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CHAPTER I





THE NEW TRUNK, with its securely fastened leather straps and bearing the freshly painted name Officer Cadet Jean Herbillon, was cluttering up the entrance hall.


The father, who was fiddling with the chain of his pocket watch, looked at the time and, rather a little too sternly, said: “We should get going, Jean.”


“Are you sure you want to go on your own?” his mother asked. “Like a big boy?”


The young man lowered his gaze to avoid having to see his mother try to force a smile. “Yes, mother,” he said. “I’ll be brave, and so will you. Besides, don’t forget Georges is coming with me.”


They stopped talking. The clamour of the street made the silence they were powerless to break seem far more noticeable. They were keen for this goodbye ceremony to be over, for the door to close on this separation, which was tearing them apart on the inside. So intolerable was this moment to them that it made them feel helpless, meaning they could neither admit how anxious they were, nor pretend nothing was wrong.


Jean was counting the seconds, those last, oppressive seconds filled with false sentiments, like his father’s stoicism, his mother’s bravery, and even his own cheerfulness. The only real, palpable emotion was his parents’ all-consuming suffering, and Jean’s own impatience to get away from them so he wouldn’t have to endure it any longer. He knew that the moment he crossed the threshold, all that sadness would fall from him like a troublesome veil as he joined the race towards the future and a life of action…


A child’s voice rang out, striking a triumphal, dissonant note: “The car’s here, Jean; I had a hard time finding it, you know.”


“I knew I could count on you,” the young man told his little brother with a smile.


Jean hurried to leave. Confronted with his family’s tense faces, a lump had developed in his throat and he wanted to get away before they could see the colour drain from his face.


A few awkward kisses were exchanged, along with some vain, feverish words.


The brothers drove through streets emptied by the night and the wartime curfew. A bluish glow leaked out of the streetlights, which had been fitted with slotted covers. Inside the dimly lit car, the little one turned to look at Jean and couldn’t decide what he most admired in him: his courage, the winged stars on his collar or the shininess of the tawny leather. As far as Georges was concerned, Jean was the living embodiment of war, such as he’d seen it illustrated in all the pictures and posters.


The young man slowly savoured that adulation, especially since his own self-image was just as naive.


He was twenty years old. It was his first tour of duty on the front. Despite all the stories he’d heard at boot camp and his own keen sense of reality, his youth couldn’t think of war without endowing it with all the trappings of heroism.


Once they reached the Gare de l’Est, Jean straightened his kepi, put his peacoat on and said to Georges: “Take the trunk to the train bound for Jonchery and wait for me.”


The platforms were teeming with soldiers. The joy of their leave from the front was still imprinted on their faces. Jean walked past groups of these soldiers, his heart swelling with comradely pride. He could finally consider himself the equal of those who were about to depart. He loved them for all they had suffered, especially those whom death had already marked out. Since he believed that he too carried that precious essence within him that evening, he felt he could also bask in a little of that love and respect.


From time to time, his thoughts strayed to that city drowning in darkness, which filled him with a disdainful pity. That city only sheltered men who were either unable or unwilling to fight. He, on the other hand, now walked among the warriors.


He felt a pair of arms wrap themselves around him. Then his senses were engulfed by a familiar perfume.


“Jean, my darling,” a breathless, trembling voice muttered. “I was so worried I wouldn’t make it in time.”


Jean turned his eyes, which were still intoxicated with that naive image of himself, towards the young woman and said: “I knew you’d come.”


His tone was calm, almost indifferent, but it concealed a deep tenderness, and an even deeper pride. Without Denise there, his departure simply wouldn’t have been as glorious.


How invigorating she was! It was the only word he could find to describe his mistress. Her skin, her eyes, her voice, her laughter, her feelings, they were all invigorating!


The young woman slid her arm into his and, pressing tightly against him, they walked, cutting through the crowds of washed-out greatcoats.


With Denise beside him, Jean wasn’t counting the seconds like he’d done at home. He felt more carefree while next to her. Despite his imminent departure, despite the front he already belonged to, and whose tentacles seemed to move inside those darkened trains, he felt as though their rendezvous could last forever. The ease of their union seemed to banish all other anxieties.


A whistle pierced through the cacophony of the station. Denise pressed herself tighter against the young man and this told him they were about to part ways. He detected neither fear nor sorrow in his mistress’s eyes, just a muted adoration. He bent down to meet her mouth and, although he knew it was a farewell kiss, and that it could also be their last, given that they might never see one another again, his young body buckled under those firm lips.


They ran towards the rumbling train. Men who’d been torn from the city’s peaceful embrace were leaning against the doors. Georges was anxiously searching through the multitude of sullied uniforms to spot his brother’s silhouette: dazzling like a piece of polished metal. When he finally saw him, in the company of a young woman, Georges shouted in perhaps too militaristic a tone: “Your trunk’s been loaded, Jean. Quick, get on.”


