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PART 1


CHAPTER 1

Not for one moment did Jean Bricaud think that the war would arrive at his door – the door to his peaceful house built a short distance from a peaceful village at the edge of a valley where it had taken millennia for a passage to be hollowed out through the most ancient earth. It was the toughest, the most solid of houses, better protected than any other against the vagaries of volcanoes, plague, war and famine.

On that June day in 1944, it was only some time after Jean had heard the rumble of lorries that it occurred to him anything might be wrong. The news of the German debacle that he listened to on the radio every evening came as no more of a surprise to him than the loudly trumpeted announcements three years earlier of their headlong push towards the East; it was none of his business. He had done what he could for his family, for the refugees, for the starving townspeople who approached him; he had filled each day to the brim with exhausting work. So, if there were those who wanted to play with thunder and death, that was their look-out. He wasn’t joining in their game. He didn’t have time. Yesterday’s winners are today’s losers? … that was fine. He gave them a round of applause. He lent a helping hand as and when. But best not to pester him and waste his time. A small contribution, that was ok. A big one, that’s going too far.

He was turning over the hay on his own. He’d never get it done. It was already past lunchtime. That empty feeling which had begun in the pit of his stomach was steadily spreading now. He was feeling it in his shanks and even more in his right forearm with which he gave the rake a quick flick when needed.

In this shimmering open space, crackling with grasshoppers and sparkling with heat, he was feeling a bit lost. And angry. If it weren’t for the anger, he would have already called it a day. The hay could wait, what with weather like this. Annie and his mother went to the market in Verrièges every Saturday. Fine. No problem with that! What with all this ration book stuff, his mother was no longer up to it on her own. At seventy-seven years old it wasn’t easy to comply with all this red tape. But then, it was good for maman, good for her to need Annie now and again. She’d often said that her daughter-in-law wasn’t in the house just for decoration. They don’t mince their words, the old folks … but Gaston! That boy had no reason to wander off to Verrièges. The cocky sixteen-year-old, built like an eighteen-year-old, was old enough to pull his weight, otherwise he’d never amount to anything, useless lump! As soon as he noticed how his uncle Francis had pricked up his ears, he immediately started yelling; “What is it, Francis? What do you reckon’s going on? Maybe they’re the Maquis’ cars. We ought to go and see.” Francis came straight back at him. “Oh, you think so, do you? It’s the Jerries. Lorries and light tanks.” Jean had hoped that would settle the question. Not a bit of it. Francis immediately dumped his rake in a ditch (it was still there, with Gaston’s next to it, the tines full of hay, they’d been in such a hurry. Idle buggers!) He’d said: “It’s not normal for there to be so many. I’m going to see what they’re playing at.” My arse! Jean knew very well what Francis had in mind – a nice little rendezvous at the lake with his Juliette, the mayor’s daughter. Never liked her, that one. She’s got a way of looking straight at you. I’ve never seen her lower her eyes in front of a man. In my day the girls were never like that, even in town. Everything’s going to hell, and fast.

Needless to say, Gaston had followed his uncle. Jean daren’t say a word. If he started, he’d say too much and end up breaking something. He couldn’t bear it – all this talk of planes and cars and motorbikes, talk which Francis had brought with him from the town and which he blew through the house like a wind. Jean had had a motorbike too, of course, but he’d paid for it with his own money, every nut and bolt, from selling on the sly anything he shot or caught with his rod. Mind you, it wasn’t the same. He’d never taken this stuff seriously. For Francis it was a passion, even if he wouldn’t admit it, and if he continued to encourage Gaston, he’d turn out even worse than his uncle. All their mechanical crap! It was obvious what was going on in 1940, when all that stuff flowed out along the roads and lanes. It was like the town was suppurating, stinking, growling, screeching; from time to time it let out a jet of flame and a fart. Must have been something poisonous in the belly of the town! All their transportation, all their planes, their heavy guns and what have you, they were invented to finish things off when they realised the pox wasn’t up to the job. It’s war, right! And Francis, his own brother, followed all the latest inventions. Even put his own shoulder to the wheel. One day he was going to patent some type of motor. He often talked about it. Of course, that was his role, him being an engineer. “Yes …” Jean had explained the previous day to that miserable, short-arsed tutor who wanted to show off, “… my brother’s an engineer. Not just any old engineer. Came top of the class at the Polytechnique, in case that means anything to you, M. Poulard? And is he proud of that, eh? … we would be, in his shoes. And we are, as you see.”

