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6:08 am 

 

Bam! Bam!  

Berthe reloads. Her limbs tremble. A lot of excitement for 

an old lady of a hundred and two. She thinks of her 

chamomile tea, gathering dust on the shelf in her kitchen, 

and says to herself she sure would like a cup. The sirens 

wailing in the distance may not yet be tolling the knell, but 

the prospect of the comfort of a good granny-pisser is 

ineluctably fading.  

De Gore lies a few steps away from his dog’s kennel, 

surrounded by blood. He has a hole in the back, another one 

in the ass, in addition to the official one. Shit, maybe she 

went a little too far. Berthe never liked him, de Gore. The 

worthy descendant of his louse of a father. But she never 

went as far as imagining he would end up at the end of her 

gun barrel. Even if she often enjoyed picturing the scene in 

her mind. 

Nothing that happened this morning was premeditated. Roy 

and Guillemette needed a means of locomotion and some 

time, and Berthe was getting ready to arrange both for them. 

At her age, you couldn’t really talk about a sacrifice. Rather 

a “gift of her person,” Berthe would say. If the kids could 

win a few days of paradise, just the two of them, in the fever 

of their wild hare towards a pipe dream of freedom, Berthe 

would be happy to grant them that. She felt useful, the old 

ticker off and running just like in 1940, but all the same, it 

had better stop beating time to the dance, if not, she might 

not be very fat, but there wouldn’t be enough space on the 

stretcher to take on her old carcass in addition to the 

neighbor’s cadaver.  

The sirens are getting closer. Good news. Because, as for 

Roy and Guillemette, they’re getting farther away. Berthe’s 

strategy is working. She feels like this is going to be a long 

day. And it’s just well. The longer Berthe can stretch it out, 

the more Roy will widen the gap between them and the fuzz. 

And to make it even wider, Berthe plans on giving the 

coppers an even rougher time.  
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The grandmother, twisted like a pretzel from galloping 

arthritis, leans on her carbine and manages to limp to her 

open door to barricade herself inside the cottage. 

Click, clack. The two rusty bolts fit into the striking plate. 

Berthe glues herself to the door, the piece pressed against 

her, and grabs the box of cartridges waiting for her on the 

drawer in the entry. 

Motors revving up, tires squealing, sirens wailing. Columbo 

live in her garden. Berthe loads her carbine, all decked out 

for the ambush.  

“Police! Come out of your house! And hands in the air,” a 

megaphone brays. 

Berthe’s hearing aid saturates her ears. Back off, Derrick! 

Her matinée, it’s Dirty Harry. Berthe has always had a soft 

spot for Clint Eastwood. She was fascinated with his big 

Python Magnum. Guilty pleasure. 

The stage is set, but Berthe has to stay on the scene, she has 

to maintain her credibility to the very end. She clears her 

throat and harangues the cops in a perfectly controlled, 

quivering voice. 

“Go home, you dirty gypsies! I’m armed and I’m not going 

to be pushed around!” 

The cop with the megaphone hesitates, bemused, and then 

begins again. 

“Ma’am, it’s the police. Come out of your house, you have 

nothing to fear.” 

“You’re not going to pull one over on me! I know the 

friendly policeman number. You want to make me come out, 

so you can rape me! I’m only an old grandmother, just skin 

and bones, you band of perverts!”  

Ten policemen line up before the house, armed to the teeth 

and just as intrigued. An ambulance is parked in front of the 

neighbor’s body, the stretcher bearers already giving him 

first aid. 
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The cop with the megaphone signals to his squad to station 

themselves around the door to the cottage. 

“Ma’am, there aren’t any gypsies here. Come out calmly, 

with your hands in the air, or I’ll have to give the order for 

an assault.” 

“What are you going on about, you punk? I know very well 

you want my nest egg!”  

The two policemen at the head of the squad are laughing, 

completely letting their guard drop. They should be more 

cautious. 

A crash and a tinkle, the kitchen window is shattered. Berthe 

just made room for her rifle, whose barrel suddenly sticks 

out. 

Bam! Bam! And the cops bolt like rabbits.  

In the darkness of her kitchen, Berthe is having the time of 

her life, doubled over in laughter, hoping her pacemaker will 

hold out ‘til the end of this insanity.  

“Hah! Not so full of ourselves, are we?” 

And the megaphone insists, with more authority:  

“Ma’am, in the name of the law, throw down your firearm. 

This is a last warning.” 

Berthe senses that the tone has changed. The seconds on her 

petrified grandfather clock no longer tick away, and yet 

Berthe knows that they are counted.  

“The dresser,” she says to herself. Inspired by an idea, the 

product of too many bad thrillers she has seen on T.V. during 

her long and lonely evenings as a widow, Berthe thinks she 

can push the dresser to block the front door and hold out 

against the siege. 

She starts running, galvanized by this crazy hope, her thirty-

eight kilos limply crashing against the heavy oak chest, 

crammed full of half a ton of dusty Limoges porcelain. The 

drawer doesn’t budge, contrary to Berthe who lets out a 
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breath that sounds like a tire going flat, as her slippers slide 

across her moldering parquet. 

