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For Hélène,

For Tsubaki, Arthur and Louis.

For Vincent Landel, whom I miss.

In memory of Jean-Michel Tarascon and Michel Ramonet.

My attachment to Pascal, boreal gentleman,

and Guy, trans-Canadian sidecar artist.




Lost ten dollars at the track today. What a useless thing.

Rather like jacking-off into a stack of dripping hotcakes.

Charles Bukowski, On Writing




The Prison by the River

SNOW HAS BEEN falling for the last week. By the window, I watch the night and listen to the cold. In this place, the cold actually makes a noise. A particularly dreadful sound as if the building, caught in the vice-grip of ice, were crying out in anguish, in pain, cracking as it contracts. At this time of night, the prison is sleeping. After a certain amount of experience, once a man grows accustomed to its metabolism, he can hear it breathing in the dark like a large animal, coughing, swallowing. The prison assimilates and digests us, and huddling in its belly, hidden in the numbered folds of its entrails, within the spasms of its gut, we sleep and live the best we can.

The Montreal penitentiary called Bordeaux, built on the land of the district with that name, is situated at 800 Gouin Boulevard West, on the banks of the Rivière des Prairies. Population: 1,357. Eighty-two inmates were hanged until the practice was put a stop to in 1962. In the past, before this universe of constraint was erected, the site must have been magnificent, with its sprinkling of birch, maple and sumac trees, and the tall grass laid flat by the paths of wild animals. Nowadays, rats and mice are all that remain of that fauna. True to their uncaring nature, they have invaded this closed world of caged suffering. They are perfectly at ease with detention and their colony has spread through every wing of the building. At night, the rodents are clearly audible in the cells and corridors. To keep them out, we slip rolled-up newspapers and old clothes beneath the doors and in front of the ventilation ducts. To no avail. They pass through, they slip in, they evade and do what they have to.

My cell is called a condo, and it is a step up from the usual kind. The space has earned that ironic label because it boasts a slightly larger floor space than the standard model, which forces what remains of our humanity into approximately six square metres.

Two beds, one atop the other, two windows, two stools bolted to the floor, two shelves, one sink, one toilet.

I share this rectangle with Patrick Horton, a man and a half who has the story of his life tattooed on his back – LIFE’S A BITCH AND THEN YOU DIE – and his love for Harley-Davidsons on the slope of his shoulders and the top of his chest. Patrick is awaiting sentencing after the murder of a Hell’s Angel who belonged to the Montreal chapter, shot down on his bike by his friends, who suspected him of cooperating with the police. Patrick is accused of participating in the execution. In view of his intimidating size and affiliation with the biker mafia that boasts an excellent catalogue of murders of all kinds, everyone steps aside with a show of respect when Patrick goes by, the cardinal of Block B. And since it is a known fact that I share the intimacy of his cell, I enjoy the same respect as this tattooed nuncio.

For two nights now, Patrick has been whimpering in his sleep. He has a toothache, with the sharp pain typical of an abscess. He complained about it several times to the guard, who finally brought him some Tylenol. When I asked Patrick why he had not signed up for the dentist’s waiting list, he answered, “No way. If you’ve got a toothache, the sons of bitches won’t try and treat it, they’ll pull it out. And if you’ve got two toothaches, they’ll pull them both out for you.”

We have been cohabiting for nine months now, and things are going well. One of Fate’s sly tricks had us arriving here more or less at the same time. Early on, Patrick wanted to know with whom he would have to share a toilet seat. I told him my story, which was quite different from that of the Hell’s Angels, who laid a heavy hand on the province’s drug traffic, and did not think twice about launching spectacular actions like the ones that produced 160 murders in Quebec between 1994 and 2002, when they faced off against their ancient rivals, the Rock Machine, who themselves were absorbed by the Bandidos, who showed that they deserved their name, but then they, too, fell upon hard times, with eight corpses turning up, all members of the gang, casually distributed in four cars parked side by side, bearing Ontario licence plates.

When Patrick found out why I was in prison, he became interested in my case, like a benevolent master craftsman watching his apprentice’s first awkward steps. When I finished my humble tale, he scratched his right earlobe, flaming red with eczema. “When I first laid eyes on you, I wouldn’t have thought you had it in you. You did the right thing. No two ways about it. I would have killed him dead.”

Maybe that was what I had wanted to do and, according to witnesses, it was what I would have succeeded in doing if six strong-minded people had not combined to stop me. But outside of what I was told, I have only a few images concerning the incident, since my brain seems to have done some selective editing while I was unconscious in the emergency ward.

“Fuck, I would have killed the asshole. Guys like that don’t deserve to live.”