It was nice to have a phenomenal brother, and flattering for sure, but it was no reason to remain on his own in that murderous heat. Rivulets of sweat were forming on his forehead. Now and again they ran across his eyebrows although their course was mostly down his nose, from where large droplets regularly fell onto his wrists and shoes. “Lorries and light tanks … it’s a lot of crap as far as I’m concerned. I wouldn’t get off my arse to take a look at the finest piece of engineering in the world.”

Then all of a sudden he had a thought which, for a moment, dried up the source of his sweat: he had heard the lorries arrive in Verrièges, but he hadn’t heard them leave. What’s that all about?

He quickly searched in the little pocket under his belt where he put his watch. Hang on, hang on! It was nearly two o’clock. Something odd was going on, surely. The women were always home a good hour before this. What is it? What’s up?

He stood for a moment, rooted to the spot, holding his rake at arms-length, its tines pointing upwards. The sweat began to run again, cold and viscous. It took Jean some time to realise how absurd this was: in the midst of this heat, he felt cold. Cold, in June sunshine. Cold in the meadow most sheltered from the wind. Moreover, the row of oaks in front of him were as motionless as a picture in a book. Not a breath of wind stirred in them. Neither earth nor sky breathed. The moment hovered over him, held steady on immense wings.

Jean stood motionless, blinking, torn between a desire to leap into action, to set off, and an equally immediate reflex to do nothing. No. No. Absolutely not. If he carried on working, if he forced his actions and his behaviour to follow their everyday arc, he would drive away any bad luck, he would maintain the continuity of his life.

That was what he was thinking. He was already picturing that first movement where the end of the rake would slip under a tuft of scrunchy grass, but he knew this was turning into a rout. It was like in a legend: far removed from the event and yet at the same time plunged intimately into the very heart of it, he contemplated this field, these trees, the fine scattering of hay, and he found there a desperate beauty totally alien to him. Even his recent surly fatigue was becoming dear to him, because it felt like a fragment of treasure lost forever. He would have given anything for that desire for anger to rise in him again. He would give it a try anyway. Come on. Quickly. He had to give it a try. No time to lose.

He took off across the hay. He ran as lightly as he had as a ten-year old. And he really felt like he had returned to that ferocious age when everything was possible and when slaughter and death framed his daily imaginings. Except that, at ten, death held no real fear for him. Death was a mere formality like any other, a bizarre comedy that you weren’t allowed to laugh at. Now he had learned real fear. Now he shuddered to feel that energy again in his legs driven by that constant, light-hearted terror of yesteryear.

With a modicum of force he pushed open the gate, still rotten after twenty years but holding together. It squeaked like it had always squeaked, with a sniggering, obliging tone. He had slowed down to hear this friendly caricature of a voice. At the same time, through an open window he heard the sound of his mother and father squabbling. This was also familiar and reassuring to him; indescribably reassuring.

Jean wanted to afford himself one last moment of childish cowardice, of happiness … he went into the house looking angry, as if nothing had happened, and actually convincing himself that nothing had happened. How good it felt to be a little boy again to whom nothing could happen! In much the same way as the gentle, faded gaze of his mother had a calming effect on him, so too did the pitiless, piercing eagle eye of his father. Ok then! Get angry, get angry with me then, tell me off for making a noise or being late! Get really angry so that I can feel the true heat of the sun a bit, so that I stop shivering and feeling myself slide towards that black abyss.

But when he came in the old couple suddenly fell silent. His father, who was hunched over the newspaper, rustled the pages and looked guilty. His mother decided not to put down the lettuce leaf she had been cleaning.

