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         She hears nothing. Senses nothing. It just happens out of nowhere.

         The child is on the bed playing dead, and Jeanne, kneeling beside her, soaks the edge of the cloth in the remains of some water and reaches for an arm.

         Léonie tries to avoid being washed, as she always does. Lying inert, as heavy as her young body will allow, she blinks, wrinkles her nose and, slightly raising her upper lip to reveal two gap teeth, darts out the shiny tip of her white-spotted tongue.

         Jeanne straightens and studies the child in the half-darkness of the room.

         Léonie.

         Léo.

         What’s left to her.

         
             

         

         Jeanne’s hands are dulled with work, her back is stiff. And as she closes her eyes, and relaxes her head and shoulders, all her in-held breath comes out at once in a hoarse cry that would leave anyone who heard it struggling to say whether it expressed pleasure or pain. 8

         Through the thick fabric of her skirt, something thin rolls from right to left on the floor under her kneecap, most likely a twisted vine tendril that the child played with idly when she came home from nursery school a little earlier.

         She’ll have to light the lamp.

         Léo. Her thin fingers are stiff and grey from the sort of cold that steals over a body when it stays motionless. Jeanne leans forward and breathes a hot sigh onto the palms of their four hands held together. She keeps her eyes on the screwed-up little face, waiting for the beginnings of a smile. First with the ends of stray hairs that have escaped from her plaited bun and then with her eyelashes, she skims the child’s writhing chest, the areas of skin that her knitted top lays bare.

         Aquiver with laughter, the child’s body is suddenly slapped by a sound coming through the wall: the door to their neighbour’s lodging being slammed shut. Sidonie lumbering home and making sure everyone knows.

         Léo shudders, she probably really has caught cold now. It would be too stupid if she fell ill. The flu’s been attacking left, right and centre for the last few weeks. A woman Jeanne knew at the workshop died in the space of three days in late September. Spanish flu. Everyone’s talking about it and people tremble just at the mention of its exotic name.

         Everyone knows you should never be in pain or cold or frightened on purpose.

         So Jeanne huddles up against Léo, her trunk flattening heavily, stopping the child moving. She breathes her warmth into Léo’s ear, the crook of her neck. She slides her cheek 9along her ribs, sniffing with her mouth as if it were a nose and catching Léonie’s smell, a smell like no one else’s, not even her father’s now-lost smell.

         The sounds of the outside world melt away around the edges of the bed, swallowed by the warm rush of their combined bloodstreams.

         
             

         

         It’s already very cold on this late October evening and, pulling herself together, Jeanne quickly finishes washing Léo. First her face, behind her ears, next her hands, held open and then turned over one after the other, all rubbed with the damp cloth where the traces of previous washing sessions can still be read in the yellow light cast by the lamp she’s just lit. The dark tide of their shared filth is overlaid here and there by long trails that look like bloodstains.

         This is because, ever since the busy season started up again, a fine dust has coated her flower-maker’s fingers and hangs over every part of the room, a veil of the notorious ‘bad red’ used for petals. It is this red that shades the cloth, while the earthy green of the paper she uses stains her mouth, forcing Jeanne to spit out foul saliva at regular intervals. When she’s winding green paper strips around the vine tendrils that act as stalks, she uses her own mouth hundreds of times a day to moisten the pliable ends which are saturated with lead sulphate.

         
             

         

         Léo is dressed again, her thin little legs thickened by several pairs of long socks worn one on top of the other. Squatting before the stove, Jeanne delves inside it for anything that 10might rekindle a vague whisper of orange, just enough to reheat yesterday’s stew to an acceptable temperature.

         She mustn’t stir up the coal too much, mustn’t waste a thing. The posters outside keep saying so. Everything must be made to last.

         And she definitely hopes this new winter won’t be as harsh as the last, when she sometimes had to work wearing all the clothes she owned in order to keep in the heat. One evening she even put the eiderdown over the top, improvising a sort of warm tent that threatened to slide off at any moment. Sitting there at the table, which she’d moved so that her chair could be hard up against the stove, she looked like a huge creature made of dirty washing, with two black paws of coiled wool poking out.

