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[1]

It is altogether unlawful to kill oneself, for three reasons:

[1] everything naturally keeps itself in being…

[2] because every man is part of the community, and… by killing
himself he injures the community…

[3] because life is God’s gift to man and is subject to His power…
Hence, whoever takes his own life, sins against God.

St. Thomas Aquinas
Summa Theologiae II.ii, q.64, Art. 5

–

In the more than thirty interviews I conducted with soldiers who
have returned from the current wars, what I heard was the wish to
let go of the Stoic armour. They wanted to feel and process the loss.
They wanted to register the complex inner moral landscape of war by
finding some measure of empathy with their own emotions.

Professor Nancy Sherman
University Professor of Philosophy at Georgetown University 
Author of ‘The Untold War: Inside the Hearts, Minds, and Souls of our Soldiers’
International Herald Tribune, June 1, 2010

–

The unfortunate case here is that the truth is so damn scary. Several
interviewees, he added,[for the film ‘Countdown to Zero’, including physi-
cists, writers and nuclear weapons experts] framed nuclear disaster as a
question of when and not if…

L. Bender
Producer 
‘The Inconvenient Truth’ and ‘Countdown to Zero’ www.globalzero.org
Interview in The New York Times, July 13, 2010
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J - 29

It was James Kerr’s wife, Michaela, who took the call from the
psychiatrist at the Clinique de la Jordanne at Saint-Simon in the
Cantal. A Doctor Hempler asked that Kerr present himself at ten
o’clock the following day, an early March ursday, 2010. 

Kerr returned to the house at lunchtime, aer a morning working
in the cheese cellar at his neighbour Stéphane’s farm. He shared
Michaela’s relief when she told him a place at the clinic had become
available. e weeks of winter waiting had weighed heavy like the
snow and his best efforts to hide the depths of his fears from
Michaela and the children were a theatre that had become ever
harder to sustain. 

Stéphane, a devout but theologically disinterested Catholic
croyant, found Kerr’s situation, as far as he believed he understood
it, bemusing. As for talk of depression, clinics and psychiatrists, these
were things outside his experience of the human condition. 

Even so, when Kerr had asked Stéphane that Christmas if he
could work for him in return for nothing more than milk and cheese,
his friend had sensed Kerr’s need and taken him on. Together they
milked and fed the cows in their winter stables, made cheese, or
worked in the ripening cellar. In the aernoons, the two forty-three-
year-old fathers – Stéphane of seven children, Kerr of three – looked
aer their two, two-year-old boys, as their mothers worked:
Michaela as a copy editor working from home, Stéphane’s wife Cécile
as the director of an association that ran a restored ‘buron’ as a
museum of the old, summer mountain grazing way of life. 

Stéphane’s was one of the commune’s few remaining farming
families, and the only one to live in its own remote buron during the
entire summer estive. He and Kerr walked the cows up each year in
early June, using ancient stone tracks cut deep through the forest,
bedded with beech mast and copper-crunchy leaves from the
previous autumn. en they drove tractors up the high-climbing
road, towing a mobile milking unit and a PortaKabin fromagerie. 



e troupeau of thirty cows, milked in the morning at the farm,
would be milked that evening in the mountains. When the school
holidays started, Stéphane’s family joined him. Kerr, Michaela and
their boys spent much of the summer with them. Aer long lunches,
Kerr liked to lie in the heather and watch for clouds. 

ese mountains were as far away from his past as any place he
knew. 

Cold winter aernoons would find them either at Stéphane’s
farmhouse or at Kerr’s five-hectare smallholding just down the lane.
e boys would play, while the two friends sipped gentiane made
from the bitter roots of the mountain flower they gathered during
the estive, and chatted: about land, religion, England, France,
comparative colonial histories; something Stéphane had read in La
Croix; cheese, cows or Kerr. His friend having no discernable job or
skill, Stéphane did not understand how Kerr lived without a métier,
requiring Kerr to weave omissions with facts about his past in order
to avoid lying, something not always possible. 

When the weather was fine and there was no snow, they took the
boys out on a Shetland pony. If the boys were asleep, Stéphane reluc-
tantly cut wood with Kerr’s circular saw. Preparing logs was
something Kerr found calming but Stéphane regarded as
‘unamusing’. It tired him, he would say. He found Kerr’s fixated need
to stack them systematically a waste of time, making Stéphane
singular in these parts, where the arrangement of a man’s woodpile
defined his character. Stéphane’s logs were tossed haphazardly, inde-
pendent and straightforward.

