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1


Those who thought the war would soon be over were all long dead. Killed by the war. And so, in October, Albert treated reports of an impending armistice with a healthy dose of scepticism. He gave these rumours no more credit than he had the propaganda at the beginning of the war which claimed that the bullets of the Boche were so soft they burst against French uniforms like overripe pears, leaving soldiers roaring with laughter. In four years, Albert had seen his fair share of guys who died laughing from a German bullet.


He knew all too well that his refusal to believe in this armistice was a sort of conjuration: in order to ward off ill fortune, the more a man hopes for peace, the less inclined he is to believe the news that it is imminent. Yet day after day, the news came in ever-increasing waves and everywhere people were beginning to say that the war truly was coming to an end. He even read speeches he could scarcely believe about the need to demobilise the older soldiers who had been on the front lines for years. When, finally, the armistice seemed a credible prospect, even the most pessimistic souls began to nurture the hope they might get out alive. Consequently, no-one was particularly keen to mount an offensive. There was talk of the 163rd Infantry Division attempting to mount an attack and cross the Meuse. A few officers still talked about fighting to the death but, seen from the ranks, from the position of Albert and his comrades, since the Allied victory in Flanders, the liberation of Lille, the rout of the Austrian army and the capitulation of the Turks, the ordinary soldiers felt rather less frenzied than the officers. The successes of the Italian offensive, the British at Tournai, the Americans at Châtillon . . . it seemed clear the worst was behind them. Most men in the unit began to play for time and there was a clear distinction between those, like Albert, who were prepared cheerfully to wait out the war holed up in their trenches, smoking cigarettes and writing letters home, and those eager to make the most of the last few days to gut a few more Krauts.


This demarcation line exactly corresponded to the one separating officers from ordinary soldiers. Nothing new there, thought Albert. The commanders want to take control of as much terrain as they can to be in a stronger position at the negotiating table. They will insist that gaining another thirty metres could decide the outcome of the war, that it would be even more worthwhile to die today than yesterday.


This latter position was the one espoused by Lieutenant d’Aulnay-Pradelle. When talking of him, everyone dropped the first name, the nobiliary particle, the “Aulnay” and the hyphen, referring to him simply as “Pradelle” since they knew very well how much this riled him. They could afford to do so, since Pradelle made it a point of honour never to express personal animus. An aristocratic reflex. Albert did not like the man. Perhaps because he was handsome. Tall, thin, elegant, with a cascade of dark brown curls, a straight nose, thin, perfectly shaped lips. And eyes of deepest blue. A face that Albert considered typical of an upper-class twat. Moreover, he seemed to be permanently angry. He was impetuous, he had no cruising speed: he was either accelerating or braking; there was no middle ground. He walked quickly, one shoulder forward as though to push obstacles aside, he bore down on you at speed and even sat down briskly, this was his normal rhythm. It made for a curious combination: with his aristocratic bearing, he seemed at once terribly civilised and utterly brutish. A little like this war. Which was perhaps why he felt so at ease here. To top it all, he had an athlete’s build – rowing, probably, or tennis.


The other thing Albert did not like was the hair. Pradelle had thick dark hair all over, even on his fingers, great tufts sprouted from his shirt collar just below his Adam’s apple. In peacetime, he probably had to shave several times a day so as not to look louche. There were certainly some women who were attracted by that wild, hirsute, faintly Spanish look. Even Cécile . . . But even without thinking of Cécile, Albert could not abide Lieutenant Pradelle. And most of all he feared the man. Because Pradelle liked to charge. He genuinely enjoyed going over the top, storming, attacking.


In fact, recently he had been less high-spirited than usual. The prospect of an armistice depressed him, it undermined his patriotic zeal. The idea that the war might be over was killing Lieutenant Pradelle. He was showing disturbing signs of impatience. He found the lack of team spirit deeply worrisome. As he strode through the trenches and spoke to the men, his passionate zeal and his talk of crushing the enemy, of a final surge that would be the coup de grâce, was met with vague mutterings, the soldiers would nod, staring down at their boots. It was not just the fear of dying, but the fear of dying now. Dying last was like dying first, Albert thought to himself, it was rank stupidity.


But this was exactly what was about to happen.


Whereas until now they had been able to while away the uneventful days waiting for the armistice, now, suddenly, things were gearing up again. Orders had been received from on high, demanding that they approach enemy lines to find out what the Germans were up to. Despite the fact that it did not take a général to know that they, like the French, were waiting for the end. Even so, they had to go and see. From this point, no-one was able to piece together the sequence of events.


It was difficult to know why Lieutenant Pradelle assigned the reconnaissance mission to Gaston Grisonnier and Louis Thérieux, an old man and a kid. Perhaps he hoped to combine youthful vigour with mature experience. Neither quality proved useful, since the two men were dead within half an hour of being allocated the task. In theory, they did not have to advance very far. They only needed to follow a line about two hundred metres to the northeast, cut through the wires, crawl to the second line of barbed wire, have a quick look and then hightail it back to say everything was fine, because everyone knew there was nothing to see. And in fact the two soldiers were not worried about approaching the enemy lines. Given the state of affairs in recent days, even if they were spotted, the Huns would let them reconnoitre and go back, it was little more than a distraction. But the moment they started to advance, crouching as low as they could, the two scouts were shot like rabbits. There was the sound of gunshots, three of them, and then silence; as far as the enemy was concerned, the matter was settled. There was a frantic attempt to see where they were, but since they had left from the north side, it was impossible to tell where they had fallen.


All around Albert everyone stood in stunned silence. Then suddenly there were shouts. Bastards! They’re all the same, the fucking Boche! Savages! To gun down an old man and a kid! Not that this made any difference, but to the men in the trenches the Boche had not simply killed a couple of French soldiers, they had slaughtered two symbols. There was pandemonium.


In the minutes that followed, with a promptness no-one thought them capable of, the rear gunners began pounding the German lines with 75mm shells, leaving the men in the front line wondering how they knew what had happened.


So began the escalating spiral of violence.


The Germans returned fire. It did not take long to mobilise everyone in the French trenches. They would show the fucking Boche a thing or two. It was November 2, 1918. Though no-one knew it, this was scarcely ten days from the end of the war.


And to launch an attack on All Souls’ Day, the Day of the Dead . . . Try as one might to ignore the omens . . .


Here we go again, thought Albert, getting ready to climb the scaffold (this was what they called the stepladders used to scrabble out of the trenches – a cheering thought) and charge, head down, towards the enemy. Lined up in Indian file, the men were swallowing hard. Albert was third in line behind Berry and young Péricourt who turned round as though to check that the men were all present and correct. Their eyes met, Péricourt gave him a smile like a little boy about to play a prank. Albert tried to return the smile but failed. Péricourt turned away again. The feverishness was almost palpable as they waited for the order to attack. Shocked by the outrageous behaviour of the Boche, the French soldiers were now seething. Above them, shells streaked the sky in both directions, causing the very bowels of the earth to shake.


Albert looked over Berry’s shoulder. Perched on his little outpost, Lieutenant Pradelle was peering through binoculars, surveying the enemy lines. Albert returned to his position in the line. Had it not been for the deafening racket, he would have been able to think about what was worrying him. The shrill whistle of the shells increased, punctuated by booming explosions that shook the men from head to foot. Try concentrating in such conditions.


Just now, the lads are standing, waiting for the signal to advance. It seems an apt moment to study Albert.


Albert Maillard was a scrawny boy of a somewhat lethargic disposition, reserved. He spoke little, was good with figures. Before the war, he was a teller in a regional branch of the Parisian Banque de l’Union. He did not much enjoy the work but stuck it out because of his mother. Mme Maillard had only one son and she loved managers. She was ecstatic at the prospect of Albert as a bank manager and convinced that “with his intelligence” he would soon rise to the top. This inflated taste for authority she had inherited from her father, an assistant deputy chief clerk at the Ministère des Postes who considered the ministerial hierarchy a metaphor for the universe. Mme Maillard loved all leaders without exception. She was not particular about their virtues or their provenance. She had photographs of Clemenceau, of Maurras, of Jaurès, Joffre, Briand . . .1


Since the death of her husband, who had commanded a squadron of uniformed guards at the Louvre, exceptional men had inspired extraordinary sensations in her. Albert was not keen on the bank, but allowed himself to be persuaded, with his mother this was always the best policy. But he had begun to make plans. He had longed to escape, he dreamed of running away to Tonkin, though his plans were rather vague. At the very least he would quit his job as a bank teller and do something else. But Albert was not a man in a hurry; everything took time. Then, shortly afterwards, he had met Cécile, had fallen passionately in love with Cécile’s eyes, Cécile’s mouth, Cécile’s smile and, before long, Cécile’s breasts, Cécile’s arse, how could he be expected to think about anything else?


