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Germany has a whiff of the abyss.


THOMAS BERNHARD


There is, beyond the Rhine,
an atmosphere of drama and melancholy.
All the ordinary things of life there
take on the colours of the setting sun.
Depending on his or her mood, the traveller
may find this charming
or alarming.


PIERRE MAC ORLAN












Ein Mann









IT WASN’T THE COLD THAT HAD WOKEN HIM BUT a confused feeling that wouldn’t go away, though his sleepiness was gradually wearing off. The coat had grown heavier and was weighing on his clothes underneath, and on his chest too, like a leaden straitjacket. It took him a while to work out that the heaviness was coming from the coarse wool cloth that had gradually got waterlogged, so the coat had doubled in weight, making him feel imprisoned, as if he had drowned in it. Then, groping his way, he surfaced from the dream he had surrendered to, a sensation of faint warmth really, more than an actual dream. He started to shiver. He was soaked. His eyes opened onto blackness. His heart pounded. His wound had opened too and was stinging and weeping again.


It was two days and two nights now he had been under the fir tree. It was an old tree whose lower branches were stuck to the ground, entangled with roots whose shapes reminded him of varicose veins. He had had to drag some of them aside so he could snuggle into the space next to the gnarled trunk. Here the ground formed a large hollow covered with dry needles that made a soft mattress, on which he had stretched out full length. The needles were warm. They gave off a smell of resin and bark. Of autumn too. A scent that gradually faded.


He had told himself that as long as he stayed there, nothing bad could happen to him. The thought had made him forget his hunger. He had three potatoes left in one of his pockets. He’d found them a few days earlier, digging in a field with his fingers, on all fours, like an animal, and had decided to keep them until he needed them.


Under the fir tree, for the first time in a long time he had stopped being on his guard. As soon as he had managed to wriggle in under the branches of the tree, he had realised that it was impossible for anyone to guess he was there. Even someone walking past a couple of metres away wouldn’t notice him. He had fallen into a deep sleep.


The forest quivered in the rain. The fir tree’s branches had stopped the droplets for a while, but eventually they had dripped their way past them and trickled down to where he was, soaking through the coat, the two sweaters underneath, the shirt and into his underpants and under-shirt. He turned up the coat’s collar as high as it would go, but all it did was make him wetter, tipping rivulets of water down the back of his neck.


He pulled his knees up to his stomach and kept his eyes open. Everything around him was black. The rain and the night had made the forest around him disappear, and the November cold that blew around his face felt colder now. The bed of needles had turned muddy. Around him it smelled like a pit. He shivered until the first glimmers of dawn, and when daybreak finally came, it was a feeble, miserable day.


He crawled out of his hiding place. He stood up with difficulty and took some faltering steps. It was as if he had to learn how to walk all over again. A milky light gradually outlined the trees against the darkness. The mist created the intermittent illusion that they were advancing on him, like huge statues rolling forwards on their plinths. In the sky, crows scraped the bellies of the clouds. He tried to twist the flaps of the coat to wring them out, but his fingers were too numb and had no strength in them. He walked away from the fir tree, the way you walk away from a friend who no longer cares and who can do no more for you. The rain had stopped. His teeth chattered.


He forced himself to walk quickly, hoping it would help him warm up. The coat flapped against his legs, and water worked its way into his boots, which he had not taken off for days for fear that they might be stolen. Yet he had met no-one during his escape. All he had glimpsed, a week earlier as he rested behind a rock, was a column of vehicles several hundred metres away, rolling through a dip in the landscape overgrown with bracken. He couldn’t have said which army they were from: Russians probably. They left, and the silence returned. The wind had eventually blown away the petrol smell that drifted up to him.


Most of the time he had slept in woods, ditches, abandoned barns, in the lee of a low wall. On the outskirts of places that had once been towns and were now unrecognisable. From a distance, the apartment blocks looked like decayed teeth. From their carious depths, lift cages rose into nothingness. Everything was smoking.


The countryside, which was also deserted, was a less awful sight. He couldn’t have said why. All the villages he had passed through were just as ruined, and every trace of human life had retreated from them. The roads that led to them had been shelled, methodically pulverised, reduced to strange rivers in the grip of a new kind of debacle, the ice floes replaced by thousands of broken lumps of tarmac. Here and there among them were strewn the mutilated carcasses of buses, trucks, military vehicles or cars, still full of their occupants, reduced to swollen and unrecognisable corpses.


In one of these villages he had found the coat. He had gone into a house that a bomb had sliced in two as if it had been sitting on a butcher’s block. He had rummaged through the cupboards and drawers of every overturned piece of furniture. There was nothing left. He had come in the wake of numerous other strays, soldiers, vagrants, deserters. But underneath a filthy mattress he had turned over without much hope was the coat. The sleeves were folded up, as if it had just been taken out of its box. A black coat, too big for him, in an old-fashioned style. He had put it on straight away, discarding there and then his padded soldier’s jacket, from which he had torn off the stripes and badges long before. Just as he had destroyed his identity papers, service record, identity tag engraved with his service number, every object that could have identified his former life. He had even used a knife to cut out the tattoo of his blood group that he carried on the inside of his arm, near his armpit. This was the wound that didn’t want to heal. It was a constant reminder of his recent past.