Stéphane had once proposed that if Kerr truly felt he needed help,
he should spend four weeks sleeping in the barn, milking, feeding
and talking with his cows; that psychiatry was the profession of char-
latans and atheists and that as for himself, he did not preoccupy
himself with the past and looked only to the future – of his cows, his
cheese, his wife and his children, in approximately that order.

But the men had not discussed Kerr’s true state of mind, nor had
they spoken of the sinews of memory that can strangle a man. With
Stéphane’s help Kerr had managed to keep busy during the days, but
it was the nights he could not withstand: sleeping pills that didn’t
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work, constantly waking up, slipping from the bedroom to the
kitchen. And there, alone, came the darkest thoughts at the darkest
hour of night. In the light of day he knew Michaela could never
regard suicide as honourable or even permissible, and Kerr was
ashamed he could even imagine hurting his family in such a way.

When it had become clear to Stéphane that Michaela and Kerr
had decided that a clinic was the only option, he accepted Kerr’s
decision in the same way Kerr accepted Stéphane’s woodpile. ey
would never come to an agreement on such issues, so little remained
to be said.

As Kerr and Michaela discussed Dr. Hempler’s call, Kerr put
another log on the fire. 

- What did you make of him? Kerr asked Michaela in English.
- Hempler? Oh, you know, straightforward, she said, with her light

Québécois accent. Matter of fact, one would say.
at she had found the doctor abrupt and unsympathetic, she

kept to herself.
- I’m worried about you and the children.
- James, please. Like you’ve said, you have to go, you must.
- I know, he said firmly, stirring the fire with a poker.
Micha stood up and put her arms around him from behind,

resting her cheek on his back. He turned around and he kissed her,
not how he once did, the way he did now. 

- Just take the time you need, she said, choosing her words care-
fully once more.

- I will, I promise. I’d better pack. 
Packing was an act that seemed to Kerr as unnatural as recre-

ational shopping. Like his friend, it was unusual for Kerr to leave the
commune, except to go down to town on market day to sell
Stéphane’s cheese or to ski further along the mountain with his two
oldest boys, eight and five. Trips to England were rare and exclusively
for the benefit of his children and their relationship with their
paternal grandfather. Kerr’s mother and sister had died when he was
twelve. He and his father had not been brought closer by their
deaths. 

His reluctance to travel was just another symptom of Kerr’s aver-
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sion to the society outside their community. ey lived by choice in
a part of France through which no one passed unless they had
specific reason to, and few did, delimited east and west as it was by
mountains and the autoroutes that headed south. What lay beyond
was the protection of the vast Massif Central; beyond that a country
called France. If one le, he felt, one did so at one’s own risk. 

Kerr spent the aernoon in his study above the tractor shed at
the far end of the farmhouse, gradually preparing. He had no idea
how long he would need to be gone. Michaela had initially thought
in terms of two or three weeks; Kerr had slowly brought her round
to thinking of one or two months. Cutting and running, he kept to
himself.

He began with books. Romances sans Paroles, a gi from his
mother for his twelh birthday. Full of nostalgia for Verlaine’s time
with his wife and son, written aer he had abandoned them for his
new lover, Kerr had read it many times searching for some hidden
message from Mother in the poet’s love-songs without words.

Looking for it in their bedroom, he found it beneath ‘the million-
copy worldwide bestseller,’ Raising Boys: Why Boys are Different –
And How to Help em Become Happy and Well-balanced Men.

Kerr thought his father a connard and had once used that term
to his face. Even his younger brother, despite their differences,
thought the word was wholly warranted.

He watched Micha as she helped him pack. It wasn’t her care for
him that he loved; it was her humanity. Her parents had died during
her last year of high school. A party, coming home in the snow,
perhaps a deer. A skid, a flip, an ice-hockey pond with a foot of ice
and three of water, enough to drown. Life was fragile, its losses deep,
but rebirth always possible. is she believed. 

He returned to his study with the book he had found in their
bedroom and began to search for more.

Kerr’s father had been in the British Navy, and once, when Kerr
was in London during his university holidays and his father absent,
he had removed from his m.o.d. flat a selection of books about naval
life, in the hope of better understanding the man. Kerr now took
them out of his own bookcases, finally selecting the Admiralty
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Manual of Navigation, 1954, which had a number of plates, some in
colour, on ‘cloud types and the code numbers by which they are
reported’. 

