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For those who come afterwards,

so that they are not the next

 

“Seek nothing. Only forget.”

Hell, Henri-Georges Clouzot
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AS HE STEPPED OUT OF THE STATION THE INVESTIGATOR WAS met by a fine rain mingled with wet, slushy snow. He was a small man, roundish, without much hair. Everything about him was commonplace, from his clothes to the expression on his face, and if someone had been asked to describe him, in the setting of a novel, for example, or of criminal proceedings or a legal deposition, he would certainly have had quite some trouble creating a detailed portrait. He was, in a way, a fading being, no sooner seen than forgotten. He was as insubstantial as the fog, as dreams, or as a breath exhaled by a mouth and, as such, he was just like billions of other human beings.

The station square was identical to countless station squares, with its distribution of impersonal buildings all pressed against one another. Running along the top of one of them, an advertising billboard bore the disproportionately enlarged photograph of an old man who fixed whoever looked at him with an amused, melancholy gaze. It was impossible to read the slogan that accompanied the photograph – perhaps it did not even have one? – as the top of the billboard was lost in the clouds.

The sky crumbled and fell in a sodden dust that melted on shoulders and seeped right into bodies without being invited. It was not really cold, but the dampness acted like an octopus whose thin tentacles managed to find their way into the tiniest gaps between clothes and skin.

The Investigator was there, quite still, for a quarter of an hour, standing very straight, his suitcase on the ground beside him, as the raindrops and the snowflakes continued to die on his head and his raincoat. He did not move. Not even a little. And for this long moment, he thought of nothing.

No car passed. No pedestrian. They had forgotten him. It was not the first time. Finally he turned up the collar of his raincoat, gripped the handle of his suitcase and decided – before he got utterly soaked – to cross the square and go into a bar that already had its lights on, even though a clock attached to a street lamp a few metres away from him was not even showing four in the afternoon.

The room was strangely deserted and the Barman, who was half-asleep behind the counter, distractedly following the results of the horse racing on a television screen, threw him a somewhat unfriendly glance, then, while the Investigator had already had time to remove his raincoat, to sit down and wait a little, asked him glumly:

“What’ll it be?”

The Investigator was not very thirsty, or very hungry. He just needed somewhere to sit before setting off to where he was meant to go. To sit and run through it all. Prepare what he was going to say. In a sense to make a gradual entry into his character as Investigator.

“A grog,” he said at last.

But the Barman replied immediately:

“I’m sorry, that won’t be possible.”

“You don’t know how to make a grog?” the Investigator asked, surprised.

The Barman shrugged.

“Of course I do, but that drink doesn’t appear in our computer listing, and the automated till would refuse to register a charge for it.”

The Investigator almost said something, but restrained himself, sighed, and ordered a sparkling water.

Outside the rain had yielded to the relentless progress of the snow, which was now falling, light and swirling, almost unreal, in a slow-motion movement that seemed to be deliberately controlling its effects. The Investigator watched the flakes raise a folding screen up before him. It was barely possible to make out the façade of the station, and not at all possible to see the platforms in the distance, the tracks, the waiting trains. It was as though someone had erased the place where he had stopped a little earlier to step into this new world, a world at the heart of which he now had to get his bearings.

“Winter today,” the Barman said, putting a little bottle of water he had just uncapped down on the table. He wasn’t looking at the Investigator, but at the snowflakes. In fact, he had spoken these words without even addressing them to him, as though the thought had just escaped from his brain to flutter a bit around his skull, like a poor insect resigned to the knowledge that it was doomed to disappear at any moment, but who despite everything is determined to keep the show going, to play its part as an insect right up to the very end, even if this interests no-one and will not save it from anything.

And the Barman stayed like that, standing beside the table, still, quite ignoring the Investigator, for a long while, his gaze hypnotised by the snow, which, beyond the glass, rushed its milky particles in trajectories that were elegant but entirely without logic.
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THE INVESTIGATOR COULD HAVE SWORN HE HAD SEEN TWO OR three taxis when he came out of the station. Taxis waiting with their engines running, their headlamps lit, their exhaust fumes grey and delicate and disappearing as soon as they were out of the pipe. The taxis must have gone off somewhere, with their customers sitting warm in the back seats. It was just too much.