His fingers tugged at his inflamed ear and he shifted his massive weight from one foot to the other. Tormented by anger, Patrick was ready to go through the wall to finish the job I had left undone. As I watched him bellow and pull at the reddened surface of his skin, I recalled what Serge Bouchard, the anthropologist and specialist in Indigenous Canadian cultures, once said: “Man is a bear that turned out badly.”

My wife Winona was Algonquin, and I read a lot of Bouchard to learn about her culture. Back then I was a slow-footed Frenchman who knew almost nothing about the charms of the trembling tent, the mystical rules of the sweat lodge, the foundational legend of the raccoon, the pre-Darwinian reasoning according to which “man is descended from the bear”, and the story that tells why “the caribou has white spots only under his mouth”.

At that time, prison was just a theoretical concept, a facetious roll of the Monopoly dice ordering you to forgo your turn and spend it in jail. That world clothed in innocence seemed built to last for all eternity, like all the other characters: my father, Pastor Johanes Hansen, who pulled on the heart-strings of men and the stops of a Hammond organ in his Protestant parish sprinkled with blessed asbestos dust, and Winona Mapachee and her Algonquin sweetness and gentle curves at the controls of her Beaver air taxi as she gently landed, setting down her passengers and her pontoons on the water of countless northern lakes, and my dog Nouk, who had just been born and seemed to gaze at me with her big black eyes as if I were the beginning and end of all things.

Yes, I loved those days, so distant now, when all three were alive.

I wish I could sleep. And not hear the rats. Not breathe the smell of men. Not listen to winter through a pane of glass. Not have to eat brown chicken boiled in greasy water. Not run the risk of getting beaten to death for a misspoken word or a handful of tobacco. Not be forced to piss in the sink because, after curfew, we are not allowed to flush the toilet. Not see, every evening, Patrick drop his trousers, sit down on the seat, and defecate as he praises his Harley’s dual forks, which, as it idled, “shivered like it was the middle of winter”. During every session, he does his duty with a peaceful attitude and talks to me with such an astonishing sense of calm that his mouth and mind seem completely detached from his rectal concerns. He does not even try to modulate his flatulence. As he finishes up, Patrick goes on enlightening me about the reliability of the latest engines mounted on silent blocks, then readjusts his britches like a man knocking off work for the day, laying a spotless towel over the seat which is meant to act as a cover, but reminds me of the end of the service, Ite, missa est.

Close my eyes. Sleep. The only way to get out of here and leave the rats behind.

*

During the summer, if I stood at the edge of the left-hand window, I could see the waters of the Rivière des Prairies flowing swiftly towards two islands, Bourdon and Bonfoin, and the great Saint Lawrence that would swallow up the smaller river. But that night, nothing. The snow had whited everything out, even the darkness.

Patrick did not know it, but sometimes, at the evening hour, Winona, Johanes and Nouk would come and visit. They would enter, and I could see them as clearly as all the squalor this cell contained. They would speak, they were here, close by. Ever since I lost them, years ago, they have come and gone in my thoughts, at home there. They say what is on their minds, go about their business, try and repair the disorder of my life and sometimes find the words that can ease me into sleep and the peace of the evening. Each in their own way, with their particular roles and attributes, they support me and never judge. Especially when I ended up in prison. They did not know any more than I did how it happened, nor why everything turned upside down so fast, in a matter of days. They were not there to unearth the origin of my misfortune. They were simply striving to recreate our family.

During the first years, I had enormous difficulty accepting the fact that I would have to live with the dead. Listening to my father’s voice without flinching, as I did when I was a boy, when we lived in Toulouse and my mother loved us. As for Winona, my disturbance lifted quickly, for she had prepared me for the legend of the Algonquin infra-world where the living and the dead stand side by side. She often said there was nothing more normal than engaging in dialogue with the departed, who were now living in another universe. “Our ancestors pursue another existence. We bury them with all their things so they can continue their activities elsewhere.” I loved the fragile logic of that world cobbled together with hope and love. We equipped their departed owners with their tools, and they were supposed to go on functioning, even if they were electric, whatever the amps and plugs were in the invisible world. As for my dog Nouk, who knew everything about time, men and the laws of winter, a dog who could read us like a book, she came and stretched out close by me as she had always done. Without the intercession of shamans, trusting her memory of my smell, she would find me. After exploring the shadows, she went back to her spot and lay down by me, continuing our life together where we had left off.

I was incarcerated in Bordeaux Prison the very day Barack Obama was elected, November 4, 2008. For me it was a long and trying day with my transfer to the courthouse, the waiting in the corridor, my appearance before Judge Lorimier, who, despite his seemingly benevolent questioning, seemed preoccupied by a chattering crowd of personal concerns, the phantom plea of my depressive lawyer, who called me “Janssen”, inventing “heavy psychiatric baggage” for me, and who gave the impression he had just happened upon my case, either that or he was arguing someone else’s, then the verdict pronounced by Lorimier, who chewed and swallowed his words, the quantum of the sentence, two years without parole, quickly forgotten in the memory of the courtroom, the deluge of rain during the return trip, the traffic jams, the arrival at the prison, identification, the unpleasant search, three in a cell as big as a closet, “shut your trap, here you shut your trap”, a mattress on the floor, rat droppings, used Kleenex scattered here and there, a vague smell of urine, the meal tray, brown chicken, black night.

