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         The portrayal of the French Foreign Legion in this novel deals exclusively with the narrow historical period and the surroundings in which the story takes place. In no way should it be read as a description of the Legion’s conduct in other circumstances, particularly not in current times where among other things it is known for its participation in peacekeeping missions.
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         The first thing I did every morning when I woke was to make sure I was still in one piece. This I did by feeling myself from head to toe down in the sleeping bag, behind the mosquito netting. Then I would lie for half an hour and wait for the signal to get up. I stared into the corner of the tent roof. Insects of many shapes and sizes crawled there on top of each other. Did they even know they were upside down? I suppose they did in some way, but that couldn’t explain their behaviour. Their frantic activities served no purpose unless they were eating one another or sucking each other’s blood. In these surroundings both possibilities seemed more than likely.

         	I folded my hands behind my head and listened to the five other men in the tent. I heard their breathing and snoring, smelled their metallic, masculine smells. From the wakening jungle outside came a worryingly unfamiliar multitude of sounds while a single-engined reconnaissance plane flew low over the camp.

         	Around here I was Ştefan Raul, and as such I took a series of deep breaths. The effect was as intended. The jittery sensation left my limbs. The tension in my jaw and forehead loosened. I wondered why I always felt this way when I woke. Had I dreamed more terrible dreams than those I could remember? That would be hard to imagine. I wondered if it might be my breathing. It was too shallow when I slept, I knew that and my body reacted to it. Perhaps I should include it in my evening prayer: ‘Lord, help me improve my nocturnal breathing.’ My body was a machine. It couldn’t work without the right fuel and plenty of it. Couldn’t serve its purpose.

         	I released my hands from each other, rubbed my forehead, ran my fingers through my hair. Outside the NCOs now strolled from tent to tent. They kicked at the poles and plucked the guy-ropes like strings on a musical instrument.

         	‘Get up and get out, you stinking piles of merde!’

         	There was intense aggression behind their hushed voices.

          
   

         *
   

          
   

         We left the camp in the clearing and moved through the landscape. Two long lines of dull-green ghosts. The sun was still behind the mountains on the eastern side of the valley, several kilometres away. The clouds above them glowed around the edges. We marched through the piercing dawn, one column on each side of the road. Occasionally, lorries passed by through the dust in the middle of the track, covered in red-brown dirt, their backs jerking from side to side like waddling ducks.

         	I was somewhere mid-file on the right-hand side of the track, dragging my feet like everyone else. It felt as if my head was hanging loosely on my shoulders. The untightened chinstrap on my helmet swung from side to side. My skin was already moist from perspiration, and soon dark patches would emerge on my tunic and trousers. In front of me the back of someone’s neck, a narrow strip of sun-scorched skin between a shirt collar and the brim of a steel helmet. Behind me the silent column of French foreign legionnaires, rocking along.

         	We reached the main road. It was overcrowded despite the early hour and had probably been all night. No efforts were ever made to keep us informed of how the war was going, but everyone knew what was happening here. This was the French Army’s main headache at the moment, the big retreat from Cao Bang to Lang Son. The Route Colonial 4 was so dense with panic-stricken people they practically crawled on top of each other. There were lorries and bicycles and bullock carts. Water buffaloes loaded with household goods. Local men and women, children and old people. There were policemen trying to uphold an air of authority. French officials and their wives and children in civilian cars, suitcases tied to the roof. And a little further up the road: three GMC camions militaires leased from the American Defense Department as announced by the writing on the mudguards. Their backs were crowded by nuns in full habit.

         	We only followed the road for a brief distance. Then we left the turmoil and continued up the narrow track towards the position, known as a hedgehog. Half an hour later we were in the first trench, all posts manned.

         	This stronghold was meant to protect the main road against rebel soldiers who tried to penetrate the country from the Chinese side of the border. It was now two weeks since we had first been on duty here. At that time it was only a minor post, a guard tower with some foxholes around it. Since then we had extended it considerably. Semi-circular trenches were dug outside the original perimeter. Telephone lines were established out to the small bunkers that lay dotted in a line on both sides of the main stronghold.

         	By now the sun was up, and through the periscope I minded I could see the stony plateau in front of the position. On the other side of it were the outskirts of the jungle where the enemy was hiding and building his camps, preparing for new attacks. I observed the vastness of the wild jungle stretching north and west, pierced by hundreds of hilltops, each surrounded by a white fog. French Indochina was a gigantic and mysterious place, and I was beginning to lose hope that I would ever find what I had come here searching for.

