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Talking to Ghosts (2014)


1

A man is on a chair, hands tied behind his back. Wearing only a vest and underpants, he sits motionless, jaw slack, chin on his chest, breathing through his mouth. A thread of bloody spit dangles from his smashed lips. With each breath his chest heaves, though it’s hard to tell if he is sobbing or retching. The arch of his right eyebrow is cut, and blood trickles into his swollen eye, a blackened egg. A huge bruise bulges from his forehead. Blood from his face has dripped onto his undershirt. There’s blood on the floor too.

The room is lit only by the lamp suspended above the pool table, which shines in a tight, yellowish cone and leaves everything else in the shade: four circular café tables with orange chairs around them, a scoreboard, a storage cabinet. There are wall lights, with little green lampshades, but apparently no-one thought to turn them on.

Around the man on the chair stand three other men who smoke cigarettes and, for the moment, say nothing. They are slightly out of breath too; their breathing comes in fits and starts, slowly returning to normal. One of them in particular – a tall, fat man – coughs violently, almost choking, as he drops his cigarette butt to the floor and crushes it under his heel. His shirtsleeves are rolled up, revealing powerful biceps. The shirt he wears is tight around his protuberant belly, the buttons threatening to burst open at any moment. He has curly black hair that gives his round face the look of an illtempered angel. Lips pursed, he frowns, his pale eyes with their large pupils trained at this moment on the back of the neck of the man slumped in the chair.

“Alright, so what do we do?”

The other two stare dreamily at the man’s inanimate body, as if they have not heard this question. The oldest of the three steps closer to the unconscious man. He leans down to examine the swollen face, snaps his fingers near one of the ears.

“We have to wake him up. He can’t take it, this twat.”

He stands straight and slaps the man on the top of his head.

The man flinches, his good eye opening wide.

“You know where you are? You know why you’re here? Do you remember? Hey, I’m talking to you! Can you hear me?”

With a groan, the man nods. Maybe that’s the word yes forming at the back of his throat.

“You know Penot? Yeah, of course you know him. All we want is the bloke who killed him. That’s all. So tell us where Crabos is and we’ll let you go home. You understand?”

The fat man sighs. He clears his throat then spits on the ground. Breathing more easily, he lights another cigarette. The click of his American lighter. The third man is sitting on a chair now, elbows leaning back on a table, his legs stretched out, ankles crossed. He looks at his watch. The only sound is the victim’s laboured breathing.

“We’re wasting time,” he says. “Fuck’s sake, it’s nearly midnight. He’s not going to talk.”

“Yes, he is. Aren’t you, eh? Grab his head!”

The man gets up from his chair, removes his jacket, rolls up his shirtsleeves and wraps his arm around the man’s neck, choking him with the hollow of his elbow. The oldest one lights a cigarette and takes a deep drag, watching the tobacco flare red, then steps closer to the man, who is now trying to scream, the sound muffled by the vice-like pressure of the arm around his throat.

“Where is Crabos? It’s obvious he’d have murdered Penot the first chance he got, given what Penot did to his brother during the Occupation. We know it’s him, or one of his mates. So fucking tell us, or we’ll torture you until you’re fucking dead.”

He moves the cigarette close to the man’s right eye.

The man gasps that he doesn’t know, the words sputtering out in a spray of blood. Then the end of the cigarette is crushed into the skin just below his eye and he screams. The man holding him struggles to stop him shaking his head, and his body convulses so that the chair moves, the legs scraping quietly on the wooden floorboards. The fat man comes to his rescue, flattening his hands against the victim’s temples with the vexed expression of a man who is wearied and annoyed by this type of routine obligation.

“Shut your mouth,” he says. “And answer Albert, unless you like having only one eye.”

He pronounces these words without raising his voice, in a tone of impatient advice. His hands are posed on the man’s bloody head like a helmet, with his thick fingers as the visor.

The man called Albert removes the cigarette from the victim’s face and takes another drag. The stink of burned skin and flesh. Smoke floats under the pool-table lamp, thick and nonchalant. He makes a sign to the other two and moves in again. He holds the tobacco embers close to the corner of the man’s eye.

“Listen, if Penot was here, he’d already have given you a manicure. He always did that to poofters like you when he sniffed one out, and then they’d have to use more nail polish for a while! And your prick would already be plugged into the mains. So, you see, in a way it’s better that he’s dead. But we know how to make people talk too. We have other ways. We’ll work you over with a flick-knife, like a pig.”

The man in the chair shakes his head. He moans that he’s done nothing wrong, that it’s not him. That he doesn’t know anything. Tears roll endlessly down his cheeks.

“Stop fucking whining, you’re getting on my nerves. Just tell me where I can find Crabos or I’ll stub out my fag in your eye, you cunt. I’ll use you as an ashtray all night long if I have to.”

The two others immobilise the man the way they did before. They are calm, methodical. Diligent. They betray no impatience, no anger. Only a faint weariness can be read in their glistening faces. The man tries to put up a fight, but his struggle is futile given the straitjacket of arms and hands holding him tight. A couple of eyelashes are already sizzling and the air smells of scorched hair. All three of them are startled by the scream the man lets out. Albert takes a step back, holding his cigarette between thumb and index finger. The man groans and gasps and chokes, his throat filled with phlegm. He has given up his struggle now, too preoccupied with the important task of breathing. Then suddenly he shouts out, throwing his torso forward so violently that the chair almost tips over:

“Rue du Pont de la Mousque! He’s spending the night at Rolande’s place with his tart. He’ll go to Spain tomorrow for the winter. He hasn’t stayed in his own flat for the last week; he says it’s not safe cos the others are looking for him after what happened to Penot.”

He slumps, breathless, head down. His chest jerks as he gobbles up air, his lungs whistling like burst tyres.

“That gives us a bit of time,” says Albert.

He gestures to the fat man, who takes a flick-knife from his trouser pocket, unfolds the blade and stands there looking at the steel gleam, turning it over in his hands so it catches the meagre light from every possible angle. The man on the chair weeps silently, mouth twisted. Then, in a whiny voice, he manages to say that they shouldn’t do that to him, that he’s told them what they wanted to know.

The fat man cleans one of his fingernails with the point of the knife. He sniggers.