“Good try, old thing…” she comforts herself.  

“Get away from the door, we’re coming in!” 

Berthe’s aged hearing aid didn’t allow her to distinctly make 

out the policeman’s words either, but the tone seemed more 

vindictive and she would like to make sure she knows what 

the threat is all about. Berthe cups her hands around her 

mouth in front of the broken window. 

“Can you repeat that, punk? The batteries of my hearing aid 

just rolled over and died, and I didn’t hear everyth—" 

An awful crash behind her. Her front door goes flying across 

the kitchen against her Frigidaire, in mint condition since 

1952. At the time, things were made to last, and now, a squad 

of coppers are about to force her to buy some Chinese 

appliance to store her frozen blanquette in. These 

insubstantial thoughts are flittering across Berthe’s mind 

when the policemen, uniformed, helmeted, and brandishing 

weapons, charge into her Auvergnat cave as though it were 

the lair of a nest of terrorists. 

Berthe’s heart goes into third gear as she barely avoids a 

stroke, too busy being outraged at these intruders’ lack of 

courtesy. 

“You could wipe your feet before you come in!”  
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8:15 am  

 

The inspector lifts his bored bulldog eyes to gaze at the 

grandmother, not in the least interested in reading his report. 

“And you welcomed the police with, ‘You could wipe your 

feet before coming in!’” 

“Well, so what? For starters, arresting a little old lady at the 

crack of dawn isn’t very courteous, but to come into her 

home with their muddy clodhoppers—they seriously lack 

good manners, your squaddies.” 

“Actually, you were shooting at them. It’s understandable 

that they might have forgotten the basics of what’s proper.” 

“Oh well, if they’re going to get their panties in a bunch over 

a couple of shots in the air!” 

“Madame Gavignol, do you know why you’re here?”  

“Because of a couple of blasts from a shotgun?” pleads 

Berthe, in wide-eyed innocence, laying it on thick. 

“Shots from a .22, to be precise, and in an inhabited urban 

area. Against the police force. And to be even more precise, 

at the butt of your neighbor, who, what’s more, is a notary.” 

“You’re really pernickety. I don’t go into such details,” 

mutters Berthe between her bare gums. 

“So I see,” notes the inspector, with the cold analytic sense 

required by his profession. “You seem to me to be pretty 

relaxed about these gun shots. You understand that you can’t 

go ‘round shooting at people.” 

“You can tell you’ve never been in a war. 

The inspector swallows his dishwater coffee, a wince 

twisting his features. He’s been on the job thirty years, and 

yet he’s never gotten used to this vile coffee. The same taste 

as the moldy cloth mops one finds in every police station. 
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On the other hand, the old gummer, armed with a carbine 

and a gabble quite out of the ordinary, that’s something new. 

It may be eight in the morning, the inspector has already torn 

up the asphalt with squealing tires, ducked several gunshots, 

launched an assault on a cottage better guarded than Fort 

Knox, and endured a storm of anachronistic cussing from the 

rumpled but spirited mouth of this little old lady who’s not 

even as tall has his rifle, but every bit as stinging when she 

opens it to shoot on sight. 

“OK, let’s resume, you have the right to an attorney. If you 

don’t have one, or if you don’t have the means to pay one, 

the court can assign one to take your case.” 

While the inspector reads her her rights, Berthe taps the box 

of Tic Tacs in her wrinkle-furrowed hand to drop some out 

to sweeten her coffee. 

“Don’t mess up my head with your administrative bowing 

and scraping. Got no use for lawyers.” 

“As you wish.” 

“Can I go home now? Hour’s almost half gone, and there’s 

my game on the radio. You’ve already made me miss the 

baker’s round, this morning.” 

“Madame Gavignol, I don’t think you realize what the 

situation is. You are being held here for questioning. I think 

today you’re going to have to miss your game on the radio. 

I’m sorry.” 

“You don’t look very sorry to me, with your face like a 

chicken that’s marinated too long in vinegar.” 

“Madame Gavignol, your considerable age demands a 

respect I have not failed to demonstrate ever since you were 

arrested, but don’t press your luck.” 

“Don’t come giving me your respect because I’m all 

shriveled up, copper. If you wanted to respect me, you 

wouldn’t have sent your battery of fuzz who took my door 

completely off its hinges and confiscated my carbine when 

I’d just had my R4 stolen by two gypsies. They’re the ones 

who should be sitting here in my place, not my old bum.” 
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“You’re forgetting that you fired several shots at your 

neighbor, Mr. de Gore. Two of them in the back.” 

“It’s my finger that slipped.” 

“I’m not sure your excuse would hold up in front of the 

judge.” 

“I was aiming at his ass.” 

“Did you aim well then?” 

The inspector methodically moved his pawns forward on the 

chessboard of his interrogation. 

“I took him for one of the gypsies.” 

“Jean-Baptiste de Gore? With his satin dressing gown? Hard 

to confuse with a Romani, isn’t he?” 