          
   

         *
   

          
   

         It always started the same way. The thumping of enemy mortars and the small clouds of white smoke rising from the green canopy. Shells whistled through the air and exploded further back in the main position. The ground shook and oxygen was sucked out of the air. I pulled my shoulders up while somewhere behind me to the left an NCO barked, ‘Machine-gunners, don’t fire your weapons before I give you the order. I repeat, machine-gunners, don’t commence fire before you hear the order.’

         	Then they poured out of the jungle like a tidal wave, shouting as they continued towards our position. Everyone wore black canvas clothes and sandals and helmets made of compressed cardboard. Also, each man carried a big straw mat. They were the first assault wave, the politically undesirable elements whose only function was to run forward and throw themselves on top of the barbed wire with their mats. That way the second wave could run over them and advance a little further. The first wave was always unarmed, but all the while you could hear the toneless thumping of the mortars behind them.

         	By now the sergeant had ordered me to let go of the periscope, and like everyone I was firing my weapon over the edge of the trench. Then there was a sharp flash and a loud buzzing, as if a giant wasp flew up towards me at an angle. I felt no impact but I knew I was hit. A warm liquid ran down the side of my body and I saw a dream-like image of water breaking through a dam. The ground below me leaned to one side like a ship’s deck, and out of it all came the sergeant’s eagle-nosed face, with an open mouth shouting to me, ‘You have to find your own way back to the first-aid station. Understood? I can’t spare anyone to guide you along, not now.’

         	As usual all the medics seemed to have sunk into the ground.

         	‘My rifle,’ I muttered.

         	‘I’ll take care of it. Take this.’ He grabbed my gun and squeezed an emergency compress into my hand. ‘Vite, vite. Allez!’

         	And so I staggered off with the uneven trench floor beneath my feet. I was gasping and swaying between the brown clay walls on either side of me, and there was a fierce burning pain on the right side of my body where my shirt was in shreds. I kept the compress squeezed against the wound, but the blood was flowing through it and around my fingers. I tried not to think too much about it. 

         	I forced my legs to move faster down a straight section and immediately crashed into a group of legionnaires moving the other way, bent double under the weight of ammunition boxes. I could hear them gasp while in the distance someone yelled out a mixture of French and German invectives.

         	‘Sacre nom de Dieu, verdammte Dummkopf. Was machen Sie, Mensch!’

         	Incoherent thoughts ran through my mind.

         	Where was it now … I’m going …? A doctor ... must find a … lo-losing blood. A bit dizzy here and it’s not at all easy … but must get hold of doctor …

         	I stopped and leaned against a doorpost into a murky room below ground level, pressing my helmet against the post so hard it nearly fell off. I closed my eyelids. They were burning. I would remember the right direction in a moment if only I could calm myself down. 

         	Going through my back pocket I found a dirty piece of cloth. First I took it for a handkerchief I used to have as a child. I recalled how my grandmother had embroidered my real name on it, Chaim, and for a moment I felt a pressure around my heart. Then I discovered the cloth was grey-green, and I rubbed my face with it and opened my eyes. Inside the darkness I saw a homemade table with folding chairs around it. A field telephone with a crank handle stood in the middle of the table. Scattered around it were some pieces of paper, a disassembled automatic pistol, its leather holster. I could see the glow of a cigarette. This bunker belonged to one of the company commanders, but which one?

         	Capitaine Mauger, a voice said somewhere in my brain.

         	This was all wrong, so I set off again with a jerk and turned left at first opportunity. Everything immediately looked better. Then there was a new flash, and I stepped on something soft and almost stumbled. A shout sounded from beneath me as earth rained down on me, a large lump landing with a thump on top of my helmet. I leaned to one side. I was still standing, but the burning pain in the side of my torso was a constant distraction. I must have lost a lot of blood already. My pulse was beating hard in my eardrums and I found it impossible to focus on anything.

         	For a moment I thought I had arrived. There was a large excavation in the trench wall, a circular area covered by camouflage netting. In the middle of it stood a heavy mortar, its barrel pointing up through the netting. A legionnaire was rubbing his naked torso with mosquito oil. His comrade took a sip from his canteen. He caught sight of me and gestured to pass the canteen to me. I was thirsty but my stomach might be injured, in which case drinking could be fatal. I knew that, knew—so I left the soldiers by the mortar and staggered through a junction where two trenches crossed.