“Do what?” he asks, in mock surprise. “You think we’re going to butcher you here? You think we’re going to mess up these nice floorboards with your filthy blood? And who’d clean up afterwards? You? The old lady would go bananas if we got her pool room dirty.”

“That’s enough, let’s get out of here. Francis, go and fetch the car.”

Albert throws him the keys. Francis uses a large handkerchief to wipe the blood from his hands and forearms, then puts on his jacket, followed by a coat that he’s picked up from a table.

The street lies somewhere behind the station, pockmarked with large cobblestones and cut across in many places by train tracks where diesel locomotives sometimes rumble through, towing freight wagons. No-one around. In the distance, the sounds of metal creaking, a dog barking. They shove their prisoner into the back of the car. He is crying.

They drive, Albert at the wheel, Francis next to him. On the back seat, the fat man and the man they tortured. No-one speaks. Someone called the fat man Jeff, a little earlier, when they were starting the car. They talked to the other man but never used his name. They tied his hands behind his back before making him sit down. They never gave him time to get dressed, so now, wearing only underwear on the imitation leather car seats, he is shivering and sniffing and his teeth are chattering. His name? It will probably appear, a few days from now, in the local news section – or maybe even on the front page – of the Sud-Ouest newspaper, after his body has been discovered and identified.

On the other hand, it is important to understand why Albert insisted on driving: the car, an almost new 403, belongs to the judicial police department, of which he is the head.

Commissaire Albert Darlac.

They slow down in a dark street on the north side of the city, in a district full of factories and workers, trapped between the marshland with its flooded paths and the muddy river that flows northward. Riverside poverty. They turn on to a concrete track that leads to the submarine base near the docks, left behind by the Germans. You can sense its gigantic mass absorbing the night and condensing it into impenetrable darkness. They stop on a rutted part of the track next to a wasteland invaded by thistles and brambles. Francis and the fat man open the car’s back doors and drag out their victim, who falls to his knees in a puddle of water. Francis picks him up like a rag doll, standing him back on his feet and cutting the rope that binds his wrists. Then he pushes him in front of the car, where he’s illuminated by the headlights.

“You’re free to go. Now fuck off!”

The man trembles and moans. He doesn’t move. He stares at them uncomprehendingly, trying to read the truth in their faces but seeing there, probably, only the night. He hugs himself tight in this frozen darkness, then begins to walk cautiously – because he’s barefoot – along a path that can just be made out amid the scrubland.

Jeff, the fat man, takes a Luger pistol from the inside pocket of his pea coat, silently loads the breech, then moves forward and aims at the back of the man, who is panting and groaning a little further up the path, as his feet are hurt by the thorns and other junk that litter this squalid wasteland. When the gunshot rings out, Darlac and Francis flinch slightly because the noise rebounds from the concrete walls of the monstrous blockhouse, amplifying the detonation and seeming to spread its echo all across the city.

The man is thrown forward by the impact and he trips, one knee to the ground, and yells out in pain, then stands up again and tries to run. He goes two or three metres, shrieking, and his figure is about to disappear into the darkness, beyond the headlight beams, when the fat man fires again and they see a pale shape fall and then the dried-out vegetation moving, collapsing, where he crawls perhaps, or fights against what is killing him. They hear the rattle of his breath, muffled groans, the sounds of leaves rustling, dead branches snapping.

Jeff walks over to him, holding his gun down at his side. His massive body waddles.

“What the hell are you doing?” Darlac asks.

“Nothing,” Jeff replies, without turning around.

He fires three more shots and looks at what lies at his feet, which the other two cannot see.

Albert Darlac starts the car and puts it into reverse. Francis gets in just before it begins to move. They watch Jeff running towards them in the headlight beams. He’s heavy but so quick, so agile as he opens the door on the fly, yelling angrily.

“Fuck’s sake, Albert, what’re you playing at?”

Darlac does not respond. He manoeuvres the car onto the cobblestones of the street.

Behind him, the fat man wheezes, coughs, mutters.

“He had to die, didn’t he? So what’s the problem?”

“Couldn’t miss your chance, could you? Gets you hard, does it? You’re a fucking lunatic! You like that, do you, a nice bit of red meat?”

Half turned to the back of the car, Darlac bellows at the fat man as the car rattles over the cobblestones. His gloved hands gripping the steering wheel tightly, he shakes it as if he means to yank it free. Francis, shrinking imperceptibly into his seat, looks through the windows at the empty boulevards moving past in the dimly lit night. Suddenly there is silence inside the car. The only sound is Jeff breathing through his nose like a sulky child, trying to contain his rage.

“You didn’t ought to talk to me like that,” he says at last in a quiet voice, as they drive past the wall of the Chartreuse cemetery.

“’I didn’t ought to?’ I’ll talk to you how I want. You obey, and that’s it. We kill this piece of shit, and that’s how it goes. One bullet, nice clean job, leave him to rot, end of story. So calm the fuck down, or I’ll send you back where you came from!”

The fat man says nothing. He looks down, his hands touching.

“You’re a hard bastard,” Francis says. “Christ, people don’t say stuff like that.”

“A hard bastard, am I? We’re doing this to make sure that Destang wanker doesn’t declare war and set fire to the whole fucking city. And this twat goes and does that? He was out of line, and you know it. He’s not following the rules anymore.”

Leaning against the door, Francis sniggers.

“Oh, there are rules, are there? First I’ve heard of it. The only fucking rule I know is the law of the jungle – you don’t mess with the lion. And right now, the lion is us.”

“True. But you still do things a certain way. What we left behind there is the work of a weirdo, a psychopath, not the work of serious men. People won’t respect us if we leave that kind of shit lying around.”

Francis nods. Jeff sniffs. Everyone goes silent. Then, as they approach place Gambetta, they look at the people coming out of the Rio cinema in little groups, then at those rushing into the square in the cold. Here the city has a little light, a little life. Cafés with tables outside, the neon signs of the cinema. They take the cours de l’Intendance down to the docks, the street still packed with cars and pedestrians. They have to wait at a red light at the corner of rue de Grassi. Some women pass, laughing. Francis lowers his window and calls out to them. They turn towards him, giggling and nudging each other.

“I’d do one of them. Just a quickie, you know, take her up the arse . . .”