‘Why are you shouting like that?’ Jean asked in a scolding tone. ‘You can be heard a hundred metres off.’

‘Oh, nothing,’ his mother said. ‘It’s him, banging on as usual. He doesn’t know what he’s talking about.’

Jean wanted to put on a gruff tone. But he couldn’t.

‘Show me the paper,’ he said.

Before Jean had even found the page where his father’s long, hard nails – those grooved nails which he sometimes cut for him – had dug into the paper, he had understood: he had been reading the infamous denial put out by the occupation authorities. That morning, the postman had talked to him about it when he passed him on the road. Then a neighbour had left the patch he was weeding and crossed two fields, his own and Jean’s, to come and ask him what he thought about it: ‘They haven’t really done that, have they? It’s not possible. That’s what you think too, isn’t it? You realise they’re saying this is getting closer every day. They set fire to Tulle, left Guéret in ruins. Now the shooting’s moved to Argenton; and the first ones to be gunned down were the gendarmes, for not being fanatical enough. Still, it’s unbelievable. This denial, what do you think?’ Jean said nothing. He had not read it and he didn’t want to read it; any more than he would have wanted to listen to an account of the massacres in Tulle and elsewhere.

And now …

His father looked up at him. Jean met his gaze and for the first time realised that he had an old man in front of him, an ancient old man, who in turn was looking for some support. At ninety-three, he might have expected it … all the same, now was not the time. It seemed like a betrayal.

‘I’ve got to go and see,’ he said abruptly.

At once, his father and mother stood up. His father’s shaking hand groped along the wall for his stick.

‘Stay here you two. What’s most important is that I’m going to bring them back.’

His voice was so lacking in confidence that he did not expect to be obeyed. In fact, his father muttered something, found his stick finally and set off towards the gate with a sprightly step which Jean had not seen in forty years, not since he himself was struggling to put his first steps together. This did not surprise him. He had given up being surprised, surrendering in the face of the inadmissible. He was on the verge of panic.

Mechanically, he looked for the identity disc for his bicycle. He could not find it and he continued on his way. As if he really needed an identity disc! Just the thing to waste your time on at a moment like this! He held back a roar of anger and dashed towards the bike shed.

He had gone through the gate and was set to kick it shut, as he usually did. His mother gestured to him to get going.

‘I’ll shut it. Go. Quickly.’

Jean turned round just long enough to shout: ‘I told you two to stay here.’

‘Go quickly. Don’t worry about us.’



CHAPTER 2

Jean had just taken a corner too fast. The back wheel of the bike had skidded violently but he had rediscovered a reflex from the time when he was riding in small regional races – all his weight on the outside pedal – the right – and his left leg bent, his foot halfway off the pedal ready to make contact with the road to start a rapid headlong gallop before the inevitable tumble. However everything was brought under control, and already, through the leaves of the chestnut trees, Jean could make out the weathervane on the church. He took a deep breath and hurried on, head down. He was going to find the lot of them, knock back a drink, return home in triumph, and get back to work. There were six hay carts to load and unload. Three for Gaston, three for Francis. Payback! They’ll see!

He slammed on both brakes at once. The front one was better than the back, less worn. The wheels gripped the gravel which jingled musically in the spokes before rattling to the ground. The bike ended up sideways across the road. Jean jumped off, stumbled and only just kept his balance.

Face-to-face with a machine gun, he blinked. He did his best to feign alarm, because deep down it came as no surprise to him. When he left the farm he had abandoned any possibility of being surprised. Given what he could see, he came to the gloomy realisation that the road was completely blocked by a German light tank and a lorry, the one he had almost crashed into. Some cars were parked on the verges. A little closer to the lorry a line of men and women stood in single file motionless in a dusty ditch, a fixed and empty look on their faces. They all created an impression of great calm as if, at the moment they became aware of their powerlessness, they had totally removed themselves from the world.

Jean stepped forward.