         	For a while the top of my head had felt like the lid of a coffin. Now someone slammed it shut and everything went dark, so it seemed like a miracle when I suddenly stood in the big dug-out by the entrance to the first aid tent. My shirt was soaked, and I was freezing and sweating at the same time. I squeezed the compress hard against the wound. It made me cough and I felt a shiver that tore at the wound as I leaned forward and hurried inside.
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         There was a head in front of me and an open mouth, and it spoke to me. A swarthy face with vibrant eyes and shiny white teeth.

         	‘You need to sit still.’

         	A pair of strange hands unbuttoned my shirt. I let go of the wound on the side of my ribcage and held out my arms to allow the orderly better access.

         	‘You have to wait your turn,’ he said. ‘The doctor will be busy for a little while yet.’

         	I nodded. Then I gulped, and my mouth filled with blood and vomit. He led me to a bucket I could spit into, then helped me sit down on the edge of a camp bed.

         	‘I’ll be fine,’ I said. I am fine, I thought.

         	Five or six other ill or wounded legionnaires sat on the same bed, which squeaked and felt like it was on the brink of collapsing. I discovered that my wound had been dressed with a new compress, and strips of gauze were wound around my stomach. This bandage held the blood back much better, and soon my condition was improving. I turned my head and stared straight into an unshaven chin and a pair of distended lips with a cigarette between.

         	The stranger nodded at me. It was hard to see what his problem was—apparently nothing that had happened in combat. His eyes were glassy and protruding, and sweat was running in streaks down both sides of his face. It could be malaria or dysentery.

         	‘What’s your name?’ he said. The French form of words seemed perfect for the surroundings. What do you call yourself?

         	‘Je m’appelle Ştefan.’

         	‘C’est un très joli nom. You look like a nice fellow, too. Do you know the empty bunker behind Post XIV?’

         	‘Perhaps.’

         	I pushed out my lower lip to blow a mosquito away from my cheek. It was fine to talk but it had to be an easy conversation.

         	‘The two of us could meet there sometime soon,’ he said, ‘when you’ve recovered.’

         	I discovered I was observing things with unusual intensity. The man next to me, for example, his fingernails were flat and square, with a straight line of black dirt across them. His fingertips were so nicotine-yellow that judged from them alone you could have taken him for a corpse. He let out bluish smoke through the quivering corner of his mouth as he searched my face with wet, brown eyes. I made sure that what he found would be akin to a building with barred doors and windows. 

         	‘Why?’ I said.

         	The man removed the cigarette from his lips and smiled. He put his hand on my thigh and moved closer to me. His eyes looked both swimming and piercing, and he spoke in a toneless voice. ‘I thought we could be nice to one another. Aren’t you one of those fellows who have come here searching for something?’

         	The situation was getting difficult. What did this stranger know about other people’s affairs? I leaned back to get a better look of his face. I had a vague notion that I had seen it before, but I couldn’t relate it to anything in particular.

         	‘Searching for what?’ I said.

         	‘What is everyone searching for in this place? A moment of pleasure and a bit of distance from this hell on Earth, I would say.’

         	I decided to ignore the stranger with the cigarette and mind my own business.

         	I looked around. There were some fifty patients in the tent, twice as many as it was meant for. Most of them were in a bad way, the worst ones being those lying on the ground next to the open door. They were the dying. The flies gathering on their trousers were an unmistakable omen. They were so tightly packed they almost looked like an extra layer of clothing.

         	When it was finally my turn, I got up, stiff-jointed and weak at the knees. I had to stand still for a moment while everything around me was rocking and swaying. If I pulled myself together, I might be able to reach the curtain and make my way around it. But a man kept staring at me. He was lying in a bed a few paces away, and his face seemed familiar. I became confused and perhaps I even said the name aloud. But it wasn’t. It couldn’t be.

         	‘Josif!’

         	If Josif had been here now, he would have got up from his bed and stood himself beside his younger brother. He would have helped me make my way to the doctor. Someone did, but Josif it was not. So I made a small step aside and continued forward alone. There was so much pain to go through in this world, and this was neither the first nor the last step on my personal journey.

         	So far I had ten metres ahead of me to reach a dirty curtain.
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         And on the other side of it there was only a deep, deep darkness.

         	What followed wasn’t a concrete condition. Rather it felt like a floating beyond time and place, save some brief moments where I had a kind of vision. Shades and shadows merged and there were strange, distant sounds. When the moment was over, everything again turned into black nothingness.

