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			Joel Martin’s Song for Catalonia

			Mai no esborraran tots els nostres poemes.

			Mei van a silenciar les nostres cançons.

			Mai poden eradicar tota una cultura,

			Els nostres somnis de trobador son massa forts.

			Un poble que canta es un poble que viu

			I un poble viu mai mor.

			 

			They will never destroy all our poetry.

			They will never silence our songs.

			They can never wipe out our whole culture,

			The troubadours’ dreams are too strong.

			A culture that sings is a people who live

			And a people who live cannot die.
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			Chapter 1

			Bruno Courrèges, chief of police for the small French town of St Denis and for much of the Vézère valley, was taking a late evening patrol around the garden with his basset hound, Balzac, when the phone at his waist vibrated. Although it was nearly time for bed, once the screen showed that it was his friend J-J, head of detectives for the département of the Dordogne, Bruno thought he’d better answer.

			‘You’re still up and about?’ came the familiar voice. ‘Good. I’ll be with you shortly. I want to show you something for you to tell me how worried I should be.’

			Commissaire Jean-Jacques Jalipeau was a large and bustling bear of a man who had not been distracted from his duty when he was shot while making an arrest. Some called him a cop ‘of the old school’, in that he wore ill-fitting suits, smoked a pack of Gauloises a day, seldom polished his shoes and did not treat the media with the deference they had come to expect. His prisoners did not fall ‘accidentally’ downstairs while handcuffed nor were their fingers caught in car doors. Female cops on his team almost never applied for transfers and he refused to play the usual turf wars with the gendarmes or to sneer at the municipal police.

			Bruno went indoors to tidy his living room. He put out some glasses for drinks and checked the latest regional news on his phone for any clue to J-J’s unexpected visit. A few minutes later, the headlamps of J-J’s big Peugeot flared and Bruno went to the porch to welcome his friend. Josette, J-J’s driver and aide, reversed into the driveway and stepped nimbly out. J-J took more time to extricate himself from the passenger seat. He emerged carrying a small evidence bag.

			‘Welcome, but it’s too late for coffee,’ said Bruno. ‘Tea, wine or something stronger?’

			‘I’ll have a glass of your own vin de noix, since it has wine and eau de vie,’ said J-J, while Josette asked for mineral water.

			Once installed in Bruno’s living room with their drinks, J-J tossed the bag towards Bruno.

			‘You’re the military man with the Croix de Guerre,’ he began in his usual, abrupt way. ‘What can you tell me about that bullet, beyond the fact that it’s a 12.7 millimetre calibre and 108 millimetres long, with what look like Russian letters stamped into the base?’

			Bruno managed to catch the bag without spilling his drink, surprised not only by the unexpected nature of J-J’s enquiry but also by his friend’s confident expectation that Bruno could answer all questions concerning war, weapons and the military in general. Then he recalled that it was many years since all young Frenchmen had been required to do at least a year of military service. By going to university and then enrolling in the police, J-J had been spared that. The tradition launched by the French revolution for every male citizen to be trained as a soldier and ready to fight for France had gone for good. Bruno knew that modern weaponry and warfare demanded far more than the ability to fire a simple gun, fix a bayonet and throw a grenade. But he sometimes regretted the passing of the principle that every citizen owed a duty to the homeland, and of that egalitarian mood of national integration that bonded young men together in their drills, mess halls and barracks. And he supposed that he was the former soldier that J-J knew best.

			‘It’s a bullet for a Russian heavy machine gun, often used en masse for anti-aircraft fire, but it also has the power to blast through body armour, vehicles and buildings,’ Bruno explained, weighing the bag in his hand. ‘The Russians also pioneered their use in specialist rifles for snipers and now everybody else has copied them. With one of these, a trained sniper can kill at two kilometres and more. The Americans have developed a similar version in their half-inch calibre, almost the same size.’

			‘Is that what you were shot with in Bosnia?’ J-J asked.

			‘No, thank heavens,’ Bruno replied, surprised at how little J-J knew about military firearms. ‘A bullet that size would have torn my leg off and probably half my pelvis. I was hit with a standard round, the usual NATO calibre of 7.62 millimetres, half the length and almost half the calibre. And even that put me in hospital for months. So how has this bullet suddenly turned up?’

