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1


Those who thought the war would soon begin had long since grown weary, among them, Monsieur Jules. More than six months after the general mobilisation, the dispirited owner of La Petite Bohème café had ceased to believe that war would ever come. Indeed, as she worked her shift, Louise had even heard him remark “Truth be told, no-one ever really believed in this war”. According to Monsieur Jules, the whole thing was little more than a vast diplomatic wrangling spanning the whole of Europe, punctuated by bombastic patriotic speeches, thunderous announcements: a continental chess game in which the general mobilisation was no more than histrionic posturing. Granted, there had been a few deaths here and there – “More than they’ve reported, no doubt” – the skirmish in the Sarre in September had claimed the lives of two or three hundred men but, “I wouldn’t call that a war!” Monsieur Jules would say popping his head around the kitchen door. The gas masks that had arrived in autumn and now lay forgotten in some drawer had become the subject of ridicule in newspaper cartoons. People shuffled down to the air-raid shelters as if taking part in some pointless ritual; these were sirens without planes, and this was a war without battles that seemed to drag on interminably. The one thing that felt tangible was the enemy, the same sempiternal enemy the populace was vowing to exterminate for the third time in half a century, but an enemy that seemed no more inclined than they were to hurl itself into the fray. So much so that, by spring, the État-Major gave permission for soldiers at the front – here, Monsieur Jules would transfer his dish towel to his other hand and jab his finger at the heavens to underscore the enormity of the situation – to plant vegetable gardens! “I ask you . . . !” he would sigh heavily.


Little surprise then, that the opening of hostilities – though it took place in northern Europe and was too far away for his taste – rekindled his enthusiasm. He would say to anyone who cared to listen, “When you see the drubbing the Allies gave Hitler at the Battle of Narvik, you know this war isn’t going to last long,” and, considering the matter closed, he could return to his customary causes for complaint: inflation, press censorship, the days he did not get to have an aperitif, the pen-pushers with their cushy jobs, the authoritarian antics of tin-pot governors (particularly that old fogey de Froberville), the curfews, the price of coal – nothing found favour in his eyes, excepting the military strategy of Général Gamelin, which Monsieur Jules considered peerless.


“If they come for us, they’ll come through Belgium, that’s self-evident. And let me tell you, we’ll be waiting for them!”


Louise, who was carrying plates of poireaux vinaigrette and pieds paquet, overheard one diner muttering “Self-evident my backside . . .”


“For pity’s sake!” roared Monsieur Jules returning to his rightful place behind the bar once more, “Where else are they going to come from?”


He seized the wire egg holder on the bar and set it down.


“There! That’s the Ardennes: they’re impassable!”


With the wet dishrag he drew a sweeping curve on the bar.


“That’s the Maginot Line: also impassable! So, where else can they attack? The only possibility is Belgium.”


Then, his tactical demonstration complete, he withdrew to the kitchen, muttering under his breath.


“Bloody fool . . . You don’t need to be a général to work it out . . .”


Louise did not listen to the remainder of the conversation because her primary concern was not Monsieur Jules and his martial gesticulations, but the doctor.


This was how he had always been known; they had called him “the doctor” for twenty years, since he first began dining at the same table by the window every Saturday. He had never exchanged more than a handful of words with Louise: good day, good evening. He would arrive just before noon and settle himself with his newspaper. Though his invariable request was for the dessert of the day, every day Louise made it a point of honour to go over and take his order, uttered in a gentle, equable tone, “Clafoutis, oh yes,” he would say, “clafoutis sounds perfect.”


He would read his paper, stare out at the street, eat his dessert, drink a carafe of wine and, a little before two o’clock, as Louise was counting the money in the till, he would get to his feet, neatly fold his copy of Paris-Soir and leave it on the table, place a tip in the saucer, say his goodbyes and take his leave. Even the previous September, when the café-restaurant had been abuzz with news of the general mobilisation (Monsieur Jules had been so ebullient that one almost felt inclined to entrust him with running the État-Major), the doctor had not varied his routine one iota.


Then, suddenly, some weeks earlier, as Louise was setting down his crème brûlée à l’anis, he had smiled, leaned towards her, and made his proposition.


Had he suggested sleeping with her, Louise would have set down the dish, slapped him across the face, calmly returned to serving tables, and Monsieur Jules would have lost his longest-standing customer. But it had not been that. Yes, it had been a sexual proposition, but . . . how to put it . . .


“I would like to see you naked,” he said placidly. “Just once. Just to look at you, nothing more.”


Lost for words, Louise had not known how to respond; she had flushed crimson as though she were at fault, opened her mouth to speak, but no words came. The doctor had already resumed reading his newspaper, Louise wondered whether perhaps she had dreamed it.


She had spent the rest of her shift thinking about his proposition, vacillating between astonishment and anger, yet knowing that it was too late, that by rights she should have stood there with her hands on her hips and confronted him, shamed him in front of the other diners . . . She could feel black fury welling inside her. When a plate slipped from her fingers and shattered on the kitchen tiles, she snapped. She rushed back into the café.


The doctor had gone.


His folded newspaper lay on the empty table.


She snatched it up and tossed it into the wastepaper basket. “What on earth has got into you, Louise?” said Monsieur Jules, who considered the doctor’s copies of Paris-Soir and customers’ mislaid umbrellas to be the spoils of war.


He retrieved the newspaper, smoothed it out and stared at Louise perplexedly.