“Listen boyo, I’ll explain to you, I have less than two-ten 

vision in each eye, it’s still a miracle that I can drive, since I 

can’t see any more than as if I were in the middle of a 

December fog, so Mr. Moneybags or a gypsy, I’m not big on 

nuances. If it looks like he wants the little I possess, I shoot.” 

“Madame Gavignol…” 

“Just call me Berthe. Since it looks like we’ll be here a while, 

might as well not stand on ceremony, right, copper?” 

“Very well, Berthe. In this case, I propose that you call me 

Inspector Ventura. ‘Copper’ is an overfamiliar term that’d 

have a tendency to irritate me in no time at all.” 

“I’m telling you to call me Berthe, and you, you pull out your 

‘Inspector’?” 

“I can stick to ‘Madame Gavignol,’ if you prefer.”  

“Cut the crap, copper, I get it. OK for Ventura.”  

“Inspector Ventura.” 

“D’you have any relatives in films?” 
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The inspector can’t help smiling. The old lady has been 

biting ever since he arrested her, but nonetheless he finds her 

touching. And mysterious. Ventura has met a lot of social 

cases, mental or criminal, in his career, but a centenarian 

grandma, more fragile than a twig dried out by a heat wave 

that’s gone on too long, armed to the false teeth, and more 

venomous than a viper, this is a first. He feels a certain 

tenderness for her, all the while telling himself that she 

hasn’t finished being a pain in the neck. 

“I’m warning you, with my incontinence, you’re not going 

to keep me here long. I’m saying that as much for me as for 

you, don’t hold it against me, but after ninety, everything 

starts going to hell and, contrary to my R4, you can’t take 

me in for a hundred-thousand-mile tune-up, I haven’t even 

been listed on Kelly Blue Books since 1986.” 

“Berthe, you really must understand the gravity of your case. 

Right this minute, Mr. de Gore is in the operating room, 

where he’s undergoing a serious surgical intervention. If he 

presses charges against you, which he is more than likely to 

do, you’ll have to answer for your actions in court.” 

“Me? But it’s the gypsies who stole my R4,” Berthe protests, 

offended. 

“Your R4 hasn’t budged. It’s still parked in front of your 

house. It’s Mr. de Gore’s Audi TT that was stolen.” 

“Oh? It wasn’t my R4?” Berthe exclaims disingenuously.  

“No.” 

“I must have gotten them mixed up, then. They make the 

same noise.” 

 “An R4 and an Audi TT?” 

Ventura doesn’t swallow this lie. The policeman stationed 

behind the desk shakes his head and bursts out laughing; his 

superior lets him know this scarcely amuses him. 

“You want to share your thoughts with us, Pujol?” 



10 

Mamie Luger, Benoit Philippon  

Ventura is the kind of man who barely has to raise his voice 

to set off a Siberian shiver in his interlocutor. His direct, 

frank look has the effect of a downpour of hailstones (ones 

as big as fists) in the face that sends one dashing for shelter. 

So, after a vague, feeble excuse, its recipient swallows his 

sarcasm and concentrates rather on the keyboard of his 

computer, on which he is typing the deposition. 

“No, Chief.” 

“Then can it, and go get me another coffee, a hot one this 

time,” Ventura orders. 

“Right, Chief.” 

“You just got a bare bum spanking, huh, rookie?” the 

grandmother teases him. “I have to say, steno in a police 

station in the provinces, it’s good for you to be put in your 

place.” 

“You’re very irreverent,” the inspector intervenes.  

“I’ve got no more accounts to settle with anybody. They 

tried to make me shut up more often than I deserved. At first, 

I did just like your screw there, I looked at my shoes. And 

then I learned to raise my chin.” 

“And that’s where the carbine came from?” 

“You got it, Lino.” 

“My name is André.” 

“It’s not Lino Ventura?” 

Ventura let out a sigh. All his life, everyone had pulled the 

number of taking him for the actor. Ironically, not only did 

they share the same last name, but André and Lino Ventura 

resembled each other like two drops of grog. Same solid 

build, same tone, same air of a crabby bulldog. The 

comparison stopped there. Lino had had a great career as the 

actor everyone in France born before the ‘80s recognized. 

André, for his part, had made his own career in the police 

force, in the anonymity of investigations that, although 

systematically successful, had never won the applause of the 

greater public. A thankless profession, marked by a lack of 

recognition that, at first, hurt him, but which he soon 
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accepted with fatalism and the help of a few pints of 

Kronenbourg. You can get used to everything, to the rancid 

coffee, the disrespectful suspects, to the cases that spread out 

like a string of boils. But having the same last name as a star 

and having to justify himself at the beginning of every 

interrogation, André never gets used to it. 

“Yes, but I’m the inspector, not the actor. And I’d like to 

forget the films I’ve made so we can get back to your case.” 

“I’m all ears. On the other hand, I’m warning you, that’s not 

saying much, since I’m deaf as a post.” 

“Well, let’s begin with the usual formalities. Name, 

Christian name, date and place of birth.” 