‘Halt,’ shouted the man with the machine gun, a massive bloke with red cheeks and an oddly vague and sleepy air to him.

Jean was expecting this. But he was ready to do anything to avoid joining that line of people with that look of frightful patience about them.

‘I have to get through,’ he said calmly.

The German shook his head and Jean noticed then that he was smiling. This smile made him seem very young, cheerful and easy-going. Mr happy-go-lucky! Jean was sure that, wherever or whenever, he could get what he wanted out of a man like this.

‘I’ve got to get through,’ he repeated. ‘My family’s in there. Almost all of them – my wife, my son, my brother …’

Once again the German shook his head. His smile became even more cheerful, but his finger stiffened on the safety catch of his machine gun.

At that moment, another German, an officer for sure, came up and said a few words. The smile disappeared from the soldier’s face. He saluted and stepped back a few paces.

‘What do you want?’ the officer asked.

‘To get through,’ Jean said.

‘You are not allowed through, Monsieur. Do you live in Verrièges?’

This one was not smiling. On the contrary, he looked extremely serious. However, there was no hostility in his look. He had fine features and spoke French without an accent, almost perfectly, with maybe just a little too much effort.

‘No,’ said Jean who was feeling at ease. ‘I live a couple of kilometres from here. But my family …’

The officer interrupted him, without rudeness and with a sort of urgency which seemed well-meaning.

‘Yes, I know. I heard. But there’s no point insisting. Your papers please.’

Jean took a ration book and old hunting licence out of his pocket. The German gave them back immediately.

‘Good. Now, on your way, and tell yourself you’ve been lucky.’

‘Lucky,’ Jean repeated, astonished.

‘Yes. That you don’t live in Verrièges.’

A glimmer passed over the man’s clear face and Jean no longer found his expression reassuring. The other one’s brutish mug was less worrying than this crystal-clear expression, as clear as the surface of water reflecting unknown stars.

Once again Jean felt the sweat turn cold on his brow and in his armpits. He already knew he would not get permission to go through.

Besides, the German officer had turned away and headed off.

Among those lined up in the ditch was M. Chabaud, the watchmaker from Donzac. Jean barely knew him. Even so he automatically went towards him. Where was he to go now he couldn’t get through? Here or elsewhere, what did it matter?

The watchmaker called to him, in an almost hateful voice.

‘Are you off your head? Get out of here quick! The officer who was here before that one, he began by shoving everybody in the ditch. Then he sent anybody from the commune off to Verrièges. He wouldn’t have let you off the hook.’

The moustachioed face of this little man struck Jean as horrible. How come he hadn’t noticed before that M. Chabaud had the face of an evil maniac? Wouldn’t have let you off the hook …? What hook, eh? What did he mean? What was he implying?

‘You shouldn’t believe everything you’re told, M. Chabaud,’ said Jean impatiently. ‘What do you suppose they’ll do with the people from Verrièges? They can’t arrest everybody.’

The watchmaker shook his head.

‘No, they can’t arrest everybody. And I don’t know what they want. Nonetheless, if I were you I’d have taken off by now … it’s not as if by lining up with us here you’ll be doing anything for those on the other side.’

This time the little moustachioed man was making a good point. First of all, don’t get nabbed. There were other ways into Verrièges. The Germans couldn’t know all of them.

‘Goodbye, Monsieur Chabaud. Thank you.’



CHAPTER 3

Jean left the main road and spent a long time cycling around the side roads, where the dried mud formed whitening crusts, then along the paths so narrow that the twigs whipped his face and scraped against his cotton trousers. A hundred metres out from Verrièges, he abandoned his bike and began to crawl the length of a hazel hedge through the tall grass that Peyraud, the tailor, had not yet cut. He had to cross a sunken lane and make it to the edge of a stream where the thick willows would provide cover as far as the first houses of the town. This was the only tricky moment in an otherwise perfectly calculated route.

The path was no more that a couple of metres wide. Jean was about to cross it in a single bound when the throbbing sound of a motor approached at high speed. Hidden in his hazel bush, Jean saw a motorcyclist go past an arms-length away. He was wearing camouflage, dirty green with splashes of brown and grey.