The snow had decided to linger a little. It was still falling, imposing its presence like a monarch. The Investigator had asked the Barman for directions. He had expected an unfriendly reply, but the man had seemed happy to supply him with the information: it wasn’t all that difficult, to tell the truth, The Firm was enormous, he couldn’t miss it. It spilled out everywhere. Whichever road he took, he couldn’t help running into a surrounding wall, a screen door, an access route, a warehouse, a loading dock belonging to The Firm.

“One way or another,” the Barman had added, “everything here more or less belongs to The Firm.” He had emphasised the everything.

“And then,” he had gone on, “all you have to do is follow the outer wall round till you get to the main entrance and the Guardhouse.”

Then he had gone back to his horse race. His eyes glued to the television screen with frothing thoroughbreds galloping across it, his elbows resting on the bar, his head in his hands, the Barman had not reacted when the Investigator said goodbye, passing through the front door to walk out of his life.

In any case, his function had come to an end.

It was not quite night yet, but there was still a very real nocturnal atmosphere, increased by the utter solitude in which the Investigator moved, walking along the snow-covered pavements, never meeting a living soul, only occasionally having any sense that he was actually passing through an inhabited world when his little silhouette entered the circle of creamy yellow light from a street lamp, and remained there for a few metres before moving back into the thick, unfathomable regions of dusk.

The suitcase was getting heavier. His raincoat was sopping wet. The Investigator went on, without thinking. He was shivering more and more. His thoughts wandered as aimlessly as his icy, painful feet. All of a sudden he pictured himself as a convict, as an outlaw, as the last man alive, as a survivor searching for a refuge after having fled some final chemical, ecological or nuclear disaster. He felt his own body becoming his enemy, and walked in a dream. It went on and on. He had the impression that he had been wandering for hours. All the streets were identical. The snow erased every point of reference in its abstract uniformity. Was he going round in circles?

The collision had been soundless and quick. Yet this had not prevented it from dazing him badly. He had crashed into a man, or a woman, he wasn’t sure, in any case some human form, hurtling through the night, against him, at a moderate pace but unstoppable. Apologies, a few polite words on his part. From the other person, nothing, only mutterings, the sound of the footsteps moving away. The night dissolving a silhouette.

Still dreaming?

No, something had remained from the incident: a sharp pain in his left shoulder and on his forehead, which he was rubbing, and onto which the dying flakes dripped. And then, of course, there was the suitcase. The suitcase. Scattered across the ground, exploded, calling to mind all those pieces of luggage seen in news reports, floating on the sea after countless air crashes, the final witnesses of lives that have been jostled by the currents, lives that have disappeared, been pulverised, reduced to nothingness, to sweaters heavy with salt water, trousers that are still moving even though they no longer contain a single leg, cuddly toys shocked to discover that the arms of the children who clung to them have been lost for ever.

The Investigator struggled to gather back up the five shirts, the underwear, the pyjamas, the toiletries, and he crushed the tube of toothpaste under the sole of his shoe and it spread onto the ground like a large pink and blue worm smelling of artificial mint, the terylene trousers, the alarm clock, the pairs of socks, the laundry bag, still empty, the electric razor and its unruly cable. Finally he closed the suitcase back up, which was now a little heavier, because besides all his belongings, it was now carrying a bit of snow, and rain, and melancholy.

But he really ought to keep on walking, through the night, proper night time now, finding this deserted town increasingly inhospitable – deserted but for those shadows with compact bodies like a bull’s, capable of throwing a man off course with a single knock from its horns. And to cap it all, he started to sneeze, three times, violently. There was no doubt about it, the following morning he would wake up with his nose running, his throat dry and rough, tight as a vice, his feverish head ringed by a barrel which was being struck repeatedly. Those early hours of the morning were going to be a real horror. Oh, waking up like that, he said to himself, and then having to begin a long and undoubtedly tiresome day of investigation – what bad luck!

Yes, waking up. In a room, undoubtedly. But in what room?
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SO THAT WAS THE GUARDHOUSE? BUT IT DID NOT LOOK ANYTHING like a guardhouse, and what surrounded it looked nothing like the entrance to a firm, still less to The Firm.