“You pulling my leg, Lino?” 

“Inspector Ventura.” 

“Oh yes,” Berthe corrects herself. “Don’t hold it against me, 

I’m a little gaga.” 

“I don’t know why, but on this point, I don’t believe you.” 

“Why does that interest you, all that?” 

“You interest me a lot, Berthe.” 

“Must be forty-three years since I’ve heard that.” 

“Well, you won’t have wasted your morning. So, let’s start 

over. Name, Christian name, date and place of birth.”  
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1914  

 

Berthe was born Gavignol. The first name written on her 

civil status registration. Date of birth: July 11, 1914. In a 

little village in the Auvergne, on the outskirts of Saint-Flour.  

The ill-named “last of the lasts” had just broken out, so the 

birth of a child, even such a pretty one, was frankly not an 

event, and even less a cause for celebration. People were 

already beginning to store up stocks of sugar, and as for 

champagne… Berthe grew up in a rather truculent mood, 

truly a stray dog. She didn’t bite, but she growled and 

scratched herself all day long. Lice had launched an 

offensive in her tangled mop of hair. It would have taken an 

army to get them out of there. Or a vigorous scrub with black 

soap. But the army was occupied at the front, and soap, in 

Berthe’s everyday existence, was stuff that was as rare as her 

mother’s joy. Recession and black market. Cleanliness, 

Berthe didn’t give a damn. She didn’t want anyone to touch 

her, she didn’t want anyone to come near her. Yes. A stray 

dog.  

Her father had gone to defend his country, abandoning her 

at birth. He would end up cut in half by a shell in the trenches 

of Verdun less than two years later. Dead in the service of 

France. Well, especially serving her as cannon fodder. 

Because his death didn’t change much as far as History was 

concerned. In any case, not that of his country. But that of 

Berthe, yes. The kid ended up being raised by her mother 

and her grandmother, in a world of women deprived of men.  

Her mother kept her home like many other women at the 

time, without any male presence and without the slightest 

touch of love. When half of France has been greased in the 

trenches, it’s hard to draw rainbows in the room of the kid 

who was just born. And when one has just lost the man she 

loved, even if it wasn’t the tyke’s fault, she resents her all 

the same. Because she has a grudge against the whole world. 

Against the Boches1, against life, and against the ungrateful 

wretch she has to feed, who never cracks a smile, to say 

nothing of saying thanks. The mother was not a bad woman, 

just a young widow. Too young to deal with just fell into her 

lap—a kid and a war. Who could blame her? Even Berthe 

didn’t blame her. But that didn’t make her amiable for all 

that.  

                                                      
1 A pejorative and derogative term used by the French to describe Germans during WWI and WWII.  
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The carnage decimated the troops by the thousands and the 

civilians by entire villages. Berthe was too young to 

understand what was happening, but she felt the vibrations 

of bombs beneath her feet. Not at her doorway, not in the 

field next door, but throughout the country. And the entire 

world. World-wide, the war. It was in its title. The ground 

shook, like the cottage dweller who wondered if this carnage 

would end one day. 

When you are born in times of conflict, you know nothing of 

peace. So, this shaking seemed natural, it was part of the 

package delivered at birth. Like the absence of a father. 

When you’ve never had one, you’re not aware of the void 

caused by the absence of paternal love. Berthe looked for it 

later on, in the arms of other men, the warmth of her father, 

who had preferred to scatter his guts in the cold trenches of 

a dreary region of France rather than take care of his 

daughter. Poor poilu! Not only is he sliced in two by a shell, 

but, what’s more, his daughter holds it against him.  

Berthe was never the accommodating kind. Even when she 

was a kid, she didn’t resemble a reed, rather a bunch of 

brambles. With large, pointed thorns. The rose bud they 

contained at the very center, you had to guess it was there. 

Berthe preferred to brandish the thorns. With some friendly 

advice: “Don’t come near, I sting. And I’m poisonous. 

You’ve been warned.” 

Her mother understood, right from the delivery. A tear that 

took fifteen stitches to sew up—talk about prickly! The 

message was clear. The midwife stitched it up without 

anesthesia or empathy. A woman giving birth at the 

beginning of the 20th century, if she didn’t lose her life or 

her kidneys, there was no reason to pass out just because an 

intimate part of her was torn. She should take it as proof of 

good health. After all, in those days one wasn’t pampered in 

a maternity ward, babies were born at home. And if the 

endeavor degenerated into septicemia and you ended up in 

the hospital, you would be wise to get well rapidly and 

without complaining too much. We need this bed, Madame, 

there’s a war on. What can you say to that? “That’s war.” 

Nothing. There’s nothing you can say. So you leave the bed 

and you go home and your scar heals while you’re wiping 

the newborn baby’s bottom with one hand and packing your 

soldier-husband’s kit with the other. Good for a laugh, those 

times. And yet, Berthe didn’t find that period much fun. 