			‘In a stolen car, an old Peugeot that was crashed and abandoned. The bullet had rolled down into the spare wheel housing. It was in a ditch on a small road running parallel to the N21, north of Castillonès and close to Issigeac. It had fake number plates. We’re trying to identify it now from the VIN.’

			‘Any other car involved?’

			‘No, it hit a deer and then went into the ditch, lost the front wheel and killed the deer. No sign of the driver. We think there might have been a passenger. Two different brands of cigarette stubs in the ashtray. Though, of course, they could be old.’

			‘A trained sniper wouldn’t leave stubs,’ Bruno said. ‘Was there anything else in the car?’

			‘No bags, no papers, but one of the cops at the scene is a hunter and says he could smell traces of fresh gun oil on an old blanket. So the owner of the bullet might have had the weapon in the car with him. That’s what worries me,’ J-J said. ‘Putain, you tell me this thing can kill at over two kilometres?’

			‘In the hands of a trained sharpshooter, yes.’ Bruno had seen armoured cars immobilized by a few of those heavy rounds. ‘Almost certainly he’d have to be military trained, and with the right kind of sights. Those guns should be carefully guarded but I imagine they could be picked up in war zones like Iraq, Afghanistan, Ukraine and Syria – anywhere where they used Soviet or Russian weapons. It’s entirely possible that such sniper rifles could get out into the illegal arms trade. There would certainly be a market for this kind of weapon.’

			‘How do you mean?’ J-J demanded. ‘Terrorists?’

			‘Yes, of course, but possibly they could have some criminal value in gangland, or they could be sold for serious money to passionate big game hunters of elephants and buffalo. And we can’t rule out the possibility of assassinations. I think you’d better contact the security guys, and maybe also the military police.’

			‘What about the weapon itself, the gun that could have fired this bullet?’

			‘There are different models,’ Bruno said. ‘But they’re all big, well over a metre long with a massive shoulder butt and special muzzle brakes at the end of the barrel to cut down the recoil. Without those muzzle brakes, you could never fire the big rounds without breaking the sniper’s shoulder. Mostly the sniper versions are single shot, bolt action, and always with a bipod to hold it steady. Barrett make them in America and there’s a Canadian firm whose name I forget. In Russia, Kalashnikov and Dragunov both make them and then there’s Snipex in Ukraine, Zastava in Serbia—’

			‘Putain, Bruno, where do you learn all this?’

			‘Ever since I was shot, I’ve had a special interest,’ he replied. ‘When I was convalescing in the military hospital, the psychologists had the bright idea of bringing in one of our own snipers to talk to me about how I’d been shot. I’m glad they did. I stopped thinking about me and my wound and began thinking about the sniper, almost as an intellectual problem.’

			‘There are machine gun versions, you say?’

			‘Yes, it’s the classic Soviet air defence system: send up missiles to force the enemy aircraft low and then use massed machine guns to fill the sky with lead. The Iraqi Medina Division used them to break up an attack by American Apache helicopters, one of the few Iraqi successes of that war. And the Viet Cong used them to shoot down five US helicopters, and when the colonel flew in to see what had happened, they shot him down, too. But the machine gun versions need special reinforced mounts. They can’t be fired from the shoulder like a sniper rifle.’

			‘Thanks, Bruno, I’ll keep you informed.’ J-J was standing up when Bruno interrupted him.

			‘Before you go, there are some things you really have to know about this business, J-J,’ he said urgently. ‘Snipers like these never work alone. They need spotters. The sniper cannot afford to be lifting his head and staring around. He has to be remote, cool in his head, Zen. I’ve known some of these sniper guys and they are very special, somewhat mystical, almost religious. It is just them, their sights, their gun and their spotter. The target becomes practically irrelevant.’

			‘Putain, Bruno, you sound almost romantic,’ J-J said after a moment, his voice not quite succeeding in making a joke of the remark.

			‘Good, I think you’re starting to understand,’ said Bruno. ‘Then there are the sights. At the distances we’re talking about the sights have to be very powerful and calibrated to that particular weapon.’

			‘Are they easy to find?’

			‘For hunters, yes. But at extreme ranges you want some special sights that cost around three thousand euros. Look, J-J, you have a serious problem here. It would have to be a high-value target, maybe even presidential level. And remember that snipers are accustomed to doing their job under extremely hostile conditions. If we can’t find them before they acquire their target and fire, we’ll have failed. It’s not easy to find someone who’s two or three kilometres away from the target before you even know the poor bastard is dead.’