This was the moment …

He jumped across the lane, grabbed onto the bank then gripped the undergrowth of the hedge. The hole he had spotted was right there. He had already found his balance among the hazel branches and was about to jump, when a man on the other side of the hedge rushed at him head down and knocked him backwards.

Jean had managed to hold on to a branch of the hazel tree. The man who had shoved him back took hold of his sleeve and gave him a warning: ‘Don’t stay here. They’re after me.’

A machine gun opened up and they heard above their heads the furtive rustle of bullets through the leaves. Once back across the lane, they tumbled quickly down the slope that Jean had so carefully climbed without disturbing the long grass that had hidden him. As he leapt across a deep hole that he thought was narrower, Jean stumbled. His companion fell on top of him with all his weight. They rolled over and over until Jean’s shoulder smashed into a stump.

He felt such intense pain he thought he was going to faint. Not now! The motorcyclist could be coming round the corner of the meadow. Jean took off running again. With each stride he felt like he would dislocate his shoulder, but he kept on running. A couple of times, he heard – or thought he heard – a burst of machine-gun fire. He ran even faster.

His companion always managed to stay within a few metres of him, although he was only short. When they found some cover, Jean took a moment to look at him and recognised him immediately. It was Daniel Graetz, the Jewish lad from Lorraine who worked over at the Pradet’s farm.

As soon as he stopped, his shoulder hurt so bad he had to lean with his back against a tree.

‘Have you been hit?’ asked Graetz.

‘No. It was in the meadow just now. I smacked into the stump of a poplar. I even knew it was there – that bloody old fishpond. It’s nothing. It’ll wear off.’

Daniel Graetz was breathing heavily and a fleck of foam was forming at the corners of his mouth. His eyes shone like those of a hunted animal.

‘How did you manage to slip through their fingers?’ he asked.

Jean liked this tone of complicity. It reduced his anxiety for a moment. He had a sense that he was solidly in the world, free and light, and that he had let slip an intolerable burden from his shoulders. The relief was such that for a moment he remained silent, wondering if he was going to let Daniel believe that he had in fact just escaped. But lying was not his strong point; already the weight of other lives pressed down on him, lives which counted for more than his own, of which his own was no more than a reflection.

‘No,’ he said. ‘I haven’t come from Verrièges. I wanted to get there. All my family’s there.’

The boy’s bewilderment stirred no emotion in him. He had expected it. He now understood that his long journey had been worse than useless. He had wasted his time. He should have … what? He didn’t know what he should have done. What was little Graetz saying?

‘… my father’s there, and my cousin too. But they won’t take the old man far: sixty seven and crippled with rheumatism. And Armand, my cousin, has got one leg in plaster. They’ll stick them in a camp. But I’ll be more use to them at large than if I let myself be sent off to the salt mines, or worse …’

Jean looked in Daniel’s direction but could not see him. He’s right, he thought. What he says is sensible. I’m the one who’s not being sensible. I’ve behaved like a crazy kid.

Daniel Graetz had already said goodbye and was moving off among the trees with long, supple strides, his elbows by his side.

Jean went off in search of his bike.



CHAPTER 4

After he had exchanged a few words with the tall, thin peasant with unsettling eyes (a clumsy hand had penned ‘Bricaud Jean’ in his ration book), Colonel Wolfgang Rehm had himself driven back to the Place du champ de foire in Verrièges, the spot he had chosen to assemble the populace.

This ‘Jean’ had the very look and bearing of a fierce resistance fighter in the maquis. Napoleon, during his disastrous expedition to Spain, must have come across such men; gaunt but ferocious, tireless, scornful of the rules of war, dangerous even to their dying breath.

When talking to him, Rehm had had a moment of hope. With an adversary such as this, his mission might take on some meaning.

For Jean was more than an adversary: he was a true enemy. Against him, against men like him, the war reverted to its original meaning and became a vital function: destroy or be destroyed.

