hips.

Lizbeth lived in room 3 at Decambrais’s place, and instead of paying rent she saw to the running of his unofficial hotel. She was a pillar of strength. Decambrais could not possibly have managed without her, and he lived in fear of the day when someone would steal his splendid Lizbeth from him. It had to happen, one way or another. She was tall, she was stout, she was black, and she stuck out a mile. Not someone you could hide away from the peering eyes of the world. Nor was Lizbeth afflicted by timidity – she had a voice that carried, and was inclined to state her mind on anything that crossed her path. The worst of it was that Lizbeth’s smile – fortunately, it was not on display terribly often – made you want to throw yourself into her capacious arms, bury yourself in her expansive bosom and settle in for the rest of life. She was thirty-two, and one day, Decambrais knew, he would lose her. But right now Lizbeth was taking it out on the newscaster.

“What’s been keeping you, Joss?” she asked, arching her back and jutting her chin towards him.

“I know I’m late, Lizbeth,” the crier admitted breathlessly. “It was those coffee grounds.”

Lizbeth had been swept from the black ghetto of Detroit at the age of twelve and flung into a brothel as soon as she hit Paris, where she’d learned the language on the street – to wit, Rue de la Gaîté. Fourteen years of immersion, until she’d been moved on again because she’d grown overweight and could no longer plausibly appear in a peepshow. She’d been sleeping rough on a bench in the square for ten days when Decambrais decided to haul her in one cold and rainy night. One of the four upstairs rooms that he rented out in his old house was vacant. He offered it to her. Lizbeth said yes, and as soon as she got into the hall she took off her clothes and lay on the carpet with her hands behind her head, staring at the ceiling and waiting for the bookworm to get on with it.

“That’s not what I meant at all,” Decambrais muttered as he handed her back her clothes.

“Can’t pay no other way,” said Lizbeth as she sat up on her haunches.

“Look, I can’t manage here on my own any more,” Decambrais went on with his eyes riveted to the carpet. “There’s the cleaning to do, the lodgers’ dinner to make, there’s shopping, and all the bills to see to. Give me a hand, and you can have the room for free.”

Lizbeth smiled, and Decambrais nearly swooned into her arms. But he was an old wreck and he reckoned the woman could do with a break from all that. And she certainly had taken a break – she’d been in the house for six years now, and there’d never been the slightest sign of a lover. Lizbeth was recuperating, and Hervé prayed for her convalescence to last a while longer.

The newscast had begun and the small ads were flowing thick and fast. Decambrais realised he’d not been paying attention, as Joss was already on to ad number 5. That was how it worked: you had to memorise the number of the ad that caught your ear, and go to see the crier afterwards for “further details after the fact”. Decambrais wondered where Joss had picked up that strange charge-sheet formula.

“Five!” barked Joss.

For sale, litter of white and ginger kittens, three male, two female. Six: Could the tam-tam players making jungle noises all night long opposite number 36 please desist. Some people have to get some sleep. Seven: All types of carpentry, especially furniture restoration, perfect finish, will collect and deliver. Eight: The gas and electric company can go jump in a lake. Nine: Pest control is a complete scam. There are just as many cockroaches as before, and they take 600 francs off you for nothing. Ten: Helen, I love you. I’ll be waiting for you tonight at the Chat-qui-danse. Signed: Bernard. Eleven: Another rotten summer, and now it’s September already. Twelve: For attention of the butcher on the square. Yesterday’s meat was old boot leather, that makes three times this week. Thirteen: Come back, Jean-Christophe. Fourteen: cops means perverts means pigs. Fifteen: For sale, garden apples and pears, tasty and juicy.

Decambrais glanced at Lizbeth, who jotted down number 15 on her pad. Since the crier had started his newscasting you could get all sorts of first-rate supplies for a song, with consequent benefits for his lodgers’ table d’hôte. Hervé had slipped a blank sheet between the pages of his book, and waited with pencil in hand. For the last few weeks the crier had been barking very bizarre texts that didn’t seem to raise the fisherman’s eyebrows any more than small ads for cars or kittens. But the morning catch now regularly included these special messages – refined, sometimes crazy, and often sinister snippets. A couple of days ago Decambrais had decided to keep a private note of them. His two-inch pencil was completely hidden by his large hand.

Joss had got to the forecast break. He would raise his eyes to the sky and give his estimate of the coming turn of the weather on Avenue du Maine, and then forecast wind, sea and visibility for Channel, Falmouth, Finisterre and Irish Sea as if this was vital information for his land-lubbing listeners. But nobody, not even Lizbeth, had ever dared tell him what to do with his shipping news. People listened with religious awe, as if they were stranded on Rockall with a radio tuned in to the BBC.