         With half a gross of these red dahlias to finish before morning, her day’s far from over. Like so many women who work from home, Jeanne struggles to put in her ten or eleven hours a day without staying up at least part of the night. On top of her work, there’s the child who needs taking to school, the shopping, deliveries, housework and the stove.

         While Jeanne ekes out the stock with water, Léo hums between her teeth, hardly making a sound, her nose pressed up to her rag doll’s face. She’s placid and almost always cheerful. She plays with her things alone, in her little corner of tiled floor. And because she’s still not asking for her supper, Jeanne decides to get back to work straight away.

         She opens the door to the landing, just a crack. Then she won’t have to get up when Sidonie comes a little later 11to collect the boxes that she’ll drop off at the workshop on her way to deliver her calico aprons.

         The seamstress will simply let herself in without knocking, as she usually does. The two of them will sit together for a while, drinking a small glass of milk each. Sharing the dregs of a bottle of wine, if Sidonie has any left.

         The room is filled with flickering lamplight that seems to mirror Léo’s never-ending sing-song, and the smell of boiled and reboiled stew slowly rises, catching at Jeanne’s nostrils and numbing her fingers.

         Perhaps that’s why she hasn’t picked up on anything.
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         For a start, she doesn’t hear the footsteps, even though the staircase in her building is very vocal; its treads creak terribly. Nothing seems to break through the rampart of Jeanne’s concentration when she’s immersed in her flowers.

         Neither does she suspect the silent, unseen trickles of sweat on this man standing, waiting. She’s unaware of his altered posture, the painful tensing of his shoulders and neck, his wrists.

         And yet he’s been there for at least ten minutes, utterly still. After the warped wooden stairs, it’s now his whole body, his nocturnal presence, that creaks as he grimaces in a silence streaked with blue light.

         His clothes – the stiff military coat that he’s buttoned all the way up, the serge trousers and black hobnailed boots – are things he hasn’t worn or even seen for months, no, come to think of it, years. All the same, they’re still his, he recognizes them.

         But he fills them so badly. The frame that they envelop has, imperceptibly, changed. When he came to put them on, he hesitated; perhaps he should have chosen civilian clothes, but he has nothing left from… from before – he alone 13has survived from his past life. And beyond his outward appearance he’s not sure what sort of state he’s survived in, when all’s said and done.

         Sitting at her table, Jeanne senses nothing. It has to be said that the huge red dahlias, whose wound-like qualities are accentuated by the light from the oil lamp, completely absorb her in a swirl of scarlet. The repeated gestures gradually steal over her whole body, leaving no part of her in which she can drift. When Jeanne sleeps or closes her eyes, when she’s absent in mind or body, she knows this much: the flowers are still there and always will be.

         There are now only a few dozen left of the last gross of dahlias she has to make. Two dozen. Perhaps three dozen of the six that she needs to finish before the end of the day. She’s nearing her goal. Sidonie will be able to come over, conversation will flow, she’ll let go. The day will be complete.

         After a meal of stock with three slices of carrot and a memory of stringy meat floating in it, Léo has finally fallen asleep with her head laid delicately next to her pillow and one arm thrust out. Jeanne needn’t keep an eye on her now.

         
             

         

         Meanwhile, on the other side of the barely open door, all he can see is a narrow strip to the right of the doorway, where the room opens onto the pitch-dark storage area.

         At first he thought it a little odd, this unshut door. Was Jeanne even inside? He was worried. He’d heard so many stories about women left behind.

         But, straining his ears, he soon clearly hears the familiar clicking sounds. Since he left, he’s grown used to listening 14more attentively. For possible threats, or reassurances. Now, to his enormous relief, Jeanne’s soft music is restored to him, unchanged and true. The rustle of her fingers as she picks through boxes for little groupings of petals, sepals or leaves that she’s already dyed. Her very distinctive humming, like the buzz of a wasp. The selection of shaping balls that she heats and wields deftly. The pliers that she puts down and picks up again.