         	Later on, sharp glimpses of light would strike me. I sensed someone sitting next to me, but whether it was the same person all the time I didn’t know. All my attention focused itself on the pounding noise in my head. A warm, undulating pain, a kind of cramp in the brain.

         	Then the light became more sustained and friendly. It gained real colours and depth. People and objects took form. I was on my way back, and I knew it. And the headaches lessened.

         	The figure next to my bed became more defined, too. A thickset man in his late twenties, with a scar in the middle of his face, seemingly from a not particularly successful harelip operation.

         	‘Relax,’ he said in a guttural accent. ‘The doctor says you need peace and quiet.’

         	There was a burning glint in his flickering eyes and little twitches at the corners of his mouth. When he exhaled, he drew his lips back like an angry dog, showing pinkish gums with rows of strong, yellow teeth. 

         	‘You need rest.’

         	Though he sounded friendly and calm, he was one of the usual enemies. I felt like raising my arms and lashing out at him. But I found it impossible to even clench my fists. It was despairing.

         	‘Easy now,’ said the man with the scar.

         	I saw him more clearly now. A round face so freckled it reminded you that deep-down man is but an animal. Muscular hands with squat fingers. They placed themselves flat on my chest and pushed me back against the sheet. Then they disappeared, but a little later they returned to place something soft and cool on my forehead. It felt like a breeze coming down from the mountains.

         	Real dreams started to appear, and when I woke from them my blanket was always soaked. Slowly, I regained consciousness, and I realised that though the man next to me wasn’t exactly a friend, neither was he a direct enemy. Instead I worried about what I could have said in my sleep—if I had revealed myself in any way. If so, it could hardly have been in French, but maybe in Yiddish or Romanian, and Heaven knows what kind of company I had ended up with this time. We were five patients altogether in the ward. A low-ceilinged room with yellowish walls, sited in a corner of the building. It had to be a corner since two of the adjoining walls had windows. One of the other patients was badly wounded, like myself, and confined to his bed. The remaining three were ambulatory. Often when I looked out through the mosquito curtain around my bed, I could see the other two legionnaires sitting at the little table by the window. They were playing cards and downing bottles of Pinard, sometimes bottles with a clear liquid. They also smoked a lot of cigarettes, these two. When they addressed others, they would speak the normal broken legionnaire’s French. Between themselves they spoke a language that could only be Spanish. Sometimes the man with the scar under his nose would join them at the table. But no sooner had I opened my eyes than he limped back to my bedside with a cool facecloth or a glass of water. Sometimes a few pills for me to swallow.

         	In my dreams the past would bubble up. I often met my sister in them. Leah, standing next to my mother by the kitchen table, helping her with the cooking. Leah, sitting next to me in bed as I read aloud to her from our favourite book with the fairy-tales. Leah, wrapped in barbed wire so only her head was visible and her body resembled a giant beehive. Leah, with her face burning and a far too well-known voice explaining, like a narrator in a flickering old film:

          
   

         One of the main tenets of our movement was that we could improve the world for the majority if we eradicated certain inferior strains of the human race. No sooner had we seized power than with the help of our allies we could implement our plans.

          
   

         In my dreams I would I often cry, and so hard that it bordered on screaming. But when I woke my eyes were dry. It was a long time since I had cried all my tears. Something hard, something black and straight as a line, had placed itself where once my sorrow had been. Once.

         	I realised that I was doing this mainly for her. The others mattered, too, and they had all come along. But more than anything I was here because of my sister. Her voice, her scent. The way almost nothing could make her laugh or cry. She had trusted me so much. But when it counted, I couldn’t protect her. It was nothing I could blame myself for; at least I knew that. It was just lucky that the same thing hadn’t happened to me.

         	Lucky for one reason only. So I could be here now, do what I did, for her. Always for her, and the way she closed her eyes when she snuggled up to me and stroked me underneath my chin where she said my skin was softer than anywhere else. Anything soft she would go for.

          
   

         *
   

          
   

         The man in the bed next to mine said he was Verheyen. He was Belgian. This was the military hospital in Lang Son. It belonged to the regular French forces, but the Legion had its own section.

         	‘If you need a doctor, make sure you mention it in good time,’ he said. ‘It takes ten times longer to get hold of a doctor in this section than in the rest of the hospital.’

         	It seemed he had a point. One afternoon the badly wounded man in the ward screamed in pain for an hour. Meanwhile, Verheyen limped around the hospital, searching for help. He said that every doctor and nurse he approached had cut him off, arguing that they had more than enough work in looking after the regulars.