The train cars were shuddering. Jean roughly shook his brother’s hand, kissed his mistress’s fingers, and jumped on the footboard just as the train was departing. He tried to be as graceful as possible in that single motion since he so dearly desired to keep playing a certain role.


Jean was surprised to find his compartment was full of civilians. It seemed so odd and appalling to him that men would travel for work or pleasure on the same train that was leading him to danger. He’d assumed he would be travelling with officers, comrades who belonged to the heroic school which he believed the front to be. Instead, he found himself in the presence of a small, wrinkled old man, three preppy teenage boys and a young woman whose bearing was a little too formal in contrast to her affectionate eyes.


Nevertheless, his disappointment led him to realize the new perks he could now enjoy. Sat in the corner seat his brother had reserved for him, Jean unceremoniously crossed his leather-clad legs and began smoking a pipe, which always kept going out because he’d never learned how to use an accessory which he’d deemed essential to his new persona.


The train, that fiery river, sped alongside shadowy banks. Jean’s gaze occasionally met the young woman’s, who would look away after a brief smile. Her teeth were a pearly white. The rim of her hat cast a mysterious penumbra that covered her face almost all the way down to her lips, but he could see that her breasts were firm and loose underneath her silk blouse. This image alone awakened a desire for sexual conquest in Jean, and his face beamed with such unrestrained lust that the old man shot him a complicit smile. Yet, lowering her eyelids, the unknown woman pretended to go to sleep. Disappointed, Jean stepped out into the corridor.


He leaned his forehead against the window’s metal bar. Lights flickered across the plain. Streams and rivers shone like pieces of luminous silk. In the midst of the train’s excitement, Jean could almost hear the impetuous uproar of his desire: to get there, to join his squadron. Over the course of the past year, Jean’s youthful pride and his thirst for glory and danger had turned those goals into his sole purpose in life. Now that he was a cadet-observer, and had flown a dozen flights at the Le Plessis airbase, knew all the marshalling signals and had learned Morse code, he was itching to take his place among the supermen he’d pictured, certain he would be able to prove his worthiness.


He was so lost in his daydreaming that he didn’t hear his compartment gradually emptying out and he gave a little start when a voice very close to him asked: “Will we reach Fismes soon, Monsieur?”


He noticed the woman whom he’d given up on seducing was standing next to him, almost touching his shoulder. All his dreams and memories suddenly vanished. As the question had been asked in a non-committal tone that didn’t require an exact answer, Jean answered hers with one of his own: “You know you’re travelling very close to the front lines, Madame?”


“My uncle is waiting for me.”


Her smile made it all too obvious that she didn’t care whether he believed in the existence of this uncle.


They went back inside their compartment. Jean offered her a cigarette and she accepted. She laughed easily and her vocabulary was fairly common, albeit lively. Jean quickly realized she was on her way to join an army commander whom she didn’t really like, but who supported her financially. After a few demurs on her part, he won the privilege of addressing her by her first name, which was Nelly, and Jean wanted to press his advantage.


But the memory of his mistress put a stop to his plans. She had been so sweet and loyal. Was he going to betray her now, having just barely left her? Yet a decisive line of argument banished all his scruples. Tomorrow he would be at the front. Thus, didn’t he have a right to fulfil all his desires? He took the young woman in his arms. She didn’t resist.


When Nelly left, a gentle weariness overcame the young officer cadet as he savoured the memory of an easy triumph. Suddenly, he felt as though a shadow had sat next to him. He shuddered and looked around. There was nobody there. Neither was there anyone out in the corridor, or in the rest of the car for that matter. Only a great silence, broken by a few bumps and jolts. Jean realized his loneliness had assumed a bodily form.


The train rolled along fearfully and cautiously, the night-lights had been lit, and the darkness outside was as dense as black marble. As though he’d only just understood the full meaning of the word, the young man exclaimed: “The front!”


Pressing his face against the windowpane, he vainly tried to glimpse through the darkness, whose immense cloak concealed all the nearby trenches and the hundreds of thousands of men who lived in a state of alert.


He felt as though a thump resounded in his chest.


“Artillery fire,” he murmured, as though having experienced another revelation.


Tense, Jean kept his ears pricked, as though unwilling to miss even the slightest noise of breath coming out of those unknown lands. He’d left Paris only a few hours earlier. He thought he could still see his parents’ faces, or feel the flesh of his mistress’s arm, and could still remember the colourful display of the news kiosk at the station. Yet at the same time he already felt bound to this new place, where men died in droves. Through the same window which had once framed Denise’s face, Jean could now see the gloomy, secret outline of the front.