The car starts up again and he winds the window up, shifting awkwardly in his seat. They have to take a detour via the stock exchange to reach rue Saint-Rémi. At the corner of rue du Pont de la Mousque, Darlac parks the car on the pavement and they get out, the doors banging shut at almost exactly the same time. They run towards the blue hotel sign, lit by the feeble glow of a single bulb. In the small lobby, the manageress, Rolande, wakes up as they arrive, weary eyes peering out from folds of wrinkles. With a sigh, she asks them what they want.

“Police,” says Darlac, holding up his I.D.

She puts her glasses on the end of her nose and compares the photograph with Darlac’s face.

“And them?”

Husky voice. Tobacco, alcohol, a vile life.

The commissaire nods. In unison, they show their red, white and blue cards.

Darlac spots a telephone behind her.

“Don’t touch that or I’ll shove it down your throat. Got it?”

The woman shrugs.

“Oh, stop it, Darlac, I’m terrified. What do you want?”

“Crabos.”

“Don’t know him. Seafood isn’t my thing.”

He slaps her so hard he knocks her off the chair and sends her flying into a little table behind, overturning an ashtray filled with cigarette butts and two phone books. All of this comes crashing noisily to the floor. Darlac bends over the counter, leaning on his crossed arms.

“Crabos,” he repeats. “Don’t make us get nasty.”

The woman sits up a little bit, leaning against the partition and pulling her dress down over her thighs. She stares at the three men and wipes her split lip with the back of her hand. Blood trickles down her chin.

“Room eight. Second floor.”

She gets to her feet, still leaning against the wall, out of their reach. Darlac nods at the telephone and Jeff goes behind the counter, rips out the wires and ties them around the woman’s neck.

“I won’t make it too tight, this time. There you go – pretty as a bollard!”

Francis laughs.

The woman doesn’t move. She is short of breath, face frozen, mouth open and full of blood. Tears roll down her cheeks, blackened by mascara.

“Take a good look in a mirror, you bitch. This can’t be the first time someone’s given you a good slap!”

Darlac smiles as he contemplates this humiliated woman, with her necklace of black wire hanging heavily over her chest. Then, with a click of his tongue and a look of contempt, he walks towards the stairs, followed by the two others. They climb the stone steps almost soundlessly, their shoes squeaking faintly and Jeff wheezing a bit. On the second floor, they move slowly through the dark corridor, but the floorboards betray them at every step. Illuminated only by the stairwell lamp, they can hardly see each other. Darlac gives them the sign to stop moving and takes a pistol from under his armpit. For two minutes they remain like that outside the door of room eight, devoured by the darkness. Only the dimmest glimmer of light catches the skin of their faces. They are like immaterial creatures, shaped by the night. There is no sound but the rhythmic creaking of a mattress down the hallway. Pointing towards the source of this noise, Francis makes a floorboard creak.

“Sounds like they’re . . .”

“Shut up!”

Whispering, faces close together. Then Darlac taps Jeff’s shoulder. The door and the walls vibrate as the fat man smashes his shoulder against the wood. The lock is torn free when he bangs the sole of his shoe into it, as if he’s about to climb the wall. Darlac charges into the darkness and instantly a body flies at him from his left, grunting as it pushes him into a wall, and a woman starts screaming. When the light comes on, he is sitting on the floor, trapped in the corner formed by a wardrobe and the wall, and a beanpole of a man is hitting him haphazardly, too close to put any real force into his punches, too quickly to aim properly. Darlac thrusts the barrel of his gun under the man’s chin, and the man puts up his hands, gets to his feet, steps backwards. Crabos is thin as death, a skeleton in pyjamas, his grey hair dishevelled. Jeff backhands him, and the beanpole is sent flying against the sink, knocking over a chair and smashing into the pipework. You half expect the stickman to snap in two or collapse into pieces.

The woman lying on the bed has stopped screaming. because Francis has pressed a pillow over her face. She’s naked. She’s arching her back, twisting her body and kicking out, legs wide apart, and Jeff has a good look on the sly. For a few seconds the silence is total. Throughout the brothel, people have stopped breathing so they can hear what happens next. Francis lets go of the pillow and the girl sits up, pulling the sheet over her and hiding the lower part of her face. She is very young, quite pretty, no make-up.

Francis holds his large, beringed hand above her head and quietly advises her to keep her mouth shut.

Darlac goes over to the sink and grabs Crabos by the collar of his pyjama top. He drags him to the middle of the room like a faggot of dead wood then lays him on a bedside rug, grey with encrusted dust, which might have been trodden upon fifteen years ago by Kraut boots between patrols of the port. His pyjama top has come open, the buttons torn off, and you can see his shoulders, his shoulder blades, his collarbone, you can see the vertebrae in his spine, you can see his ribcage, his skeletal frame covered by the pale cloth of his skin, pulled so tight you think it might tear. Darlac has seen this before, after the war, on stretchers in the concourse of the gare Saint-Jean: all those people who had failed to recover despite the best efforts of the doctors and who were being taken home, ravaged by dysentery and despair, to see if they would decide to start living again.

He had looked at them curiously, those bodies that seemed barely alive, the immense eyes rolling back in their sockets as if from the bottom of an open grave. There had been something there that he hadn’t understood, that he would perhaps never understand, because he had been requisitioned to check these people’s identities just as, three years earlier, he had established and then zealously checked the identities of those same people during round-ups, had pushed healthy families out of their homes, seeing their eyes full of dread but alive and shining with all sorts of emotions, had slapped full cheeks and shoved powerful shoulders, had ordered buses and trucks to set off and had gone back into those buildings to search the empty apartments, to begin the inventory and the pillage.

Darlac remembers all of this as he presses his gun into the hollow temple of Bertrand Maurac, aka Crabos, aka THE Crabos, so called by all the bastards in the gangs and in the police, because three cancers in fifteen years had not managed to finish him off, each one ending in spontaneous remission, but had left him this almost empty husk where perhaps even death himself could no longer find anything to scythe. The commissaire stands up and tells Jeff to keep an eye on him. The fat man stands in front of the Crabos, arms dangling. A whale contemplating a shipwreck reduced to its frame.

Darlac puts his pistol in his shoulder holster and walks over to the bed. He tears away the sheet that was covering the girl, revealing her naked amid this crumpled chaos. Instinctively she curls up in a ball, then seems to relax and lies on her side, leaning on an elbow, one leg bent at the knee as if she’s posing for a painting. Doing her best to act tough.