The Investigator had definitely passed this place three or four times, never suspecting that it could be the Guardhouse: a sort of bunker, a massive rhomboid of unfinished concrete, broken at irregular intervals by narrow vertical openings, as thin as arrowslits. The whole thing gave off an impression of absolute closure. This building defined anyone approaching it as an intruder, an enemy even. The chevaux-de-frise arranged here and there suggested the imminent threat of attacks that had to be fended off, and the rolls of barbed wire, the portcullises, the chicanes it was possible to make out beyond them reinforced this sense of a potential menace. Images sprang to the Investigator’s mind of fortified embassies in countries at war. But The Firm was not an embassy, and the country was not at war. Beyond that outer wall the only things being produced – so far as he had been told – were harmless pieces of communications equipment, and the software for operating them, pieces with no strategic value, and whose production had not been the object of any real secrecy for quite some time. There was really nothing to justify such a set-up.

Eventually the Investigator found an enquiry window in the side of the building, as well as a bell set into the outside of the wall. On the other side of the thick glass – bullet-proof glass? – behind the window, a surgical light illuminated a room a few metres square. It was possible to make out a desk, a chair, a calendar pinned to the wall as well as a large panel with dozens of little light bulbs in rows, some of them lit up, others unlit, others blinking. On the left-hand wall, the monitors made up a regular mosaic that offered views of The Firm: offices, warehouses, car parks, staircases, deserted workshops, cellars, loading bays.

The snow had stopped falling. The Investigator was shivering. He could no longer feel his nose. He had turned up the collar of his raincoat as much as he could to protect his neck, but it was completely soaked through now and this did nothing but increase his discomfort. He pressed the bell. Nothing happened. He pressed again. He waited. He glanced around him, called out without much hope as there was no human sound to be heard. Only mechanical noises, the purring of engines, or of boilers, or electrical generators, mingled with the murmur of the wind as it gained in strength.

“What is it?”

The Investigator jumped. The words – crackling and rather aggressive – had come from the mouth of an intercom just to the left of the bell.

“Hello,” the Investigator managed to say once he had got over his surprise.

“Good evening,” returned the voice, which seemed to be coming from very far away, from the depths of a hellish world. The Investigator apologised, explained his presence, said who he was, recounted his arrival at the station, the café, the instructions from the Barman, his wandering, the mistakes he had made en route, his walking back and forth in front of the … The voice interrupted him right in the middle of a sentence.

“Do you hold Exceptional Authorisation?”

“I beg your pardon? I don’t understand.”

“Do you hold Exceptional Authorisation?”

“Exceptional Auth—? I’m the Investigator … I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m sure my arrival was announced in advance. I was expected …”

“For the last time, have you got Exceptional Authorisation, yes or no?”

“No, but I’m sure I’ll have it tomorrow,” faltered the Investigator, who was gradually beginning to go to pieces, “when I’m able to find a Person In Charge.”

“Without Exceptional Authorisation you are not authorised to breach the outer wall of The Firm after nine p.m.”

The Investigator was about to retort that it was only … but he glanced at his watch and said nothing: it was almost a quarter to ten. How was that possible? So he had been walking for hours? How could he have lost track of time like that?

“Oh, I’m sorry, I hadn’t realised it was so late.”

“Come back tomorrow.”

He heard what sounded like a cleaver coming down onto a butcher’s block. The crackling stopped. He began to shiver even more. His shoes, which were too thin for the season, were filled with water. The ends of his trousers had begun to resemble a floor-cloth. His fingers were going numb. He pressed the bell again.

“What now?” came the distant voice, which was furious this time.

“I do apologise for troubling you again, but I don’t know where to sleep.”

“We are not a hotel.”

“Indeed not – could you possibly point me in the direction of one?”

“We are not the Tourist Office.”

The voice disappeared. This time the Investigator understood that it would be useless to ring again. He was overcome by a great weariness, while at the same time panic was making his heart beat at an unaccustomed pace. He brought his hand to his chest. Through the layers of wet clothing he felt the hurried rhythm, the organ’s muffled blows against the wall of flesh. It was as though someone were knocking at a door, an inside door, in desperation, a door that was firmly shut, with no-one willing to answer or open it up.
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