The train proceeded slowly, almost gently, as though aware of how enfeebled its passengers had become. The train’s rocking motion and silence—albeit a silence punctuated by a distant rumble—meant the ecstasy that had made the young man giddy ever since his departure finally disappeared. Soon enough, all he could feel was an anxious solitude and strange questions insinuated their way into his doubtful mind. Why did he have to enlist? Why did he have to pick the most dangerous branch in the army?


He recalled the image of the burning aircraft which had crashed close to the aviation school’s grounds and thought about how his own flesh might one day crackle and sizzle like that.


Why was that odious train rolling along so slowly? It was like it was loaded with coffins! And that bland, colourless lantern light, and that field completely subsumed by the night!


Jean now began to criticize himself. He was fully aware of what had pushed him towards enlisting in the air force. It hadn’t been his thirst for heroism, but his vanity. He’d allowed himself to be seduced by the glamour of the uniforms, those flashy winged stars and the prestige pilots enjoyed among women. Women had been the decisive factor. His breast swelled with hatred for those feeble, perverse creatures for whom he’d given up his life. Since she hadn’t attempted to dissuade him, Denise seemed the most despicable of them all.


Looking for other grievances to bear a grudge over, he realized he didn’t really know much about that young woman: didn’t know who her friends were, hadn’t visited her home, and didn’t even know her surname. He also realized he didn’t have a single portrait of her, and that he’d only discovered she was married because she’d once forgotten to remove her wedding band. This mystery, which had until that point made Denise seem so compelling, had then turned into a mark of dishonesty and coldness.


Jean thought about how his brief adventure with Nelly had been a means to achieve his just revenge and tried to allay his anxieties by revelling in that memory.


The train, meanwhile, had slowed to the point that one might well have walked beside it. Jean wanted to get off so he could lose that unbearable weight which was oppressing him, and this very desire revealed the full extent of his distress.


“I’m scared,” he thought, in spite of himself.


He tried to defend himself, but all the arguments withered away in the face of his self-loathing. What would be the point of lying to himself? All his indignation against himself or Denise had been caused by that very fear.


The young man who’d laughed when he’d talked about danger, who’d called those who seemed to understand the word “fear” a bunch of cowards, he, Officer Cadet Jean Herbillon, was now scared himself, and this had happened even before he’d come anywhere close to danger.


Jean experienced such shame that he didn’t even realize it completely neutralized his fear.

















CHAPTER II





THE SUN’S BROADSWORD pierced through Jean’s eyelids. He turned on his side, jealously guarding his sleep, but then the roof started to shake and it made him rise to his feet still dazed by the light and noise.


His eyes first fell on the empty room and the shelf where a pitcher of water lay, although he didn’t understand what he was looking at. What was that sombre cage upholstered in tar paper? However, the sight of his trunk, still unpacked, proved to be the missing link that reforged his chain of memories. He had joined his squadron.


He jumped out of bed and threw his uniform on. The noise that had woken him up had come from an engine. They were already flying; he must have woken up late. Despairing, he thought the others would think he was lazy. At that exact moment, a soldier as huge and clumsy as a bear painfully squeezed his frame through the narrow door.


“I’m the orderly,” he said. “Would my lieutenant like some hot water? Then I’ll bring the coffee.”


The soldier was blind in one eye, which made the young officer awkward. Hesitantly, he said: “No, thank you. I would prefer some cold water.”


Then he reflected and forced himself to add: “You should have woken me up earlier.”


“The captain said I should let my lieutenant sleep,” the soldier replied, winking at Jean with his one good eye.


“Ah, the captain…” Jean murmured.


“He’s a man who knows what’s what,” the orderly calmly continued. “The lieutenant will have all the time he needs for everything.”


The officer cadet liked the orderly’s friendly, familiar tone, but thought it best that the soldier also respect him.


“That’s good,” he curtly replied. “I won’t be having any breakfast this morning.”


The sun and that deafening noise which kept stopping and then furiously starting again, which he now recognized as the sound of whirling propellers, were luring him to the outside world. When he stepped outside his room, he left the darkness behind. He found himself in a long, narrow, shadowy corridor with two rows of doors on either side. Noticing light filtering through one of the doors to his left, he walked towards it.


He entered a large room which, thanks to its four windows, was filled with the clear light of day. It was upholstered in corrugated cardboard and, standing in front of a long table, which was covered with a white wax-cloth studded with blue flowers, Jean felt both cheerful and invigorated. He was examining a stack of shelves that filled one of the corners of the room when he heard: “So you’ve already discovered the bar, Mr Officer Cadet. Your future looks promising already.”


The voice was so refined, sharp-edged and full of cheer that it reverberated through Jean’s body like a benign wave. He spun around. Standing in front of the corridor’s dark gaping mouth was a young man with his arms held behind his back. He was dressed in a black tunic whose cloth shone just as much as its gold buttons. The tunic closely hugged his thin waist and narrow neck. The fine slenderness of his frame matched the sharp features of his face: his bright, almond-shaped eyes, his straight nose and the pencil moustache that was framed by the corners of his lips.