			‘Just what I needed, thanks,’ said J-J. He emptied his glass, rose and led Josette to the door. ‘Thanks for the drink and the insights. We’ll talk again tomorrow.’

			Bruno stood in his garden beneath the stars, Balzac patiently sitting beside him, and watched the big car leave, thinking about the difference between him and his friend. Bruno had been through the military and J-J had not, and in that way he resembled most of the new generations of French people who were younger than Bruno. That was fine, and Bruno understood the idealism that lay behind the idea that the new Europe had grown beyond war. But the bright and peaceful new world that had followed the Cold War had changed, become darker, and brought back some of the old fears. It was not simply the new challenges of terrorism but the old and traditional forces of national ambition. As the new Russia flexed its military muscle and used new technologies to interfere in Western elections and to poison its social media, and used nerve agents to kill defectors in England, could Europe still hope to continue in its placid, pacifist ways?

			Bruno thought of the emergent superpower of China and its blunt assertion of power in Hong Kong and Xinjiang, and of an America more focused on its domestic challenges than of the makeshift global peace and order it had sustained since the end of the Second World War. Could this great and lasting peace be maintained, or would future generations of Frenchmen, Germans, Britons and others have to gird themselves and train and mobilize to protect themselves and their people against hostile threats? The world, Bruno thought, was becoming dangerous again.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Bruno still tended to think of himself as the chief of police of the small French town of St Denis despite his increased responsibilities for much of the Vézère valley. He had, therefore, recently changed the route of his morning run so that he could see not only his own town but also a long stretch of the river and the great cliffs that led to Les Eyzies and beyond. His authority now extended all the way upriver to Montignac and its new museum for the prehistoric cave paintings of Lascaux.

			He began his run on the trail through the woods around his home, then turned off along the wide ridge that offered magnificent views. He reached his favourite vantage point just as the sun rose fully over the horizon, and waited for Balzac to catch up. The valley itself was still shrouded in mist over which the church spire of St Denis seemed to float weightlessly in the still air. He stood, watching the brightness steal steadily over the slopes below as the sun started to burn away the haze, revealing the top of the arches of the old stone bridge. He lay down on the grass, the fine dew already steaming in the sun’s rays, and watched his dog’s ears flapping as he loped up to clamber onto Bruno’s chest and slather his master’s neck and jaw with exuberant canine affection.

			Bruno hugged his hound, then rose and set off back to his house at a gentle trot so Balzac could keep pace until the truffle oaks around his home came into view. As always, he ended his run with a sprint up the last two hundred metres. He stood, watching Balzac lumber towards him and bent down to fondle his dog’s long, furry ears before turning to feed and water his chickens. Then he stripped off his running gear and left the kitchen door open for Balzac. He put the kettle to boil, turned on his radio and headed for the shower. Balzac was slurping water from his bowl when Bruno, shaved and dressed in his summer uniform, returned to the kitchen to grill the remains of yesterday’s baguette, poach two eggs and make coffee.

			He checked his phone for messages. There was one from J-J, to say that the old Peugeot had been identified from its VIN by a Spanish tourist who had reported it stolen from a multi-storey car park in Bayonne two days earlier. Modern cars were harder for non-specialists to steal. Bruno shrugged and returned to his breakfast, knowing that J-J would call if there was more news.

			As an experiment, Bruno used two pans for the eggs, one with water to which he’d added a teaspoon of cider vinegar, and the second using tarragon vinegar. The seven a.m. news on France Bleu Périgord was predictable so he was barely paying attention as he tried to decide if each egg had a slightly different flavour. Maybe just something subtle about the tarragon, he thought. Then came the final item, announcing that the Spanish government had banned a song, or rather a recording, made by a local Périgord group of folk musicians called Les Troubadours, whom Bruno knew well.

			Banned? He looked up at the radio. The newsreader explained that the ill-fated attempt by the regional Catalan government to declare independence was still provoking angry reactions from the government in Madrid. Some members of the Catalan government had been imprisoned and others had fled into exile. Harsh sentences had provoked mass protests and a general strike. An uneasy calm had settled but tensions remained. Even though the other countries of the European Union had declined to recognize Catalonia, the underlying question of the right of a region to declare independence remained unresolved. That was why the offending piece of music, ‘Song for Catalonia’, was henceforth outlawed on Spanish soil.