         It all comes back to him.

         What’s different is his fear. But still.

         Still.

         Fear.

         Neither here on rue de la Lune nor before in Belleville had he ever been frightened. Not of her, not like this.

         
             

         

         All at once he remembers the cheese. Here in his canvas bag, a big hunk of it, hard and a hearty orange colour; he’s been keeping it for days. This cheese, he thinks to himself, this cheese could be his entry ticket, a gift from one of the magi. The swell of his knapsack in his hand encourages him to make a move.

         He puts his hand flat on the wood and pushes, gently at first and then, taking a deep breath, with hearty conviction.

         That’s that.

         He’s pushed the door open but is still on the landing, standing very upright in the darkness. And Jeanne looks up quickly, her eyes still drenched in the red of the dahlias.

         
            *

         

         15If anyone asked them now, asked him or her, they probably wouldn’t know. Wouldn’t know what exactly happened. What they thought and felt in that moment.

         Perhaps, yes, she would have said that Toussaint’s taller. Because without thinking, idiotically, it strikes her that he’s grown during the war, that, after years of absence, this man who’s being returned to her takes up the full height and breadth of the doorway.

         In the past thirty months, the only people she’s seen appear in that space – Sidonie, Léo, Mother Birot and the caretaker – are made of different stuff, no doubt about it. And right now Toussaint’s puffing himself up as much as he can, expanding his lungs, sucking in his stomach and tensing his long thigh muscles, taut, as if anticipating a blow.

         
             

         

         At first Jeanne stays rooted to her chair, entirely consumed with watching him and avoiding him. She knows what she should see, though, where she should look, but it bounces about, slips away from her. What she does grasp is that he’s taller, and handsome in his uniform, and unfamiliar too.

         She doesn’t think, He’s here, she thinks, It’s here. This unknown thing that’s coming home to her. That she’s dreaded, and longed for. It’s here. It’s going to come in, it’s going to make its life with her, and with Léo too, it will come here, into this room that the two of them have shared so little since they left Belleville.

         He was far away, he was no longer made of flesh and words. But now it’s here and he, Toussaint, is much taller than before. 16

         Jeanne stammers without making a sound, gathers herself, wipes her green mouth, makes up her mind to put down her pliers and stand up, given that he isn’t coming in and is waiting, standing so rigid. She doesn’t cry out, she can’t, isn’t even startled, but all the same, Léo’s now sitting up in bed and staring at them, first one then the other, puffy-faced, dishevelled and apprehensive.

         
             

         

         Toussaint has chosen his moment.

         He hoped for help from the shadows, and here they are around him, in all their feathery softness. It’s as if the October night behind him is supporting him. The room in front of him is soft, saturated with everyday smells.

         
             

         

         He’s been ready for so long that he could have arrived earlier. But he was aiming for after dark, lingering, delaying the moment when rue de la Lune would open up before him. He came on foot – not that he’s used to walking any distance now, or to exertion of any kind; not that he’s the same as before. It took him a long time. He didn’t count the hours. On the streets, and the wide Grands Boulevards in particular, the traffic was not as heavy as it used to be, but there were still people about.

         They must have peered at him; some passer-by or other, whether civilian or military, most likely went so far as to call out to him. But he heard nothing, saw nothing. He hunkered down inside himself. People walking past were reduced to a single mass, alive and seething. 17

         He was aware of the cold, the damp smell, the shifting draughts and colours produced by the movements of trams and motor taxis. The sounds of Paris. Before going out he’d felt he would never get used to them again; well, he would, but only slowly. And now here it all was, just like before, or almost, so not that daunting after all. It was only people he no longer saw.

         He just kept walking, sometimes losing his way, switching to the other side of the road or to another street for no reason, but making his way. And in the end, caught up in his own momentum, he stepped into this humble building in a neighbourhood he hardly knew, where his wife and daughter had been living alone for nearly three and a half years.