Eyebrows knit, a raised fist at the sign of the least annoyance, 

the stray dog went through her early years as if they were a 

vacant lot. Without even imagining that the First World War 
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well deserved its name, and that there would be a sequel to 

the party.  

The mother faded, a wandering look in her eyes, but an effort 

on her lips. A labyrinth of idleness, into which it was risky 

to venture—one might be sucked in. Emptiness is 

contagious, it lures you to approach close to the edge. And 

to jump.  

Berthe kept her distance far from the cliff, preferring her 

great oak. Its trunk stretched towards the sky, its massive 

roots spread around it, plunged deep into the earth; come hell 

or high water, this oak tree would never budge. Berthe 

nestled beneath this tree, so solid and reassuring. The tree 

was called Nana. Her grandmother.  

The Spanish flu didn’t carry Nana off, nor did the icy winters 

of the Massif Central, nor did the hooch she cheerfully 

downed morning and evening by way of a daily beverage. 

Some people ease their thirst with H2O molecules. Others 

need more experimental chemistry and a handy implement 

known as a still. For the last half century, Nana had been 

making her own moonshine. Organic before it was in style, 

she didn’t like the plonk that these thieves who called 

themselves grocers sold at extortionist prices. So, with her 

good old still, twenty sacks of spuds, fifteen kilos of wheat, 

eight crates of apples and a pinch of beets, she was set for 

the winter. Warmed from the inside out, burning some might 

say. It should be said that this stuff was not for sissies, a dog 

had died after having licked up the dregs in the vat, but it 

was good stuff.  

The villagers around here and in the neighboring provinces 

who had heard about her grandmother’s magic marmite had 

taken out subscriptions after having tasted the invigorating 

potion. Even more so during the war when those bastards of 

grocers, not content to raise their prices at a dizzying rate, 

palmed off their stuff already cut with water. That is, when 

there was even any available. The shelves were empty, the 

shrugs of shoulders sympathetic, so everyone would tiptoe 

over to see Nana, whose cellar held a war machine much 

more intoxicating than those bombarding our brave soldiers 

out in the cold of the trenches.  

Nana’s still restored comfort to the heart and warmth to the 

guts of soldiers leaving for the front to be ground up for 

sausage and those who were lucky enough to return in one 

piece. Even slightly damaged. And the more they had left 

bits of meat in the trenches, the more they had to go through 

the sausage factory afterwards, the more Nana gave them a 
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special discount. The ones she granted a 50% rebate were 

pitiful to see. But even if you were less than half a man, Nana 

warmed you up with what remained of a good glassful of her 

firewater, with her solid gold hospitality thrown in in the 

bargain. Then the soldier, facially mutilated as he might be, 

felt right at home. Shit, you felt just fine there, in Nana’s 

cellar!  

Berthe wasn’t allowed to go down there. Nana explained that 

it was her workplace, and so not for children. And yet, when 

Nana received her not always dashing clients, songs and 

laughter came up from the basement, and Berthe was 

hopping mad with jealousy.  

And when the men came upstairs again, shaky, hanging on 

as best they could to the quivering guardrail, then staggering 

home, Berthe imagined the games they must have indulged 

in, these big kids who refused to share, like the selfish boys 

who played with marbles across from the school and would 

never let her join in.  

Berthe sat at the top of the stairs, her rag doll, Lili, next to 

her, and listened to the one-armed and the legless cripples 

laugh uproariously with Nana. Thanks to the grandmother's 

moonshine, the girls were able to live out the war in relative 

comfort. The fact that they survived is proof in and of itself. 

In the evening, Nana came up the stairs, erect as an oak—

she could hold her liquor, grandma, probably thanks to some 

distant Polish genes—and got back to her little Berthe, 

leaving behind the big, strapping men scraping themselves 

up off the cellar floor. When it came to staying power, Nana 

was unshakeable, and had thus earned the respect of all the 

passing battalions.  

When she reached her darling granddaughter, Nana bent 

down and hoisted her up over her shoulder, to rest there like 

the sack of spuds she used to prepare the secret recipe of her 

devastating hooch. The grandmother towed her around on 

her soft, comfortable shoulder and carried her into the 

kitchen to make her good daily soup, another grand sacred 

moment of the day.  

Every evening, Nana taught Berthe the special recipe of her 

soup. The one for her illegal moonshine would come later. 

And month after month, year after year, the graceful 

choreography was repeated. Nana would lift her rider off her 

shoulders and dance her to the kitchen to feed her her 

delicious beverage, to the chanted repetition of the recipe’s 

chopped carrots, sliced turnips, and onions sautéed by an 



16 

Mamie Luger, Benoit Philippon  

expert hand, albeit one that was in terrible shape, due to 

digging in the potato fields. 

“Nana, Lili would really like to come laugh with you in the 

cellar,” Berthe ventured regularly, with the repetitive 

insistence of indefatigably willful children.  

“Eat your soup,” Nana would cut her off, with the firmness 

of an equally inflexible grandmother.  

“You’re not funny.” 