Louise had been an adolescent when she first began working the Saturday shift at La Petite Bohème and first encountered Monsieur Jules, sole proprietor and chief cook. He was a slow, heavyset man with a large nose, ears that sprouted thick tufts of hair and a salt-and-pepper walrus moustache. He invariably wore carpet slippers and a large black beret that completely covered his pate – no-one had ever seen him hatless. Every day, he cooked for some thirty diners – “Good honest Parisian food!” he would insist, jabbing an emphatic finger. The menu consisted of a single “plat du jour”. “Just like at home – if customers want a choice, they’ve only to cross the street.” What precisely Monsieur Jules did was shrouded in mystery. The clientele often wondered how this plump, slow-moving man who always seemed to be perched behind the bar somehow managed to cook so many meals of such high quality. The restaurant was always full; indeed, Monsieur Jules could have opened evenings and Sundays, even enlarged the dining room, but he always demurred. “If you open a door too wide, you never know who’ll come in,” he would say, then cryptically add: “Trust me, I know a thing or two . . .” The words would hang in the air like a prophecy.


Monsieur Jules had first asked Louise if she would help out in the restaurant the year that his wife, whom no-one now remembered, ran off with the son of the coal merchant from the rue Maracadet. What had begun as a favour for a neighbour carried on throughout Louise’s studies at Teacher Training College. On graduation, she found a post at the local primary school on the rue Damrémont and so had no reason to change her habits. Monsieur Jules paid her under the counter, usually rounding up to the nearest ten francs, though always gruffly, as though she had asked and he were doing so reluctantly.


Louise felt as though she had always known the doctor. Consequently, she might not have considered his desire to see her naked so immoral had he not watched her grow up. His request felt somehow incestuous. Moreover, she had only recently lost her mother. What kind of proposition was this to make to an orphan? In fact, Madame Belmont had been dead for seven months, and Louise had not worn mourning for six of those. She winced at the weakness of her own argument.


She wondered why an old man should want to see her naked. Undressing herself later that evening, she stood in front of the full-length bedroom mirror. At thirty, she had a flat stomach and a tender pubis downed with light brown hair. She turned sideways. She had never liked her breasts, which she thought too small, but she was proud of her arse. She had her mother’s oval face, with high cheekbones, shimmering blue eyes and a pretty, slightly pouting mouth. Paradoxically, it was her thick lips that people first noticed, although she was neither smiling nor talkative, and never had been, not even as a child. In the neighbourhood, locals attributed her solemnity to the hardships she had endured: her father had died in 1916, her uncle a year later, and her mother had suffered from depression and spent much of her life standing at the window staring out into the courtyard. The first man to look at her as though she were beautiful was a gueule cassée – a soldier who had fought in the Great War and lost half his face in a burst of shrapnel. Talk about a childhood.


Louise was a pretty girl, though she refused to admit it, even in her thoughts. “There are hundreds of prettier girls out there,” she told herself. She had many admirers, but “that doesn’t mean anything, all girls have admirers”. In her job as a teacher, she found herself constantly rebuffing overtures from colleagues and headmasters (and even the fathers of pupils) who would try to put a hand on her buttocks in the corridors, but that was hardly unusual, it happened everywhere. She had never lacked for suitors. Among them, Armand, who had courted her for five years. They were duly betrothed. Louise was not about to give her neighbours food for scandalmongering. Their wedding had been quite an affair. Madame Belmont had sagely allowed Armand’s mother to take care of all the arrangements: the ceremony, the reception, the toast, the sixty guests including Monsieur Jules who showed wearing black tie and tails (Louise later discovered he had rented his suit from a theatrical costumier, which explained why everything was too small, except for the trousers, which he had to constantly hike up) and patent leather pumps that made his feet look as small as those of a Chinese empress, Monsieur Jules who insisted on playing master of ceremonies on the pretext that he had closed the restaurant so they could hold the reception there. Louise did not care, she was eager to go to bed with Armand, to have his baby. A baby that never came.


The engagement had dragged on for some time. The neighbours did not understand. They had begun to eye the couple suspiciously. What couple courted for three years without marrying? It was unheard of. It was Armand who had insisted on the wedding, meanwhile Louise deferred her decision every month until she stopped having her period. Most young women prayed heaven they would not fall pregnant before their wedding day; for Louise the reverse was true: no baby, no wedding. But still no baby came.


In desperation, Louise made one last attempt. Since they could not have a child of their own, they would go and get one from the orphanage – there was no shortage of babies who needed love and care. Armand saw this as an insult to his manhood. “Why not take in the dog that roots through the dustbins?” he said, “He needs love and care too!” These conversations would get out of hand, it happened constantly, and they bickered like an old married couple. On the day the subject of adoption was raised, Armand angrily stalked out, went home and did not return.


Louise felt relieved, believing that he was at fault. What a scandal the break-up caused in the neighbourhood. “For heaven’s sake,” roared Monsieur Jules, “if the girl doesn’t want to marry, you can hardly force her into it!” But privately, he took Louise aside: “How old are you, Louise? Your Armand is a fine, upstanding young man, what more do you want?”, then, in hushed, faltering tones, “A baby? A baby? The baby will come when it’s ready, these things take time!” and he would retreat to his kitchen “. . . my bechamel sauce will be curdled, that’s all I need . . .”


What Louise missed most about Armand was the baby she never gave him. And what, until that moment, had been an unmet desire slowly became an obsession. Louise longed for a child at all costs, at any price, even if it meant her ruin. She felt her heart break at the sight of a newborn in a perambulator. She cursed herself, reviled herself; she would wake with a start in the early hours, convinced she could hear a baby crying, scramble out of bed, bumping into the furniture, run down the corridor and open the door and her mother would say “It’s just a dream, Louise,” take her daughter in her arms and lead her back to bed as though she were a little girl.