         He was lucky. When he walked past the caretaker’s well-lit lodge without giving his name, she didn’t notice a thing and so didn’t call out to stop him.

         
             

         

         Léo has finally slipped timidly out of bed. Jeanne glances at her and risks taking a few steps. It’s her turn.

         It isn’t far to go. Her home – well, their home – isn’t very big. One room flanked by a storage area where she keeps her belongings.

         That’s all. But it’s a long way. It’s too far and too near.

         Jeanne walks towards him and her eyes jitter. She’d like them to be steadfast, but they leap about, wilfully.

         And that flash of white up ahead burns them.

         She’d like to smile and open her arms, but feels doltish, hot, redder than the big red dahlia abandoned back there 18on the table. She wishes she were all kindness, filled to the brim with him. She’d like to be able to touch Toussaint, to tilt an open face towards his, she’d like to feel one single emotion and to simulate nothing, but now everything’s a muddle, nothing’s as she planned it, not that she had planned anything, hadn’t wanted to think about it, couldn’t believe that it really would happen one day.

         Because she can’t whoop, can’t stand squarely in front of her husband, reach up on tiptoe and kiss him, she goes right up to him, puts her arms around him, rests her cheek against the serge of his coat and waits.
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         She remembers mobilization day. Afterwards, Jeanne and her neighbours and masses of other people, including some with whom she would never have exchanged a single word in normal times, endlessly chewed over it.

         Of course they all remembered what they were doing that Saturday in August 1914, and where they were when they first saw the posters, heard the tocsin or were told by someone better informed than themselves.

         
             

         

         Sidonie was told by her son Eugène, who’d heard the news from his boss, the butcher on rue Thorel.

         Jeanne and Sidonie live across the landing from each other. At the top of the stairs on the fourth floor, Sidonie occupies two gloomy rooms where she has toiled at her work since the time of her marriage to Albert, sixteen years earlier. She is the older of the two women.

         When, in the spring of 1915, Jeanne was turned out of her rented room in Belleville and came to live here with her daughter, it was Sidonie who explained everything to her, showing her where and how to fetch water, how best to use the latrines on the half landing, and what to think of 20the tenants on the first floor and of the shifty coral dealer who still rented the small ground-floor shop at the time; Sidonie who ensured that Jeanne was in favour with the butcher, where her son worked as an apprentice. She too who tried, but without success in this instance, to lure her over to the church.

         So the two women see a good deal of each other. They share what little they have, the coffee and heating, the lack of coffee and lack of heating. The silences and absences. Their meagre meals too, occasionally. Together they’ve discussed the best way to peel vegetables, to waste as little as possible. They’ve learned to cook the fat and the bones, to make briquettes for their stoves out of old newspaper. Last year they grew a cabbage in a broken cooking pot on Jeanne’s balcony and ate it, just the two of them, one leaf at a time.

         With the war, orders for women who work from home have become increasingly sparse and unreliable. Jeanne is lucky: she’s qualified, valued and has managed to keep working nearly year-round. Granted, her arms are not as heavy-laden, her pockets not as well filled, but the two women are tackling this together. Because the department store that outsources some of its sewing to Sidonie isn’t far from the flower-making workshop, and because the women can’t afford to pay a delivery boy, they help each other out with deliveries.

         
             

         

         Eugène was seventeen on mobilization day – in other words, he was spared. But as soon as the news was announced he told his mother that he didn’t want to wait to be called up. 21He was going to enlist. And one evening in early September the lad vanished.

         A card arrived.

         Eugène was in the Ardennes.

         At that stage of the war people were still optimistic. It would all be over in a few weeks, everyone kept saying.

         That was what people said, it would all be done and dusted. We’ll crush them. Joffre had announced that there wouldn’t even be time to make helmets for soldiers: he’d be wiping the floor with the Boche within two months anyway. There wasn’t really anything to worry about. The boy would be home soon, and he’d go back to working for the butcher on rue Thorel like a good boy.