Walking the dusty ground back and forth, Rehm experienced a sense of extreme pleasure in conjuring up the page of his ‘log book’ in which he would record this meeting. In fact, he had not had much opportunity to write in this journal, a journal he had such high hopes for. Erich, his older brother who lounged about in the offices of the Majestic hotel, had made fun of him mercilessly when he claimed that the war would provide him with a richer harvest of experiences if he saw it up close, as a soldier. ‘Poor Wolfgang, the war can’t enrich anybody and it’s not worth getting to know. The only attitude worthy of a man is to ignore it as much as possible. The duty we owe ourselves, those of us who are and must remain intellectuals, is to shout this as loud as we can and to demonstrate it by all the means at our disposal.’ He had a way of saying ‘Poor Wolfgang’ which made the younger brother want to strangle him violently. Because in fact, it was him, Erich, who was the poor man, the poor innocent, the poor German forever fooled and duped; duped by vocation, it seemed, and happy to be so. The smugness with which he recounted the successes – or what he called successes – that he achieved in the salons of Paris with his policy of ‘collaboration’ made him want to slap him. Or rather, no! The best response in such a case was the formula Hermann Goering had come up with: We had to remind these unbearable apes who dressed up their sneers and self-importance in the name of humanism that when they ceased to follow blindly and without hesitation the orders of the Leader, the Man of Destiny, they were nothing but stray beasts like any other human being. In this respect, Goering displayed a surprising level of genius. Rehm remembered with hilarity how big Hermann had completely undermined some piss-weak little industrialist to whom he had made an excellent proposal at the expense of the Jews, and who had then come up with some convoluted response in the name of his precious conscience. “Come on, come on,” Goering had exclaimed. “Your whole body rejoices when you let out a big fart.” Now that’s healthy! We must love this vulgarity that comes from strength. I have to. I want to. We can do whatever we like.

Wolfgang Rehm lit a cigarette and exhaling great lungfuls, surrounded himself in a cloud of blue smoke. Having severed all ties with common humanity, he felt like a god floating in an azure sky. He refused to stoop down to the exhalations from this miserable earth, unworthy of him and his peers. All was well.

To kill time, he tried to take an interest in the work of the soldiers who were pushing the inhabitants of Verrièges in front of them with the same gestures that sheep drovers used.

Most of the interpreters spoke with Alsatian accents which offended the colonel’s delicate ear: ‘Get along, get along! Quickly. Everybody to the Place du marché,’ they growled forcefully between their teeth. Why did they insist on calling it the ‘Place du marché’ when Rehm had made it clear it was called the ‘Champ du foire’ here? Bah! So what!

The serious opponent was Jean. Rehm had clearly sensed this when they exchanged looks. Until that precise moment he was faced with a peasant who could have been from anywhere. Sly certainly, and crafty, and cunning, but couldn’t care less about anything except his wallet and his immediate possessions. Then there was this shock, this spark. Jean’s voice had changed, his attitude had changed, everything about him became harder, more complete. Rehm thought he had seen him grow disproportionately. More than a man, he was becoming a hostile principle. He was the Enemy.



Instinctively Rehm had straightened up. A shudder went the length of his spine. If he had had fur, it would certainly have stood up on end like a dog spotting a cat. But evil was more difficult to reconcile than the hostility between dogs and cats. To calm animals down all you need to do is separate them – they forget very quickly. But neither time nor space could overcome human emotions. The soul was profound in a different way to the instincts, despite a certain primary biology. Even if this already vast world were ten times bigger, it would not have been vast enough for the soul of a Wolfgang Rehm and that of a Jean Bricaud to co-exist.

In the wake of this encounter, Rehm realised more clearly that he was destiny’s representative. History was on the move, and he was the instrument of the supreme will. His gaze misted over at this thought. Although a modest executor, he would at least be beyond reproach: “Regardless of how simple or brief, my act will be an act of perfect obedience. It will have the purity of the purest metal.”