“He isn’t much older than me,” the young officer cadet told himself, “and he doesn’t have any medals on his chest: he must be new here too.”


Glad to have met a comrade who didn’t intimidate him, giving him some time before coming face to face with his senior officers, Jean casually introduced himself: “Officer Cadet Jean Herbillon.”


“Captain Gabriel Thélis, squadron commander,” the young man replied.


The captain held out his hand and Jean noticed three tarnished gold service stripes on his sleeve. Jean felt his cheeks were ripe to burst thanks to a sudden rush of blood to the head, and the feeling that his skin was on fire only served to increase his terrible confusion.


Forgetting that he wasn’t wearing his kepi, Jean raised his hand to his forehead and stammered: “Forgive me, Captain.”


A flurry of agonizing thoughts flashed through his mind. He’d behaved like a goofy popinjay. Instead of expressing the admiration he now felt for this young captain, he’d addressed him with insupportable familiarity. He thought he’d lost all credibility in the captain’s eyes.


While Jean stood stiffly with his brow all sweaty, the captain’s eyes—now endowed with a golden sheen by the sunlight—never shifted from the officer cadet. Suddenly, the room filled with clear, hearty laughter.


Firm fingers came to rest on Herbillon’s shoulder and the voice that boomed with well-being told him: “Enough formalities. Let’s go see the planes.”


Soon enough they were walking the grounds just outside the barracks. Surrounded by the clear contours of a road, and fringed by a curtain of trees in the distance, the field ahead was large and flat, before it came to a stop in front of two abrupt cliffs that spoiled the entire landscape. From a chasm hollowed out by the river to the north rose a bluish vapour, while to the south lay the greyish smoke of human dwellings. Jean was thus able to get his bearings and plot where the river Vesle ran through and where the village of Rosny-sous-Bois lay. He didn’t linger on this. His gaze hungrily wanted to absorb everything that this landscape, indicative of a risky life, contained. He went to see immense hangars that looked like truncated cathedrals, groups of mechanics scattered here and there, the huge white canvas T-shaped weathervane which indicated the wind’s direction. Much to his surprise, he found that this war-zone closely resembled the aviation school where he’d undergone his training.


Nevertheless, Captain Thélis was still examining him. The captain had liked Jean from the get-go, despite his outrageously new peacoat and his useless leather harness. He liked the frankness of his face, his forehead, which seemed indicative of willpower, his eyes, which beamed with candour, and the vitality that animated his entire body. Yet Captain Thélis could only express his sympathy for the officer cadet through jokes. “So you’re not a morning person, eh rookie?” he said, all of a sudden.


Jean jumped with a start.


“I know,” the captain continued, “you got here late. Still, if I’d been in your shoes I would have woken up at dawn to see your comrades off.”


Jean didn’t dare tell him what the orderly had said and instead hung his head. Ruthlessly continuing his jesting, the captain carried on: “A little dumb, are we? Fine, tell me what they taught you at school.”


“But… well, everything, Captain.”


“That’s too much.”


Offended, Herbillon expounded what he’d been taught: how to use the wireless, calibrating the flight controls, photography…


The captain interrupted him. “Do you know how to look?” he said.


This time, the officer cadet thought the captain was joking, but Thélis’s curtness wiped the smile off his face.


“I don’t mean to be funny,” he said. “Let me assure you, here we learn how to really look. It just takes time.”


He carried on questioning Jean over several technical details, and to each of Jean’s answers the captain muttered: “We’ll see, we’ll see, it’s not as easy as that.”


Yet the captain never posed the question Jean most wanted to answer—whether he was brave or not. In fact, Thélis didn’t even hint at it. Herbillon was hurt by this: he saw it as an unceremonious slight. The fear he’d felt the previous day had completely dissipated and, standing on that sunny plateau where the fresh air filled men with the desire to fly, Officer Cadet Jean Herbillon believed himself immune to fear. Thus, he wanted to prove himself.


“When can I fly, Captain?” he asked, looking like the cat that got the cream.


“If the weather’s good tomorrow I’ll take you up myself,” Thélis answered, seemingly completely unfazed by the question.


“Over the front lines?” Jean insisted.


“No, over Monte Carlo.”


Despite the captain’s mockery, Herbillon added: “We’ll fight, won’t we, Captain?”


Thélis looked at him with a sort of mocking tenderness. “I really hope we won’t,” he said. “If we engaged the enemy on each sortie then we’d be out of business!”


The young man repressed his surprise and disappointment, but the captain had guessed exactly what the officer cadet was feeling: his desire to display his bravery, to fulfil his ambitions of glory and battle, his faith in daily feats of prowess. The captain recalled his own arrival at the squadron three years earlier, and how the exact same thoughts he’d detected in Herbillon’s eyes had once flashed through his own mind. He wanted to explain it all to him, but he knew the young officer cadet wouldn’t believe him, so he said to himself: “He’s a good recruit.”