“How old are you? You look too young to be whoring for the walking dead here.”

“I’m twenty-two. And I wasn’t whoring. We’re friends.”

Darlac turns to the Crabos.

“So you have friends, do you? Do you know anyone you haven’t fucked over or who hasn’t fucked you over? Do you know anyone who doesn’t want you dead, anyone who wouldn’t want to turn you into a lampshade before the cancer gets you? Well, fucking introduce them to me so I can shoot them in the fucking head!”

“You’ll find out for yourself who they are and just how many friends I have, you ugly twat. When they take care of you, you’ll be in so much pain that you’ll offer up your whore of a mother to take your place.”

A cracked voice. A larynx operation. Hollowed-out throat between two bluish tendons.

Jeff turns his fat, squarish face towards Darlac. Forehead gleaming. He balls his fists. Darlac watches the Crabos, whose eyes stare up at him from that skin-covered death’s head, lips slick with spit, then he sighs and blinks and mutters, “Leave it,” and turns back to the naked slut on the bed.

“Twenty-two, are you? Got your papers with you? What’s your name?”

“Arlette. I’m sixteen.”

“Where are your parents?”

“Don’t know, don’t care.”

“Fair enough. A life of prostitution and homelessness it is then. Get dressed sharpish, and let’s get out of here. You’ve got three minutes to cover your arse.”

He turns back to the Crabos, who is still sitting on the floor.

“You too. You’re coming with us. Get dressed. Chop-chop!”

The man gets up. You can see his skeleton moving under his skin, poking and rolling. It looks as if it must hurt. He bends his dragon spine to pick up his things, and covers his body in clothing. Little by little, the horrors of his carcass are hidden beneath layers of fabric.

“My parents, they live in Saint-Michel. Rue Saumenude, number thirty-four,” the girls says, now wearing a blue raincoat over a black dress. “They have five kids, and there’s no room for me anymore. And my dad doesn’t want me in his bed now cos he says I’m too old.”

“Your dad’s a fucking idiot,” says the fat man. “He doesn’t know what he’s missing.”

Francis shrugs, then looks at his watch. He does that all the time. Looking at his watch. Like a stationmaster.

“We have to get out of here, Albert.”

Darlac pauses to think, his eyes on the girl.

“You go in the Crabos’ car and take the girl to the Couchots’ place. Tell Emile to keep her warm and leave her in peace. No work or anything. She doesn’t go out, she doesn’t speak to anyone. I’ll go to see them later and we’ll work out what to do with her then. Right now I’m going with Jeff and this bag of bones, and we’re going to have a little chat.”

They clatter downstairs, pushing their prisoners in front of them, and pass a couple who get out of the way by shrinking back against the stone wall. Some four-eyed git in a hat and a Russian whore who looks away when she spots Darlac, then watches him walk away from behind. As soon as they hear the men’s footsteps in the lobby, she pushes her john ahead of her as if the stairs are on fire.

They walk past the manageress without a glance. She holds a handkerchief to her mouth and pretends to ignore them too. At the corner of rue Saint-Rémi, they are surprised by a cold wind blowing up from the river, and all of them hunch their raised collars up over their necks. The girl looks tiny surrounded by these shadowy men, and for a few seconds no-one says a word, no-one moves, as if the icy air has turned them to statues or they’re afraid of the night.

Darlac thinks. He looks far ahead, out towards the docks, staring unflinchingly into the east wind. No-one moves. His two henchmen watch him, awaiting his orders like soldiers in a commando unit.

“Where’s your car?”

The Crabos answers him through gritted teeth, shivering under his sailor jacket.

“Place du Parlement. It’s a grey Chambord.”

Understanding what they want, he rummages inside his pocket, brings out the keys and hands them to Francis. They go their separate ways without a word. The wind whistles in their ears, and when Darlac and Jeff collapse onto the seats of the 403, they sigh with relief, while the Crabos shrinks against the inside of the door, eyes closed and arms crossed. Darlac takes the wheel.

“Where are we going?” the Crabos asks.

“Spain. Isn’t that where you wanted to go?”

“Who told you that?”

“Same bloke who told us where you were dossing. Lulu de Kléber. You know him? Lucien Potier.”

“Right. That cunt. I guessed as much.”

“He won’t be snitching on anyone else,” Jeff remarks.

The Crabos sits up in his seat.

“You . . .”

Darlac quickly gives Jeff a warning look to shut him up. Silence. They drive past the docks and the Pierre Bridge. The city is empty, its darkness punctuated by dimly glowing bulbs hung from wires over the streets.

“Why did you do that?”

“So you know we’re not pissing about. We didn’t like what you did to Penot. So we put a few holes in that piece of shit Lulu. This way, you don’t have to.”

“I should have slaughtered Penot in ’46, when I found him. But we had an arrangement with Destang back then. The business had to start up again on a sound basis. But for this one, I’m not your man. I didn’t do anything to that arsehole, even if I’d happily piss on his rotting corpse now. And I didn’t ask anyone else to do the job, because it’s nothing to do with me anymore. Can you get that into your thick cop’s head?”

He goes silent, out of breath now. Gives a little cough. Wipes the sweat from his forehead.

Darlac turns towards him, leaning on his seat.

“What’s up with you? Cancer back, is it?”

“What do you fucking care?”

Darlac shrugs.

“I don’t. If you piss off to Spain to die, I’ll happily pay for your train ticket. First class.”

“Oh yeah? Well, make it a return ticket. I’ll die here because this is where I’m from and this is where my folks died.”

They start up again, driving straight then turning at the Grand Théâtre to head south to the docks.

“Where are you taking me?”

“We’ll drop you at the station. Don’t you want to go to Spain?”

The Crabos wipes condensation from the window and looks out at the city as if he doesn’t recognise it.

“Have you got a fag? I left mine in the hotel room.”

Jeff starts fumbling around in his coat pocket, but Darlac flashes him a look from the corner of his eye, so the fat man stops moving. Neither of them says a word.

The Crabos shivers. He raises his collar and shrinks against the back of the seat.