A month before Barack Obama officially settled into the White House, I was transferred to my new lodgings, the condo that Patrick Horton and I still share. The move freed me from the hellish entrails of Block A, where violent assaults set the tone for the day and even the night. Though an incident can always occur here, thanks to Patrick’s pedigree and stature, life is more tolerable. And when the weight of being myself and the refusal of time to move forward become too heavy a burden, I simply give up and give in to the slow stubborn beat of the prison clock, and submit to the schedule of its “daily regimen”: “7.00 a.m., cells open. 7.30 a.m., breakfast served. 8.00 a.m., sectorial activities. 11.15 a.m., lunch served. 1.00 p.m., sectorial activities. 4.15 p.m., dinner served. 6.00 p.m., sectorial activities. 10.30 p.m., lights out and cells closed. Smoking prohibited inside and outside the establishment. Also prohibited: game consoles, mobile phones, pornographic photographs. Beds must be made by 8.00 a.m. and cells cleaned every morning by 9.00 a.m.”

*

It is a very strange sensation to have been put in a box and stripped of all responsibility. For twenty-six years, in the Ahuntsic district, less than a kilometre from the prison – at the beginning it was terribly troubling to be locked up so close to home – I practised the very demanding trade of superintendent, a combination of magician and jack-of-all-trades, a top-drawer factotum who could restore and repair a whole little world of specialised operations, a complex universe made of cables, tubes, pipes, junctions, derivations, columns, traps and dating devices, a playful little world always eager to go haywire, create problems and induce breakdowns that had to be solved immediately with a reservoir of memory, knowledge, technique, observation and sometimes plain dumb luck. In the apartment building called the Excelsior, I was a sort of deus ex machina to whom the place was entrusted, along with the maintenance, surveillance and good conduct of the condo and its sixty-eight units. The residents owned their apartments and enjoyed the use of a yard planted with trees and bushes, a heated pool filled with 230,000 litres of water purified with salt, an underground parking garage with an area for washing cars, a gym, a lobby with a waiting room and reception desk, a space for meetings called “the Forum”, twenty-four surveillance cameras, and three lifts of generous capacity supplied by the Kone company.

For twenty-six years, I carried out this Herculean task, both stimulating and exhausting. The work was never over, and practically invisible since it consisted mainly of maintaining sixty-eight units in perfect balance despite the erosion of time, the climate and obsolescence. Nine thousand, five hundred days of watchfulness, vigilance, involvement; nine thousand, five hundred days of investigation, verification, trips up to the roof, excursions to every floor; one hundred and four seasons during which I went beyond the call of duty to help seniors, console widows, visit the sick, and even watch over the dead, since that did happen twice.

My father Johanes Hansen was a Protestant pastor, and I believe the education he gave me had much to do with the sense of abnegation I displayed during those years of keeping the ship afloat. To practise in that way, in the shadows, every day carrying out humble tasks with serious intent and attention to detail, seems completely in the spirit of the Reformation such as Johanes defended in his churches.

I know nothing of the man who, after me, took on the burden and agreed to live in the bowels of the Excelsior. And nothing of what those bowels look like today. I know only that the small imaginative world of sixty-eight units, with its capacity to produce infinite combinations of breakdowns, concerns and puzzles to solve, is something I miss enormously.

At times, I would speak to the objects and machines, and I believed they could understand me in return. Today, all I have is Patrick, his rotten tooth and his dual forks.

I, who once administered and assured the good conduct of the Excelsior, am now forced to fit into the emollient “life regimen” of my new condo: 8.00 a.m., sectorial activities. 4.15 p.m., dinner served. 9.00 p.m., biker stools. 10.30 p.m., lights out and cells closed.

*

This morning, when he awoke, Patrick called the guard and asked for an emergency appointment with the dentist. Patrick dreaded him more than a midnight raid from the Bandidos. His cheek had swelled up during the night and the pain turned him into a stripped wire. He paced the cell like a wasp caught in a jar. “Would it bug you too much to make my bed this morning? This fucking tooth is killing me. I got that from my father. His teeth were rotten, too. It’s genetic, that’s what they tell you. What did you say? I have no idea, don’t bust my balls with your stupid questions, you think I’m in the mood? They say he looks just like Nicholson playing that crazy guy. What time is it? That asshole must be at home, jerking off into his cornflakes. Let me tell you, he’d better treat me first class, and if he doesn’t, take it from me, I’m going to kick that son of a bitch’s ass. Shit! What time is it?”