         	Even after the nurse had given the man a large shot of morphine, he still whimpered on in his sleep. 

         	I’m indifferent to this. That man can scream and whine as much as he likes. His pain is self-induced. No one has asked him to come here and be shot to pieces. It has nothing to do with me. Shouldn’t affect me in the least.

         	‘He hasn’t got much time left,’ said Verheyen, who seemed to have a habit of babbling. ‘The Viet Minh gave him a bullet right through his spine.’

         	I was now out of bed and strong enough to sit for a few hours each day by the table, reading week-old French newspapers or staring into thin air. I nodded at the Belgian’s remark. I, too, had seen the morning ritual when the doctor entered the ward to loosen the wounded man’s bandages. Then followed half an hour of whimpering and moaning while the nurse picked out little pieces of bone from his wound with a pair of pliers.

         	‘The rest of us shouldn’t complain,’ Verheyen said. ‘It’s just that I have this damned awful pain in my knee all the time. Can’t bend it either. Hn!’
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         In the cover of darkness I get up from my bed, take the bayonet from my locker and stagger down to the farthest end of the room where a bookshelf hangs on the wall. I tear a few pages out of a book and walk over to the bed with the badly wounded soldier.

         	The next morning he is dead. It is hard not to notice since he is silent now and the ward stinks like a public lavatory. But he hasn’t died from his wounds. Someone has helped him on his way, or at least that is the head doctor’s conclusion as he now stumbles into the ward with some crumpled-up pieces of paper in his hand. Following him are two other men, one a civilian in his late forties wearing a tropical suit, the other a greying officer from the Legion’s military police. The neighbouring ward is present as well, probably because it is also under suspicion.

         	Everyone jumped up into a position of attention, except me. I was too weak and still in bed. And if I was too weak to straighten up, I couldn’t have murdered anyone either. That was one of the wrong conclusions they would draw. Another concerned the motive. They would think someone had killed the man out of compassion—to relieve him from his pain. They would get it all wrong, and meanwhile I was safe in my bed behind burning eyelids. Had my effort last night been unnecessary? Would the bastard have snuffed it anyway? Most likely, but you could never be certain. Besides, each day his kind was alive was one day too many.

         	My impression of the surroundings was still intense, as if I observed them through a red filter of fever. The doctor I already knew. He was a short man with a reddish face and lifeless, blue eyes. Between them sat a stumpy nose the shape of a slide in a children’s playground. He rarely looked at the person he was talking to but stared instead out the window or into the wall.

         	I read the situation like an open book. A crime novel like the ones Mr Soifer used to send me, with a doctor, a detective, a victim and a room full of suspects.

         	‘I demand to know who crammed this into the patient’s mouth and pressed it down until he choked,’ the doctor gasped. He spread the papers out on the table before him. It appeared to be two or three pages torn from a book, smeared with blood and saliva.

         	In the meantime, the man in the tropical suit had walked down to the far end of the room and picked a book from the shelf. I studied him. Like the French colonial empire he appeared to have seen better days. His trouser legs were stumpy, his white socks frayed at the edges, his canvas shoes covered in dust. From the nose up his hat cast a shadow over his face, but somewhere inside the gloom you could see a pair of grey-blue eyes. His mouth was small and his lips narrow, his nose soft and clumpy.

         	He opened the book and leafed through it while he traced his steps back across the floor. He hadn’t introduced himself, but his behaviour suggested he was a criminal investigator.

         	‘So the patients in this ward have an interest in fairy tales,’ he said.

         	‘A society back in France sent us those books,’ said the head doctor. ‘I presumed they were copies of the New Testament.’

         	‘Hmm.’ The civilian wagged a forefinger in front of the doctor. ‘Never put copies of the New Testament in a ward like this. They’ll just end up as cigarette paper. Besides, this has nothing to do with the Bible.’ He pointed to a page. ‘Look, this is what killed your patient.’ 

         	‘Excuse me, what?’

         	‘Rats,’ said the civilian, nodding to himself.

         	The doctor scanned his face as if to convince himself that the man hadn’t lost his wits completely. ‘Rats?’ he echoed with rising intonation.

         	‘The Pied Piper of Hamelin as far as I can see. This is a collection of translated German folk tales, sire. Two pages from the introduction to the volume are missing along with the first page of said story. If I’m not mistaken, it’s the same pages that are lying here on this table.’