“Why don’t you kill me?”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you? I bet you’re too weak to even take a shit now. No. You never set foot in Bordeaux again. Do some pimping in Valencia or sell hash in Algeciras or die in Toledo. Or just go fuck yourself, for all I care. But catch your train, cos I don’t want to see you or even hear about you here anymore. You’ll be fine for money down there, I’m sure – you’ll get your postal orders, and you must have some put aside already. The judge will slap an arrest warrant on your head tomorrow morning. You’re blacklisted in Bordeaux now, shithead. We’ve got you for pimping – and now you’re an accessory to murder too. And that’s without even mentioning the drugs. Come back, and you’ll have me and Destang on your back – and believe me, if Destang gets hold of you first, you’ll end up in the river, chopped into so many fucking pieces that the prawns will have you for breakfast. And listen, when you’re down there, you call me, you give me your address, and you keep me informed about everything that’s moving between France and Spain. Whores, drugs, all of it. If I don’t hear from you, we’ll take care of your daughter. It must be expensive, that fancy boarding school she goes to in Nice? Well, I know some people who’ll give her work. You can’t put a price on a good education, can you?”

The Crabos mutters a shitload of swear words as he bangs his head against the window.

“Why don’t you just kill me?”

Darlac lights a cigarette. He blows smoke out through his mouth, through his nose, with a long weary sigh, just as he pulls in next to the kerb.

“I just told you why. Besides, you’re already dead. Alright, time to piss off now.”

They are parked opposite the gare Saint-Jean, outside a café that spills too much light inside the car, the brightness broken up by the fast-moving shadows of people walking past. The Crabos watches all this with astonishment, his mouth half open. He slowly opens the door and gets out, but remains standing there for a few seconds, one hand still resting on the door handle, looking around him at the bustle of the night. Then he softly closes the door and they watch his frail figure move away along the pavement, very slowly, step by step, as if he might collapse at any moment.
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He stops suddenly in front of the gates of the port, his bicycle between his legs, and remains there, stunned. With his balaclava and his sheepskin coat with the collar turned up and the mittens on his hands gripping the handlebars, only his eyes are visible. He observes the blaring traffic of cars and trucks, intoxicated by the din they make, grinding his teeth as axels groan and bodies shake over the large cobblestones of the cours de la Martinique. He feels the dull rumble in his legs as a train trundles slowly past endless rows of warehouses, accompanied on foot by a man swinging a lantern in his hand. The city buzzes and trembles in his flesh.

He looks at all this as if the landscape had appeared suddenly out of darkness and he was now encircled by a film set that had miraculously materialised. His eyes are wide with amazement. His frozen figure is painted black in this night that is already fading before the vast pale gold gleam rising over the Garonne, above the blanket of mist that lies on the water. Above all these early morning stirrings, the greyish-green street lamps, hung from wires, are blown casually about in the weak north wind, their dim lights fading. The young man hunches his shoulders.

His name is Daniel and he is twenty years old.

Often, as now, he finds himself wondering what he’s doing here. The feeling can come over him anywhere. At dances, in buses, at the cinema. In the midst of noise and chatter. In spite of friends and laughter. When it happens, he stops whatever he’s doing and looks around unseeingly, listens uncomprehendingly to the humans that surround him. Their agitation, their frenzied trample, their crazy trajectories like insects caught between window and curtain. In these moments he feels horribly light, transparent, barely even existent, dissolved in the air, with beings and objects passing through him as if he’s a ghost, a revenant that no longer knows where it has returned from, only that it’s terrified to have left there.

Or he freezes and looks up at the dawn sky, clear and faded, rubbed clean by a cold wind. This pure emptiness, crossed occasionally by a rushing bird, tightens his heart and renews, each day, the wonder of the light that lifts up the lid of night. In these instants of happy contemplation, time seems to suddenly contract, to become as dense and painful as a bullet.

And then the feeling leaves him, of course. Because life is all around, so strong and noisy.

Above the warehouses, he can see the jibs of cranes bending over boats. They look like iron witches rummaging through the upturned bellies of those lumbering monsters that the river has thrown against the wharf. It’s high tide, so he can make out the top of a forecastle, the glimmers of the gangway, the mast bristling with aerials and the black-and-blue chimney bearing the arms of the Delmas-Vieljeux company. Some days the tide was so high that he imagined they might all drift into the city, their huge prows slicing into stone, digging out canals in place of the dark streets.

But the cold is penetrating deep into his flesh and his stomach suddenly feels as if it’s full of snow, so Daniel shakes himself, smacking his arms, ridding himself of his dark thoughts and the frost that has settled over him. Then he starts pedalling over the cruel cobblestones, insides shuddering, arms stiff as he grips the handlebars, manoeuvring his way between train tracks and cobbles and potholes. The bike jingles as it jumps, and even the bell, which hasn’t worked for months, sometimes chimes amid the spluttering uproar of traffic. From time to time, the little bag he carries over his shoulders, containing his overalls wrapped around his lunch box, slips down his back and he has to hitch it up again. He rides past the port, no longer even seeing that interminable parade of warehouses behind miles of fences; head down, eyes watering from the cold, he charges blindly ahead until he reaches the station.

The pavements are packed with people encumbered with luggage, lifting up heavy suitcases that bang against their legs, walking lopsidedly, knees buckling, arms aching from the weight of large bags that they try not to drag on the ground. Or they carry a child wrapped up in a dark, unwieldy package that they constantly have to lift up with a shrug of a shoulder or a jut of a hip to stop them slipping out of their grip. They cross the street and hurry towards the main concourse, occasionally grumbling at someone who’s dawdling in front of them or another who’s trying to push past. All these bow-legged figures, hobbling and tottering, unsteady shadows that you half expect to see swallowed up in the great mouths of their suitcases that suddenly yawn open, the locks knackered. A herd of crippled beggars, emerging from the pale bluish morning, limping along as they try to storm this profane cathedral. It looks like some of them will be catching the last train, so pathetic is their staggering progress.

Against the current though, you can see a few solitary fellows, hands free or buried deep in pockets, who come out through the large glass doors and stop in the greyish glimmer of morning to light a cigarette then slowly start walking again, indifferent to the crush of people going the other way, upright, light-footed figures amid all this broken-backed turmoil, towering ghosts.