He didn’t realize he was actually praising the young lieutenant he’d once been and not the cadet standing in front of him.


“You’ve got guts, I’m sure of that,” the captain kindly told him. “The rookies are always braver than the rest of us, who’ve all become jaded!”


The captain suddenly frowned, cast a quick glance on the field and quickly headed towards a group of men who had assembled in front of a hangar. So as not to be left alone in the middle of a field where he didn’t know anyone, Herbillon followed him.


They soon found themselves outside the Bessonneau hangar, a white canvas structure with a bell-shaped roof, where through its high nave one could glimpse the confused mass of aeroplanes. Some mechanics were standing around nonchalantly, absorbed in chatter. A bulky lieutenant was sitting in their midst, smoking a very old pipe atop an oil drum. When the captain arrived, the men stood to attention; not budging an inch, the officer smiled broadly. He said: “Fine weather we’ve having, eh old chap? Not flying today?”


He stretched, perfectly blissful.


“So, you’re on your sunbathing shift?” The captain suddenly yelled: “Look up there!”


There was anger in his voice and in his sombre gaze, and Jean was surprised to watch the affable, mocking young man transform into a stern officer. However, the bulky lieutenant didn’t make the slightest move. Following the spot Thélis had indicated, he lifted his eyes to glance at the wind tee on top of a hangar and calmly replied:


“That damned breeze changes all the time.”


He beckoned to two men and headed over to the gigantic T in order to change its direction. On his return, Thélis grumbled: “Fat lizard.”


Then he turned to Jean and said: “Herbillon, meet Marbot, my old comrade and the chief observer here, and the very best there is.”


The officer cadet immediately respected the lieutenant given the captain had recommended him so highly, and worried that the lieutenant would resent being reprimanded in front of a rookie. But the bulky man said: “Thanks for being here, young fellow. I suspect Thélis didn’t want to ruin my reputation in front of you, otherwise he would have been far crueler.”


Thélis couldn’t help himself and burst out laughing.


“You know me well, you old dog,” he muttered; then he asked. “Has Berthier been gone a long time?”


“Roughly a couple of hours, Captain,” one of the mechanics answered.


“He should have been back by now, I assigned him a quick reconnaissance mission.”


Marbot, who’d resumed his place on the oil drum, grimaced in disgust.


“Some people can’t get enough of it.”


“That’s true,” Thélis concurred distractedly.


He looked up at the sky, which was a pale blue. The horizon trembled in the wan light. Marbot shrugged.


“You want to fly too, huh? There are no missions today.”


“I’m going to try out my new engine.”


Herbillon cast a supplicating gaze at the captain. “Take me with you, Captain,” he asked.


“I told you: tomorrow,” Thélis drily answered. “I thought I made myself clear. In the meanwhile, study the maps; you can make yourself useful that way.”


As the captain headed towards his plane, Marbot told Jean:


“Don’t worry old chap, Thélis is the very best we’ve got but he’s afraid he’s too young for people to obey him. That’s all.”


Herbillon had never imagined that an aviator could be as bulky and scruffy as Marbot. He was wearing a filthy blue uniform that was far too large for him, and which hung loosely off his sturdy limbs; a grey army sweater enveloped his torso and neck and his feet ambled sweetly along in a pair of clogs. With his chipped pipe stuck firmly between his little yellow teeth, he looked like a peaceful farmer shooting the breeze after a hard day’s work.


As though he’d guessed what the young man was thinking, Marbot said: “Being comfortable is your chief priority. All you need is a bedroom, an experienced cook, a pipe, and you’re set. I’ll teach you all of that. You just need to be a little organized and you’ll get by just fine on your army pay.”


He began to explain how he thought Herbillon should budget. At the mess hall, officer cadets only spent three francs a day. Marbot would give him a pair of trousers and an army jacket, which a tailor could resize, so that he wouldn’t have to use his new uniform. After he’d bought some tobacco, he would still have enough left over to put some money aside.


Jean listened to Marbot, afraid that he was also making fun of him. To think that these were the first recommendations his commanding officer had given him! They were standing on a field burning with feverish heroism and here he was talking about household finances. He was trying to provoke him!


But no, the bulky lieutenant wasn’t kidding. Marbot’s cheeks swelled with a kind of affection while he calculated the sums the young officer cadet could spend while on leave from the front. Then he stopped talking, as though he had nothing else to say to the young man. Despite his run of bad luck with the captain, Jean ventured, “And as for work, what would you advise me to do?”


Marbot savoured a big puff of his pipe and answered: “Nothing. You’ll pick it up as you go along.”


A wild whirring noise twisted his features into a grimace. “That’s Thélis making all that noise,” he grumbled. “Go have a look, old chap—it must still be a fun sight for you.”