Nowadays, at 1.73m, Albert Maillard would not seem especially tall, but in those days it was tall enough. There was a time when he had turned girls’ heads. Cécile’s in particular. Well . . . it would be more accurate to say that she turned Albert’s head and, after a while, the fact that he stared at her all the time meant that she noticed his existence and she in turn began to stare at him. He had a face that could melt your heart. A bullet had grazed his temple during the Battle of the Somme. He had been terrified, but he came through with nothing more than a scar shaped like a parenthesis, which tugged his eye slightly to one side and gave him a dashing air. When he was next home on leave, Cécile dreamily, curiously, caressed the scar with her forefinger, which did little for his morale. As a child, Albert had had a pale, round face with drooping eyelids that made him look like a mournful Pierrot. Mme Maillard would go without food so that she could feed him red meat, convinced that his pallor was caused by lack of blood. Though Albert told her a thousand times that there was no connection, his mother rarely changed her mind, she would find examples, new reasons, she could not bear to be in the wrong; even in her letters she would dredge up events from years gone by, it was exhausting. One might wonder whether this was why Albert enlisted as soon as war was declared. When she found out, Mme Maillard let out a loud wail, but as she was a demonstrative woman it was difficult to distinguish genuine fear from sheer theatrics. She had screamed and torn her hair, but she quickly pulled herself together. Since she had a conventional view of war, she persuaded herself that Albert – “with his intelligence” – would stand out from the crowd and soon be promoted, she could picture him on the front lines leading an assault. In her imagination, he would perform some heroic feat and immediately ascend to the officer class to become capitaine, commandant or even général – such things happened in war.


With Cécile, things were very different. War did not frighten her. Firstly because it was a “patriotic duty” (Albert was surprised, he had never heard her utter the words before); secondly, there was no real reason to be frightened, the outcome was a formality. Everyone said as much.


Albert, for his part, had his doubts, but Cécile was rather like Mme Maillard, she had fixed ideas. To hear her talk, the war would not last long. Albert almost believed her; no matter what she said, Cécile, with those hands, those lips, could convince Albert of anything. It’s impossible to understand if you don’t know her, thought Albert. To us, Cécile would seem like a pretty girl, nothing more. To him, she was different. Every pore in Cécile’s skin was a molecular miracle, her breath had a rare perfume. She had blue eyes and that might not seem much to you, but to Albert those eyes were a precipice, a yawning chasm. Take her lips, for example, and try to put yourself in Albert’s shoes. From these lips he had known kisses of exquisite warmth and tenderness, kisses that caused his stomach to lurch, his whole being to explode, he had felt Cécile’s saliva flow into him and had drunk it passionately; Cécile was capable of such wondrous feats that she was not merely Cécile. She was . . . she was . . .


And so, when she insisted the war would be a piece of cake, Albert could only think of those lips and imagine he was that piece of cake . . .


Now he saw things rather differently. He knew that war was nothing more than a gigantic game of Russian roulette, and that to survive for four years was little short of a miracle.


To be buried alive when the end of the war was finally in sight would truly be the icing on the cake.


And yet, that is exactly what is about to happen.


Little Albert, buried alive.


“Hap and mishap govern the world,” as his mother would say.


Lieutenant Pradelle turned back to his troops, his eyes boring into the men to left and right who gazed back as though he were the Messiah. He nodded slowly and took a deep breath.


A few minutes later, half crouching, Albert is running through an apocalyptic landscape as shells rain down and bullets whistle through the air, pressing onward, his head drawn in, clutching his rifle as hard as he can. The ground beneath his heavy boots is claggy because it has been raining now for several days. All around him there are men howling like lunatics, drunk on their own bravado, steeling themselves for battle. Others, like him, are concentrating hard, their stomachs in knots, their throats dry. All of them are converging on the enemy, armed with righteous rage and the thirst for vengeance. In fact, this may be a perverse result of the rumoured armistice. They have suffered for so long that to see the war end like this, with so many of their friends dead and so many enemies still alive, they have half a mind to massacre the enemy, to put an end to this war once and for all. They are prepared to slaughter anyone.


Even Albert, terrified at the thought of dying, is ready to gut the first man he encounters. But there are many obstacles along the way; as he runs, he veers towards the right. At first, he advanced along the line indicated by the lieutenant, but as the bullets whined and the shells droned, he had no choice but to zigzag. Especially since Péricourt, directly ahead of him, has just been hit by a bullet and crumpled at his feet so suddenly that Albert scarcely had time to step over him. He loses his balance, staggers a few metres more, carried forward by momentum, only to stumble upon the body of old Grisonnier whose unexpected death triggered this final, bloody slaughter.


Despite the bullets whistling all around, when Albert sees him sprawled there, he stops in his tracks.


He recognises Grisonnier by his greatcoat, because the old man always wore something red in his buttonhole, “my Légion d’horreur”, he called it. Grisonnier was not a great wit. He was not exactly subtle, but he was a brave man and everyone loved him. There could be no doubt that it was him. His huge head was buried in the mud and the rest of his body looked as though he had fallen headlong. Next to him, Albert recognised the kid, Louis Thérieux. He, too, is partly covered by mud, huddled up in a foetal position. It is heartbreaking to die at such an age, in such a way . . .


Albert does not know what comes over him, but instinctively he grabs the old man’s shoulder and heaves. The dead man topples over and lands heavily on his belly. It takes several seconds for the penny to drop. Then suddenly the truth is glaringly obvious: when a man is advancing towards the enemy, he does not die from two bullets in his back.


Albert steps over the body and takes a few paces, he is still half crouching though he does not know why, since a bullet can strike whether a man is standing or stooping, but instinctively he offers as small a target as possible, as though war were constantly waged for fear the sky should fall. Now he stands before the body of young Louis. The boy’s hands, clenched into fists, are pressed against his mouth and in this pose he seems so young; he is barely twenty-two. Albert cannot see his face, which is caked in mud. He can see only the boy’s back. One bullet wound. With the two bullets in the old man, that makes three. And only three shots were fired.


As he straightens up again, Albert is still shaken by what he has discovered. By what it means. A few days from armistice, the lads were in no hurry to take on the Boche, the only way to goad them into an attack was to start a fight: so where was Pradelle when these two men were shot in the back?


Dear God . . .


Shocked by the realisation, Albert turns and sees Lieutenant Pradelle bearing down on him, moving as fast as his heavy kit will allow, his head held high. What Albert most notices is the lieutenant’s stare, his bright, cold eyes. He is utterly single-minded. Suddenly, the whole story becomes clear.


It is at that moment that Albert realises he is going to die.


He tries to move, but everything in him refuses to obey: his mind, his legs, everything. Everything is happening too quickly. As I said, Albert was never a man in a hurry. In three swift strides, Pradelle is upon him. Next to them is a gaping hole, a crater made by a shell. The lieutenant’s shoulder hits Albert square in the chest, winding him. He loses his footing, tries to stop himself but falls back, arms spread, into the void.


And, as he falls into the crump-hole, as though in slow-motion, he sees Pradelle take a step back, and in his expression Albert sees the extent of his defiance, his conviction and his provocation.


Albert rolls as he hits the bottom of the crater, his momentum barely slowed by his kit. His legs become tangled with his rifle but he manages to struggle to his feet and quickly presses himself against the muddy slope as though ducking behind a door for fear of being surprised. Leaning his weight on his heels (the compacted clay is slippery as soap), he tries to catch his breath. His fleeting, tangled thoughts keep returning to the cold, hard look in Pradelle’s eyes. Up above, the battle seems to have intensified, the sky is strung with garlands of smoke. The milky sky is lit by blue and orange haloes. The shells fired from both sides rain down as they did at the Battle of Gravelotte2 in a deafening thunder of whistles and explosions. Albert looks up. There, standing on a ledge, overhanging the crater like the angel of death, he sees the silhouette of Lieutenant Pradelle.


To Albert, it seems as though he spent a long time falling. In fact, barely two metres separate the men. Probably less. But it makes all the difference. Lieutenant Pradelle stands above, feet apart, his hands firmly gripping his belt. Behind him, the flickering glow of battle. Calm, motionless, he looks down into the hole. He stares at Albert, a half-smile playing on his lips. He will not lift a finger to help him out. Albert is shocked, he sees red, he grabs his rifle, stumbles but manages to right himself, raises the weapon and suddenly there is no-one standing on the edge of the pit. Pradelle has disappeared.


Albert is alone.