At first glance, Kerr’s father might appear to be a cl3 but he was,
categorically, a Cumulonimbus with anvil (cl9), a weight suspended
above Kerr, ‘the anvil-shaped mass of cirriform cloud’ oen hidden
by ‘ragged, low clouds of bad weather’.

Although he was admitting himself to the clinic with unam-
biguous goals, a book to help him settle in would also be taken. 

He thought about choosing Les Bienveillantes to re-read; decided
not to, then changed his mind. Michaela disliked what she regarded
as this perverse work of historical fiction, narrated by a Franco-
German SS officer, Maximilien Aue. Indeed, she found her husband’s
recent acquisition of books about the ird Reich disquieting, as if
he were seeking answers to questions she would rather not imagine
him needing to answer.

Lastly Kerr found his copy of the authorised and, as he knew all
too well, heavily redacted edition of World at Risk: e Report of the
Commission on the Prevention of Weapons of Mass Destruction, Prolif-
eration and Terrorism.

It was addressed to e Honorable George W. Bush, dated
December 2, 2008 and submitted ‘in accordance with the Imple-
menting Recommendations of the 9/11 Commission Act of 2007’.

Kerr read once more the submission letter at the beginning of the
book: 

‘e intent of this report is neither to frighten nor to reassure the
American people about the current state of terrorism and weapons
of mass destruction.’ 

Intent: neither frighten nor reassure. e lies were the entertain-
ment. ey could not afford to do the former and nothing could
achieve the latter if people knew a fraction of it. 

He looked around his study, what else did he need? 
Pictures. 
He found the framed photo of his sister and mother – Maman,

as he still called her; a picture of his younger brother Robert’s
wedding that previous summer, Kerr’s sons as pages, he and
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Michaela next to his sister-in-law and his brother, his father
beaming. As children, he and Robert had been close. But something
unsaid, not understood, had grown between them, until now they
only brushed each other’s lives with Christmas cards. Robert’s cards
came ‘With the Season’s Greetings’ of the bank he worked for, the
envelope bearing the postal-franked admission of his P.A.’s personal
assistance. Kerr did not know if it was his brother he missed, or a
past they once shared.

Kerr intended to record a history of the events that had led him
to this point and, for his and his family’s safety, he had some ideas
as to what he would do with the material. In preparation he had
bought a Sony digital voice recorder with 1gb of memory, sufficient
for 280 hours of recording. Opening his walnut desk-box, he double-
checked the recorder was there. 

Finding the key to the padlock of a large wooden lock box, he
opened it up. Every letter his father had ever sent to him at boarding
school from the age of seven to eighteen was there, and he burned
them in the small stove in his study. 

e books, the photos and the walnut desk-box he put into the
lock box, along with his binoculars. On top of these he placed a
leather letter-writing folder embossed with his initials (a graduation
present from his father), already filled with sufficient stamps for
France, America, England, Iraq and various parts of the Indian
subcontinent. Other than to his wife and children, he did not know
if he would need to write but he wanted to be prepared.

Finally he added a length of sturdy chain and a heavy padlock,
with which he intended to fasten the lock box to the bed in his room
at the clinic. Taking one final look round his study he remembered
his iPod, charger and earphones, which he fetched from the house.
With that he was ready.

–

e lock box was waiting in the kitchen when the boys arrived
home, the school bus dropping them at the house. Kerr explained
to his children that Daddy was going into hospital again for another
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operation on his knee. e children did not seem troubled, but his
two eldest said that they would miss him, and his youngest
mimicked them as best he could. 

Kerr’s local généraliste had prescribed Tamadan for the past six
months or more, so it was difficult to judge whether his measured
state was drug induced or confident self-control, or some mix of the
two. He asked Michaela what she thought; she told him it was the
Tamadan and they both laughed. 

- I should say goodbye to J-M, Kerr said, crossing the lane to see
their hobbling, pipe-smoking neighbour Jean-Marc, with whom he
tried to have coffee every day.

- I think we’ll have some neige du coucou this year, J-M said in
French, referring to the late April snow that sometimes fell. Will you
be back by then?

- I hope so.
- Here, take these, J-M said, passing Kerr two twenty-cent pieces.

Remember, if you have money in your pocket when you hear the first
cuckoo, you’ll have a prosperous year.