         But Sidonie wept. What had she ever done to the good Lord? And some people in the neighbourhood couldn’t help but ask themselves the selfsame question. She or perhaps someone close to her really must have done something to upset the good Lord. Such an ordeal couldn’t simply be down to fate, and so many punishments piled one on top of the other must surely have been dealt out to appease the wrath of a grievously offended creator.

         What precisely the sin was, nobody knew. But that was beside the point. Come September 1914, no one on rue de la Lune or beyond had the heart to jeer at Sidonie’s anguish and wailing. She was to be pitied, the poor woman. Every household was missing one or two men, or even more, but when the seamstress started sobbing in the street people nodded and discreetly held their tongues.

         
            *

         

         22Sidonie spent much of mobilization day in the nearby church. In the months to come, Jeanne often wondered why the church had been given that name: Our Lady of Good News.

         
             

         

         For Mother Birot, Jeanne’s neighbour on the left, it was a different story.

         She had never married and never had children, and the only man she’d ever wept for in her whole life was her father, whom she’d described in a few brief, definitive words to her companions in freezing hardship, one night in February 1917, when the rigours of the weather had forced the three women and the child to share the same bed.

         For years now Mother Birot had made a living sorting dirty washing for a large laundry on boulevard Poissonnière. Despite her age and her sickly complexion, in February 1915 she – along with more than a thousand other women – was taken on by a camouflage workshop in the 20th arrondissement.

         Here, surrounded by girls a third or a quarter her age, she worked eleven hours a day, six days a week. And when she arrived home on rue de la Lune in the evening, Mother Birot was bone-weary but sated by the soothing notion of having served something greater than herself.

         
             

         

         Mobilization day.

         Jeanne casts her mind back to it. A sunny day that had been too luminously bright, its contours blurred. If she 23talks about it so much, with anyone and everyone, then it is to find out once and for all what happened. As if other people’s stories could somehow, implicitly, tell her own.

         What did she make of it, Jeanne, when she set off to take a delivery to the workshop and noticed a gathering outside the brasserie? A poster had been stuck to the wall. She took her turn, edging closer, and, by elbowing her way through, managed to read it.

         The thought that Toussaint would go off to war did not occur to her straight away. In any event, there was absolutely no mention of war on the poster. Right in the middle of it, in large letters, were the words ‘All men’. That she does remember. All men.

         The crowd around her teemed with opinions and nodding heads, and, in her fearful, overwrought state, seemed to constitute a single body from which she had been excluded all along.

         All men. That included neither Jeanne nor her child, for sure. As for Toussaint, of course Toussaint was a man, that wasn’t the question.

         But it wasn’t the same, it didn’t count. He was hers.

         The muddled notion that the term ‘All men’ had no bearing whatsoever on him may have been fanciful, but then the idea that they would all set out at once, all these men, in a single great long herd, was equally absurd. Toussaint was a husband and father. Léonie wasn’t yet seven months old. Toussaint belonged to them.

         Jeanne had shaken her head. The poster was about another world. Other people. 24

         Then, her eyes flitting haphazardly, unable to make up her mind to read the text in the correct order, from left to right and top to bottom, she had caught other words: ‘On pain of punishment under the full weight of the law’.

         What on earth were they thinking, for goodness’ sake? Neither she nor Toussaint seemed guilty to her.

         At this point someone shoved into her, into Jeanne and her load of brand-new boxed clematis. The notched edge of a straw boater jarred against her temple and she was carried along by the crowd, far away from the poster with its flags, far away from All men.

         
             

         

         Trudging slowly, she made her delivery. No one there was talking about mobilization. Or perhaps she didn’t want to hear. She dropped off the flowers, had her pay-book signed and took the materials she needed for her next order.

         Back at home, she picked up the baby, whom she’d left with a neighbour, and put her straight to bed. And instead of sitting down to work, she started rifling feverishly through the sideboard. It was here, she remembered, that the military record book was kept. She opened it as if it was sure to give her an answer, or at least confirmation of her intuition.