He drops the rifle and tries to get his second wind. He cannot afford to waste time, he should scrabble up the side of the crater and run after Pradelle, shoot him in the back, grab him by the throat. Or find the others, talk to them, scream at them, do something, though he does not know what. But he feels so tired. Exhaustion has finally overtaken him. Because this is all so stupid. It is as though he has just set down his suitcase, as though he has arrived. He could not climb the slope even if he wanted. He was within a hair’s breadth of surviving the war, and now here he is at the bottom of a shell crater. He slumps rather than sits and takes his head in his hands. He tries to assess the situation, but his confidence has suddenly melted away. Like an ice cream. Like the lemon sorbets Cécile loves, so sour that she clenches her teeth and screws her face up in a catlike expression that makes Albert want to hug her. When was it that he last had a letter from Cécile? This is another reason for his exhaustion. He does not talk about it to anyone, but Cécile’s letters have dwindled to brief notes. With the end of the war in sight, she writes as though it were already over, as though there is no longer any point in writing long letters. It is not the same for those who have whole families, who are constantly getting letters, but for Albert there is only Cécile . . . There is his mother, too, of course, but she is more tiresome than anything else. Her letters have the same hectoring tone as her conversation, as she tries to make his decisions for him. These things have been wearing Albert down, eating away at him; and then there are all his comrades who have died, the fallen friends he tries not to think about too much. He has experienced them before, these moments of abject despair, but this one comes at a bad time. Just when he needs to summon all his strength. He could not say why, but something inside him has suddenly given way. He can feel it in his belly. It is a vast weariness, as heavy as stone. A stubborn refusal, something utterly passive and detached. Like the end of something. When he first enlisted and, like so many men, tried to imagine what war would be like, he secretly thought that, if the worst came to the worst, he would simply play dead. He would collapse or, for the sake of credibility, he could scream and pretend he had just taken a bullet through the heart. Then all he would need to do was lie there and wait until all was calm again. When it was dark, he would inch towards the body of a fallen comrade, someone who was really dead, and steal his papers. After that, he could continue his reptilian crawl for hours on end, stopping and holding his breath whenever he heard voices in the darkness. Taking a thousand precautions, he would carry on until he came to a road and he would head north (or south, depending). As he trudged, he would learn the details of his new identity by heart. Then he would fall in with a lost unit, whose caporal-chef, a heavyset man with . . . As you can see, for a bank teller Albert has a vivid imagination. Perhaps he was influenced by Mme Maillard’s flights of fancy. In the beginning, this romantic vision of warfare was one he shared with many of his comrades. He would imagine serried ranks of soldiers in their striking blue and red uniforms marching towards the terrified enemy. Their fixed bayonets would sparkle in the sunshine as the plumes of smoke from a few carefully aimed shells confirmed the enemy had been routed. In his heart, Albert had signed up for a war from the pages of Stendhal only to be confronted by a banal, barbaric slaughter which claimed a thousand lives a day for fifty months. To get a sense of the carnage, one had only to peer out over the lip of a trench and survey the scene: a wasteland devoid of any plants, pockmarked by thousands of craters, littered with hundreds of rotting corpses exuding a putrid stench that made your stomach lurch again and again. At every lull in the fighting, rats as large as hares would scurry hungrily from one corpse to another, fighting the blowflies for the worm-eaten remains. Albert knew all this, because he had served as a stretcher-bearer at the Battle of the Aisne and, when he could find no more wounded men whimpering or howling, he collected bodies in various stages of decomposition. He knew everything there was to know. It was a difficult task for Albert who had always been tender-hearted.


And, to put the tin hat on the misfortunes of a man who is about to be buried alive, Albert is a little claustrophobic.


As a child, the very thought that his mother might inadvertently close the bedroom door after she said goodnight had made him feel sick. He would simply lie there, he never said anything, he did not want to trouble his mother who was always telling him she had troubles enough already. But the night and the darkness frightened him. Even quite recently, when he and Cécile were rolling around in the sheets, whenever Albert was completely covered, he found it difficult to breathe and felt a panic rising in him. Especially since Cécile would sometime wind her legs around him and hold him there. Just to see, she would say with a laugh. Suffocation is the form of death he most fears. Fortunately, he is not thinking about this because next to what is about to happen, being trapped between Cécile’s silken thighs will seem like paradise. If he knew what lay in store, Albert would want to die.


Which would not necessarily be a bad thing, since that is what is going to happen. Though not just yet. In a little while, when the fateful shell explodes a few metres from his shelter, raising up a wave of earth as high as a wall which will collapse and cover him completely, he will not have long to live, but it will be just long enough to realise what is happening to him. Albert will be seized by that desperate desire to survive, a primitive resistance of the sort that laboratory rats must feel when picked up by their hind paws, or pigs about to have their throats cut, or cattle about to be slaughtered . . . We will have to wait a while before this happens . . . Wait for his lungs to blench as they gasp for air, for his body to tire of his desperate attempts to free himself, for his head to feel as though it will explode, for his mind to be engulfed by madness, for . . . let’s not get ahead of ourselves.


Albert turns and looks up for a last time; it is not very far when he thinks about it, it is simply too far for him. He tries to summon his strength, to focus on nothing but scrabbling up this slope, getting out of this hole. He picks up his kitbag and his rifle, steels himself and begins to climb. It is not easy. His feet slip and slide in the mud, he can get no purchase; he digs his fingers into the clay, lashes out with the toe of his boot trying to create a foothold, only to fall back. So he drops his rifle and his kitbag. If he had to strip naked, he would not hesitate. He presses himself against the muddy hill and begins to crawl on his belly, his movements are like those of a squirrel in a cage, he scrabbles at the empty air, falls and lands in the very same spot. He pants, he groans and then he howls. Panic is getting the better of him. He can feel tears welling, he beats his fists against the wall of earth. The edge of the crater is almost within reach, for Christ’s sake, when he extends his arms he can almost touch it, but the soles of his boots skid and every centimetre he gains is just as quickly lost. I have to get out of this fucking crump-hole! he screams to himself. And he will do it. He is prepared to die, some day, but not now, it would be too stupid, too senseless. He will get out of here and hunt down Lieutenant Pradelle, he will go looking in the German trenches if necessary, he will find him and he will kill him. It gives him courage, the thought of gunning that fucker down.


For a moment he ponders the miserable notion that, despite trying for more than four years, the Boche have failed to kill him; it is a French officer who will do the job.


Shit.


Albert kneels and opens his pack. He takes everything out, slips his canteen between his legs; he will spread his greatcoat over the slippery slope and dig anything and everything that might serve as a crampon into the sodden earth; he turns and at precisely that moment he hears the whine of the shell above him. Suddenly worried, Albert looks up. In his four years at the front he has learned to tell a 75mm shell from a 95mm, a 105mm from a 120mm . . . This time he hesitates. Perhaps because of the depth of the crater, or perhaps because of the distance, it is heralded by a strange, new sound, at once quieter and more muffled than usual, a sort of dull roar that rises to a piercing shriek. Albert’s mind just has time to form a question. The explosion is immeasurable. The earth shakes with terrible spasms, emits a deep, mournful groan and then erupts like a volcano. Thrown off balance by the blast, Albert is surprised to look up and see that the world has suddenly gone dark. A dozen metres above his head, where the sky should be, he watches as, in slow motion, the dark earth furls into a great wave whose shifting, sinuous crest is surging towards him, about to break and engulf him completely. A light, almost indolent rain of pebbles, clods and assorted rubble heralds its arrival. Albert curls into a ball and holds his breath. This is not a good move, on the contrary, he should stretch himself out as much as possible, as anyone who has been buried alive will tell you. There follow two or three suspended seconds during which Albert stares up at the mantle of earth that hovers in the sky, seemingly deciding on the time and place of its fall.


In a moment, this blanket will crash down and cover him.


To give you an idea, under normal circumstances Albert looks rather like a Tintoretto self-portrait. He has always had rather hangdog features with finely delineated lips, a protruding chin and dark rings around his eyes accentuated by his arched black eyebrows. But in this moment, as he looks up at the sky and sees death bearing down on him, he looks more like Saint Sebastian. Suddenly he looks haggard, his face is creased by pain and fear into a kind of prayer which is all the more useless since Albert has never believed in anything in his life and, given the misfortune about to befall him, he is not going to start believing in something now. Even supposing he had the time.


With a thunderous crack, the sheet of clay collapses on him. One might believe that the impact would kill him on the spot, Albert would be dead, it would all be over. What happens is worse. The pebbles and stones continue to rain down on him, then comes the soil, covering him with a blanket that grows heavier and heavier. Albert is pinned to the ground.


Gradually, as the earth piles up above him, he is engulfed, compressed, crushed.


Light flickers out.


Everything stops.


This is a new world, a world in which Cécile no longer exists.


The first thing he notices, just before panic overtakes him, is that the noise of the war has stopped. As though everything had suddenly fallen silent, and God had blown the final whistle. Of course, if he stopped to think, he would realise that nothing has stopped, that the noise is simply muffled by the weight of the earth above him, almost inaudible. But just now, Albert has more pressing concerns than listening for whether the war is still going on, because all that matters is that, for him, it is about to end.