			Bruno asked himself how Madrid could possibly hope to enforce that command. Presumably the song could be banned on Spanish radio and TV, but they could hardly arrest people for singing it, or whistling the tune, or listening to it online or downloading it onto their phones. Human nature being what it was, the song would probably now enjoy much wider circulation than it would otherwise have done. It also suggested that the Madrid government was far more nervous about the Catalan issue than it tried to pretend.

			Since he knew the group, Bruno suspected that he was likely to become involved. The newsreader explained that the song was performed in French, but then repeated the verse in Catalan as well as its close cousin, the old local Occitan language of the Périgord and of most of south-western France. Bruno respected the devoted although small group of local enthusiasts who nurtured the old Occitan tongue. These days it was spoken as a first language only by a handful of the elderly, although many of the words were still commonly used in farming and in the markets. Some of his friends used an Occitan greeting on their phones and more and more bars and restaurants seemed to be adopting Occitan names.

			Bruno had a special fondness for Les Troubadours, who performed agreeably modernized versions in Occitan of the old medieval songs of love and war and chivalry. He’d been looking forward to seeing them at the end of the following week, when he’d booked them to perform at one of the regular free concerts he arranged on the riverbank of St Denis in summer. Bruno’s role as impresario of such civic events, from firework displays to concerts, from agricultural shows to fishing competitions, was one of the unexpected delights of his job. Never before, however, had the concerts become politicized as this one now threatened to become.

			The Catalan bid for independence had not at first received much support or attention in France, even in the south-west of the country where there were some historic ties across the frontier marked by the Pyrenees. On the Atlantic coast the traditional Basque lands stretched from the river Ebro in Spain to the river Garonne in France. On the Mediterranean coast the old Catalan–Occitan culture stretched from south of Barcelona and as far north as Limoges and east through Languedoc to Provence. Indeed, there was some admiration in France for the generous degree of autonomy the national government of Spain had granted to their Basques and Catalans. In France there were Basque, Corsican and Breton campaigners who sought similar status for their own regions. Bruno had recently heard that a small group had emerged to campaign for an independent Alsace, as a small new European state on the Rhine between France and Germany.

			The attempt to ban a song struck Bruno as both foolish and provocative in this age of social media where anyone could parade their outrage over just about anything. He wondered how many listeners to the morning radio were now planning to download the song onto their smartphones, as he intended to do. Once the news and weather had ended, the morning show began by playing the outlawed ‘Song for Catalonia’. It was a simple but memorable melody, with echoes of a half-remembered hymn. It was easy to hum or whistle, and it took him a while to realize what the radio announcer had meant when he’d said the three verses that were sung were the same song but in three different languages.

			Bruno recognized the voice of Flavie, the woman who led the group and played the citole, a medieval version of the guitar. She usually performed with three men, one of whom played a three-string rebec, a kind of early violin played with a bow and small enough to be tucked into the elbow. A second player achieved flute-like sounds from an ancient recorder and the third beat time with the tabla, a double-ended cylindrical drum that lay in his lap. The wider end gave a deeper, almost bass sound and was played with the hand. The narrower end was played with a small drumstick, aptly named since Arnaut, the drummer, used the bone from the leg of a goose.

			Vincent, the rebec player, was a music teacher who lived in Sarlat with his partner, Dominic, whose instrument was the flute, which he called by the medieval name of a gemshorn. Dominic worked as a licensed tourist guide in the summer and spent the rest of the year running a small publishing company that produced local histories and guidebooks, the occasional collection of Occitan poetry. He had begun working from the apartment he shared with Vincent, but his expansion into compact discs of local musicians, including Les Troubadours, had been sufficiently profitable for them to move to an old farmhouse just outside Sarlat.

			In partnership with Arnaut, a qualified electrician who ran his own small company, they had converted a barn into a recording studio with a grant from the département. They could burn a dozen compact discs at a time for Les Troubadours and for other local bands that they could sell at their concerts. The studio now employed two school leavers, had a deal with a local designer and printing plant, and made a modest but useful profit. Their business was probably going to have a spectacularly successful year with ‘Song for Catalonia’, Bruno thought.