For Patrick, especially when his molar is hurting him, the world is divided into two distinct categories of individuals. Those who know and appreciate the siren song of Harley-Davidson dual forks. And the rest, much more numerous, philistines when it comes to Isolastics, who need to have their asses kicked.

In two hours’ time, I have an appointment with a certain Gaëtan Brossard, a penitentiary administration official whose job is to review files for sentence reduction before transferring them to the judge. I met Brossard once, three or four months ago. His appearance has something calming about it, and his face cut from Viggo Mortensen cloth adds to his role as benevolent gatekeeper.

Our first meeting was of short duration. He had not even opened the file that contained my trial documents.

“Today’s meeting is purely a formality, just a way of establishing contact, Mr Hansen. Considering the serious crimes you have committed, I am unfortunately unable to examine or consider, at this point, any possibility of parole, or even a day pass. We will meet again in several months, and if your conduct is satisfactory, we can perhaps look at some solutions.”

Brossard has not changed his modus operandi. I notice a detail I missed the first time. When he is not speaking, he has a way of sniffing his fingertips. With each breath, his nostrils dilate, and then, reassured no doubt by the recognition of familiar molecules, they go back to their normal dimensions.

“I will be frank with you, Mr Hansen. Your evaluations are excellent in all areas and would seem to indicate a transfer of your file to the judge, and a favourable outcome. However, you must first convince me that you have understood the seriousness of your acts and that you regret them with full awareness. Do you regret what you did, Mr Hansen?”

No doubt I should have said what he was waiting to hear, beg the world’s pardon, express deep and sincere remorse, formulate a farandole of regrets, admit that what happened that day was incomprehensible, ask forgiveness from the victim for the suffering I inflicted, and, at the end of my act of contrition, lower my head with the weight of shame.

I did nothing of the sort. Not a single word issued from my mouth. Nothing. My features remained as inexpressive as an iron mask, and it took all my strength not to admit to this Viggo Mortensen character that my most sincere regret was not having had more time and more strength to break every bone in the body of that contemptible bastard, repugnant and full of himself.

“I was expecting something different from you, Mr Hansen. A more appropriate reaction. It is obvious when I read the reports on you, when I examine your life story and your past, it is clear to me that you don’t belong here. Yet I am afraid that due to your persistent refusal to re-evaluate your own behaviour, you will be obliged to remain here for some time longer. And that is what’s regrettable, Mr Hansen. Every day you spend in this prison is a day too many. Is someone waiting for you on the outside?”

How could I explain to him that no-one was waiting for me on the outside? But that in this very room where we sat – and I could feel their breath upon me – Winona, Johanes and Nouk were with me, patient and polite, and had been here for some time as they waited for him to leave.

*

Still under the influence of the local anaesthetic, leaking reddish saliva onto a paper towel, Patrick returned from his dental appointment. His encounter with Nicholson apparently went badly.

“That bastard pulled it right out. I knew it, fuck, they’d warned me. But the bastard gave me no choice. He said he couldn’t do anything to save my tooth, and besides, I had an enormous abscess. He showed me some shit on an X-ray and told me, ‘See, it’s really infected.’ ‘Don’t bust my balls,’ I answered. ‘Do what you have to, but I’m telling you, if you hurt me, you’re dead.’ With all the stuff he shot into my gums, there must have been enough to put the whole village where I was born to sleep. I don’t know when I’m going to get out of here, but I swear, the minute I’m free, I’m going straight to that bastard’s place and I’m going to kick his ass.”

*

Tonight, the forecast is for minus twenty-eight Celsius, with a wind chill of minus thirty-four. Christmas is in four days. Nicholson will celebrate the occasion with his family, all of them with impeccable dentition, whitened by the paterfamilias. The youngest daughter will be wearing braces and her mother will promise that this winter will be her last with a mouthful of metal. A full spectrum of ridiculous ornaments and lights will sparkle and blink throughout the house as in all the houses of the city, the department stores will play Christmas carols to grease the customers’ credit cards, and in a senseless ballet, all sorts of useless and expensive objects, pulled from the void and soon to return there, will transit from one hand to the next while, for the occasion, enchanted radio frequencies will programme “All I Want for Christmas Is You”.

But in here, a low-cost priest will rush through a standard-issue mass for people who love to genuflect, and, without believing a word of it, he will promise us that one day we will sit at the right hand of our Creator. Then he will head for the door to breathe in the juvenile perfume of choir boys. Meanwhile, we miscreants, impious, occasional bandits and muscle-bound criminals will be treated to a double portion of brown chicken and gravy accompanied by a spongy object made of expired maple cream. As I dig in, with all good intent, I will wish Patrick Merry Christmas. As he chews on his submissive fowl, he will tell me, “Don’t bust my balls with your Christmas shit.”
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