         	‘Permission to make a comment,’ said a legionnaire standing by the window. He was one of the patients from the next-door ward.

         	‘Permission granted,’ said the officer from the military police. ‘Particularly if you know who did it.’

         	‘I don’t, but I know he suffered a lot.’

         	‘What is that supposed to mean?’ said the civilian.

         	‘That he was a burden to the rest of us. It was terrible to hear.’

         	‘It’s still murder to stuff something into his throat and choke him.’

         	‘I’m just stating my point of view on his condition.’

         	‘You are indeed. And in remarkably good French, I must say.’

         	‘I’m Belgian. French-speaking.’

         	‘Now, where did I ever hear that one before?’ said the man in the tropical suit. He straightened up and shook his head. ‘This is leading nowhere. I need to move on.’

         	He spun on his heel and left the room. The doctor and the greying officer from the military police followed.

         	The atmosphere in the ward immediately returned to normal. Jokes were cracked, cards thrown on the table. It seemed commonly agreed that nothing further would happen in this case.

          
   

         *
   

          
   

         In the afternoon a new patient arrived, a Czech with a crushed jaw and a leaky hole in the side of his neck. He could hardly eat, so the doctor put him on white bread soaked in milk. Now and again he would growl incoherently, but by joining forces the others concluded he was asking for a loaded gun. 

         	I managed to get out of bed and cross the floor to the table by the window. There I picked up the volume of folktales the police detective had left behind. I remembered how I used to read the story about the Pied Piper of Hamlin to my sister. Now my heart skipped a beat as I realised it could happen again since the book was here and so was she.

         	The first page of the story was missing. Instead it now started with a coloured drawing of a cunning-looking man in tatty clothes. He was playing on an enormous bagpipe as he walked down a twisted road leading away from a drawbridge outside a walled city. Rooftops and towers rose up from the other side of the city wall, and all around him enormous rats were dancing on their hind legs, like kangaroos.

         	I went back and sat down on the edge of my bed. Leah crossed the floor and sat down beside me, as beautiful as ever. I showed her the book.

         	‘Are you ready?’ I said.

         	She nodded. ‘Of course!’

         	‘This is after he has made an agreement with the council to rid the town of all its rats.

         	‘I know. Now read to me, please.’

          
   

         	As the cock crowed, the man entered at the gate. He was wearing an unusual hunting outfit and carrying a very large bag pipe, upon which he played mournful melodies. Hordes of rats and mice followed the sound, emerging in great masses from their holes in every corner of every house in the city. They followed the piper, who walked directly towards the river. There he stepped into a boat and—continuing to play the bagpipe—rode out to the middle of the stream. Irresistibly attracted to the music, the rats attempted to swim after him, but they all drowned in the river’s raging current.

          
   

         ‘That’s my favourite story,’ Leah said.
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         ‘You speak better French than most of us.’

         	‘Not as well as you,’ I said.

         	‘I have been here longer. Also, if you grow up in Belgium you’re bound to hear French spoken, even though you’re Flemish-speaking like myself.’

         	It was after lunch. Verheyen and I sat across from each other at the table by the window. The Spaniards weren’t in the ward. The Czech sat in his bed by the corner and snorted as he slipped little milk-soaked bread lumps into his mouth.

         	‘There are certain similarities,’ I said. ‘I mean, between my mother tongue and French.’

         	‘Really?’

         	‘Yes. French and Romanian are related languages.’

         	‘I’ve heard you talk in your sleep. It didn’t sound like French or anything like it,’ Verheyen said. ‘It actually sounded more like German to me, but I couldn’t make much sense of it. I’m pretty good at German, but it didn’t really sound like that. Without being an expert I would guess it was a Scandinavian language.’

         	‘It could only have been Romanian,’ I said, knowing of course it could only have been Yiddish. ‘It’s hard for outsiders to hear the similarities with French, but they’re there. If you look at the grammar …’

         	I sighed and pulled myself together. Then I started homing in on a different issue. ‘Have you ever heard real Romanian spoken?’

         	‘No,’ Verheyen said. ‘I don’t know any Romanians.’

         	‘Other than me.’

         	‘Oui, naturellement. I just didn’t know what you were until you told me yourself.’

         	‘There aren’t many of us in the Legion. It’s difficult to get out of Romania these days. I’ve only heard of one other than myself in the entire Legion, and that was in fact a man from my own village.’