The moment the din abated, Albert was trapped. I’m under the earth, he thinks, though it is a somewhat abstract concept. It is only when he thinks “I am buried alive” that it becomes appallingly concrete.


And when he realises the extent of the catastrophe, the nature of the death that awaits him, when it becomes clear that he is going to choke to death, to suffocate, Albert goes insane: instantly, utterly insane. Everything in his head becomes confused, he screams and with that scream squanders what little oxygen he has left. I’m buried alive, he thinks over and over, and his mind is so consumed by this terrible conclusion that he has not even thought to open his eyes. He tries to move. Every last ounce of strength, every wave of the panic surging through him is transformed into muscular exertion. As he struggles, he uses up incalculable energy. And it is all in vain.


Then, suddenly, he stops.


Because he has just realised that he can move his hands. Only slightly, but he can move them. He holds his breath. As it fell, the sodden clay fashioned a sort of shell around his arms, his shoulders, his neck. The world in which he lies almost petrified affords him a few scant centimetres here and there. In fact, the layer of earth covering him is not very deep. Albert knows this. Forty centimetres, perhaps. But he is underneath and this blanket is enough to paralyse him, to inhibit all movement, to condemn him.


All around him, the ground is trembling. Above him, in the distance, the war rages on, the shells continue to pound and shake the earth.


Albert opens his eyes, warily at first. It is dark but not pitch dark. Infinitesimal rays of sunlight are managing to filter through. A faint, pale glow, a flicker of life.


He forces himself to take short, halting breaths. He moves his elbows a few centimetres and manages to spread his legs a little, packing the soil by his feet. Taking infinite precautions, and struggling to contain the panic he feels mounting in him, he tries to lift his face so he can breathe. Immediately a slab of earth collapses like a bubble bursting. Instinctively, he tenses every muscle and curls his body into a ball, but nothing else happens. How long does he lie in this parlous position as the air around him grows thinner, imagining the death that awaits him, trying to understand what it means to be deprived of oxygen, to have every vessel in him burst like a balloon, his wide eyes staring as though searching for the air he lacks? Millimetre by millimetre, while he strives not to breathe more than necessary, not to think more than necessary, not to picture the position he is in, his hand inches forward, feeling the ground. Unexpectedly, his fingers encounter something but the faint glow, though brighter, is not enough to make out his surroundings. He runs his fingertips over something soft, it is not dirt, not clay, something silky, almost velvety.


It takes him some time to work out what it is.


As his eyes adjust to the darkness, he gradually sees what is in front of him: a pair of huge lips oozing some viscous liquid, great yellow teeth, huge blue-grey eyes that seem to melt . . .


A horse’s head, enormous, repulsive, a monstrous thing.


Albert cannot help but shrink back. His head slams into the roof of his cave which collapses in a muddy shower around his neck. He arches his shoulders to protect himself then waits, unmoving, not even daring to breathe. The seconds tick past.


As it buried itself in the ground, the shell had unearthed one of the countless old nags rotting on the battlefield and served the head up to Albert. Face to face, the young man and the dead horse are so close they could almost kiss. The collapsing soil has freed Albert’s hands, but the soil weighs heavily on him, crushing his ribcage. He begins to breathe again in short, shallow bursts; his lungs are already fit to burst. He feels tears begin to well, but manages to hold back. To cry now, he thinks, would mean accepting death.


He might as well give up, because it will not be long now.


It is not true that at the moment of death our whole life flashes before our eyes in an instant. But there are a few flickering images. Pictures from his childhood. His father’s face, so stark, so clear that Albert could swear that he is with him here, beneath the earth. Perhaps because that is where they are destined to meet again. Albert sees him as a young man, as young as he is now. A little over thirty, obviously, but it is that “little” that counts. He is dressed in the uniform he wears at the museum, his moustache is carefully waxed, as in the photograph on the chest of drawers at home, he is unsmiling. Albert is beginning to suffocate. His lungs ache and his body is convulsed with spasms. He would like to think calmly. It is no use, a crippling dread overtakes him, the terrible fear of death gnaws at his guts. The tears begin to flow in spite of himself. Mme Maillard gives him a disapproving look. That Albert, he will never learn – falling into a hole, I ask you! – because to die when the war is almost over is one thing, it’s foolish, but these things happen, but to be buried alive like a man already dead! This is Albert all over, couldn’t just be like everyone else, never quite up to scratch. And anyway, if he didn’t die in the war, who knows what would have become of the boy? Mme Maillard finally smiles. With Albert dead, at least she will have a hero in the family, so it is not so bad.


Albert’s face is almost blue, his temples are pounding at an unimaginable rate as though every vein is about to burst. He calls Cécile, he wishes he were trapped between her thighs with her squeezing as hard as possible, but Cécile’s features do not come, as though she is too far away to reach him, and this is what hurts most, not being able to picture her in this moment, not having her with him. There is only her name, Cécile, because in the world into which he is slowly sinking there are no bodies, only words. He wants to beg her to come with him, he is terribly afraid to die. But it is futile; he will die alone, without her.


And so goodbye, goodbye till up there, Cécile, a long time from now.


Then even the name Cécile fades, giving way to the face of Lieutenant Pradelle with his insufferable smile.


Albert thrashes around. He can barely fill his lungs now, they wheeze as he strains. He starts to cough, he grips his stomach. No air.


He clutches the horse’s head, manages to grasp the slimy lips but the flesh gives way beneath his fingers, he grabs the huge yellow teeth and, with superhuman effort, prises open the mouth which belches fetid air that Albert gulps down, filling his lungs. In doing so he gains a few scant seconds, his stomach churns, he vomits, once again his whole body begins to tremble, he struggles to turn over, desperately seeking a mouthful of air, but it is hopeless.


The soil above is heavy, the light has almost faded, there is nothing now but the shudder of the earth as above him the shells continues to rain down; then there is nothing more. Nothing but a death rattle.


He feels a great peace flooding through him. He closes his eyes.


He feels faint, his heart fails, his mind flickers out, he founders.


Albert Maillard, Soldat, has just died.









2


Lieutenant d’Aulnay-Pradelle, a determined, brutish, primitive man, was running across the battlefield towards the enemy lines with the single-mindedness of a charging bull. It was impressive, his utter lack of fear. In truth, there was little courage involved; much less than one might think. He was not especially heroic, but he had become convinced that he would not die here. This war, he was certain, was destined not to kill him but to offer him opportunities.


In this rash assault on Hill 113, however, his fierce determination stemmed from the fact that he nursed a boundless hatred of the Germans, a hatred that was almost metaphysical, and also from the fact that they were nearing the end of the war and there was not much time left to profit from the opportunities such an exemplary conflict could offer a man like him.


Albert and the other soldiers had sensed this: the guy behaved like a country squire from a washed-up family. In the three previous generations, the Aulnay-Pradelles had been cleaned out by a series of bankruptcies and failures. Of his former ancestral glory, all that remained was a crumbling family home, la Sallevière, the prestige inherent in his name, a few distant ancestors, a couple of vague relations and a determination bordering on fury to make a place for himself in the world. His parlous situation he considered a grave injustice and his sole ambition, the consuming passion for which he was prepared to sacrifice everything, was to regain his position in the aristocracy. His father had shot himself through the heart in a seedy provincial hotel after squandering what little fortune remained. Legend had it that his mother, who passed away a year later, had died of a broken heart, though the rumour had no basis in fact. Having no brothers or sisters, the lieutenant was now the only Aulnay-Pradelle, and being “the last of his line” lent an urgency to his obsession. After him, there was nothing. His father’s inexorable decline had long since persuaded him that the restoration of the family fortunes rested squarely on his shoulders and he knew that he had the will and the talent necessary to succeed.


Add to this the fact that he was passably handsome. If one found bland beauty attractive. Nonetheless, women desired him, men envied him, the signs were unmistakable. Anyone will tell you that a man in possession of such good looks and such a name must be in want of a fortune. This was certainly the lieutenant’s view, and indeed his only concern.


It is not difficult to understand why he had gone to such lengths to set up the charge that Général Morieux so ardently desired. To the top brass, Hill 113 was like a wart, a tiny blemish on the map that daily plagued them, the sort of fixation that becomes all-consuming.


Lieutenant Pradelle was not prone to such fixations, but he too wanted to take Hill 113, because he was on the bottom rung of the hierarchical ladder, because the war was almost over and in a few short weeks it would be too late to distinguish himself. That he had risen to the rank of lieutenant in three years was not bad. A grand gesture now and the matter would be sealed: he would be a demobbed as capitaine.


Pradelle was pretty pleased with himself. For having goaded his men into launching an assault on Hill 113, for persuading them that the Boche had gunned down two of their comrades in cold blood, knowing it would spark a glorious wave of vengeful fury. It had been a masterstroke.