         She read:

         
            Caillet, Toussaint.

            Class of 1907.

            hair: dark blond.

            eyes: blue. 25

            forehead: vertical gradient, average height, average width.

            nose: straight, positioned high above the mouth, average height, average protuberance, average width.

            face: oval.

            height: 1.79 metres.

         

         Under ‘Additional physiognomic information’, someone had put:

         
            mouth: full.

            chin: prominent.

         

         Further on, it said that Toussaint could read and write. It said he couldn’t swim.

         And every page was littered with the word she refused to acknowledge, leaping out at her. Table of the man’s measurements, the man’s year group, the man’s personal belongings.

         Standing by the light of the window, flicking too quickly through the pages, Jeanne had trouble breathing. She didn’t recognize Toussaint. Even in the photograph he had an enigmatic half-smile, as if he could be hiding something from her.

         If this record book, which contained within it a mobilization booklet, was irrefutable proof that Toussaint was included in All men, then it needed to be kept hidden until this was over, this whim, and the poster forgotten.

         She considered it for a good hour, with the book stowed next to the warmth of her body, between her skin and her 26blouse. And then she didn’t dare. In the irrational hope that Toussaint wouldn’t find it there, she put it back in the bottom of the sideboard, her skin still cloyed with anxious sweat.

         
             

         

         She didn’t work well that afternoon, fidgeting on her chair as she made up an order of anemones, unintentionally catching snatches of hubbub from the street through the wide-open window. She wished something would happen there, outside, that something would erupt. Bring the world back to its senses.

         She needed to buckle down to her flowers, get on with them. When she pulled herself together and finally settled to her work, she was in such a hurry to crimp the petals that she overheated the metal balls and several of the white petals – now misshapen and rust-marked by the iron – were wasted.

         She tutted impatiently, trying to revert to her steady, familiar movements. She needed to get back to where she should be, get her hands under control again. When you have work in August, it’s better not to count your sorrows: the summer was the dead season for flower-makers, before the rush for winter flowers in October.

         Since leaving her apprenticeship, where she’d qualified as a maker of ‘naturals’, Jeanne had worked from home, for a reputable firm. She was better off than many others, but in a bad year she could be laid off for several consecutive weeks in the summer. From June to September at the very least you had to be sure never to drag your heels. If you gave up, if the desert opened up, you could always 27join the girls doing feather work. But flowers, especially the naturals, would always pay a little better than feathers.

         Apparently some girls at the workshop had been reduced to making celluloid flowers. Funeral wreaths are in fashion all year round. But even before the war Jeanne hadn’t wanted to do that.

         And so she sat at her table and battled on.

         
             

         

         Mobilization.

         She was still thinking about it.

         The war.

         What exactly was a war? An enormous grey mass, intangible and impossible. Incomprehensible. Those words – the ones on the poster and in other people’s mouths – weren’t for them.

         And yet, despite her mulishness and the energy she put into juggling a thousand irrefutable arguments in her head to prove that this was just a passing fancy, an overhasty reaction from the government or some obscure military affair, her conviction that she and Toussaint would be spared fractured as the hours went by.

         
             

         

         At the end of the day, after suckling Léo, she carried the well-fed child on her hip and went to stand outside the shoe factory on rue Pixérécourt, where Toussaint then worked on the assembly line. She didn’t come all the way over here very often; she normally had too much to do with her own work. But of course, and Jeanne was as aware of this as anyone else, 1 August 1914 wasn’t a normal day. 28

         Just before reaching the factory, she stopped off at the nearby Bellevilloise cooperative to buy watercress, which Toussaint loved, horsemeat salami and macaroni. As she came out, as if by some malicious twist of fate, the street sign for the tiny no through road where the cooperative stood jumped out at her. Future Street (dead end), it said, and Jeanne looked away.

         She was not the only one waiting by the factory door. There they were, the wives, mostly in groups of two or three, all of them worried.
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