- Thanks.
- Courage, fiston.
at night Michaela read the two youngest boys their bedtime

story in their shared room; Kerr read to his eight-year-old. 
He chose an extract from Gide’s Si le grain ne meurt. Kerr’s son

loved the passage about Gide being allowed to go into his father’s
solemn, temple-like study to sit on his lap in an armchair, turning
the pages of one of his giant leather-bound folios, following the
traces of bookworms through the paper; the post-prandial evening
summer walks they would occasionally take up the Rue de Tournon
and through the Jardin du Luxembourg, watching the men perched
up high on velocipedes disappear into the dark, until a beating of a
drum announced the Garden’s closing.

Kerr did not explain to his son that he was a seed, like the young
Gide; that he was to be sown in a clinic; and that unless his old self
first died, he would be unable to grow, and therefore to return in the
spring.

–
[8]
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Since Michaela’s call to Cécile, word had bounced round the
commune among their friends, as quickly it seemed as the explo-
sions of the fireworks of July or the commune’s annual fête. Over
supper, Michaela fielded several calls wishing James well. Stéphane
did not call, but this was to be expected. 

In their five years in the Auvergne, they had made many friends.
By good fortune they had fallen into a commune and a community
of organic farmers, honey makers, architects, accountants, dustmen
and painters; a thatcher, a nurse, musicians, small-time rural politi-
cians, anarchists, cheese makers, woodcutters, auberge owners and
teachers; factory and social workers. 

e older villagers like J-M, some of whom had returned to their
land and place as retirees, some of whom had never le, represented
the political and historical heart of the commune, their surnames
sharing the names of the many hamlets. 

ey had been the first to meet an eclectic mix of neo-rural
incomers: the ‘anciens soixante-huitards’ (or Generation ’68, as
Micha teasingly referred to them). Communist, but by now capi-
talist, gîte-owning artisans, they had descended on the Auvergne in
the early seventies. Le gauche caviar, as J-M liked to call them. But
never mock the rich, my grandmother used to say. Who knows how life
will turn out?

Tensions, such as they existed, sprang up more between the two
hundred permanent residents of the commune and the mostly
French second-homers who came between Easter and September,
tripling the population during its hot, continental summers. 

- What time is it? asked Michaela, when they had finished eating.
- Ten.
- I feel like I’ve been on the phone talking to people all day. I think

I’m going to go to bed. Are you coming up? 
- Not just yet. I’ll take Meg out. Maybe say goodbye to Henri.
Kerr returned to his study and wrote a long letter to Michaela. 
e letter completed, he took the key he kept taped under his

desk. When he was sure Michaela was asleep, he went to the part of
the house that stood by the lane, the oldest part of the building. It
had been built before the barn and the adjoining original maison



d’habitation, which had been added on down the side of the hill in
the 1870s, now forming one elongated cascading home.

e old building, knocked through into what was now their large
kitchen and eating area, contained his workshop and a boot room
in what were once the cow stalls, homemade saucissons drying
suspended from ceiling racks. Above them was a garage in the old
hay barn, salted hams hung in netting from beams in the coldest
corner. And beneath the boot room, a root cellar. 

e root cellar was dug out of the hillside, stone walls on two
sides, rock on one and shelves along a wooden wall on another. On
the earth floor stood crates of Kerr’s apple juice and cider from their
orchard, bottles of home-made gentiane, and wooden plank dividers
for the potatoes they received in barter for hay. A long trestle table
bent under the weight of jars of fromage de tête, pâté and rillettes,
made from the pig Kerr killed every February. 

From the wall with the shelves Kerr removed all the jams he made
every year – blackberry, mountain bilberry, wild raspberry and plum
– and pots of apple compote, placing them on the soil floor next to
the very last of the winter store of potatoes. 

e central part of the third shelf served as a handle to remove a
section the size of a door from the wooden wall. 

Kerr leaned the false wall next to the opening, opened the
revealed metal door, felt for a light switch and flicked it on.

He heard the discreet hum of the fans that controlled the temper-
ature and humidity of the space, their evacuation pipes leading to
the workshop above via the old stone manure drainage channels.
e concrete interior of the hidden room and the harsh glare of the
single strip light reminded Kerr of a cell. 

From the nearside wall he took boxes of ammunition from the
shelves and stacked them on top of the safe that stood at the narrow
end of the chamber. With just enough space to walk down the
middle of the room, Kerr found the tin of grease and two plastic
bags, then turned and faced the metal gun rack opposite: two Sig
nine millimetre pistols, two Heckler & Koch mp5sd submachine
guns, two hk416 assault rifles and two British l115a3 sniper rifles.