The house was mournful as a graveyard. At first, she locked up the room she had planned to transform into a nursery. Later she would creep in on the sly and sleep on the floor with only a thin blanket, though her mother was not taken in.


Troubled by her daughter’s fixation, Madame Belmont would hold her, stroke her hair, tell her she understood, that there was more to life than having babies – an easy thing for her to say, since she had one.


“I know it’s not fair,” Jeanne Belmont would say, “but maybe Mother Nature is trying to tell you that you should first find a father for your baby . . .”


It was a fatuous statement: Mother Nature, all that drivel that had infuriated her at school . . .


“Yes, yes, I know it upsets you. What I’m trying to say is . . . Sometimes it’s better to do things the right way round, that’s all. Find the right man, and then . . .”


“I had a man!”


“Well, clearly he was not the right man.”


And so, Louise took lovers. In secret. She slept with men from far-flung neighbourhoods, men from her school. If a man on the omnibus gave her the glad eye, she would respond as discreetly as morality allowed. Two days later, she would close her eyes, stare at the cracks in the ceiling, make little moans, then spend the next weeks waiting for her period to start. “I don’t care how he behaves,” she said to herself, thinking about her unborn child, as though accepting some future ordeal might hasten its arrival. This was a chronic madness, she knew it, yet it haunted her.


She began to go to church, light votive candles, confess imagined sins so that she might receive absolution. She dreamed of suckling a child. When lovers pressed their lips to her breast, she would weep; she longed to lash out at every one of them. She rescued a stray kitten, relishing the fact that it was filthy; she spent her days brushing, scouring, washing the animal as the cat quickly grew fat and needy, just what she needed to expiate the fault she felt she had committed by being barren. Jeanne Belmont said the cat was a catastrophe, but did nothing to deter its presence.


Wearied by her doomed attempts to conceive, Louise decided to consult a doctor. The verdict was categorical, she could not bear a child, a problem with her tubes, the result of several bouts of salpingitis, there was nothing to be done. As if in sympathy, that same night, the cat was run over outside La Petite Bohème. Good riddance, said Monsieur Jules.


Louise foreswore the company of men; she became surly and ill-tempered. At night, she would pound her head against the wall, she began to despise herself. When she looked at herself in the glass, she saw the imperceptible tics, that pinched, tense, prickly expression common to those women consumed by the disappointment of not having children. While some women she knew – her colleague Edmonde, or Madame Croizet who ran the tobacconist’s – blithely accepted being childless. But for Louise, not being a mother felt like a humiliation.


Men were frightened by her repressed pent-up anger. Even café regulars, who had often taken serious liberties, no longer dared brush up against her as she moved between the tables. She seemed cold and distant. At school, she was nicknamed the “Mona Lisa”, and it was not kindly meant. She had her hair cropped short to punish her femininity and appear more distant still. Ironically, the severe haircut succeeded only in making her look prettier. Sometimes, she feared she might take a dislike to her pupils, would end up like Madame Guénot, who would force timid boys to come to the front of the class where she would beat them and who, during playtime, would make naughty girls stand in the corner of the yard for so long they sometimes peed themselves.


These memories flooded back to Louise as she stood naked in front of the glass. Perhaps because her relations with men were non-existent nowadays, she decided that, immoral though it might be, she felt flattered by the doctor’s proposition.


Nonetheless, she had felt relieved the following Saturday when the doctor, doubtless realising the impropriety of his proposal, made no further mention of it. He smiled gently, thanked her for the carafe of wine and, as was his wont, engrossed himself in Paris-Soir. Louise, who had never paid the man much heed, made the most of his absorption to study him. If she had not instantly dismissed his proposition a week earlier, it was because there was nothing louche or unsettling about the doctor. His face was lined and haggard. She reckoned him to be about seventy, though she had little talent for such conjectures and was often mistaken. Much later, she would remember she had thought there was something Etruscan about his features. At the time, she had been struck by the word, since it was one she had never used. What she had actually meant was “Roman” because of his aquiline nose.


Meanwhile, Monsieur Jules, excited by rumours that communist propaganda would soon be punishable by death, suggested broadening the criteria (“If it was down to me, I’d have all the lawyers guillotined . . . I mean, wouldn’t you?”). Louise was serving an adjacent table when the doctor got to his feet to leave.


“I would pay you, obviously, you need only tell me how much. And, to be clear, I only wish to look at you, nothing more, you need have no fear.”


He buttoned his overcoat, donned his hat, smiled and walked out, giving a little wave to Monsieur Jules, who was now railing against Maurice Thorez (“He should be deported to Moscow, the animal. Or put in front of a firing squad!”). Caught unawares by the doctor’s renewed suggestion, Louise almost dropped her tray. Monsieur Jules looked up.


“Are you alright, Louise?”


In the week that followed, she felt a black fury once again well up inside her; she would tell the old fart exactly what she thought of him. She waited impatiently for Saturday, but when she saw the doctor come through the door, he looked so old, so frail . . . As she went to serve him, she racked her brain to understand why her fury had so suddenly abated. It was because he was so self-assured. While she had been unsettled by his proposition, he seemed quietly confident that she would accept. The doctor smiled, ordered the dish of the day, read his newspaper, ate his lunch, paid his bill and, as he was about to leave:


“Have you considered the matter?” he said in a low voice. “How much do you want?”