When the attack was launched, he had tasked one of his adjudants with leading the first charge. He had deliberately lagged a little behind, he had a small matter to attend to before rejoining the unit. Once that was settled, he could race towards the enemy lines, overtake his men thanks to his natural athleticism, and be among the first to get there and slaughter as many Boche as God allowed.


At the first blast of his whistle, as the men went over the top, he had taken up a position on the right to prevent the soldiers wandering in the wrong direction. He felt his blood boil when he saw one of his men – what was his name again? The lad with the miserable face and mournful eyes who constantly looked as though he was about to burst into tears, Maillard, that was it – suddenly stop dead so far over to the right. Pradelle wondered how the stupid fucker had ended up there.


Pradelle had watched the soldier stop, retrace his steps, kneel down and turn over the body of old Grisonnier.


The lieutenant had been keeping an eye on that particular corpse from the moment he launched the attack because he needed to deal with it, needed to make it disappear as soon as possible, in fact this was why he had brought up the rear. To make sure . . .


And now this stupid fucking soldier stops and starts examining the bodies of the old man and the kid.


In an instant, Pradelle charged – like a bull, as I said. Albert Maillard was just getting to his feet again. He looked shaken by what he had just discovered. Seeing Pradelle bearing down on him, he panicked and tried to run, but his fear was no match for his lieutenant’s rage. By the time he had realised what was happening, Pradelle was already upon him. A hard jab to the belly and the soldier topples into a crump-hole and rolls to the bottom. Granted, it is no more than two metres deep, but it will be difficult to climb out, it will take energy, and before he can do so, Pradelle will have dealt with the matter.


Afterwards, there will be nothing to say, since there will be no problem.


Pradelle stands on the lip of the muddy crater and stares down at the soldier, hesitating over the best way of tackling the problem, but he feels calmer now, knowing that he has the time he needs. He turns away and takes a few steps back.


Old Grisonnier is lying on the ground, a stubborn look on his face. The advantage of the situation is that, in turning him over, Maillard has moved him closer to young Louis Thérieux which will make the task easier. Pradelle glances around to ensure that no-one is watching, and sees the extent of the carnage. At this point it is clear that the assault will cost him dearly in terms of men. But this is a war and he is not here to philosophise. Lieutenant Pradelle pulls the pin from his grenade and carefully sets it down between the corpses. He just has time to retreat to a safe distance and clap his hands over his ears before he feels the explosion that obliterates the bodies of the two dead soldiers.


Two fewer fatalities in the Great War.


Two more missing in action.


Now he needs to go and deal with the soldier in the bottom of the crater. Pradelle takes out a second grenade. He knows his stuff: two months ago, he herded a dozen Boche who had just surrendered into a tight circle. The prisoners stared at each other, mystified, no-one understood what was happening. With a flick of the wrist, he threw a grenade into the circle two seconds before it exploded. An expert toss. Four years’ practice playing pétanque. Impeccable precision. By the time the Boche prisoners realised what had landed at their feet, they were already on their way to Valhalla. The bastards can go and play around with some Valkyries.


This is his last grenade. He will have nothing now to toss into the German trenches. Pity, but there it is.


At that moment, a shell explodes and a vast wave of earth rises, crests and breaks. Pradelle stands on tiptoe, the better to watch. The crump-hole is completely covered.


Perfect timing. The guy is buried under all that mud. Stupid fuck.


The bonus for Pradelle is that he did not have to squander his last grenade.


Suddenly fired up again, he begins to run towards the front line. He feels an urgent need to tell the Boche a few home truths. To give them a little parting gift.
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Péricourt was mown down as he ran. The bullet had shattered his leg. He howled like a wild animal and crumpled into the mud, the pain was unbearable. As he writhed and screamed on the ground, his hands gripping his thigh, he had a sudden fear that a piece of shrapnel might have severed it completely. By sheer force of will, he managed to struggle to his feet and, in spite of the terrible shooting pains, felt a surge of relief: his leg was still attached, it was still in one piece – he could see the foot at the end of it. The damage was just below the knee. It was pissing blood. He could still move his foot a little, it hurt like hell, but it moved. In spite of the thunderous roar, the shriek of bullets and shrapnel, he thought “At least I’ve got my leg”. He felt reassured, because he did not like the thought of going home with one leg.


He was often jokingly referred to as “petit Péricourt” because, for a child born in 1895, he was extremely tall – in those days 1.83m was exceptional. Especially since he was not simply tall but scrawny. He had reached his full height by the age of fifteen. At his private school, his classmates called him “the giant” – and not always affectionately; he was not especially well-liked.


Édouard Péricourt, the kind of chap fortune smiled on.


At the schools he attended, all the boys were like him, rich brats from noble families, born into a world of absolute certainties, gifted with an arrogant self-assurance inherited from generations of moneyed forebears. In Édouard, such traits seemed even more objectionable since, to add insult to injury, he was blessed with good luck. And a man may be forgiven anything – his wealth, even his talent – but not good luck, which seems too unfair.


In fact, Édouard Péricourt’s good luck stemmed mostly from a keen sense of self-preservation. Whenever danger threatened, whenever events conspired against him, he would sense it, he had a keen intuition, and he would do whatever it took to carry on without getting his fingers burned. Obviously, seeing Édouard Péricourt sprawled in the mud on November 2, 1918, with one leg blasted to a pulp, one might reasonably think his luck had changed, and not for the better. But no, not quite; he will keep his leg. Though he will walk with a limp for the rest of his days, he will still have both his legs.


He took off his belt and fashioned a makeshift tourniquet, pulling it tight to stop the bleeding. Then, exhausted from the effort, he lay down again. The pain subsided a little. He could have been blown to pieces by an exploding shell, or suffered a worse fate . . . At the time, there were frequent rumours that at night the Germans would crawl out of their trenches and hack the wounded to death.


To ease the tension in his muscles, Édouard tilted his head back into the mud, savouring the coolness of the soil. From this angle, everything is upside-down. As though he were lying beneath a tree out in the countryside. With a girl. This is something he has never done, not with a girl. His only experience of women were those who worked in the whorehouses along the rue des Beaux-Arts.


He had little time to stroll down memory lane before he spotted the stiff figure of Lieutenant Pradelle. Moments earlier, as he was rolling around in agony and trying to fashion his tourniquet, Édouard had left his comrades racing towards the enemy lines yet here, ten metres behind him, Lieutenant Pradelle was standing motionless, as though the battle were already over.


Viewed upside-down and in profile, the lieutenant stands with his thumbs hooked into his belt, staring at his boots, looking for all the world like an entomologist studying an anthill. In the midst of the chaos he is imperturbable. Olympian. Then, as though he has completed his study or has suddenly lost interest, he vanishes. It is so astonishing to witness an officer stopping in the middle of a charge and staring at his feet that, for a moment, Édouard forgets his pain. Something strange is going on. That Édouard should wind up with a broken leg is strange enough; he has come through the war until now without so much as a scratch, so there is something odd about finding himself sprawled on the ground with one leg smashed to a pulp, but this is war, and for a man to be injured is in the nature of things. But for an officer to stop amid the hail of shells and stare down at his feet . . .


Péricourt relaxes and allows himself to fall back, tries to catch his breath, his hands clasped around his knee above the makeshift tourniquet. Some minutes later, curiosity gets the better of him and he arches himself again and stares towards the spot where Lieutenant Pradelle was standing moments earlier . . . Nothing. The officer has disappeared. The front line has moved forward, the explosions are now farther away. Édouard could dismiss the thought, concentrate on his injury. He might, for example, consider whether it is better to wait for help to come to him or to try to make it back to his own lines; instead, he lies there, his body arched like a fish out of water, still staring at the spot.


Finally, he comes to a decision. Now the difficult work begins. Still lying on his back, he heaves himself up on his elbows and awkwardly begins to crawl. His right leg now useless, he inches backwards using all the strength in his forearms, his left foot providing traction, dragging his other limb through the mud like a dead thing. Every metre requires a gruelling effort. And Péricourt does not quite understand his actions, he would be incapable of explaining, but for the fact that there is something disturbing about Lieutenant Pradelle, no-one in the unit can stand him. Pradelle is living confirmation of the old cliché that the real threat to a soldier is not the enemy but his commanding officer. Though Édouard is not sufficiently politicised to argue that it is the nature of the system, his thoughts tend in that direction.