The captain’s happy head emerged out of the cockpit. The force of the propellers was ruffling his short black hair, and curled his lips into a silent laugh. Sometimes he slowed the engine down; at others he gave it full throttle. The aeroplane twitched like an impatient beast, just like its pilot, both lusting after the vastness of space.


Thélis finally jumped off and hit the ground. As he’d put on a pair of blue overalls to try out the engine, he looked like one of the mechanics surrounding the plane, with whom he started to swap jokes. Then he walked towards Jean and asked: “What time is it?”


“Just after twelve, Captain.”


“And Berthier still isn’t here; that beast is going to start worrying me.”


The word made Jean feel strangely pleased. It was the first time he’d been reminded he was actually stationed at the front, and it justified his pride and dreams. Danger had finally shown its true face. He was almost disappointed when Marbot, having scanned the sky with his small, piercing eyes, had spotted an object that had looked invisible to Jean and called out:


“There he is, Captain.”


A biplane swerved to the right above the field and its landing gear grazed the ground. The pilot was the first to climb down. He was wearing his flight suit and leather helmet, with his goggles resting on his forehead. He looked like a deep-sea diver of the skies. Jean couldn’t make out any of his features except for a scar that ran all the way from his mouth to the edge of his aviator hood. He was limping.


“Taking your time, eh Deschamps!” the captain yelled.


The pilot replied in a drawl typical of people from the Touraine countryside. “Berthier wanted to look at everything.”


He removed his helmet. His mouth was disfigured by the wine-red scar running to his ear. He was badly shaven and his blond fuzz gave his huge face an ochre sheen. Jean found him unpleasant, but when the pilot removed his suit, Jean was stunned to see his chest studded with glorious medals and ribbons.


He was distracted by a strange silhouette. A body rose out of the observer’s seat on the biplane and, even though he was wrapped in wools and furs, he still looked very thin. Each of his movements was accompanied by a clicking sound. In his hands was what looked like an excessive stack of wooden and nickel plates. A great number of instruments whose uses Jean knew nothing of were hanging from his shoulder and the various pockets located around his suit. Even his cork helmet and goggles had an unusual shape to them.


Jean noticed that everyone around him, from the captain all the way to the mechanics, smiled at this man with a mixture of irony and tenderness, which increased when Thélis called out to him and asked: “So, Berthier, have you finally cracked the laws of perpetual motion by spending all that time up there?”


A voice suddenly arose from the observer’s hood that instantly inspired a tender sweetness in Jean, even though he couldn’t understand why. It rang out with a naive, stirring clarity, embodying a captivating innocence that made such childish ways of talking seem so charming. It said: “Forgive me, Captain, I completely lost track of time. There was a blank spot in the Trench of Cannibals that I wanted to identify at all costs.”


“And?”


“I couldn’t manage it; I’ll get it done next time.”


Marbot shook his head gravely.


“Pierre, Pierre, you dishonour me…”


“Is that so, big guy?” Berthier exclaimed. “Would you believe it!…”


“Oh no,” Thélis exclaimed. “If you get started we’ll be here until nightfall, and we’re hungry! Get yourself over to the office, file your report and be prepared to pay the late fines.”


Deschamps, who was carefully inspecting his camera, swiped a misshapen thumb across his brow and noted:


“This sortie is going to cost us dearly, four tears on our wings.”


“Four? Were you in a fight?”


Jean was startled.


“No, it must have been artillery fire,” Deschamps said.


“Well, there we have it, you’re up to speed now, Herbillon,” the captain cried. “We’ll drink a bottle for each bullet hole.”


“Ah, this heathen here won’t want to hear any jokes like that,” Marbot grumbled, “but that’s where all his money is going to go!”




*





The evening of that first day with his squadron, Herbillon returned to his room, drunk with exhaustion.


The conversations at the table were still ringing in his ears like a volley of bullets; ten faces, which he hadn’t known up until that day, had been etched into his mind with haunting precision. He tried to put a name to each of them but couldn’t manage it. The names of those he’d met on the field—the captain, Marbot, scar-face Deschamps, Berthier’s childish voice with his head always in the clouds—instead came easily to him.


He also remembered Doc, the pilot-physician who wore his golden wings on his facing, which was made from garnet-red velvet. One face in particular had left an impression: a great beak of a nose, a drooping moustache, he looked like an old D’Artagnan—then there was another: a clean-shaven face, haughty, and pale.


Yet they all shared a common characteristic: a slightly crazed look in their eyes, a feverish light that illuminated all their faces, which manifested itself regardless of whether they were calm or nervous, fierce or depressed, a kind of prayer that rose from those devil-may-care men.


Thélis’s eyes burned with passion, while Berthier’s gaze was dreamy; Deschamps’s was lacklustre, while Marbot’s was jolly; yet all were inhabited by that vague flame, which befuddled them and stirred them up, one after the other. Jean examined his face in the mirror and a great sense of pride warmed his veins: he thought he could recognize the same strange comradely look in his own eyes.