Louise glanced at Monsieur Jules and felt a wave of shame that she was engaging in a whispered conversation with the doctor.


“Ten thousand francs.” She spat the words, like an insult.


She blushed. The sum was exorbitant, unacceptable.


He nodded as though to say, I understand. Then buttoned his greatcoat and put on his hat.


“Agreed.”


Then he walked out.


*


“You’re not angry with the doctor, are you?” said Monsieur Jules.


“No. Why do you ask?”


A vague gesture. Nothing, nothing.


The sheer enormity of the sum was frightening. As Louise finished her shift, she tried to make a list of all the things that she could buy with ten thousand francs. She realised that she was prepared to allow this man to pay to see her naked. She was a whore. The thought appealed to her. It aligned with the image she had of herself. At other moments, she tried to reassure herself, reasoning that to reveal her nakedness was no different to visiting a doctor. One of her fellow waitresses, who posed for an art academy, confided that the only drawback was boredom, and the fear of catching a chill.


Then there were the ten thousand francs . . . No, it was ridiculous, the money must involve something more than taking off her clothes. For that price, he could insist . . . But Louise could not think of anything that a man might demand for such a sum.


Perhaps the doctor had had the same thought, because he no longer raised the subject. One Saturday passed. And another. And a third. Louise wondered whether she had asked for too much, whether he had sought out a more accommodating woman. She was fractious. She found herself setting his plate down a little brusquely, giving a little grunt whenever he addressed her, in short becoming the kind of waitress she would have loathed had she been the customer.


She had almost finished her shift. She was wiping down the doctor’s table. Through the window, she could see her little house in the impasse Pers. She saw the doctor standing on the street corner, smoking a cigarette, the very image of a man waiting patiently.


She lingered for as long as possible, but regardless of the time one takes, sooner or later the task is done. She slipped on her coat and left. She vaguely hoped that the doctor might tire of waiting, but she knew that he would not.


She walked up to him. He smiled gently. He looked shorter than he did in the restaurant.


“Where would you like to do this, Louise? Your place? Or mine?”


There could be no question of going to his home, it was too risky.


Nor of inviting him into hers – what would the neighbours think? Not that she had many neighbours, but it was a matter of principle.


He suggested an hotel. It sounded like a bordello. She agreed.


He had clearly anticipated her response, because he gave her a slip of paper.


“Friday, if that is convenient? At about six o’clock? The room will be booked under the name Thirion, I’ve noted it on the paper.”


He slipped his hands into his pockets.


“Thank you for agreeing to this,” he said.


Louise stared at the scrap of paper in her hand, stuffed it into her back pocket and went home.


*


The whole week was an ordeal.


Would she go, would she not? She changed her mind ten times a day and twenty times a night. What if, after all, things turned sour? The place they were due to meet was in the fourteenth arrondissement, the Hôtel Aragon, so on Thursday evening she went there to survey the landscape. She was standing outside when the sirens began to wail – an air raid. She glanced around for somewhere she might shelter.


“Come with me . . .”


As the irritable guests emerged reluctantly from the hotel in single file, an elderly woman took Louise by the arm: it’s just next door. A stairwell led down to the cellars. Candles were lit. No-one seemed surprised that Louise did not have a gas mask slung over her shoulder; barely half the residents had one. The hotel clearly had long-term residents, since the guests all knew each other. At first, they stared at Louise, but then a man with a pot belly that spilled over his belt took out a pack of cards, a young couple produced a checkerboard, and they lost interest in her. Only the hotel manager, a birdlike woman of uncertain age, with hair the doubtful coal-black of a wig, steel-grey eyes, and a mantilla wrapped about her skeletal frame – when she sat down, Louise noticed the bony knees beneath her dress – only the manager continued to stare at her, obviously unaccustomed to seeing new faces. The air raid was short-lived, and the assembled company trooped upstairs. “Ladies first!” said the fat man, and it was clear that he said this every time and in doing so felt like a gentleman. No-one had said a word to Louise. She thanked the hotel manager who watched her walk away; Louise could feel eyes burning into her, but when she turned, the street was empty.


*


The following day, the hours flew past. Louise had decided that she would not go, but after coming back from school, she had changed her clothes. And at 5.30 p.m., with fear gnawing at her belly, she left her house.


Barely had she stepped outside than she turned back, went into the kitchen, took a steak knife from the drawer and slipped it into her handbag.


When she approached the reception desk, the manager recognised her and her surprise was evident.


“Thirion,” Louise said simply.


The elderly woman handed her a key and gestured to the staircase.


“Room 311. Third floor.”


Louise felt the urge to vomit.


The place was calm and silent. Louise had never ventured into a hotel, it was not the sort of place the Belmont family frequented; hotels were for the rich, or at least for other people, for those who took holidays and lived on fresh air. The very word “hotel” was exotic, synonymous with “palace”, or, when uttered in a certain tone, a synonym for “brothel”, two places where no-one in the Belmont family had ever set foot. But now, Louise was here. The hallway carpet was threadbare but clean. Breathless from climbing the stairs, Louise stood outside the door for a long moment, summoning the courage to knock. There came a noise from somewhere and, affrighted, she grabbed the handle, turned it, and stepped into the room.


The doctor was sitting on the bed wearing his overcoat, as though in a waiting room. He was perfectly calm. He looked terribly old, and Louise realised that she would have no need of the knife.


“Good evening, Louise.”