“Dull September weather,” Joss clarified, with his face to the heavens.

No clear spells before 1500 GMT, brightening around sunset. You can go out this evening if you like, but take a woolly. Wind fresh, moderating to light. Now here is the shipping forecast. General situation: anticyclone 1030 millibars off south-west Ireland, cold front strengthening south of Cornwall. Biscay, Fitzroy, Sole, east-north-east, 5 strengthening to 6; Fastnet, Lundy, Irish Sea, 6 strengthening to 7. Sea moderate, turning heavy locally in west to north-west gales.

Decambrais knew that the shipping forecast would take some time. He turned over his note-sheet to reread the ads he’d jotted down over the past two days:

Up and walked with my little boy (whom because of my wife’s making him idle, I dare not leave at home) … to excuse my not being at home at dinner to Mrs T; who I perceive is vexed because I do not serve her in something against the great feasting for her husband’s reading in helping her to some good penn’orths, but I care not.

Decambrais’s forehead creased as he scoured his memory. He was sure this was a quotation from something he’d read, once upon a time, somewhere, at some point in his life. Where? When? He moved on to yesterday’s puzzle-message:

Moreover if at that time there appeare any increase of such creatures as are engendered of putrefaction; when as rats, moules and other creatures accustomed to live underground do forsake their holes and habitations; it is a token of corruption of the same

The sailor had stumbled over the last phrase, pronouncing it “correction of the sane”. Decambrais reckoned it might have been a seventeenth-century text, but he was far from sure.

Most likely they were quotations collected by a nutter, by someone with an obsession. Or by a pedant. Or by some poor blighter trying to assert his own power over people by feeding them incomprehensible scraps, so as to raise himself above the vulgum pecus by forcing it to admit to its own crass ignorance. In which case, he was probably present somewhere in the crowd, gloating over the blank stares in people’s faces as they listened to the learned texts that the crier could barely decipher.

Decambrais tapped his pencil on the paper. Even with those assumptions, he thought, the purpose and personality of the culprit were still mysterious. While yesterday’s number 14, Up yours, you arseholes – one of a thousand variations of the same oft-heard theme – had the virtue of expressing its author’s rage in summary, crystal-clear form, the contorted, cryptic communications from the pedant were just unfathomable. He needed to enlarge the corpus before trying to decode it; he would have to listen on, day after day. And maybe that was actually all that the message-writer wanted – to have people hanging on his lips every morning.

The shipping forecast came to its abstruse conclusion, and Joss resumed his newscast in his fine deep voice that carried right to the other side of the square. He went through “The World This Week,” a regular feature that allowed him to put his own cast on recent international news. Decambrais caught the last few sentences: Life’s still tough in China, you can get flogged for a farthing. In Africa it’s not too hot either, like it always has been. Not likely to improve very soon seeing as no-one’s lifting a finger to help. Then he came back to the small ads with number 16: For sale, electric pinball machine, first registered 1965, topless backboard, perfect condition. Decambrais was waiting, almost impatiently, with his pencil at the ready. And when it came it was quite easy to make out among the I love … I hate … For sale … and Wanted. Decambrais imagined he saw a moment’s hesitation on the seaman’s face before he started on the message. Had the Breton identified the intruder?

“Nineteen,” barked Joss.

Moreover if at that time there appeare any increase of such creatures as are engendered of putrefaction …

Decambrais jotted it down on his sheet of paper. Always the same old stories, the same ancient stories of filth, vermin, and beasties. He pondered over the complete message on his page while Joss concluded his newscast with his customary extract from Everyman’s History of France, consisting exclusively of tales of ships lost at sea. Decambrais supposed that this Le Guern must have once been in a shipwreck. And it wasn’t too hard to guess that the boat must have been called Nor’Easter. That must have been when the fisherman’s mind sprang a leak just like his bathtub. Because just below the Plimsoll line, that apparently fit and firm-minded man was mad, clutching on to obsessions like they were lifebuoys. Just like me, really, Decambrais thought, though I’m neither fit nor firm.

“City of Cambrai,” Joss declaimed.

September 15, 1883. French steamer, fourteen hundred tons. Out of Dunkirk for Lorient, carrying iron rails. Ran aground at Basse Gouac’h. Boiler burst, killing one passenger. Twenty-one crew, all saved.

Joss didn’t need to signal to send his listeners on their various ways, because everyone knew that the shipwreck story always marked the end of the news. It was such a famous feature of the show that people had started to lay bets on how that day’s story would end – “all saved,” “all lost,” or half-and-half, and they settled up in the café opposite straight after, or else when they got to the office. Joss had misgivings about cashing in on tragedy, but he also realised that weeds had to grow back over wrecks on the seabed and that life had to go on – and that was no bad thing.