Daniel imagines them driven to despair after leaving a loved one forever, roaming lost all day long through a city they don’t recognise. Or walking towards a vengeance that obsesses them, tortures them like some incurable pain. Every morning, as he rides his bike, the glimmerings of a cinematic melodrama pass through his mind, but he never takes the time to develop the plot.

Then he sees soldiers passing, in khaki coats and side caps. Twenty or so, walking two by two, spines curved by the weight of their suitcases. Ahead of them are two gendarmes, rifles on shoulders. Daniel slows down to let them cross. They will take the train to Marseille. Get the boat tonight to Algeria. Heart heavy. Friends already gone. Hot over there. Death everywhere. So it’s said. So they say. Apparently. Words dancing. Patrols, ambushes, reprisals, massacres, mutilations. Everyone knows someone who’s died, or someone who’s lost a son or a brother and who curses the politicians and is starting to hate that race of cutthroats who slaughter the beautiful children we deliver to their knives.

Daniel knows he’ll be leaving next month. Can’t be long now till he gets his marching orders. He doesn’t know what he’ll do over there. Or what will be done to him.

He starts riding again, pressing hard on the pedals to move over the cobbles. He passes the bars, already packed, and thinks what a pleasure it would be, just once, to stop here and order a café au lait and a croissant at the counter . . . Or to daydream in a booth, there in the warmth, over a mug of hot chocolate. What extravagance! In rue Furtado, he sees the Neiman sign over the garage and, standing beneath it, Norbert, the apprentice, smoking a cigarette and stamping his feet. They shake hands. Daniel asks him how he is but Norbert doesn’t reply, eyes down, face consumed by the shadow of his cap.

“What’s up with you?”

Norbert shakes his head as he looks at the garage. He tosses his cigarette and it sizzles in the gutter.

“Show me,” Daniel insists.

His eye is half closed, black, the arch of his eyebrow swollen, ready to burst. His cheek too is bruised.

“Shit, what did you do?”

Norbert shrugs then starts to sob. No tears, just big jolts that tear at his chest. Choking with sadness and rage.

“Was it your dad?”

The boy nods.

“Come on, we can’t stay out here, we’ll freeze to death. Let’s light the stove.”

Daniel takes two heavy keys from the pocket of his sheepskin and unlocks a small door that opens within the garage door. While Norbert switches on the lights, he takes out the sign, puts it by the side of the road, then goes back into a corner of the workshop where they have a camping stove connected to a gas cylinder, a sink, and a cupboard where they keep their lunch. He cleans the Italian coffee-maker, gets it ready and places it over the gas fire. He rubs his hands near the blue flame. He’s shivering, now he’s stopped cycling, so he doesn’t take his balaclava off yet. The cold is heavy and dense, accumulated under the high steel girders in the garage. They should light the wood burner, but the boss is the only one who knows how to do it: he rummages around inside it for ten minutes, moaning about how he’s going to smash this piece of shit up with a sledgehammer and get another one, and then, just like that, it starts purring like a great big pussycat.

Norbert busies himself in the glass-walled office where they keep the orders and invoices. There’s a paraffin heater in there: he fills it and lights it, sniffing as he wipes his nose with the back of his hand.

They drink their coffee in the smell of the gas, sighing with pleasure as they blow on their bowls. Norbert puts three sugars in his and swallows it in big gulps, hands cupping the bowl to warm them. Then they smoke a cigarette, blowing the smoke away as far as they can, leaning back in their chairs and talking about the day’s workload. Testing the valves on a 202, the brakes on a Juvaquatre, and fixing the electrics in a Traction that the old man’s been struggling with since yesterday. And that’s their morning.

Daniel watches the kid with his swollen face, his one good eye sparkling darkly, the self-satisfied way he smokes his Gauloise, acting like a movie star.

“You should see a doctor about your eye. Maybe go to hospital.”

Norbert shrugs then lowers his head.

“Nah, it’s nothing. Anyway, it’s not the first time.”

He says these words almost into his jacket and his voice dies there. For a moment, they don’t speak. They crack their necks, stretch their backs. The cold settles over them again. Sometimes there’s the sound of metal creaking in the garage. A train horn in the distance, down towards the station warehouses.

“What happened with your dad?”

The kid stares at his feet as he rotates them slowly. He blows smoke and contempt through his nose.

“It’s always the same thing . . . He started yelling as soon as he got home cos he reckoned it was cold. Said my mother hadn’t put enough coal in the stove. He’d been drinking, so of course he got pissed off about it, and then he got his feet caught in the straps of my little sister’s satchel which she’d left in the hall, and that got him fuming. He grabbed her by the hair to make her tidy it away and he started calling her a whore: you’re a little whore like your whore of a mother, he was saying. So my mother started moaning, going on about how he couldn’t call a little girl, his own daughter, a whore, and he asked her if she wanted some. After that they started yelling and it all kicked off. I tried to stop him, and since he’s stronger than me and he’s got hands like shovels, well . . . this is the result. I played dead so he’d stop beating me and he eventually tired himself out; he could hardly even stand anymore cos he was so drunk. I protected my face, but after that he started kicking me, so my back took the worst of it. It’s black and blue, you should see it . . . Thank God I was still wearing my leather jacket. Anyway, at least my mum and sister were able to go next door, to Mrs Jiménez’s house, like they always do . . . So they got a good night’s sleep, and Mrs Jiménez has a bathroom . . .”

He shakes his beaten-up head, then takes a drag on his cigarette and blows the smoke out noisily.

“One day I’m going to stab him in the fucking belly and let him die on the floor, holding his guts. He’ll regret it then, the cunt.”

“And so will you, when you’re in jail. Because of that bastard . . . He’s not worth ruining your life over. You’re talking shit.”

“You’re the one who’s talking shit. My life . . . What do you know about my life? You’re not there, every night, wondering what’s going to happen next, how it’ll end up. You don’t know what it’s like, the fear, not daring to say anything, not even daring to look at each other cos he thinks we’re plotting against him. There are evenings when I hope he won’t come home at all, that he’s been knocked down by a truck, or that the wheels of his bike have got stuck in the tram tracks just as a bus is coming. Or that he gets so pissed that he falls in the river. I dream up stuff like that and it makes me feel so good, you wouldn’t believe it. We won’t ever be happy in our house until that bastard’s dead and it’s just my mum, my sis and me. You have no fucking idea. Cos he’ll kill us one day, you know: either my mother, or my sister, or me. So, yeah, it’d be better if I did it to him before he does it to us.”