His voice was soft. The lump in her throat made it impossible for Louise to reply.


The room comprised a bed, a small table, a chair and a commode on which lay a thick envelope. The doctor allowed a benevolent smile to play on his lips, he tilted his head slightly as though to soothe her, but Louise was not afraid.


On her way here, she had made a number of decisions. Firstly, she planned to tell him that she would do only what had been agreed, on no account could he touch her; if that was his intention, she would leave straight away. Next, she would count the money; she had no intention of being short-changed . . . But now, standing in the cramped little room, she realised that her plans were irrelevant, that everything would play out simply and calmly.


She casually shifted her weight from one foot to the other, glanced at the envelope as though to marshal her courage, took off her coat and hung it on the hook on the back of the door, slipped off her shoes and, after a momentary hesitation, crossed her hands and pulled her dress over her head.


She would have liked him to help, to tell her what to do. The room was filled with an obscure, humming silence. For a second, she thought that she might faint. If she were indisposed, would he take advantage?


She was standing and he was seated, but her position afforded no advantage. His strength lay in his stillness.


He simply looked at her and waited.


Although it was she who had stripped to her underwear, it was the doctor, hands stuffed into the pockets of his greatcoat, who seemed cold.


To calm herself, she scanned his face for the familiar features of the customer she knew, but she did not find them.


After a momentary awkwardness, and because she had to do something, she reached behind her and unfastened her brassiere.


The man’s gaze moved to her bosom, as though drawn by the light, and though there was not a flicker of movement, she thought she perceived some sort of emotion in his expression. She looked down at her breasts, at the pink areolae, it was faintly distressing.


She wanted this to be over. So she steeled herself, peeled off her drawers and stood with her hands behind her back.


Slowly, like a gentle caress, the old man’s eyes moved down her body and stopped at her groin. Long seconds passed. It was impossible to tell what he was feeling. His face and his whole being were consumed by some emotion that was ineffable and infinitely sad.


Instinctively, she knew that she should turn around. Although perhaps she merely wanted to avoid this confrontation that was almost heart-wrenching.


She pirouetted on her left foot and stared at the nautical engraving that hung, slightly askew, on the wall above the chiffonier. She could almost feel his eye on her buttocks.


She felt a fleeting qualm, feared he might reach out to touch her, and whirled around again.


He had just taken a pistol from his pocket and shot himself in the head.


*


Louise was found naked, huddled on the floor, prostrate, her whole body trembling; meanwhile on the bed, the old man lay on his side, his feet dangling inches above the floor, looking almost as though he had been overtaken by sleep. Almost; but in his surprise at seeing Louise turn back towards him, he had unthinkingly lowered the pistol just as he pulled the trigger. Half his face had been blown away, and a dark blood stain was spreading over the eiderdown.


Someone called the police. A guest in one of the adjoining rooms ran to help and, finding the young woman naked as the day she was born, did not know how to move her. By the arms? By the legs? The room smelled powerfully of gunpowder, but what most struck the man was the blood – the young woman was covered in it.


Trying his best not to look towards the bed, the guest crouched down next to Louise and laid a hand on her shoulder: she was cold, one might almost have thought she was carved from stone, but she trembled and shuddered like linen in the breeze.


“It’s alright,” he said. “Everything will be alright.”


Grabbing her under the arms as best he could, he hauled her to her feet and strained every muscle so that she did not collapse again.


She stared down at the old man on the bed.


He was still breathing. His eyelids opened and closed, he was staring at the ceiling as though he had heard a strange noise and was wondering whence it came.


In that moment, Louise lost all reason. She let out a terrifying howl and began to struggle like a madwoman, like a witch trapped in a sack with a wildcat. She rushed out of the room and down the stairs.


On the ground floor, the gathering crowd of hotel guests and neighbours drawn by the sound of gunfire stared as Louise suddenly appeared, naked, shrieking as she elbowed her way through the throng.


She pushed open the door to the hotel.


A moment later, she was on the boulevard du Montparnasse, running as fast as she could.


What passers-by saw was not a naked woman, but an apparition, the blood-smeared body, the wild eyes, the contorted face. Louise stumbled and zigzagged, drivers feared she might run into the street, throw herself under their wheels; the cars slowed, an omnibus braked sharply, the conductor on the rear platform blew his whistle, there was a cacophony of car horns, but Louise heard nothing, she carried on barefoot while those she passed stared at her in horror. She waved her arms wildly as though shooing swarms of imaginary insects, she weaved her way along the pavement, now pressing close to a shop window, now skirting around a bus stop, she stumbled, and everywhere she went, people stood aside. No-one knew what to do.


The whole boulevard was in uproar. Who is that? said someone. A madwoman, probably escaped from an asylum somewhere, someone should stop her . . . But by then, Louise had passed them and was heading towards the crossroads at Montparnasse. It was bitterly cold, and her skin was covered here and there with bluish patches. She looked like a woman possessed, it seemed as if, at any moment, her eyes would pop out of her head.


Further on, a gaunt elderly woman with a scarf knotted around her head like a concierge saw Louise approaching and immediately thought of her great-niece, a young woman of much the same age.


“She just stopped dead, like she was trying to work out which way to go. In a trice, I’d taken off my coat and thrown it over her shoulders. She stared at me, and she just dropped to the ground right there in front of me, fell like a sack of potatoes, I didn’t know what to do to help her, but luckily there were some folk around who helped. The poor little thing was frozen . . .”