As he jumped off his podium he saw Decambrais putting his book away, and their eyes met. As if Joss didn’t know that the old hypocrite had just listened to the newscast! The old bore couldn’t bear to admit that a mere Breton fisherman could brighten his gloomy life. If Decambrais only knew what he’d found in this morning’s catch: Hervé Decambrais makes his own lace napkins. Hervé Decambrais is a queer. Joss had a moment’s temptation before putting the message in the pile of “better nots”. That made two of them – three perhaps, if you included Lizbeth – to know that Decambrais had a clandestine one-man lace-making business. In one way this made the bookworm less repulsive; for Joss had spent many a long winter evening watching his own father mending the nets.

Joss gathered up the rubbish, put his pulpit on his shoulder and, with the help of Damascus, put all his tackle away in the back room of Rolaride. Two cups of hot coffee were waiting, as they always were after the morning cast.

“I didn’t get number 19 at all,” Damascus said from his perch on a tall bar stool. “That thing about putrefaction. It wasn’t even a complete sentence.”

Damascus was young, burly, quite handsome, as open as the mouth of the Loire, but just not very bright. His eyes reminded Joss of looking at windows papered over on the inside. Was it to hide an excess of feeling, or a genuine vacancy? Joss couldn’t make up his mind on that. Anyway, Damascus never looked straight at anything, even when he was talking to you. His vague and woolly eyes ranged all around; his glance was as hard to pierce as a Channel fog.

“A nutter,” Joss explained. “Give up.”

“I’m not trying,” said Damascus.

“Hey, did you listen to my weather forecast?”

“Yep.”

“Didn’t you twig that summer’s over? Or are you trying to catch cold?”

Damascus was wearing shorts, a denim sleeveless V-neck top, and nothing else.

“It’s OK,” he said. “I can manage.”

“What good does it do you to have your biceps on show?”

Damascus downed the rest of his coffee.

“Look, I’m not selling lace napkins here. This is Rolaride: surfboards, rollerblades, skateboards and go-karts. This,” he said, pointing to the hair on his chest, “is what moves the stuff.”

Joss suddenly became suspicious.

“Why did you say that about lace?”

“Because that old stick insect Decambrais sells it.”

“Do you know where he gets his napkins?”

“Sure I do. From a wholesaler in Rouen. Decambrais is not a fence. He even gave me a free session.”

“You asked for one?”

“Sure. So what? ‘Even Keel Counselling’ is what his nameplate says, doesn’t it? There’s nothing wrong in getting advice, is there, Joss?”

“The sign also says ‘Thirty minutes, 40 francs. Charges apply per quarter-hour.’ That’s pricey for a rip-off, Damascus. What does the old fogey know about keeping an even keel? He’s never even been on a boat.”

“It’s not a rip-off, Joss. You want me to prove it? ‘Damascus,’ he says to me, ‘you’re not showing off your body for the sake of your business, you’re doing it for yourself. Let me give you some friendly advice: Put on a proper jacket, and trust yourself. You’ll be just as good-looking and you’ll look less of a twit.’ How about that, then, Joss?”

“That’s fair enough, I grant you,” Joss agreed. “So why don’t you put on some sensible clothes?”

“Because I do what I like doing. Only Lizbeth’s afraid I’ll catch my death, and so is Marie-Belle. In five days’ time I’ll pull myself together and get dressed.”

“OK,” said Joss. “Because there’s real rough weather coming in from the west.”

“Decambrais?”

“What about Decambrais?”

“He really gets up your nose, doesn’t he?”

“Not quite, my friend. It’s me who gets on Decambrais’s nerves.”

“That’s a pity,” Damascus said as he cleared away the coffee cups. “Because I’ve heard one of his rooms is free. Would have suited you down to the ground. It’s right next to where you work, it’s got central heating, you get your room cleaned and a square meal every evening.”

“Bugger that,” said Joss.

“Right. But you can’t take the room because you can’t stand the man.”

“No, I can’t.”

“Really stupid, that is.”

“Extremely.”

“Then there’s Lizbeth as well. That’s a very big plus.”

“A huge plus.”

“Right. But you can’t do it. Since you can’t bear the guy.”

“Not quite. He can’t bear me.”

“Comes to the same thing as far as the perch is concerned. You just can’t do it.”

“No, I can’t.”

“Things don’t always work out as they should. Are you sure you can’t?”