He felt suddenly reassured. That look in his eyes contradicted the remarks that had so disconcerted him the previous day. His comrades had only talked about their pay, wine, leave from the front and women. Their eyes betrayed an adventurous twinkle. They were certainly jaded, but only because they’d achieved so many exploits. Whereas he’d just joined the saga. Tomorrow, the captain would take him flying, and there would doubtlessly be a fight; they might even shoot down an enemy plane.


He had already started drafting the letter he would send to Denise.


The army cot, narrow and stiff, felt delightfully restful to his limbs, which had been strained by standing in the field all day and in the mess hall all evening. Everything that came easily and naturally to the others instead required all the effort at his body’s disposal. He kept paying attention to his slightest move, how he walked, how he talked; he was even afraid of coming across as too shy or unpleasant. All that effort had left him irritated rather than tired and, despite his exhaustion, he only fell asleep very late.


Opening his eyes to the milky light, he thought morning still hadn’t broken. All the thoughts that had subconsciously invaded his sleep, returned to him in a flash, like a confused, joyful halo: today he was going to fly. Mathieu the orderly entered his room with a pitcher of steaming water.


“How?” Jean exclaimed, looking around for his watch.


“It’s ten in the morning,” the soldier said. “Given the state of the weather, I didn’t wake you up. The ground’s like molasses out there, Lieutenant.”


“But it was so nice yesterday,” Jean muttered.


“The weather turns quickly over here, sir, we might still get a little sunshine later on. In fact, Lieutenant, soon enough you might welcome a bit of fog in the morning, just like everyone else here.”


On that note, the orderly left, leaving Herbillon to his despair. He’d so dearly hoped to fly that morning and thus be initiated into the squadron! At which point he could have stood shoulder to shoulder with the “veterans” around him, or at least felt he was their younger comrade. Whereas he would be forced to remain a novice for the time being, nothing but a rookie.


His eyes examined the room, which he hadn’t had the time to do the previous day. He shuddered at the sight: a black open coffin framed by a window curtained with a pale misty cloth.


“I can’t live like this,” he thought to himself. “I’ve got to brighten up the walls somehow.”


This sudden desire allowed him to shake off his idleness and he got out of bed, feeling a little less crestfallen.


As he entered again with a cup of coffee, Mathieu asked: “Would the lieutenant like a pair of clogs?”


“Oh, no!” Jean exclaimed disdainfully, remembering Marbot’s dishevelled appearance.


Yet at the same time Jean couldn’t see the point of lacing up his boots, given that the state of his room and the filthy-looking morning outside, didn’t exactly make him aspire to any elegance.


“Does everyone wear them?” he asked, somewhat hesitantly.


“Nearly, Lieutenant.”


“Bring me a pair,” Jean ordered him.


He was rummaging around in his trunk to find some photographs and engravings so he could brighten up those unbearable tarred walls when someone gently knocked on his door. As he thought it was the orderly, he didn’t turn around. Yet a voice, which he instantly recognized due to its charming timbre, asked him: “Am I bothering you, Monsieur?”


By way of reply, Jean gave Berthier a hearty handshake. The lieutenant was wrapped in a goatskin which he’d thrown on top of his grey cloth pyjamas.


“You must be bored. The first few days here are always difficult.”


“That’s right, I am.”


The answer had risen to his lips without Jean being able to restrain it, and yet he saw it as an admission of weakness he wouldn’t have confessed to anyone else. Nevertheless, even though he didn’t know Berthier, Jean realized he couldn’t keep his real emotions from him, provided, of course, they were genuine. He’d felt this as soon as he’d seen him climb down from his cockpit.


“I see you’ve dressed already,” Berthier continued. “You’ll get the hang of it soon enough. You’ll pick up our lazy habits eventually. They help us live more comfortably.”


Jean followed him down the corridor, which was swarming with busy orderlies, and entered a room that was for all accounts and purposes identical to his own except for an oil stove that puffed out a warm, acrid breath. Various items of clothing hung dishevelled on the walls, while there were astonishing piles of little bits of wood and metal—barbed wire, scraps of cloth, screws, nuts and bolts, punctured tyres—scattered everywhere: on top of the large rough-topped table, on top of the poorly nailed shelves, on top of the stools and even on top of the bed.


Having displayed the chaos of his room, Berthier smiled like a man apologizing for what he knew was an obsession, yet one he was nonetheless very fond of.


“This is my warehouse,” he explained. “I bring everything I find on the field here that I can use to build, to invent.”


Then, despite himself, he grew livelier: “Needless to say, people make fun of me. But look at this, it’s a special cartridge extractor for machine guns that the entire squadron now uses. And people say this set of expandable and collapsible boards that can be used for cards is impractical, but once I perfect it everyone is going to want one. Obviously, this means my room’s become a little cramped thanks to everything I store here, but I can assure you that it’s most practical.”