			It had long been plain to Bruno, and probably to everyone else, that Arnaut was hopelessly in love with Flavie. But he was short, squat and unusually hairy, the kind of man who had to shave twice a day – his nickname at school had been ‘Tal’, short for Neanderthal. Despite Arnaut’s business acumen and his crucial role in the fortunes and growing success of Les Troubadours, Bruno knew that Flavie had made it clear that she saw him only as a valued friend.

			With a Roman nose and heavy jaw, Flavie was not a conventionally beautiful woman, except onstage, where her long dark hair, lithe figure and eyes that looked enormous under good lighting all combined to show her off to great effect. Her speaking voice was almost as compelling as her singing one, soft, low and sexy. She had perhaps the loveliest hands Bruno had ever seen on a woman and, onstage or off, she moved with a kind of flowing grace. Her conversation, however, could be tedious, since she always wanted to talk politics, and her own were relentlessly green with two unusual exceptions: she loved to eat meat and was a keen huntress and an excellent shot. She vowed never to have children since the world was already overpopulated, and tried only to eat organic food. Bruno, she often declared, was one of her favourite male friends since his garden and chickens made him the most self-sufficient person she knew. His main flaw, she maintained, was his failure to install solar panels all over his property, and not just over the side of his barn that could not be seen from the house and garden.

			Bruno took her nagging in good spirit and usually enjoyed the group’s company. He always gave them a simple supper at his home after their annual concert in St Denis. It had become a tradition, starting with his own home-made gazpacho followed by spaghetti with meatballs and a salad from his garden. To finish he would make a dessert that his friend Pamela had taught him called apricot fool. Before leaving for the concert he would halve and stone a kilo of apricots, stew them gently for fifteen minutes with the juice of two fresh oranges, a small jar of honey and three cinnamon sticks. Later, when the fruit was cool, he added the zest of two lemons to a kilo of Greek yoghurt, took out the cinnamon sticks, folded the apricots into the yoghurt and served it in wine glasses.

			When the song on the radio ended Bruno sent Flavie a text saying he was looking forward to seeing them perform next Friday evening and he expected a record turnout. Then he washed up his breakfast dishes, put Balzac onto the front seat of his police van and set off for the riding school to exercise his horse, Hector. Before he reached the bottom of the lane, his phone vibrated and Flavie’s name came up.

			Congratulations, you have a hit on your hands,’ he began but she stopped him at once, something close to panic in her voice.

			‘Bruno, I’m frightened, in fact I’m terrified,’ she said. ‘You have no idea of the stuff that’s hitting our website – even death threats. A whole bunch of people are attacking us on Twitter and claiming we’ve declared a cultural war against Spain.’

			‘They are just idiots, bored teenagers sounding off,’ Bruno began, vaguely recalling some article he’d read saying that abuse on social media was almost always just a short-lived noise.

			‘No, there’s a headline from some nationalist newspaper saying exactly that. They call it an act of cultural war and accuse us of inciting Catalans to revolt and they are demanding that the French government close us down. And the attacks on Joel, our songwriter, are even worse. There’s another newspaper headline that has his photo as a “Wanted” poster, and it says, “Is this man Spain’s most dangerous enemy?” That’s not bored teenagers, Bruno. That’s a national newspaper.’

			‘I sympathize, Flavie, this must be horrible for you and the band, and for Joel, but I don’t know how far you should take this seriously,’ he said, but it hardly sounded convincing, even to himself. ‘To put your mind at rest, we can lay on extra security for the concert. Where are you now?’

			‘In Bordeaux, at the TV studio of France 3, recording and then doing an interview for their news show. They put together a collection of some of the worst abuse that’s come our way – it made me want to throw up. And now the Spanish government is involved. Can you imagine a government in Europe banning a song? It’s surreal, Bruno. We’re all stunned and I’m not sure we’ll even go ahead with the concert.’

			Even as Bruno tried to reassure her, the memory came of J-J handing him that specialist sniper’s bullet in its evidence bag, from a car stolen in Spain and turning up here in the Périgord. If he mentioned that to Flavie, she’d probably cancel the concert at once. It seemed outlandish to think such a terrifying weapon could be connected to a simple song. But what if this was more than just a bizarre coincidence? Could his friends really be in mortal danger? His rational mind almost scoffed at the very idea but somewhere deep inside his brain he felt his instincts stir and that old sniper wound in his hip began to ache, something that had never happened before in summer.
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