“I’m not here to be funny, I’m here so you don’t starve, if 

I’m not mistaken. I do a pretty good job of it, given that 

you’re still here on your two paws and that, even if you’re 

not very fat, your cheeks are nice and rosy.” 

“It’s pretty when you talk, Nana. It’s like a song.”  

Grandma’s turn to blush, and then to plant a kiss on the cheek 

of her granddaughter who, with her infantile poetry, knew 

how to offer her bouquets of flowers the way no suitor could, 

especially after the last few decades, so lacking in marks of 

masculine affection. 

Georgette, also known as Nana, was born Téliot. And in the 

Téliot family, they had been just as ill-supplied with love as 

the Gavignols, who had always loved a party and exited in a 

shower of confetti at the age of twenty-two. Widows from 

one generation to the next. Tuberculosis had taken Nana’s 

husband as a lover and never let him go. This trollop had 

arms Nana couldn’t best. Make moonshine at 65°, that’s 

something, but make the temperature of a husband descend 

when it’s at 42°2 from morning to night, that’s quite another. 

The destiny of Nana amounted to keeping a sharp eye on the 

thermometer. She did a better job of controlling the one on 

her still, a homemade production considerably more solid 

than her husband Alphonse, whose pipes packed it in one 

day from overheating. Impossible to reinforce them with the 

premium quality copper Nana used for the joints of her 

infernal machine. So Alphonse gave up the ghost and offered 

his soul not to Nana, who wouldn’t have known what to do 

with it anyway, but to his mistress.  

However, as for the debts, they had to be attended to. First 

of all, by raising her skirt. Nana had neither an education nor 

diplomas, but a sufficiently comfortable fanny to offer the 

                                                      
2 107° F. 
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tired voyager a brief stay there, in return for remuneration. 

She hadn’t the luxury to question the ethics of the situation, 

a widow who has a kid to feed uses her ass before her head, 

if need be.  

Sick of renting what was beneath her skirts, Nana preferred 

to set in motion her mechanical know-how and establish a 

commerce in the cellar of her house. Trained in the 

engineering of bolts and pistons by her grandfather, Nana 

was known for repairing tractors otherwise condemned to 

the scrap yard. Her beloved forbear had bequeathed her a 

secret technical manual before kicking the bucket, 

suspecting that a woman alone at the beginning of the 20th 

century would need solid ammunition to defend herself and 

make ends meet. Armed with this precious users’ manual, 

Nana tackled the assembly of Grosse Frida, the still that 

would save their lives more than once.  
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9:11am  

 

“I didn’t ask for all this.” 

Inspector Ventura inhales a drag of his vape. Without her 

confiscated carbine, Berthe has armed herself with ancestral 

patience.  

“If you think my answers are too long, I’ll go home and listen 

to my game on the radio.” 

“I’m afraid your game is over.” 

“Oh, terrific! Then why did you want to know all this in the 

first place?” the grandmother says, visibly irritated. 

“It’s protocol.” 

“Me, I don’t give a damn if your asshole hurts.” 

“I beg your pardon?” Ventura chokes. 

 “You’re the one who’s talking to me about your 

proctologist.” 

“Protocol, Berthe.” 

A smothered laugh from Pujol. With a look of disapproval, 

Ventura suggests he stick to correcting his spelling mistakes 

with white-out.  

“I told you I was deaf as a post. And senile. And I hope you 

hadn’t planned on taking your reduction of working time this 

evening, because at this rate, we’re going to be here next 

week.” 

“There is no such thing as reduction of working time in my 

profession.” 

“Don’t give me any bleeding-heart stories, when I started 

working, we didn’t even have paid vacations, so your lazy 

unionist complaint doesn’t move me any more than best 

wishes from Mireille Mathieu3.”  

With the tips of his big, hairy fingers, Ventura drums the 

Formica table top, worn down by years of interrogations, and 

                                                      
3 A French singer who cried while wishing audiences a Happy New Year on national television.  
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reconnects with Berthe’s vitreous eyes, hidden behind her 

filthy trifocals, and takes another drag from his vape. 

“Would you like a coffee, Berthe?” 

“With butter croissants?” 

A childish hope has just dawned in the centenarian’s voice, 

piercing the inspector’s instinctive defenses. He vacillates 

before putting his guard back up. Years of experience of not 

letting himself be played by sympathy during an 

interrogation doesn’t prepare you for an encounter with a 

granny like this one. 

Ventura gives the order: “Pujol, would you go get that for 

us?” 

The policeman obeys without further demand. He prefers 

playing the flunkey to serving as his superior’s doormat.  

Ventura sets aside his vape—a ridiculous gift from his wife, 

ostensibly in concern for his good health, or more certainly 

for his bad breath, but no matter, because she won’t be home 

tonight to smell it, the inspector says to himself—and pulls 

out a packet of Gauloises without filters. 

“Do you smoke, Berthe?” 

“No. That junk, it’s a great way to catch cancer.” 

Ventura points to one of his cigs. 

“And, does it bother you?” 

“No, it doesn’t bother me.” 

Ventura lights his cigarette lighter and brings it near his 

cigarette, his hand shielding it as he faces the flame.  