He started to laugh and then added: “Thélis mocks me the most.”


“But you like him, don’t you?” Jean asked, noticing the warmth with which he’d pronounced the captain’s name.


“Of course, I love him dearly,” his comrade replied. “You see, my friend, everyone here would gladly die for him. I don’t know how to explain it. That twenty-four-year-old boy is the life and soul of this squadron. His joy, his courage, his youth! He was awarded a flying cross as an observer, and six medals as a pilot, but he never even mentions it! He would fly ten-hour missions every day if we let him. And what a good comrade he is, you’ll see!”


Berthier’s paean swelled, surrounding the officer’s face, which had moved the young man at first sight, with a glorious aura.


“What about the others?” Jean asked.


“All very charming, but Thélis is on a different level. And we all know it.”


They talked for a long time. Jean gradually began to be acquainted with his comrades: there was Deschamps the country bumpkin, an infantry soldier who received an honourable discharge after being wounded, then joined the air force, then was discharged a second time after his biplane rolled over in the evening mist, shattering his ribs, ripping off a thumb, and disfiguring his face, at which point he re-enlisted for a third time and shot down three enemy planes. Then there was Captain Reuillard, an observer who’d joined up after seeing service in the army wagon-trains and was an old choleric soldier. André de Neuville, who was very cold, very unforgiving, arrogant and valiant, was the least loved of the bunch. Fat Marbot was a career officer, an old infantry sergeant major who’d joined the air force simply because the enlistment premium would allow him to marry a Normandy farm girl. Marbot was a peaceful man who didn’t like exposing himself to unnecessary risks and who, when the occasion called for it, was the most reliable and courageous of all the observers.


Berthier talked about them all with unforced benevolence, and with each passing moment, Jean became fonder and fonder of him.


The lunch bell interrupted their conversation.


“I have to get dressed right away,” Berthier exclaimed. “The captain doesn’t like it when we’re late.”


Entering the mess hall where several officers had already assembled, Jean Herbillon was greeted by a unanimous cry. “Officer Cadet—to the bar!”


Having no idea as to what was going on, he was informed that the youngest among them was tasked with the duty of filling their glasses and keeping tracks of all the bar tabs.


Shaken up, stunned, yet cheered by that growing familiarity, he took his place behind the bar shelves that were stacked with bottles.


The officers’ mouths drank their booze neat and talked loudly. The newspapers had just arrived and the news from Paris fuelled the discussions, but everything was bathed in that cheerful, carefree hubbub that is the prerogative of students and soldiers. The clamour was still growing unabated when the captain appeared.


“About time!” he said when he noticed Jean standing at the bar. “We respect our traditions here. One vermouth rookie, and don’t skimp on the booze when it comes to the senior officers.”


At that moment, Marbot’s frame darkened the threshold of the corridor’s entrance. He was wearing a sweater. Thélis rushed towards him and yelled: “No grease monkeys in here.”


With his ink-coloured pipe between his teeth, Marbot sighed: “But I’m so comfortable without my jacket.”


“Pay the fine then!” Deschamps exclaimed.


“No!” the bulky lieutenant said, looking truly distressed. “You can’t do that to me!”


“Then get dressed, you filthy beast!” Thélis pitilessly ordered him.


Once Marbot returned, Deschamps proposed: “By the way, Captain, we should show the rookie our squadron’s quadrille.”


Herbillon was suddenly grabbed by some strong arms, hoisted up over the bar and then swept along by the bawdy rhythms of a wild round dance, which didn’t come to a halt until the first dishes arrived.


Once sitting at the table, Jean continued to learn about his duties as an officer cadet. One of them was to read out the menu, but Thélis warned him, in all seriousness, that he would have to make it rhyme the next time he did so. Jean was the butt of all jokes and was constantly threatened with endless chores. That barrage of ridicule made him feel proud and happy, because it constituted his first real link to that tightly knit group of men, which he badly wanted to belong to.


By the end of the meal, Jean had become so accustomed to his new role that when the phone rang he immediately rushed to it. The army corps wanted to speak to the squadron commander.


Thélis commanded the room’s silence with a single gesture and picked up the receiver.


The captain’s increasingly worried features replaced the previously cheerful expressions on everyone’s face with restless concern. Thélis suddenly exclaimed: “But considering the fog that would be impossible at this time, Colonel.”


A new silence settled over the room. Everyone knew that thanks to the invisible phone line’s witchcraft, decisions that would determine their fate had been made somewhere far away. Thélis continued: “I can assure you it’s sheer madness, Colonel.”


Then: “We’ll try, Colonel, but I can’t give you any certainties and I’ll only ask my men to volunteer for the mission. Otherwise I’ll need an official order.”
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