The milling crowd caught the attention of a mobile guard, who tossed his bicycle onto the pavement and elbowed his way through the little group of gawpers and onlookers to discover a young woman hunkered on the ground, clearly naked beneath her coat, who was wiping her face with the bloodstained forearm and panting as though she were in the throes of labour.


Louise looked up. The first thing she saw was the kepi, then the uniform.


She was a criminal; they had come to arrest her.


She glanced around frantically.


She felt a thunderbolt surge through her, once again she heard the shot, smelled the acrid stench of gunpowder. A curtain of blood fell from the heavens and cut her off from the world.


She reached out her arms and screamed.


Then she fainted.
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Aligned in rows of twenty, the milk churns looked like vast stainless-steel barrels. Gabriel was far from reassured by the serried dairy ranks, which looked more like calcified sentinels than filters designed to protect against a mustard gas attack. When viewed up close, the Maginot Line, with its hundreds of infantry casemates and blockhouses conceived to repel a German invasion, seemed disquietingly vulnerable. Even the Mayenberg itself, one of the largest and most important “earthscraper” forts on the line, had its weaknesses: though sheltered from bullets and mortar shells, its entire military staff could easily be suffocated.


“That you, chief?” the sentry called mockingly.


Gabriel wiped his hands on his fatigues. He was thirty years old, dark-haired and with round eyes that made it look as though he were permanently astonished.


“I was just passing . . .”


“Yeah, of course you were . . .” said the sentry moving off.


Every time he found himself on sentry duty, the young sergent-chef just happened to “pass by”.


Gabriel could not stop himself coming to check on the filters, to make sure they were still there. Caporal-chef Landrade had explained that the system used to detect carbon monoxide and arsine was simple and rudimentary.


“The fact is, the whole system depends on the sentries’ sense of smell. We just have to hope they don’t catch a cold.”


A born soldier, Raoul Landrade was an electrical engineer. He was a doom-monger and a peddler of pernicious rumours as specific as they were fatalistic. Knowing how much Gabriel worried about the prospect of a chemical attack, he never missed an opportunity to feed him the disquieting titbits he had learned. It was almost as though he did it deliberately. Indeed, the previous night:


“The filters are designed to be replaced as an when they become saturated, but I’ll tell you something for free, they’ll never be able to replace them fast enough to protect the whole installation . . . Guaranteed.”


Landrade was a curious individual, with an unruly lock of hair that fell across his forehead like a strawberry-blond comma, a mouth that perpetually drooped at the corners, and lips as thin as a razor – Gabriel found him a little frightening. In the four months that they had been bunkmates, Landrade had come to personify the fear that Gabriel had felt the moment he first set eyes on the Mayenberg. This vast underground fortification had seemed like a subterranean monster whose gaping maw was ready to devour all those the État-Major sent as sacrificial victims.


More than nine hundred soldiers lived in the Mayenberg, moving through the winding galleries buried beneath millions of tonnes of concrete, amid the constant hum of generators, the steel panels that shrieked like the souls of the damned and the mingled stench of diesel and damp. Within metres of entering the Mayenberg, daylight guttered out to reveal a murky tunnel filled with the thunderous clatter of the train that serviced the retractable armoured turrets ready to fire 145mm shells over a twenty-five-kilometre radius if and when the age-old enemy dared show his face. In the meantime, crates of munitions were stacked, unpacked, inventoried, distributed and checked; there was little else to do. These days the subterranean train, affectionately dubbed le métro, served only to transport the “wonder ovens” used to heat soup. Though everyone still remembered the order stipulating that “all troops must remain in place with no thought of retreat, even if besieged or isolated without hope of imminent rescue until all munitions are exhausted”, so much time had passed that no-one now could imagine a situation in which they would be forced to such extremes. While they waited to die for their country, they were bored to death.


Gabriel did not fear war – indeed, no-one here did, since the Maginot Line was reputed to be impregnable – but he found it difficult to live in this cramped, confined space that resembled a submarine, with its six-hour watches, the folding tables that lined the corridors, the tiny cabins, the tanks filled with drinking water.


He missed the daylight. Orders stipulated that he and the other soldiers were entitled to only three hours of daylight. Hours they spent pouring concrete, since work on the fortifications was not yet complete, or rolling out barbed wire to slow the advance of enemy tanks across miles of land, excepting areas where it would hinder the work of farmers or access to orchards (perhaps in the belief that a respect for agricultural labourers or a fondness for fruit would persuade the enemy to avoid these areas). They also drove railway sleepers vertically in the ground. Whenever the sole excavator was elsewhere, or the machine-for-driving-sleepers broke down again, they were forced to resort to mechanical shovels designed for digging sand: managing to drive in two railway sleepers during their shift was considered a good day’s work.


In what spare time they had, they raised chickens and rabbits. A small drove of pigs had been honoured with a feature in a local newspaper.


For Gabriel, the worst moment was heading back: his heart hammered at the very thought of descending into the bowels of the fort.