“It makes me feel ill,” Berthe adds. 

Ventura stops his hand in mid-gesture, raises his tired eyes 

towards the old woman, who gives him a once-over with all 

the confidence of her great age. To sigh pure air instead of 

wreaths of second-hand nicotine.  

“Decidedly, Madame Gavignol, you are a pain in the ass.” 

“You asked me, so I’m answering.” 
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There’s a knock at the door. Ventura snaps, not taking an eye 

off Berthe,  

“C’min!”  

So enters a man, shirt stretched tight over a belly swollen by 

years of beer and ill-digested resentment, rolled shirtsleeves, 

rings of perspiration turning his dull beige shirt a shade 

darker, incipient baldness and a thick moustache hiding his 

non-existent lips. Bernier leans over to Ventura’s ear. 

Berthe’s hearing aid isn’t picking up anything. A fly zips by. 

Berthe squashes it with the flat of her hand—twenty seconds 

too late. The centenarian curses her atrophied reflexes just as 

the fly lands on her nose. 

Bernier hands Ventura a Luger, under seal, and an envelope. 

The inspector examines the Nazi weapon, then lays it down 

on his desk. Then he looks at the contents of the envelope 

and nods his approval. Bernier straightens up and disappears 

in the same silence he has observed until now. 

Ventura breathes a weary sigh that Berthe has heard before. 

“Guillemette Desmoulins, does that ring a bell?”  

The old woman pretends she is adjusting her hearing aid. 

– Who’s that? 

The pretense doesn’t work. The grandmother has done her 

best to seem as touching as a baby bird trembling at the foot 

of its nest, the far too long wait for a coffee that deserves the 

name has sapped Ventura’s patience. She’s trying so hard to 

put him on, the old granny, that he’s very close to slapping 

her silly. 

“Guillemette. Desmoulins. A meter sixty-three. Aged thirty-

two,” Ventura enumerates. “On the run for the past two days. 

Accompanied by an individual of imposing build suspected 

to be Raymond Truchaud, better known under the nickname 

of ‘Roy,’” and suspected of the murder of Xavier 

Desmoulins, spouse of said Guillemette.”  

Berthe winces on the inside. Perhaps she has no talent for 

poker, but she was once a champ at scrabble, and when 

things got down to the crunch, she knew how to hide her 

distress over a bad choice. The coppers are tracking the 

traces of Roy and Guillemette, it’s up to her craftiness to 

muddy the trail and try to help her protégés. 
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“I didn’t look at the T.V. yesterday, what channel was it on?” 

“A truck driver saw them driving an Audi TT on 

departmental Route 906. A grey Audi TT.”  

“I don’t see the connection, I have a blue R4.”  

“Your neighbor Mr. de Gore’s Audi TT was stolen this 

morning, while you were shooting at him, thinking it was 

your R4, remember?”  

“And?” 

Berthe plays the wide-eyed innocent, but she’s a lousy 

actress. Out of the envelope Bernier brought him, Ventura 

takes a photo booth snap and pushes it across the battered 

table with the fleshy end of his index. Berthe seizes it with 

her own arthritis-warped one and hoists it up to the Coke-

bottle-bottom lenses of her glasses that serve as a 

magnifying glass for her cataract-pearled eyes. The photo 

shows a young man of about thirty, rather handsome, with a 

three-day beard and a sardonic, and not particularly pleasant, 

expression.  

“Never seen this face. But I wouldn’t trust him.” 

“Don’t worry, he won’t do you any harm. He was found with 

his head in a puddle, jaw smashed, lungs perforated, and a 

heart that had burst. If a bulldozer had run over him, it 

couldn’t have caused more damage.” 

“And what does all that have to do with me?” 

“This is a photo of Xavier Desmoulins. We found it under 

the bed in your guest room.” 

The kid must have lost it while they were going at it like 

“The Ride of the Valkyries,” Berthe was thinking, dying to 

take that scatterbrain Guillemette to task. 

We’re on the run, but we’re not going to stop making love 

for all that, so we sprinkle bits of proof everywhere behind 

us. Ah! The heedlessness of youth! 

“So, I’ll ask you the question again, do you know 

Guillemette Desmoulins and Raymond Truchaud?” 

“You know, at my age, your memory fails you.” 
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“These two suspects are wanted for murder. If they stayed at 

your place, you are a potential witness for this investigation. 

If you’re covering them, you become an accomplice. But if 

they forced you to let them stay, you are a victim. Do you 

understand the difference?” 

 “Don’t talk to me as if I were a moron, I could be your great-

grandmother.” 

“Berthe, the way this turns out for you could be entirely 

different according to the version of the facts you’re going 

to tell me. So, I repeat, do you know Guillemette Desmoulins 

and Raymond Truchaud?”   
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11:58pm  

 

The previous evening. Near the end of a bad crime thriller 

on the T.V., Berthe’s hearing aid died with static interference 

in her eardrum, already three quarters deaf.  

“Garbage.” 