Joss tightened his jaw. “I’m sure, Damascus. No point going on about it. End of story.”

Joss left Rolaride to saunter into the Viking, the café over the road. Now the Bretons had never got on well with the Norse, they’d even spent a few centuries barging their boats into each other’s, but Joss knew full well that he could easily have been born the other side of St Malo Sound and been a Norman instead. Bertin the barman, a tall man with ginger hair, fair eyes and high cheekbones, had a supply of calva like no other. What it did to your insides was nobody’s business, save that far from hastening your path to the grave it injected an elixir of everlasting youth. The apples from which it was made were supposed to come from Bertin’s own orchard, and in those parts, apparently, the cattle lived to a hundred and were still full of beans when they died. So just think what the apples were like.

“Rough patch this morning?” Bertin asked as he poured the precious liquid.

“Not too bad, really. Just that sometimes things don’t work out as they should. Would you say that Decambrais just can’t bear the sight of me?”

“No, I wouldn’t,” said the Norman, with the caution characteristic of his race. “I’d say he thinks you’re a rough customer.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Well, let’s say it could sort itself out, given time.”

“Time, that’s all you ever talk about, you northerners. One word every five years, if you’re lucky. If we were all like you, things wouldn’t move very fast, you know.”

“But maybe they’d move better.”

“Time! But how much time, Bertin? Tell me that.”

“Not long. Ten years, maybe.”

“Well, that’s that, then.”

“So it’s something urgent, is it? Are you in need of an ‘Even Keel’ session?”

“Bugger that. I wanted his room.”

“Better get a move on, then. I hear there’s already a candidate. He’s stalling because the guy is crazy about Lizbeth.”

“Why should I get a move on? The old fraud thinks I’m a rough customer.”

“Have a heart, Joss. The fellow’s never even been on board. Anyway, aren’t you a just a bit rough really?”

“Never denied it.”

“So you see. Decambrais knows a thing or two. Say, Joss, did you understand your number 19 this morning?”

“No.”

“I thought it was a special. Like those other specials we’ve had these past few days.”

“Very special. I don’t like those specials one bit.”

“So why do you read them out?”

“They’ve been paid for, top rate too. And though the Le Guerns may be rough customers, they’ve never stolen a penny.”


IV

“I WONDER,” MUSED commissaire principal Adamsberg, “whether spending all this time in the force isn’t going to turn me into a flic.”

“You’ve said that before,” Danglard remarked. He was trying to set up the paperwork system for the still-empty steel cupboard. Danglard wanted to make a fresh start and keep things neat, like he’d said. Adamsberg entertained no such wish and had already laid out the files on the seats of the chairs around the conference table.

“Do you think there’s a risk?”

“Well, it wouldn’t be a disaster if twenty-five years in the service did make some kind of a flic out of you.”

Adamsberg stuck his hands into his trouser pockets, leaned back against the recently redecorated wall, and cast a nonchalant eye over the new incident room he’d been allocated just a month ago. New case, new room. The Brigade Criminelle attached to the thirteenth arrondissement of Paris. No more cat burglars, handbag-snatchers, alleyway bruisers, idiots with flick knives – on or off the catch – and all those tons of papers after the fact. He’d heard that phrase “after the fact” twice over in recent days. Must come from being a flic, he reckoned.

Not that there wouldn’t be tons of paper after the fact landing on his desk here as well. But here, like everywhere else, he would find men who liked to chew through paperwork. In his early youth, just when he’d left the Pyrenees, he’d discovered that there really were people who lived on paper, and he’d quickly come to regard them with considerable awe, a degree of pity and boundless gratitude. Adamsberg mostly liked to walk, muse and act, and he knew that his tastes inspired little awe and much pity in many of his colleagues. An eloquent pen-pusher had once explained: “Paperwork, that’s to say drafting and then perfecting the charge sheet, is the mother of all Ideas. No Ink means no Idea! Ideas germinate in wordage like bean sprouts in blotting paper. An action not written down is a seed that can’t sprout.”

In that case, he thought, he must have left many a bean high and dry in his life as a flic. All the same, his long walks often left him with the feeling that not entirely uninteresting notions had started to squirm inside his head. Maybe they weren’t quite as straight up as bean sprouts, maybe they were more slippery and tangled, more like seaweed, but germination is germination whatever you say, and once you’ve got your idea it doesn’t matter two hoots whether it grew on a clean piece of blotting paper or on a rubbish tip. That said, Danglard, his number two, was a paper addict. He loved the stuff in forms high and low, from incunabula to kitchen rolls, including books new and old, flysheets, loose sheets and pre-punched bond. He could even think while sitting down, and
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