Daniel nods his agreement. It’s true: he has no idea. It reminds him once again that the world is a circus where the animals have been set free, it’s an overcrowded storeroom on a boat tossed by a stormy sea, a greasy-spoon café populated by brutes, lost innocents and fallen women, run by a manager who’s wedged behind the cash drawer, one hand on the rifle he’s got hidden under the counter. And he doesn’t know why and he doesn’t understand this stubborn misfortune that never lets up and always kindles in his heart a powerless rage or that dreamy melancholy that sometimes isolates him for a brief while inside a glass cage.

Silence. The stove ticks metallically. Then Daniel stands up, takes off the balaclava that he’d already rolled up to his forehead like a hat and starts unbuttoning his sheepskin coat.

“Maybe we should do some work. That might warm us up a bit, don’t you think? The old man’ll be here about eleven, and he’ll have a right go at us if we haven’t finished the 202 by then: I think the bloke’s supposed to come and pick it up this afternoon.”

They put on their overalls as fast as they can, blowing into their hands and stamping their feet. They’re in a rush to get into the workshop, to switch on the overhead lights and plug in the inspection lamps. They talk loud, amid a booming blur of tools and sheet metal, perhaps in an attempt to scare off the arctic monster that prowls nearby and holds them tight and blows its icy breath in their faces. Norbert starts an engine with a hand-crank and jumps into the front seat to slam down the accelerator pedal. The engine coughs, pops, stalls. The kid disappears under the bonnet, muttering insults, and becomes locked in a struggle there, groaning with the effort. Fuck, he says several times, voice muffled by anger. Looking at him with his arms tensed and his feet slipping on the concrete, you’d think he was strangling someone. Bollocks, he whispers, through gritted teeth.

“What’s up?” asks Daniel.

“Nothing. The distributor. Forget it.”

He forgets it. From where he is – by the workbench where he’s put the cylinder head, to remove the scraps of melted piston from the steel – Daniel can see only the kid’s feet, which are sometimes both off the ground as if he’s being swallowed by the huge mouth of the open bonnet, digested in the entrails of the engine.

They take a break around ten, as they do every morning. Coffee. Norbert digs into the tips box then runs to the bakery to fetch pains au chocolat while Daniel gets everything ready. There’s a big puddle of pale sunlight out in front of the garage, so he pulls aside the heavy sliding door to let the light in and smokes his cigarette, blinking in this unexpected brightness.

The first they see of the man is the shadow that he throws. There in the winter sunlight, at the centre of this icy glare. He stands immobile, a leather helmet on his head, leaning against the handlebars of a large motorbike. The lower part of his face is wrapped in a roughly knitted red scarf. Daniel sighs, drains his bowl, then leaves the office, flicking ash from his cigarette. He’s expecting to have to calm down a worried client who’s come to see if his car will be ready tonight, and who’ll act as though they’d promised it would be ready yesterday. He greets the man and asks what he can do for him.

The man does not reply. He stares at Daniel. His eyes shine. He pulls down his scarf and his mouth exhales hurried little clouds of steam that show how fast he’s breathing. He does not move a muscle, as if the cold was about to freeze him into a solid block of ice like those mammoths in Siberia. Then he starts talking about spark plugs and ignitions, about his machine that broke down not far from here, on the cours de la Marne. His voice is hoarse.

“If you could take a look at it,” he says, still without moving.

Daniel explains that the boss won’t be there until noon, and he’s the one who knows about motorbikes. At the moment he’s on his own with the apprentice, they’ve got loads of work on their hands, and as he says this he points behind him at the chaos of cars piled up in the garage.

The man nods, hesitates. He seems about to leave, then he asks if he can leave the bike there, if they might have time to look at it by tomorrow or even the day after. He can make do, after all: he can take the bus.

“Do you live far away?”

“Not really. And I like walking. Don’t worry about it.”

The man’s voice quivers and dies away, as if he’s short of breath. Or as if he’s about to start crying. Daniel stares at him and the man blinks and smiles weakly, and suddenly a whole mesh of wrinkles appears on his face, like those veils that old people wear to funerals. It is impossible to guess his age. His body seems vigorous, straight-backed, probably quite sturdy. But his face is an old man’s, crumpled like an old newspaper in which only bad news has been printed. And his eyes – black or navy blue? – must have read all that news before blubbering over it. He’s shaking now. The handlebars are vibrating between his hands.

“Leave it here,” Daniel says. “Come back tonight, if you can. If it’s just the ignition, it shouldn’t take long to fix it.”

“That’s very kind of you. Yes, I’ll come back – about six o’clock, is that alright?”

Still his voice sounds out of breath.

Daniel shows him where to park the bike. A Norton. Probably picked up after the war. The man takes off his helmet, hangs it on the handlebars, thanks Daniel again and walks away, taking a cap from his pocket and putting it on his head. Without knowing why, Daniel goes out onto the pavement to watch him disappear towards the pont du Gui, the bridge that crosses the railway tracks. The slender figure moves unwaveringly. Daniel is surprised by that quick, determined gait. He would have expected to see the man’s silhouette staggering in this ice-sharpened sunlight. A shiver makes him move again when the man vanishes at the corner of the street, and suddenly everything is empty, and silent, and he finds it unbearable.
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One day, I died. We were walking on this road and we were sleeping as we walked, and we fell and others picked us up so our legs started moving forward again and we held up other men who tripped because they were falling asleep and sometimes they didn’t get back up again so the soldiers threw them by the roadside in the mud or the snow and they pushed us ahead, hitting us in the back or the back of the neck with their rifle butts. Sometimes they did it so much that a man would fall and that gave them a good reason to kill him, holding him on the ground with their boot and putting a bullet in the back of his neck. Many of the men had broken fingers from trying to protect themselves and afterwards they couldn’t even eat the few scraps of bread that still circulated along the line and that we would soften in puddles of water or in the snow. The ones with the smashed hands couldn’t even undo the string that held their trousers up when they wanted to shit during breaks so we helped them, when we could, when the cold hadn’t frozen the wet knots, or they relieved themselves crouching down, hiding their faces with their black swollen hands as if they were ashamed. As if any of us could still feel that emotion, by this point. Or maybe it was a sort of reflex, a buried and very distant memory of what we had been before being reduced to these bodies kept upright only by the stubbornness of their skeleton, these bodies for which every step taken, every heartbeat torn from nothingness constituted a victory without hope.