She had gotten up to find some replacement batteries when 

her attention was caught by a movement at the window. In 

the deserted villages of Auvergne, there isn’t any movement 

very often, especially at this ungodly hour.  

“What’s going on out there, with those two?” 

A tall fellow, beefy like a bull at the agricultural 

competitions of the Aubrac, picking the lock on her R4. The 

girl who accompanied him Berthe had, at first, not noticed. 

She was concentrating on the brute who was robbing her of 

an old memory she valued a great deal. Berthe picked up her 

carbine, checked the breech, slid two cartridges in, and 

opened the window. 

“Nobody moves! Don’t try to show off, punk, this is a .22.” 

After some explanations and fire cracker effects on her steps, 

Berthe got to know the evening’s visitors better. The first 

impression had counted against them, but the second played 

in their favor. Her burglars were two lovebirds on the run. 

They weren’t stealing her car with malicious intent, they 

needed it so as not to be seen by the cops and to keep on 

running. Berthe was immediately taken with affection for 

this Bonnie and Clyde of the Cantal. She who had a keen 

sense of injustice opened her protective wings and the door 

to her home. An unexpected but welcome hideaway for the 

two fugitives who couldn’t express their gratitude enough. 

Berthe hadn’t had a visit in the last quarter of a century, so 

she wasn’t about to slam the door in the face of this flood of 

generosity.  

Good God, this boy was ugly, Berthe said to herself while 

she was making the soup, but what an impression he made! 

One would have said a Minotaur.  

She was peeling carrots, helped by a pretty young girl with 

a smile the shape of the sun. These two darlings emanated 

torrents of love, she had to hang on to the stove to keep from 

being carried away. The energy that bound these two, Berthe 
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had known it well. Long ago. To see them exchange winks 

in the middle of her kitchen reminded her of what she had 

lost, but she was happy for them. They had the great fortune 

to live a legendary love. She had lived hers, she savored 

theirs, even for an evening, and the feeling did her good. 

“You’ll have a little more soup.” 

The bloke, built like a tractor, had a hearty appetite. After 

decades of eating her soup alone at the table, to see him take 

a second helping filled Berthe with joy. She felt useful. She 

even felt loved. That too, it had been a long, long time. 

She was touched by this story of the fugitives. Roy and 

Guillemette had fallen in love a few days ago. Crazy in love. 

Beauty and the Beast, that was the image they gave off. Their 

love scarcely nascent, the Beast had to protect his Beauty. 

The ex-husband had found the woman who had fled from 

him. He didn’t accept the rejection, he didn’t accept the 

divorce, he was possessed by anger and he took it out on 

Guillemette. So the Beast intervened. This Xavier that 

Guillemette had described to him was a nasty piece of work. 

Violent. A regular scumbag. Berthe confirmed the end. 

Xavier found himself in a puddle, his head exploded. As a 

consequence, Roy and Guillemette had to take off. 

Everything pointed to them. Prejudices, appearances, even 

the facts, to be honest. Roy had taken care of the problem 

with a certain savagery. The authorities never would have 

understood the reasons that explained their action. But 

Berthe would have. 

And yet, she wasn’t anxious for them. The colossus who 

polished off her roast chicken and torpedoed her stock of 

Calvados would get them out of it. This kind of brute was 

invulnerable. He would protect the girl all the way to hell. 

Berthe sensed it, coming out of the Minotaur’s every pore.  

Which didn’t stop the grandma from lending them a hand.  

The next day, preparing the basket loaded with galettes and 

pots of butter, Berthe slipped in three bundles of big bills that 

she kept under her mattress. Her savings wouldn’t serve as a 

passport to Mexico, but they would avoid their having to lose 

time holding up banks along the way. And who knows? 

Perhaps there would be enough for them to pay for a place, 

wherever they landed. Some place far away from nosy 

people. But now it was up to them to write their own story. 

Berthe had nearly finished hers. It had been a rich one, full 

of sudden developments. Now Berthe was a little tired. 
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She handed Roy the keys to her R4, but the boyo declined 

her offer. It must be said, he was right, they wouldn’t go far 

in her heap of beer cans. When he mentioned picking the 

lock on the neighbor’s Audi TT, Berthe giggled inwardly as 

she went to find her gun. De Gore’s son had bought old 

Tavenel’s farm. This arrogant little asshole was as 

insufferable as his father, the notary. Turning her gun on de 

Gore junior would be a hoot. It would bring back some 

memories.  

Imagining the two lovebirds eat up the road at the wheel of 

the freshly filched Audi TT, Berthe beamed, invigorated by 

this recent visit rich in love. “They were awfully cute, those 

two.”  

When the neighbor flew out of his home, sputtering curses, 

Berthe responded with shots from her .22. The notary’s son 

threw himself into the doghouse to escape the rain of 

buckshot.  

“Oh, de Gore, is that you? Sorry, I didn’t recognize you,” 

she said, reloading her rifle. “You know how it is, eyesight’s 

not what it was. I’m over ninety!”  

Bam! Bam!  