         	‘You seem to be getting better,’ Verheyen’s said. His face lit up in a smile. ‘I could teach you a few tricks. So you won’t recover too soon, I mean. The knee is a good one to go for. If you say you have a bad knee, it’s very hard for the doctors to determine if there’s really something wrong.’

         	I stared at the window hasp. ‘I don’t mind going back to the fighting,’ I said. ‘At least it’s less monotonous than this place. But sometimes I miss having someone … Don’t you ever miss having someone to speak your own language with?’

         	Verheyen shrugged.

         	‘Are you sure you haven’t bumped into any other Romanians?’ I said. I had decided not to go any further today. If he evaded the issue again, it would have to wait until some other occasion.

         	Verheyen half-closed his eyes as he scrutinised his memory.

         	‘Peut-être,’ he said. ‘A big fellow, un caporal. Perhaps he was Hungarian, I don’t know. But he wasn’t pleasant company, damn it! Hardly your friend from home. Hardly anyone’s friend.’

         	‘If he is Romanian …’

         	Verheyen leaned forward over the table. ‘I’ve seen some awful beastliness in my time. Unlike many others I don’t brag about it. But since the two of us have become friends, I won’t hide from you that I was with the Germans on the Eastern Front. This place isn’t exactly for sensitive souls either; do I even have to mention it? But everything has a limit. What I’m saying is …’ He moved his gaze and stared into the peeling wall. In a short while a decisive change had happened to his face. He looked much older now, with dark patches emerging around his eyes. ‘Believe me, the man we’re talking about isn’t worth meeting … for anyone.’

         	It had suddenly become harder for me to breathe. I pushed my chair out with the back of my knees and got up.

         	Still too sick and exhausted. Not ready for a situation like this and should have expected and not provoked …

         	I found it hard to control my respiration, hard to keep a straight face. And so damned tempting to share his indignation, grit my teeth and demand in single words.

         	Name, unit, rank.

         	‘We’d better get you back to bed,’ said the Belgian who had been on the Eastern Front.

         	‘No, no. I’m fine.’

         	I turned and looked out the window. Two stories down were the hospital garden and its surrounding wall. The street outside was an anthill of people in loose-fitting clothes and sandals, on foot and on bicycles. In between there were broad American-made cars and French army vehicles. The sky was high and the sun burned with devastating fury. The reddish-brown dust was everywhere. It settled on plants and buildings and on people’s clothes. It dug itself deep into their skin.

         	I regained my self-control and concentrated on making my breathing more regular. A flock of black birds with ruffled wings sailed screaming across the rooftops, and in the open back of a lorry some twenty legionnaires were swaying from side to side. They were either on their way out on patrol or coming home from one since they had their rucksacks with them and their MAS 1949 semiautomatic rifles between their knees. Australian bush hats on their heads. Just another bunch of nameless young men in the remotest corner of the globe.

         	Then everything changed as one of them took his hat off and ran his fingers through his greying hair. That was all. A glimpse lasting four or five seconds.

         	I froze. It was a long time since I had last seen the boatman, and I had never before seen him without his beard. Still—

         	For several minutes I stood and stared out the window. The lorry was long gone now, but my heart was still beating madly and my hands shivered. What had just happened wasn’t at all probable. It could only be a product of my wishful thinking, enhanced by my ailing condition.

         	So my brain told me. My chest and the pit of my stomach told me differently. They knew there was no doubt.
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         That evening she was back sitting on the edge of my bed while I read to her.

          
   

         When the piper came to the local authorities asking for God’s payment, they shouted that he was a sorcerer.

         	‘I am an official rat killer,’ he said.

         	‘Any fool can say that,’ answered a most wise councilman. ‘We know full well that your help is not of this world. Are you in league with the Evil One? Now see here, there is no obligation to keep one’s word with black magicians or kobolds, so just take your leave, or we will turn you over to a witches’ court.’

          
   

         A week later I turned up for an examination by a specialist doctor in one of the hospital annexes. He concluded that my condition was promising. They could discharge me in a few weeks if I kept recovering at this speed.

         	I went back to the ward. The Belgian was lying in his bed, face down and breathing into his pillow. I snatched my towel from the hook on the wall next to my bed and went over to the sink. I washed my hands and face. The water was warm and brown and smelled of sewage. I dried myself, went back to my bed and sat down on the edge.

         	Verheyen started talking to me, the pillow muffling his voice as if it came out of a bad loudspeaker. He said something about having a pain in his ribs where one of the Spaniards had kneed him during a fight. He had a headache, too, though that had nothing to do with the fight. It had been there earlier on, he said. He also complained that he had an acrid taste in his mouth, like milk gone off. That didn’t stem from the fight either, but the fight had made it worse.