Walking hour after hour, day after day, let him forget time and hunger. He was no longer anything more than two legs walking over the earth, a body in motion, topped by a burning, grimy head in which the same anxious thoughts went round and round as if in a cage.


He walked on through the forest, trying to stay in a straight line, more to give himself the illusion that he wasn’t getting lost than to follow a real direction. He told himself that by doing this he would have to emerge eventually from these endless woods. He came across no paths, apart from the tracks of game. Pine forest gave way to beech forest. Then it was thickets overrun by brambles, then pines again, gloomy and planted in tight rows.


The day stayed drab and low, and in the sky there were always crows, which he glimpsed in black flocks, swirling like clouds of ashes. As he walked, he tried to estimate the hours, and from that to work out the kilometres. He had to be a long way now from the place he had run from. Probably three or four weeks’ walking through this region of hills and valleys and woods.


When he guessed it was gone midday, he stopped in a clearing. Between some mosses he found a spring. He drank for a long time. Then he looked at himself in the water’s mirror. He saw a thin face. Hair that had grown every which way. Ill-defined features, ageless. A mouth from which mist drifted. Nothing else. He sat on a stone and ate half a potato.


The raw flesh tasted of flour, sweet and grainy. He chewed it to a mush which he kept in his mouth for a long time. He had never eaten anything so wretched and he had never enjoyed eating anything so much. A suffering and a pleasure that he made last as long as he could, that filled his thoughts and made him forget the state he was in. He stayed sitting on the stone, beside the spring murmuring its heedless melody, with the taste of potato mush in his mouth.


Then the memory came back to him of the prisoners who were capable of killing each other when you threw leftovers from a meal or the peelings from the camp kitchens in among them. This always amused Viktor. He would arrive with the bowl, call them the way you would call hens or pigs, and tip its contents over the wire fence. The scrum would be incredible, silent but more vicious than dogs fighting. One or two were always left lying on the square. Sometimes Viktor would vary the entertainment by calling them, waiting till they were pressed against the wire, then dropping the contents at his feet so they could see it but it was beyond their reach as their hands pummelled the fence. This made Viktor laugh even more. He would watch the spectacle. He would laugh a little, to make Viktor happy.


He shivered. Cleared his throat, spat. He stood up abruptly and started walking again. His clothes hadn’t dried. He had got used to their wet heaviness.


After perhaps an hour he thought he could see something white in the distance, and he slowed down. At first he felt it was a mirage produced by his tiredness. He went on towards the whiteness, leaning on the stick he had picked up a little while before, which gave him the look of a shepherd without a flock. In places the ground, covered with mouldy leaves, gave way under his feet.


All that whiteness beyond the forest’s edge was a wide plain onto which the first snow was falling and which, in the gathering twilight, looked phosphorescent as it fell. He stopped near the last trees, still under their shelter. He hesitated to leave the forest he had spent so long walking through, and which had hidden him so completely from view.


Ahead of him, the horizon at the end of the snow-dusted fields merged with the sky, which had the same indistinct, slack texture. Their long, open, flat colour seemed to symbolise the anxiety of a boundless land, its framework dismembered. He turned back to the forest one last time. He caught himself feeling a tinge of sadness and sorrow, but set out across the fields nevertheless.


Very quickly, after only a few steps, he was walking more heavily. Earth so brown it was almost black clung to his boots. The field had not been ploughed for a long time. It had relaxed, reverted and become lumpy. The dusting of snow made a melting skin that soaked into the clods of clay or turned into dirty runnels and flowed into puddles that looked like miniature ponds.


Each step cost him effort. His stick was no help. He sometimes had the impression that the field wanted to swallow him up, that the earth, which probably had not been cultivated since the outbreak of hostilities, just wanted one thing, to gobble his body up, suck out all its juices, gulp it down and feast on it, to make the men he represented pay for the neglect in which they had left it.


He looked as far ahead as he could but was unable to make out any path. He missed the forest, which at least gave him the illusion of making progress, with each tree that appeared and disappeared giving a rhythm to his journey. He could not see a single farm. Or road. No river either. No canals. Great unclaimed fields extended from one end of the horizon to the other.


An aching tiredness gripped him. He couldn’t go on. His wound gnawed at him. His lungs hurt. Each breath compelled him to go deeper into them to fetch the scrap of air hidden there. He concentrated on the best path to take, metre by metre, in the cloying expanse. And once again he was filled with the feeling of blankness that had not left him since everything had collapsed.


He had spent the last years not asking himself any questions. Thanks to the coming of the new order, he had gained a status and respect that had previously been denied him. In next to no time he had been brought out of his near-invisibility, out of the mass of other men. He had been assigned a role and rank. He had been mass-produced, turned into an effective tool. He had been given orders. He carried them out. He hadn’t felt the chaos coming. The great machine had crumbled.