The small remaining doubt he felt a while ago when he was ordering the positioning of the encirclement unit, Rehm now saw as no more than the remnant of an all-too human sensitivity. He wanted to shrug his shoulders. Certainly, there was still that slight trembling, or rather a sort of internal vibration, that he could not control. But it was a question of a purely physical state, some slight visceral event. Anyway, it was an individual, personal reaction and therefore of no consequence.

When he arrived on the outskirts of Verrièges he had expressed the correct judgment on the situation. Thus he had spontaneously placed himself in a historic perspective. He had examined the village with a cold eye, with Olympian serenity.

He needed to rediscover this internal strength, this eagle-like view which allowed him to take in the cosmic significance of the event all at once.

Rehm thought about his Journal again. He did not hide the fact from his close friends (and among these he counted lieutenant Greven who at that moment was directing the women to the right of the square and the men to the left) – he did not hide the fact that this Journal was his ultimate resource. For him, writing took on the value of a ritual. A latter-day Antaeus, he reinvigorated his soul by plunging it at regular intervals into the wellspring of his political faith and most cherished myths. He would note down in his Journal his calm and profound certainty, the conviction he held that he was accomplishing a mission. He already seemed to be re-reading: “The most difficult thing is not throwing oneself into the teeth of danger. The rarest, most authentic heroism is moral by nature. In these times it often consists in bringing to a successful conclusion, with confidence and pride, tasks which are deemed to be cowardly and ignoble.”

The method would, once again, prove to be effective. Having returned to his old self, Rehm deigned to cast a suitably wise and impartial eye over the inhabitants of Verrièges. He attempted to take a scientific interest in these men with their dark eyes, almost all of them short in stature, sharp and nervous in the way they moved their head or hands, and yet whose tread was heavy, as if they were always carrying some unseen burden. “Heredity,” Rehm diagnosed, “or rather, heritage. They’re oppressed by a very elaborate culture but one that deep down is false. It enfeebles them and finally overwhelms them. Instead of directing themselves towards grandeur, they tend towards humility, softness and the dark warmth of the flock.” This backward population, stuck in a rut, one which was evidently attached to dull, meticulous traditions, had for a long time been condemned by itself to death. Nothing spoke in its favour. Absolutely nothing. Such perfection of nothingness took on exemplary value. This was the first time Rehm found himself in the presence of living beings whose life seemed to him so unjustifiable. Even the peasant houses, so striking in the majority of regions, here seemed to him dismal and surly. On the road, whenever he rounded a bend, his sense of town planning – in his judgement a highly refined sense – had constantly come up against the unexpected appearance of scattered hamlets, disorderly and without any overall plan. Perhaps the decadent French mind would have dressed this disorder up as ‘imaginative’. But to Rehm’s eyes, in the view of a man who regarded himself as an envoy from enlightened regions, these were nothing but signs of inferiority. The squat houses, basic, barely distinguishable from the blocks of granite whose dull colour they had retained, seemed to be heaped against each other. This gave them an attitude of irredeemable hostility which did not escape the German’s notice. As for supposing that in this way they retreated into some sort of secret, he rejected such an idea with scorn. The inner life had to shine through in some form or other when it was present. But no. No. Here it could not, it must not exist. What did these flat facades reveal, with their narrow, routinely symmetrical windows, unadorned, without flowers or green plants? Nothing more than poverty of the spirit and a refusal to obey. This peasantry was without culture, without ideals and without soul: simple, raw material for the race of Masters and Creators. This was the race Rehm belonged to, certainly in his own eyes; and in the eyes of his soldiers as he wore all the appropriate stripes and recognised insignia. He was the Man of Order. Put more simply and without useless tautology; he was the Man. For without order there would be only men: in other words, countless diversity, a freedom which would open up below, above and around him; everywhere, like the most appalling of chasms …

The eyes of that man back there on the road, that Jean, was something Rehm could not get out of his head. (He had let himself be taken by surprise, which was a mistake …) Those black eyes, those sharp eyes, threatening – no, not threatening. Worse. Worrying, like a threat which is beyond them, forever staring towards the future, towards a destiny … but in fact, almost all the men here – this one, that one, the other – had such eyes. So, he had fallen into a trap.