I don’t know what they had to be ashamed of. I watched them gasping and sobbing in their hands and I didn’t understand. We’d seen so many dead on the latrines during the night, their bony arses inside the fetid holes as if sucked there, their bodies caved in, already stiff and dry and cold, frozen by the ice in their final suffering. We had seen so many of them. We never dared touch them, content just to be able to get up and walk after emptying our bellies so we could flee far from what awaited us.

Those men with the fractured hands, we also helped them to eat and we took a little mouthful of their mouthful, and they didn’t say anything and neither did we. We hadn’t said anything for a long time, in fact, because we were too tired and our dry mouths and our swollen tongues and our sore gums transformed every word we spoke into a torture, as if we’d swallowed burning oil.

Either that or we talked in whispers. We would murmur encouragements into each other’s ears, enjoining those who couldn’t get up anymore to walk and to live, because it all went together, because walking was falling onto the other foot, the only way we knew to stay upright. We promised them imminent breaks which never came, we told them we’d be arriving soon in another camp, we whispered it all close to their sharp faces, gently patting their bones that shivered under threadbare cloth amid the screams and kicks of the S.S.

How many days?

Maybe several lifetimes. Interminable lives on the verge of ending. I relived mine, step by step. My dying mind, just alive enough to push what remained of my being to walk, to breathe, because it seemed possible to me that I might forget to breathe, so exhausting was this effort, because the cold and the damp that invaded my lungs with each inhalation were like an enemy intrusion, a commando attack intended to further undermine my empty fortress, my mind that no longer thought but was full of forgotten memories that crossed it now like fish wriggling at the bottom of a drained pond.

Childhood, happiness, sunlight. The laughter of drinkers in the little café that my parents ran. The train to Arcachon. Sitting between them, I stared through the window, on the lookout for the first pines that, for me, marked the happy lands bordered by the sea. I could still feel the two of them against me, their hands on mine, their kisses. But also the autumns and the endless rain and the chestnut trees in the school playground. Faces appeared before me. Names. Lost for over fifteen years. The memory of a fight in the toilets, broken up by the teacher who dragged us back to the classroom by our ears. Smells. Wet stone, mildew in the cellar where we kept the bottle racks and the beer barrels. The cologne my father sprayed on himself on Sunday mornings before taking me, sometimes, to the Marché des Fossés on the cours Victor-Hugo, among the onlookers and the smooth patter of the hucksters and the scent of candyfloss and boiled sweets.

Intoxicated by the smell and the colours of my life, I walked on through the stink of corpses and shit that we gave off, all of us, uniformly grey, from our heads to our feet, skin pasty beneath the grime, a battered troop shuffling through the endless abattoir that was this path in a world so grey even the snow couldn’t whiten it, on the lookout for the distant black lines of fires like so many landmarks stretched horizontal by the wind. Surprised and terrified when one of us collapsed puking blood, because of the sudden flash of colour and because that scarlet was death carried within them like a monster and delivered in a final rattle.

And one day, I died too.

I fell on the hard, dirty snow, packed solid by thousands of feet. I was on all fours and trying to breathe, to pump in air as if I might have been able to reinflate myself and get back on my feet, but each time I had the impression I was emptying myself even more. I was on all fours and I felt my arms trembling, incapable of holding up my body, and the cold was burning my hands and knees. I had seen so many do the same and whom we’d tried to carry a few metres further, hoping that they would start walking again but whom we’d let go in the end because we didn’t have the strength to help them anymore. We had to leave them behind because there was always a guard or an SS officer who would come up to us screaming, pushing men out of the way with the point of his bayonet or whirling his stick, and who would start kicking the man lying flat on his belly or beating him with a club. Sometimes he would kill them on the spot or he would have them carried to the roadside and leave them there, maybe already dead.

Someone grabbed me under the arms and lifted me up, whispering that we were going to get in more trouble, and I was surprised to hear them speaking French; I don’t know why, there were other French men in the camp, and in our line, of course, but since we’d been walking we’d said so little that whenever we talked to someone we used, I think, a sort of pidgin made up of a few dozen words borrowed from German and French or Italian, or Polish. Survival words, essential words, without sentences or grammar. Something like the sounds that animals make to each other.

I heard the guard yelling and straight away we were pushed in the ditch before I even got to see the face of the man who’d been helping me and I fell flat on my belly, the other man on top of me, on a soft layer of snow piled up there, almost comfortable, and I thought how lucky I was to be able to die without any further suffering. Two gunshots exploded overhead, and in the moment when I felt a bullet in my shoulder, the man who had lifted me up suddenly became heavier and I was pushed down into the snow and I turned my head a little so I could take a few more breaths, then I had the impression of being pushed further down and all I felt then was the cold, nothing else, not even pain. The cold, and nothing more.

I was suffocating. I lifted my head and I spat out water and bits of ice and I cried out in order to breathe. The man’s corpse was crushing me and I couldn’t move at all now, couldn’t feel any part of my body, as if I were nothing more than a severed head. I was lying in the melted snow and I thought I was going to die of cold under this corpse that was pressing me down into the ground so I would stay with him in death. I concentrated on my hands. One was trapped beneath me but the other one was above my head and I was able to wriggle my fingers. They came back to life and then I could move my arm. It was at this moment that I heard the man moaning and it didn’t even surprise me. As the living were already dead, the dead could easily be resurrected from one hell to another. I asked him to get up because I was dying underneath him but he continued to groan, his head between my shoulder blades. I tried to push down on my free arm but I had no strength and sometimes I couldn’t even get enough breath in my lungs and I was suffocating so I started wriggling as much as I could, twisting myself under that dying body and I insulted him, you fucking piece of meat, go and die somewhere else, I spat insults at the man who had helped me, supported me, carried me, who had taken the two bullets that should have killed me.

I don’t know how long I spent twisting like a worm in that frozen mud. The man’s body suddenly tipped over and I found enough strength to crawl away from him, as if he might jump back on top of me. I sat up, leaning against the embankment
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