Was he guilty? Guilty of having obeyed? Or guilty of not having disobeyed? All he had done was follow. Did that make him less responsible than the others? Less than Viktor? In the camp he had spent his time writing. Lists. He had to check names. Count men and women, children, old people. Sometimes he had to undertake interrogations. Try to find out if they were lying or telling the truth. Transcribe the interrogations. Open files. Assemble them. Divide them up. Establish groups, subgroups. Convoys. Get the convoys ready for departure. Sometimes follow the convoys to where they were to be taken. Take by the hand, as they got down from the truck, the old people who had difficulty walking, the children too, because his mild face and calm voice reassured them, as did his gestures, which were never violent.


Then it was Viktor and his colleagues who took charge of everything. He stayed in the background. He saw nothing. He retraced his steps back to the truck well before Viktor began his work. He would smoke a cigarette, sometimes two. Doze. He heard the detonations muffled by the curtain of trees and mounds of gravel. Actually, he didn’t always hear them. It depended where the wind was coming from, and whether he was even paying attention, so much did the rustling of the poplars’ leaves carry him away from the place where he was.


It was painful to think about it all again, to consider that perhaps all that had just been a misunderstanding, that little by little, as a result of not knowing how to say no, he had reached a point where he could no longer tell the difference between what was done and what was not done, what was good and what was evil.


He could not feel the cold or mud anymore. He pushed on in his stupor. He felt a bit as if he was waking up after having been blind drunk for a decade. He wiped his hand across his forehead, to erase the images in his head and wipe away all these thoughts that were too big for his brain.


As night began to fall he kept pushing on in the middle of nowhere. A narrow strip of light spread across the horizon to the west. The wind had gone. Great low clouds, motionless now, scattered thin snowflakes that shrank from settling on the ground and melted on his forehead and his lips. He put his tongue out to catch the flakes, which became small, cool, watery pearls. He thought of the tears he had seen on many faces. Of the cries that had accompanied them.


In less than half an hour it would be impossible to see anything. Where would he sleep? It would be better for him to carry on walking, even if it meant falling asleep standing up. He had been walking like this for a while, between wakefulness and sleep, surprised to realise that the body could turn into a sort of automaton. At least if he went on walking he would not die of cold, unlike the men in rags who would halt and collapse all along the column after they had been ordered to evacuate the camp in the face of the enemy advance. You didn’t even bother to prod them to their feet because you knew the winter would soon get the better of them. Sometimes, to relieve his boredom, Viktor would put a bullet in the back of one of their heads. And you carried on. Without having much idea where to.


Suddenly, as he made an effort to search the horizon one last time before darkness wiped out the world, he thought he could see, a few hundred metres away, a big square shape rising out of the last of the pale light. He regained some scraps of energy.


As he pressed on, the shape became more distinct, massive, windowless, and with a flat roof. It wasn’t a farmhouse, more like a water tower, a silo or something like it.


By the time he finally got close to it, the night and the heavy earth had merged into one. He couldn’t see further than five metres. The building loomed, imposing, in front of him. A sort of purring came from it, with crackling sounds from time to time, and sparks. A generator, or an electric transformer, protected by a double row of barbed wire that had been flattened in one place by a vehicle. He crept through the opening, moving with caution, his hands stretched in front of him because he could no longer make anything out.


When his fingers touched the wall at last, he felt a savage joy. The wall was warm, as if some wonderful fire was burning behind it. He pressed his two hands against it and moved along it sideways to find a door. He had forgotten his hunger, his exhaustion, his fear and suffering. It was almost as if he had returned after a long voyage to the threshold of the house where he had been born. He was going to go inside. He had found a shelter. Heat. Peace. Protection. He imagined his mother’s face, his father’s too, his childhood, the evening meal, the hot soup and the glowing stove.


Suddenly the wall gave way to emptiness, from which a warm draught of air was blowing gently. The purring got louder. His hands groped in the dark and found what had to be a thick metal door, very slightly ajar. He tried pushing it several times with his shoulder but it refused to give, and the wound in his arm hurt him. The joy he felt gave way to panic. To be so close to comfort and reassurance, and not to be able to grasp it. He thought again of the prisoners staring at the peelings Viktor had tipped at his feet, of Viktor walking away from them and laughing, of their hands trying to pass through the wire.


He knelt and groped for a stone on the ground, something that would allow him to force the door open. He was panting, cutting his hands on broken glass, grabbing hold of objects he could not identify exactly and then, suddenly, something like a rod, a tube made of metal, heavy and perhaps about two metres long. He could have wept for joy. He seized it, felt his way back to the opening, slid the iron tube into it and, with all the strength he was capable of, exerted an extraordinary force. The miracle happened. With a long grinding noise the door creaked open much wider than it had before, enough for him to push his way into the building.
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