He was preoccupied by the idea of a chemical attack. Mustard gas, a toxic substance capable of seeping through clothes and masks, burned the eyes, the skin, the mucous membranes. He had mentioned his obsessive concern to the field doctor, a gaunt man, pale as a porcelain sink and grim as a gravedigger, who found it completely normal since the nothing in this place was as it should be, neither the interminable wait for God-only-knew-what, nor the day-to-day routine in this anthill; no-one here is coping, he would mutter wearily, doling out fistfuls of aspirin; come back and see me, he would say, since he enjoyed company. Twice or three times a week, Gabriel would beat him at chess, which mattered little to the doctor, who liked to lose. The sergent-chef and the doctor had begun these bi-weekly games the previous summer when, though not actually ill, Gabriel had been finding the living conditions difficult and had gone to the infirmary in search of a little comfort. At the time, the humidity inside was almost one hundred per cent and Gabriel constantly felt as though he were suffocating. Temperatures inside the fortress were such that sweat could not evaporate, bodies were constantly sticky, bedsheets sodden and cold, uniforms heavy with moisture – since it was impossible to dry the laundry – and every berth smelled of mildew. Every room dripped with condensation. To make matters worse, the constant growl of the fans, which rumbled into life at 0400 hours every morning, echoed through the ventilation shafts. For Gabriel, who had always been a light sleeper, it was hell on earth.


Soldiers worried and fretted as they went about in fatigues, half-heartedly keeping an eye on the doors designed to absorb the shock of the enemy bombs, when they came, and since discipline had grown particularly lax, most spent the time between watches in the mess room (officers, who were not averse to joining the revels, turned a blind eye to the fact that it was open day and night). Men came from all around, squaddies from English and Scots regiments posted miles apart would show up at sundown, and, if they got too drunk, would summon field ambulances to take them home.


It was here in the mess room that Caporal-chef Raoul Landrade held court. Gabriel knew nothing about his life on civvy street, but here in the Mayenberg, Landrade quickly established himself as chief trafficker and the lynchpin of every shady deal going. It was in his nature. To Landrade, life was a petri dish for his inexhaustible schemes and machinations.


He launched his dubious career in the Mayenberg as a master of the shell game. With only an upturned crate and three cups, he could make a nut, a ball, a pebble, appear and disappear at will. He had the rare talent, crucial to the thimblerigger, of inspiring such confidence in his mark that the urge to point to the hidden Queen or ball was all but irresistible. The daily monotony of life in the fort drew more and more gamblers to his game. His fame even spread to soldiers in other installations, despite the fact that they despised those stationed at the Mayenberg as a privileged elite. Everyone gave a warm welcome to the caporal, and his showmanship won admiration from officers and squaddies alike. His skill as a thimblerigger was facilitated by another factor: he insisted on playing only for the most derisory sums. Men could gamble a franc or two, lose gracefully and move on, but even at this rate, it was not unusual for Landrade to win three hundred francs a day. The rest of his time he devoted to orchestrating shady deals with nearby breweries, the NCOs in the Supply Corps and the staff in the mess hall. And skirt-chasing. Some claimed he had a sweetheart in town, others that he had visited the local brothel. Whatever the truth of the matter, he always returned with a beaming smile that no-one could gainsay.


Landrade often managed to palm off his sentry shifts at the power plant to comrades in greater financial need, and the authorities turned a blind eye. As a result, he had considerable free time in which to spend trafficking supplies to the mess hall, where he had negotiated a sophisticated yet impenetrable system regulating the purchase, sale and delivery of beer involving discounts, commissions and kickbacks, making a small fortune on the four hundred and fifty litres of beer consumed daily at the Mayenberg. Indeed there was no pie in which he did not have a tentative finger. He had discreetly insinuated himself into the kitchens, claiming that he alone could provide the produce that could not otherwise be procured, which was true. For officers, he sourced rare victuals, and for soldiers weary of eating beef twice a day, he provided something to spice up their fare. As the army settled into routine and the soldiers into idleness, he provided hammocks, crates, cutlery, mattresses, blankets, magazines, cameras – anything you needed, Raoul Landrade could find. The previous winter, he had shown up with a vast quantity of extra heaters and serrated knives (with everything frozen, daily wine rations had to be sawn off in chunks). Later in the year, he was hawking dehumidifiers, which were all but useless but sold like hot cakes. Confectionary – chocolate, marzipan, acid drops, etc. – were firm favourites, especially among the NCOs. The military authorities offered every man a tot of brandy with breakfast and a carafe of wine with every meal. Phenomenal quantities of wine and spirits were delivered to the fortress, with stocks being endlessly replenished. Landrade managed to discreetly siphon off a generous quantity which he sold off cheaply to neighbouring bars and restaurants, to local farmers and day-labourers. If war carried on for another year, Caporal-chef Landrade would have the wherewithal to buy the Mayenberg itself.


Gabriel checked that the shift change had gone smoothly. Being a mathematics teacher in civilian life, he had been posted to the Signals Corps, where he patched through calls from the outside world. Here, war was reduced to a handful of orders concerning site works and the allocation of furlough passes, which had reached a preposterous level. By Gabriel’s reckoning, at one point more than half of the officers had simultaneously been on furlough. Had the Germans chosen that weekend to attack, they could have taken the Mayenberg in two days and been in Paris within three weeks . . .


*


Gabriel returned to his shared barracks room with its four bunks. He had a top bunk opposite that of Caporal-chef Landrade. In the bottom bunk was Ambresac, a guy with wild, menacing eyebrows and the large hands of a fieldworker, who was constantly complaining. Opposite him was Chabrier, whose thin, wiry frame and pointy face were reminiscent of a weasel. Whenever anyone talked to him, he would stare at them intently, as though waiting for them to react to a joke he had just told. This intense gaze was so unsettling that most soldiers would let out an embarrassed little laugh. As a result, Chabrier gained a reputation as a funny guy without ever actually telling a joke. Ambresac and Chabrier were Raoul Landrade’s associates. This bunk room was the HQ of his criminal enterprise. Since Gabriel had never wanted to get involved in their nefarious schemes, whenever he walked into the room, the others fell silent; it was painfully awkward. This pernicious atmosphere was both the cause and result of the vicissitudes of barracks life. Some weeks earlier, one of the soldiers in their unit had complained about the theft of a signet ring engraved with his initials. Everyone treated it as a joke, since his name was Vincent Delestre, though it also brought home how living cheek by jowl led to arguments, annoyances and vice; there had not been many thefts, but a gold signet ring, now that was worth a pretty penny, to say nothing of the sentimental value.