         	The fight had been short and Verheyen had undeniably lost it. A few moments ago the Spaniard had approached him and suggested they forget about the whole thing. The Belgian agreed, but it hadn’t improved on his low spirits. The two of them had downed some red wine together, which only worsened it all. He said, ‘Dear Ştefan. I’m far beyond the point where anything can change for the better. Whatever I think of only makes me want to throw up.’

         	Maybe he was drunk.

         	Three soldiers in olive-green vests and shorts were playing poker at the table by the window, using cigarettes as stakes. They called several times for me to join them. Two of them were the Spaniards of the ward. The third man was from another ward, a fellow legionnaire they sometimes invited in for card games when no one else was available. They called for me so many times I couldn’t ignore them any longer, so I went over to the table.

         	‘Aren’t you that fellow everyone calls the Silent Bulgarian?’ asked the invited soldier in a strong German accent.

         	I shrugged. ‘I’m not Bulgarian.’ 

         	The stranger looked up at me with a jerk of his head. ‘Is it true that you prefer to keep to yourself and so on?’ he said.

         	He was a stout man with dark, glossy eyes. The lower part of his round face was full of black stubble. In fact, all his hair was coal-black, including on the back of his hands. He looked me in the eye in a surveying manner. ‘I hope you don’t get moody just because I talk to you?’

         	‘Of course not,’ I said.

         	‘Weren’t we supposed to play cards?’ said one of the Spaniards.

         	The stout one reached up and slapped me on the shoulder. ‘Tu connais Bertha?’ he said. ‘Listen now, you silent Bulgarian. I’m asking if you know Bertha?’

         	‘I don’t.’ 

         	‘Well, at least we now know you can speak. That’s nice, so we can move on. Bertha is the biggest whore where I come from, Bulgarian. And when I say big, I mean sehr gross.’

         	‘Bigger than you,’ said one of the Spaniards.

         	‘Much bigger,’ said the stout one, nodding with conviction. ‘And damned good at her job. She’s known for servicing an entire platoon in a quarter of an hour.’

         	‘Last time I heard that story it was a company,’ the Spaniard said with an acrid smile.

         	‘That was in an hour, comrade. A company in an hour, a platoon in fifteen minutes. It adds up if you know arithmetic.’

         	‘Only if it’s a standard infantry company and she can keep up the pace.’

         	‘She can!’

         	I heard Verheyen call for me and went over to his bed.

         	‘When will they shut up?’ he said. ‘I can’t cope with those people much longer. They make me feel like bringing up everything inside me.’

         	He started reeling off: bones, intestines, flesh, fat.

         	I returned to the others. The fat one half-rose and reached for the pocket in his shirt, which he had hung on a bedpost. He pulled out a crumpled piece of card and held it in front of me. It was a studio photograph of a very large woman, who lay sprawled out in some sand under a parasol. She was naked except for a bonnet she wore on her head and a kind of Roman sandals with laces running criss-cross up to her knees.

         	‘Bertha!’ the fat one said. ‘She’s a real Prussian madam. Wouldn’t you like to own her portrait?’

         	I tried to turn away, but the German legionnaire put the picture in front of me. ‘You can have it cheap,’ he said.

         	‘I don’t want it.’

         	‘I know, but buy it anyway. You can send it home to your mother in Bulgaria. Look, there’s lots of space on the back to write a message. “Dear Mum, all is well. French Indochina is everything they promised at the travel agency in Marseilles.”‘

         	The Spaniards giggled.

         	‘What about you then?’ the fat one said, holding the picture in front of one of them instead.

         	‘Remove that idiotic picture,’ the Spaniard said. ‘You can wipe your arse on it for all I care.’

         	‘Are you serious? That would be a pity.’

         	The stout soldier clutched the picture to his chest and moved his upper body as if he was dancing.

         	‘Let’s play cards,’ the other Spaniard said, looking gloomy. ‘Pesado!’

         	‘No one wants to buy my picture. I’m asking everyone, but no one wants it. People are very negative in that regard.’

         	‘Tell me, are we playing cards or not? Because if you don’t want to, we can find someone else.’ 

         	Verheyen got up and buttoned his shirt. He had been lying for a long time with his face against the pillow and the piercing daylight made him screw up his eyes. He limped towards the door.

         	I followed.
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