Abruptly, he is stopped dead. Hardly has he crawled seven or eight metres when a shell of unimaginable calibre explodes, pinning him to the ground. Perhaps being so close to the ground amplifies the blast. Péricourt’s whole body immediately stiffens, even his right leg cannot resist the impulse. He looks like an epileptic in the throes of a fit. He is still staring at the place where Pradelle was standing moments before when a vast spray of earth shoots up, a powerful, violent wave that curls into the air. It seems so close that Édouard is terrified of being buried alive, but it falls back with a ghastly thud, a muffled sound like an ogre’s sigh. The exploding shells, the whistling bullets, the flare blossoming in the sky are as nothing compared to this wall of earth crumpling all around. He squeezes his eyes shut, paralysed by fear, the ground beneath him shudders. He curls into a ball and holds his breath. When finally he dares to re-emerge and realises he is still alive, it seems like a miracle.


The wall of earth has disappeared. Immediately, with a surge of strength he cannot explain, he sets off again, scrabbling like a rat in the trenches, crawling on his back, drawn inexorably to the place he has been staring at. All of a sudden he realises that he has reached the spot where the wall of earth collapsed and sees a glittering shard of steel that pierces the powdery soil. A few centimetres at most. It is the tip of a bayonet. The significance is obvious. There is a soldier buried underneath.


Péricourt has heard tales of soldiers being buried alive, but it is not something he has ever personally witnessed. In the units he fought with, there were sappers with picks and shovels ready to dig out men who found themselves in that terrible position. They always arrived too late and when they were dragged out, the soldiers’ faces were blue, their eyes bulging. The thought of Pradelle flickers for a moment through Édouard’s mind, but he dismisses it.


He has to act fast.


He rolls over onto his belly and howls in pain as the ragged wound in his leg gapes open and is pressed into the stony ground. His hoarse scream has scarcely died as he feverishly scratches at the muddy ground, his hands hooked into claws. Tools that are pitifully inadequate if the buried man is already struggling for air, something Édouard soon realises. How deeply is the soldier buried? If only he had something he could use to dig with. Péricourt glances to his right. His eye falls on the two corpses; there is nothing else, nothing he might use as a tool, nothing. The only solution is somehow to detach the bayonet and use it to dig, but that will take hours. He thinks he can hear the man screaming. But even if the man were not buried too deeply, it would be impossible to hear him screaming over the thunderous roar of battle, it is merely a figment of Édouard’s imagination, his mind is racing, he knows that time is of the essence. If those buried alive are not dug out quickly, they are dug out dead. As he scrabbles with his fingernails at the dirt either side of the bayonet, he wonders if he knows this man; he mentally conjures the names, the faces of the men in his unit. Given the circumstances, it seems incongruous: he wants to save his comrade, he wants it to be someone he knows, someone he likes. This thought helps him work more quickly. He glances to left and right, desperately searching for help of some kind but nothing comes, his fingers ache. He has managed to dig out a hole about ten centimetres on either side, but when he tries to extract the bayonet, it does not move a millimetre, it is as well-rooted as a healthy tooth, he feels discouraged. How long has he been working, two minutes, three? The chap is probably already dead. His shoulders begin to hurt because of his awkward position. He cannot carry on much longer, he feels a creeping doubt, a mounting weariness, his movements become slower, his breathing more laboured, his biceps cramp, he pounds the earth with his fists. Suddenly, he is sure he feels it move! He begins to weep, great wrenching sobs, he grabs the steel shaft with both hands and tugs with all his might, wiping away the tears blurring his vision with the back of his hand, the work now suddenly effortless, he stops tugging and returns to digging, then plunges his hand into the hole and tries to extract the bayonet. He lets out a howl of victory as it comes loose. He pulls it out and, for a brief instant, he stares at it in disbelief, as though this is the first time he has seen such a thing, then angrily plants it in the soil, screaming and roaring, stabbing at the earth. Using the blunt edge, he carves a wide circle then, turning the blade so it is horizontal, he hacks away at the dirt, sweeping it aside with his free hand. How long does it take? The pain in his right leg is excruciating now. But finally he sees something, he reaches down and feels a patch of fabric, a button; he burrows like a lunatic, like a hunting dog, he reaches down again and feels a uniform jacket, he is using both hands now, both arms, the wave of earth clearly collapsed into some sort of a crump-hole, his fingertips brush against things he does not recognise. Then he feels the polished surface of a helmet, he follows the curve and just beneath he finds his buried comrade. “Hey!” Édouard is still sobbing, still shouting even as his arms whirl, propelled by some unknown force, churning away at the claggy soil. Finally the soldier’s face appears less than thirty centimetres away, he looks like he is sleeping; Édouard recognises him – what was his name again? He is dead. The realisation is so devastating that Édouard Péricourt stops and stares down at his fallen comrade and, in that moment, he feels as though he too is dead, that what he is contemplating is his own death, and the pain of it is vast, overwhelming . . .


Still sobbing, he digs out the body, moving quickly now, there are the shoulders, the torso, the waist. Lying next to the face of the dead soldier is the head of a horse. It seems curious that they should have been buried together, thinks Édouard, face to face. Through his tears, he cannot help but imagine sketching the scene. The work would be easier if he could stand up or shift position, but even so he carries on, talking aloud, blubbing like a child and babbling inanities – “Don’t worry, mate” – as though the man can hear him, he wants to huddle up against the man, and finds himself muttering things he would be ashamed to say if they were overheard because deep down it is his own death he is mourning. He is weeping for the fear he can now finally admit he has felt for the past two years, the terrible dread that one day he would be the dead comrade of a soldier who was merely wounded. The war is ending, these tears for his comrade he sheds for his own childhood, his own life. He has been lucky. Crippled for the rest of his days, dragging his right leg behind him. But so what? He is alive. With large, sweeping gestures he finally digs out the body.


The name comes back to him: Maillard. The man’s first name, he never knew: he was always Maillard.


With it comes a doubt. He brings his face close to Albert’s, longing to hush the world that is exploding all around so he can listen because he cannot help but wonder: is he really dead? From his position sprawled next to him, it is not easy, but he slaps the man’s face and watches as Maillard’s head follows the movement without flinching; it means nothing, and it is a terrible idea for Édouard to imagine that the soldier is not completely dead, an idea which will only cause him more pain, but there it is, now that there is a doubt he has no choice but to make sure, and for us who are watching, it is a terrible thing to witness. We want to scream “Let it go, you did your best”, to take his hands, grip them tightly so that he will stop moving, stop trembling, to say the sort of things one might say to a child having a tantrum, to hold him until his tears run dry. To comfort him, in a word. But there is no-one, not you, not me, to show Édouard the way and, from somewhere in the depths of his mind, a notion develops that perhaps Maillard is not really dead. Édouard saw it happen once, or heard the story from someone who did, it is a myth of the front lines, one no-one ever actually witnesses, the story of a soldier everyone thought was dead who came back to life, whose heart began to beat again.


While he is thinking this, and in spite of the agonising pain, Édouard manages to stand on his good leg. He sees his right leg, trailing uselessly behind, but sees it through a mist of fear mingled with exhaustion, pain and despair.


He gathers his strength.


For a fleeting second he manages to stand on one leg like a heron; balancing precariously, he glances around then, taking a quick, deep breath, he lets his full weight fall onto Albert’s chest.


There is an ominous crack of crushed and breaking ribs. Édouard hears a groan. Beneath him, the ground shifts and he slips down, as though falling off a chair, but it is not the earth rising up. It is Albert turning over, spewing his guts and coughing. Édouard cannot believe his eyes, he feels tears welling up again. You have to admit, Édouard has the luck of the devil. Albert carries on vomiting and Édouard cheerfully pats him on the back, laughing and crying at the same time. There he sits on the ravaged battlefield beside a horse’s severed head, one leg bent backwards and bleeding, feeling he might pass out from exhaustion, while next to him this man who has returned from the dead is throwing up . . .


Even for the end of the war, it was curious scene. An arresting image. But it was not the last. As Albert Maillard slowly regains consciousness, spluttering hoarsely as he rolls onto his side, Édouard, his body ramrod straight, is hurling abuse at the heavens as though smoking a stick of dynamite.


It is at this point that a sliver of shrapnel as big as a soup plate comes hurtling towards him. A thick shard and moving at a dizzying speed.


The gods, it would appear, have answered him.
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The two men came to in very different ways.


Albert, having returned from the dead and spewed his guts, gradually became aware of a sky streaked with shells, a clear sign that he had come back to the real world. He could not know it yet, but the charge initiated and led by Lieutenant Pradelle was already almost over. In the end, Hill 113 had been easily captured. After a brief but forceful resistance, the enemy had surrendered and been taken prisoner. From beginning to end, the operation had been a formality that left thirty-eight men dead, twenty-seven wounded and two missing in action (the Boche were not included in these calculations). In short, an excellent result.


When the stretcher-bearers found him on the battlefield, Albert was cradling Édouard Péricourt’s head in his lap and singing softly, in a state his rescuers described as “delusional”. Every one of his ribs was fractured, cracked or broken, but his lungs were undamaged. He was in terrible pain, which, all in all, was a good sign, a sign that he was alive. He was not, however, in the rudest health, and was forced to postpone thinking about the issues raised by his situation.