Again, that detestable shiver ran the length of his spine and he noticed that he was no longer managing to maintain his expression of Olympian serenity. Ah well, never mind. He would do without the serenity for the time being. Meanwhile, his anger did not suit him either. We’d see …

He uttered a series of ferocious shouts. Being able to make so much noise came as a joyful surprise. A succession of growls and hiccups like muffled explosions rose in his throat and kept increasing until they settled into an almost continuous outcry. Rehm became one long roar directed upward like a flame. It felt to him like an air-raid siren was tearing his throat. Well, too bad; for his throat and for his blood vessels swollen and throbbing on his forehead. All the soldiers ran around in a panic – the men and women too.

‘Schnell! Schnell! Quickly! Quickly!’

What boundless joy! One old woman fell flat on her face crossing the street and two girls tried to pick her up. Blows from rifle butts rained on their backs. They dragged the old woman who was screaming. She lost her dentures. A girl put them back in her mouth. A kick sent her sprawling and her raised skirt exposed her pearl-white buttocks. Another woman was pulling and pushing the old one who was trying to express her anger. Look at her, on the ground. A whole heap of women on the ground. Dresses up, a great festival of thighs and buttocks on show. Splendid! Quite splendid!



CHAPTER 5

‘Lambert, I’m pleased with you. I thought you were trying to be a smart alec when you first arrived, but at heart you’re a good lad. Your parents will be happy with your work.’

David wondered what had got into little Father Valade that morning, coming out with such a speech and in such a solemn tone. And he thought in a hot flush of joy “It’s because Papa has spoken to him. The war’s going to be over and Papa knows it. I’m going to be in Paris with Maman and Papa. I’ll never leave them. Never again.”

All the same, he was very fond of M. Valade. To begin with he had found him quite funny, this awkward strapping bloke with a slightly crooked nose whose nostrils were covered with thousands of droplets of sweat when he shouted. ‘He’s got a conk like a watering can, this nitpicker,’ he said. And the other boys looked at him with wary embarrassment. So he came back at them: ‘Oh come on! You know he’s not a nitpicker. Why didn’t you say so? I wanted you to come right out with it. I don’t like kids who don’t say straightaway what they have in mind. People around here are devious.’ Then he had realised that his classmates were not so devious. They just burnt on a long fuse and were happy to let the loudmouths sound off. They used to say: ‘… let him go off on one’, a phrase they usually reserved for a hunting dog that barks its head off when it picks up a fresh scent. Nor was M. Valade, over-scented and pomaded on Sunday mornings, the clumsy simpleton that he had first thought him to be. He realised this on the day poor Paruquot had called him ‘a little yid’ (on the grounds that his name, David, was not commonly used in the area). M. Valade had not got really angry. He had simply gone very red. But he had gone red in such a way that all the boys had felt deep down, as well as in their throats, a very precise sense of profound awkwardness and regret. It’s the pain you feel from upsetting your mother or somebody who is dear to you …

‘I never thought I’d hear such a word in my school.’

He spoke without expression in his voice, all the time avoiding looking in Paruquot’s direction.

‘I never thought anybody in any school in our country would hear such a word.’

The effect was that from that moment on, ‘the Parisian’ was adopted personally by each and every pupil, including Paruquot.

Yes, David Lambert was very fond of M. Valade. As indeed were all the others.

When the teacher stepped out of the room to answer an energetic bell the pupils didn’t respond. They were on to their second maths problem but, in this heat and after the news that the English radio had been whispering recently, their hearts were not in it. Already, that morning, M. Valade had postponed the maths problem until the afternoon because he had some urgent business to attend to and break had lasted more than half an hour.

Perinaud, who was by the window, suddenly leapt onto the table which he referred to as his ‘lookout post’.

‘Shit! It’s a kraut, lads!’ he announced.
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