Brief vacillation. e hum of the fan and the beat of his heart. 
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He grabbed a Sig and a hkmp5sd and crouched down in order to
coat them with grease. Bagged and sealed, he put them into a large
backpack along with two thirds of the ammunition. For the rifle, he
detached the scope, boxed it and added it and the gun’s bipod to the
backpack, putting the rifle into a slip. 

Leaving his pack in the boot room, Kerr went upstairs to check
on Michaela. Sitting on their bed, he saw how deeply she slept. e
yearning to lie down beside her was very nearly overwhelming: he
would not go tomorrow. But when he looked in on the boys, gently
kissing them as they slept, he tightened his resolve. 

e moon out, Kerr set off from the house with his English
Spaniel. A heavy rain had fallen that would muffle his steps, but also
hinder Meg’s aptitude for scenting unwelcome company. 

Cutting across the field in front of the house, he joined a steep
stone path that fell to the road beneath the beech copse; paused,
checked for cars, and continued to the river that marked the eastern
border of the commune. He knew the route in detail; even in the
cloud-dimmed moonlight he had no need for a head torch, not even
on a boar sounders’ run atop a steep bank that dropped ten metres
to the roaring snow melt river below. Climbing a sharp incline, he
reached a track that ran round the lower slopes of the commune’s
main village. Here he headed downhill again along a trail of shining,
moon-lit granite to rejoin the river, parallel to a terrace that old J-M
could remember once yellow with barley, now planted with looming
Douglas pine. Fording the river and letting Meg run ahead, he
climbed steeply upwards until he turned off at the field beneath
Henri’s house. 

Kerr regularly visited Henri at night to talk. He knew more about
Kerr’s secrets than even Michaela. However, even to Henri, who
judged no man, there were some things Kerr had not confided.
rough a window of Henri’s small stone house, Kerr could see his
tall lean frame, his long unwashed hair tied tightly behind his head.
Henri had lived alone for fieen years since kicking heroin. He ate
mostly what he trapped, grew or picked. 

Kerr paused to catch his breath; the weight of the rucksack, his
bad knee, the rifle slip over his shoulder. Meg sat by him awaiting
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instructions. Kerr looked at the holiday house that was Henri’s
closest neighbour, seldom occupied, but he sent Meg on to be sure. 

- Get on, girl. 
Meg ran out until Kerr whistled her to stop by the résidence

secondaire. He could see the silhouette of the house, the light from
Henri’s windows giving it form. 

Silence. 
Kerr picked up with Meg, went to the back door of Henri’s house

and knocked.
e door opened quickly and the men kissed on the cheeks in

silence, Henri taking the gun slip from Kerr and gesturing for him
to come in. His skin was creased hard from the cold and heat of the
seasons, daylight spent outside in these mountains. Night-time was
for poaching. 

- No one saw you? Henri asked in French. 
- No.
- Good. Put it all down there and I will occupy myself with it later,

he said, pointing to a corner filled with his only trappings of moder-
nity: his hi-tech mountain jackets, walking boots and expensive
cross country skis. Coffee?

- Willingly. 
- You’re going?
- Yes.
- Are you coming back?
- That’s my intention. 
Kerr placed his letter to Michaela and a copy of the gunroom key

on the large table that took up most of the worn oak floor. You know
what to do with these.

- Yes. And I hope I won’t have to.
Kerr stood by a wood-burning stove on which his friend placed

a coffee pot. 
ey waited for the coffee to brew, the unspoken and the presence

of the guns merely the conclusion of many previous conversations. 
Henri did not agree with Kerr going to a clinic but felt he under-

stood why, even if he worried his friend might not return. He offered
Kerr a coffee and a joint of his grass grown up in some mountain
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clearing. ey sipped and smoked in continued silence.
- I’d better go, Kerr said finally. 
- James, megalomaniacs run those places. They will try and

reduce you to nothing. I know this. You of all people know this too. 
- The boys, Henri. Micha. I can’t walk gently into the night.
- Fight then, but fight here. You go out there and you’re out. 
- Who knows where you find hope? Kerr asked, taking out of his

backpack a book that Henri had lent him, a biography of Primo Levi.
- The tragedy of an optimist, Henri said with a sad smile.
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