By what astonishing miracle, by the grace of what higher power, by what improbable chance was it that his heart had stopped beating only a few short seconds before Soldat Péricourt attempted his highly individual method of resuscitation? All Albert could say for certain was that the engine had started up again – stuttering and jolting, and with a few backfires – and that the essentials were intact.


Having bandaged him up securely, the doctors announced that the limits of their skills ended there and consigned him to an enormous general ward where some soldiers lay dying, others were gravely wounded, a handful had been crippled in some way, and where the able-bodied played cards, peering through their bandages.


*


Thanks to the taking of Hill 113, the field hospital, which had stood almost idle for weeks while waiting for the armistice, geared up for action again, but, since casualties of the offensive had not been too numerous, doctors could work at the sort of unhurried pace they had four years earlier. A period when nurses could take time to attend to a man dying of thirst. When doctors did not have to give up treating soldiers long before they were indeed dead. When surgeons who had not slept for three days were no longer writhing with cramps from hours spent hacking through femurs, tibias and humeruses.


As soon as he was brought in, Édouard had undergone two rudimentary procedures. His right leg had been fractured in several places and suffered ruptured ligaments and tendons; he would limp for the rest of his life. The most serious operation consisted of exploring his facial wounds to remove foreign bodies (as far as a front-line field hospital was equipped to do so). They had vaccinated him, cleared his airway, taken steps to deal with the risk of gas gangrene, debrided the wounds to prevent them becoming infected; the rest – which is to say the most essential treatment – they would have to leave to a better equipped hospital in the civilian zone, and only then – assuming the patient did not die – could he be sent to a specialist facility.


An urgent transfer was ordered for Édouard and in the meantime Albert – whose tale had been retold and embellished all over the hospital – was allowed to remain at his comrade’s bedside. Fortunately, it had been possible to place the patient in a private room in the south wing of the building where he was not surrounded by the groans of the dying.


*


Powerless to help, Albert watched Édouard recover consciousness by gradual stages, though he scarcely understood the process. Sometimes he noticed a gesture, a facial expression that he thought he could interpret, but they were so fleeting they had vanished before Albert could find a word to describe them. As I have said, Albert never had been particularly bright and the ordeal he had been through had not helped matters.


Édouard was in agony from his wounds, he screamed and thrashed so wildly that he had to be strapped to the bed. It was then that Albert realised that the choice of a room in the empty wing had not been for Édouard’s comfort, but so that other patients would not have to endure his constant screams. Four years of war were not enough; Albert’s naivety was still boundless.


He spent hours sitting, wringing his hands, listening to his comrade’s cries, a litany of moans and howls and racking sobs that spanned the whole gamut of what a man may express when he finds himself at the very limit of pain and madness.


From a man incapable of holding a conversation with his assistant manager at the bank, Albert was transformed into a passionate advocate, pleading that the hunk of shrapnel lodged in his comrade was no splinter wound. By his own standards, he acquitted himself well and felt he had been effective. In fact he had simply been pathetic, though that proved to be sufficient. Since there was nothing more to be done while they waited for a transfer, the young surgeon agreed to prescribe morphine for Édouard’s pain on condition that he was given the minimum dose and gradually weaned off it. It was unimaginable that Édouard would be here for much longer, his condition required prompt specialist care. His transfer was classed “urgent”.


Thanks to the morphine, Édouard’s slow recovery was less brutal. His first conscious sensations were jumbled: cold, heat, faint sounds he could not make out, voices he did not recognise; more difficult were the shooting pains through his chest and upper torso that seemed to keep time with his heartbeat, an unending series of waves that became unbearable as the morphine wore off. His head was like a resonance chamber, each wave ended with a muffled thud like the sound of a ship’s mooring buoys colliding with the jetty as it docks.


He could feel his leg, too. The right leg that had been shattered by a stray bullet and which he had further damaged when he went to save Albert Maillard. But this pain, too, was tempered by the drugs. He was vaguely aware that he still had his leg, which was true. Granted it was smashed to a pulp, but it was still capable (at least partially) of performing the tasks expected of a leg returning from the Great War. For a long time, his awareness of what was going on was murky, drowned out by a flood of images. Édouard was living in a confused dream world where, in no particular order, he was assailed by everything he had seen, heard and felt.


His brain conflated reality, sketches, paintings as though his life were no more than one more mixed-media masterpiece in the museum of his imagination. The evanescent beauty of a Botticelli, the palpable fear of Caravaggio’s “Boy Bitten by a Lizard” were succeeded by the face of a street merchant on the rue des Martyrs whose solemn expression had always attracted Édouard’s attention, and – who knows why? – his father’s detachable collar, the one with the slightly pinkish tinge.


Out of the greyness of everyday objects, of characters from Bosch, of nudes and savage warriors, came the recurring image of Courbet’s “L’Origine du Monde”. He had only ever seen the painting once, a reproduction secretly glimpsed at the home of a family friend. It was a long time ago, long before the war, he would have been eleven, perhaps twelve. He would still have been studying at the Institution Sainte-Clotilde at the time. Sainte-Clotilde, daughter of Chilperic and Carétène, an out-and-out slut, Édouard had sketched her in every possible position, being mounted by her uncle Godegisel, taken doggy-style by King Clovis and, sometime around 493 AD, giving the King of Burgundy a blow-job with the Bishop of Reims taking her from behind. This was what led to his third – and final – suspension. Everyone agreed it was extraordinarily detailed, indeed they wondered, given his age, where he had come by the models, there were individual details . . . His father, who considered art to be a degenerate depravity, remained tight-lipped. In fact, long before he started school at Sainte-Clotilde, things had not been going well for Édouard. Especially when it came to his father. Édouard had always expressed himself through drawing. In every school he attended, all his teachers would sooner or later find a caricature a metre high scrawled on the blackboard. It might just as well have been signed, it would be classic Péricourt. Over the years, his inspiration, which had focused on the schools in which his father, using his connections, managed to have him enrolled, shifted to encompass other themes, what one might call his “religious period”, culminating in the scene in which the music teacher, Mlle Juste, in the guise of a voluptuous Judith, held up the severed head of a Holofernes who was the spitting image of M. Lapurce, the maths teacher. Everyone had known they were doing it. Until their final parting, as depicted in this splendid decapitation, Édouard had kept a visual record, a series of sometimes shocking tableaux sketched on blackboards, walls and scraps of paper which even the teachers, when they confiscated them, passed around amongst themselves before handing them to the headmaster. Anyone watching the diffident mathematics teacher loping across the playground could not but see him as a lecherous, preposterously well-endowed satyr. Édouard, at the time, was eight years old. This biblical scene earned him an interview in the principal’s office. The conversation did little to improve matters. When the headmaster, holding the sketch at arm’s length, made some outraged reference to Judith, Édouard felt the need to point out that, although in the drawing the young woman was holding the severed head by the hair, it was resting on a salver, consequently she might well be Salome rather than Judith and the head therefore of John the Baptist rather than Holofernes. Édouard was something of a pedant, the sort of know-it-all who could be profoundly irritating.


 Unquestionably his greatest inspiration, what one might call his “efflorescent” period, began when he learned to masturbate, at which point his work teemed with imagination and inventiveness. His paintings now presented all of the staff – including the servants, something which offended the dignity of the teachers at the school – in epic panoramas where the sheer number of characters made possible the most remarkable sexual configurations. Everyone laughed, although confronted with this erotic imaginative world, they could not help but reconsider their own lives and the smartest saw in it a troubling predilection for – how to put it? – questionable relations.


Édouard was forever drawing. People said he was wicked because he liked to shock – and he invariably succeeded – but the buggery of Sainte-Clotilde by the Bishop of Reims deeply upset the school authorities. And his parents. Outraged them. His father, as always, offered to pay whatever was necessary to avoid a scandal. Nothing would persuade the school to acquiesce. On the subject of sodomy, they remained obdurate. The whole world was against Édouard. Excepting a few friends, particularly those who found his drawings titillating, and his sister, Madeleine. She found the whole thing hilarious – not the Bishop of Reims shafting Sainte-Clotilde, that was ancient history, but imagining the expression on the face of Father Hubert, the head-master . . . She had attended the girls’ school at Sainte-Clotilde, she knew exactly what it was like. Madeleine would laugh at Édouard’s nerve, his insolent remarks, she loved to tousle his hair – though only when he let her because, though several years her junior, he was so tall . . . He would bend down and she would bury her fingers in his thick curls, and tickle him so hard that he would eventually beg for mercy. It would not have done for their father to catch them doing this.


To get back to Édouard. As far as his education was concerned, everything turned out for the best because his parents were very wealthy, but it was not an easy road. Even before the war, M. Péricourt had been earning pots of money, he was one of those men who flourish in a crisis, as though such things are intended for them. No-one ever spoke of Maman’s fortune, there was no need, one might as well ask how long has the sea been salty. But since Maman died of heart trouble at a young age, Papa was left solely in charge. Since his time was wholly taken up by his business interests, he delegated the education of his children to institutions, teachers and private tutors. To servants. Édouard, everyone agreed, had been gifted with an uncommon intelligence, an extraordinary natural talent for drawing – even his teachers at the Beaux-Arts were astonished – and the luck of the devil. What more could he have hoped for? This, perhaps, was why he had always been so provocative. Knowing one had nothing to lose, that everything can be sorted out, leads to a lack of inhibitions. You can say what you like, however you like. The fact is that M. Péricourt rescued his son from every situation, but he did so for selfish reasons, because he refused to allow his name to be tarnished. And this was no easy matter since Édouard was deeply rebellious, he relished causing a scandal. Édouard took advantage of his father’s loss of interest in his future to enrol at the École des Beaux-Arts. A loving and protective sister, a powerful reactionary father who habitually rejected him, an undeniable talent, Édouard had just about everything he might need to succeed. Of course, we know that things are not going to be quite so straightforward, but as the war is coming to an end, this is how it seems. Apart from his leg. Which is horribly mutilated.


Of such things, of course, as he checks and changes Édouard’s linen, Albert knows nothing. The only thing he knows for certain is that, whatever it might have been, Édouard Péricourt’s trajectory changed radically on November 2, 1918.


And that his shattered leg will soon be the least of his worries.


Albert spent all his waking hours by his friend’s bedside, working as a voluntary assistant for the nurses. The nurses took charge of all care intended to limit the risk of infection, his feeding (he was fed though a tube with a concoction of milk whisked with eggs or gravy); Albert did everything else. When he was not wiping Édouard’s forehead with a damp cloth, or helping him to drink with the precision of a jeweller, he would change the drawsheets. At such times he would have to hold his nose, turn and look away, and remind himself that his friend’s future probably depended on such disgusting duties.


His attention was wholly occupied by these two tasks: trying vainly to find a way to breathe without moving his ribs, and keeping his comrade company while they waited for the ambulance.


Over and over, he saw Édouard Péricourt half sprawled on top of him when he returned from the dead. But what haunted him was the image of that bastard Pradelle. He spent countless hours imagining what he would do when next he ran into the lieutenant. He could still see Pradelle on the battlefield, charging towards him, could feel the almost physical way the crump-hole had sucked him in. But it was still difficult for him to think for long periods of time, as though his brain had not yet managed to return to its normal speed.


But shortly after he returned to the land of the living, a phrase occurred to him: someone had tried to kill him.


It sounded bizarre, but not unreasonable; after all, a Great War was merely attempted murder on a continental scale. The difference in his case was that he had been personally targeted. Sometimes when he looked at Édouard Péricourt, Albert found himself reliving the moment when the air grew thin, and seethed with rage. Two days later, he too was ready to commit murder. After four years fighting a war, it was high time.


When he was alone, he thought about Cécile. She had grown more distant and he missed her terribly. The force of events had thrust Albert into a different life, but since no life was possible unless Cécile was part of it, he clung to his memories, gazed at her photograph, enumerated her countless flawless features, eyebrows, nose, lips, all the way down to her chin, how was it possible that something as perfect as Cécile’s mouth could exist? It was being taken from him. One day, someone would come and take it. Or she would leave. Would realise that Albert was not worth much, whereas she, her shoulders, just her shoulders . . . It killed him to think about it, he spent inconsolable hours. All this for that, he thought. Then he would take out a sheet of paper and try to write her a letter. Should he tell her everything, she who wanted to hear nothing more about the war, who wanted it to be over and done with?


When he was not thinking about what he should write to Cécile, or to his mother (first Cécile, then his mother if he had the time), when he was not working as a volunteer nurse, Albert brooded.


He often thought, for example, about the horse’s head he had discovered buried beside him. Curiously, as time passed, it no longer seemed so monstrous. Even the stench of the putrid air that had belched from its mouth no longer seemed foul and fetid. While the image of Pradelle standing on the lip of the shell crater still had the exactness of a photograph, the image of the horse’s head, which he would have liked to remember, gradually melted, the details blurred. Despite his efforts, the picture faded and Albert felt a sense of loss he found obscurely worrying. The war was drawing to a close. This was not the time for reckonings, but the terrible moment when one must survey the extent of the damage. Like those men who had spent four years crouched under a hail of bullets and would, literally, never stand tall again, but would go through life with their shoulders bowed by an invisible weight, Albert was convinced that one thing at least he would never recover: serenity. For several months, since he was first wounded at the Somme, since the interminable nights spent working as a stretcher-bearer, scuttling around, terrified of being hit by a stray bullet, looking for wounded men on the battlefield, and even more since he had returned from among the dead, he knew that he would forever be inhabited by an indefinable, pulsing, almost palpable fear. This had been made worse by the devastating effects of having been buried alive. Some part of him was still buried in the earth, his body had emerged, but some captive, terrified part of his brain had remained trapped below. The experience was seared into his flesh, his actions, his eyes. Panicked at the thought of leaving the room, he was alert to the faintest footstep, put his head around a door before fully pushing it open, hugged the walls as he walked, often imagining a presence shadowing him, studied the features of those he talked to and was careful always to be close to an exit just in case. Whatever the circumstances, his eyes were perpetually shifting this way and that. When sitting by Édouard’s bed, he sometimes felt the need to get up and look out of the window because he found the room oppressive. He was permanently on the alert; anything and everything made him suspicious. Serenity, he knew, was gone forever. He had to learn to live with this animal fear, just as a man who inadvertently discovers he feels jealous realises he must reconcile himself to this new disease. This saddened him.


*


The morphine did its work. Though the doses would be regularly reduced, for the moment Édouard was allowed one ampoule every five to six hours, he was no longer writhing in pain, his room no longer echoed with monotonous whimpers punctuated by blood-curdling howls. When not dozing, he seemed to float, but he had to remain strapped to the bed in case he tried to scratch his open wounds.


Albert and Édouard had never been friends; they had seen each other, run into each other, said hello, smiled perhaps, but nothing more. Édouard Péricourt, a comrade like so many others, close yet terrifyingly anonymous. Now, to Albert, he is a puzzle, an enigma.


The day after their arrival at the field hospital, he noticed that Édouard’s belongings had been put at the bottom of a wardrobe whose doors creaked and swung open at the slightest breeze. Anyone could come in and steal them. Albert decided to put them somewhere safe. Picking up the burlap sack that contained Édouard’s personal effects, Albert realised that the reason he had not done so before was because he would not have been able to resist the temptation to rummage. He had not done so out of respect for Édouard; that was one reason. But there was a second reason. It reminded him of his mother. Mme Maillard was the kind of mother who rummaged. Albert had spent his childhood coming up with ingenious ruses to hide his – obviously trifling – secrets, which Mme Maillard would eventually discover and wave under his nose, while unleashing a torrent of criticism. Whether it was a photograph of a cyclist clipped from L’Illustration, three lines of a poem copied from an anthology or four marbles and a taw won from Soubise during break-time, Mme Maillard considered every secret a betrayal. On days when she was particularly inspired, she might brandish a postcard of “Tree of the Rocks in Tonkin” given to Albert by a neighbour and launch into an impassioned diatribe that ranged from the ingratitude of children in general to the particular selfishness of her own child and her fervent desire to join her dead husband as soon as possible so that she might finally get some peace; you can guess the rest.


These painful reminders faded when, having opened Édouard’s knapsack, Albert almost immediately came on a battered hardbound notebook closed with an elastic band that contained nothing but sketches in blue pencil. Albert sat there cross-legged on the floor facing the creaking wardrobe, hypnotised by these drawings, some clearly hastily sketched, others carefully reworked with dark shadows of cross-hatching as dense as torrential rain. All of the pictures – a hundred or so – had been sketched here at the front, in the trenches. They depicted everyday scenes: soldiers writing letters, lighting pipes, laughing at a joke, preparing for an assault, eating, drinking, things like that. From a single stroke one could make out the weary profile of a young soldier, three lines and the whole face emerged, the sunken eyes, the haggard features – it was gut-wrenching. From almost nothing, a line that seemed effortless, casual, Édouard captured everything, the fear and the pity, the monotony, the despair, the exhaustion; the sketchbook was like a manifesto of fate.


Leafing through it, Albert felt sick at heart. Because in these pages there were no pictures of the dead. Nor the wounded. There was not a single corpse. Only the living. And that made it more terrible because every drawing seemed to scream the same message: these men will die.


He packed away Édouard’s belongings, overcome with dismay.
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