When Gabriel stepped into the room, Raoul was sitting on his bunk totting up figures.


“Just the man,” he said, “I’m trying to calculate airflow and volume, and I can’t work it out . . .”


He was attempting to calculate the output of a number of compressors. Gabriel took the pencil. The result was 0.13.


“Shit!” growled Raoul. He looked shocked.


“What’s the matter?”


“Uh . . . I just had a little niggle about the generators that are supposed to filter the air. If we come under a poison gas attack, you know?”


Faced with Gabriel’s fretful silence, he continued:


“Thing is, these dumb bastards went with two-stroke compressors. And since they won’t produce nearly enough power, they have to be supercharged. Which gives us the figure 0.13.”


Gabriel felt the blood drain from his face.


He frantically recalculated. The result was still the same. In the event of an attack, the volume of air filtered by the main generator would barely be enough to decontaminate . . . the generator room. The rest of the fortress would be saturated.


Raoul folded the slip of paper with a fatalistic shrug.


“I mean, it’s not exactly ideal, but still . . .”


Gabriel knew that there was no way now to replace the equipment. Whatever happened, they would have to fight the war with two-stroke compressors.


“We’re alright, we can shelter in the Plant,” said Raoul. “But you guys in the Signals Corps . . .”


The “Plant” referred to the power station. Gabriel felt his throat go dry. It was irrational. If fighting did break out, there was no reason to think that the Germans would launch a chemical attack. And yet, in Gabriel’s mind it felt like a certainty.


“If there’s a problem, I suppose you could always come join us . . .”


Gabriel looked up.


“We’ve got a secret code for the south door of the Plant. If you give the secret knock, we open it.”


“What’s the code?”


Raoul leaned back a little.


“There needs to be a little quid pro quo, old man.”


Gabriel did not know what he could possibly offer in return.


“Information. In the Signals Corps, you know everything there is to know about the Supply Corps, the deliveries to the stores, everything the Mayenberg buys in from outside. If we had that information, it would make our lives easier . . . We could prepare.”


Raoul was clearly proposing that Gabriel get involved in his various shady deals in exchange for a free pass to the south door of the Plant.


“I can’t . . . it’s . . . it’s confidential.”


He groped for a word.


“It would be treason.”


This was preposterous. Raoul burst out laughing.


“Canned beef deliveries are a state secret? Well, well . . . military authorities clearly take things very seriously.”


He unfolded the slip of paper on which he had made his calculations and pressed it into Gabriel’s hand.


“Here . . . At least you’ll have something to read when you’re standing outside the south door of the Plant.”


He strode out, leaving Gabriel to fret. Landrade trailed an air of menace in his wake, just as certain plants trail a troubling perfume.


*


This conversation had left Gabriel very unsettled.


Three weeks later, in the shower block, he overheard Ambresac and Chabrier talking about a “flamethrower test” that had been carried out on the air inlets for the blocs.


“Catastrophic . . .” said Ambresac.


“I know,” Chabrier chimed in. “Apparently the filters got clogged with soot. The whole bloc was contaminated within seconds.”


Gabriel could not help but smile. Landrade’s henchmen were terrible actors, and their not-so-spontaneous exchange was clearly designed to heighten Gabriel’s fear. It had precisely the opposite effect.


But that evening, while they were playing chess, the chief medical officer confirmed the tests had been carried out.


“What do you mean test?”


The doctor stared at the chessboard and, as he warily advanced his knight, mumbled, as though to himself: “The results were inconclusive. Hence the need for a training exercise. Full scale, this time. Obviously, it’s going to be a fiasco, but they’ll swear blindly it was a success, that the system is failsafe. Then they’ll probably have the chaplain say a mass – they’ll need one, and so will we.”


Staring into space, Gabriel advanced his queen.


“Checkmate . . .” he said in a whisper.


The doctor packed away the pieces, satisfied with the result.


Gabriel headed back to his bunk, his feet unsteady.


*


Days passed. Caporal-chef Landrade prowled the tunnels of the fortress, busier than ever.


“You’d do well to think about what I said,” he would sometimes mutter as he passed Gabriel.


Meanwhile Gabriel waited for the camp commander to order a full-scale exercise; nothing happened, and then suddenly, on April 27 at 0530 hours, the sirens shrieked.


Was this a planned manoeuvre intended to catch the troops off-guard, or had the German offensive finally begun?


Gabriel leaped from his bunk, taut as a bowstring.


Already, the corridors were echoing with the roar of shouted orders and the boots of hundreds of soldiers heading to their battle stations. Raoul Landrade and his henchmen buckled their belts as they left the bunk room, while Gabriel, buttoning his uniform, followed behind. Dazed by the wail of sirens, the din of milling soldiers forced to flatten themselves against the walls of the tunnel every time the train rattled past, and the clatter of munitions being loaded, Gabriel could not shake off the idea that the German offensive had finally begun.


His bunkmates were almost out of sight. He raced after them, writhing in a vain attempt to button his jacket, his breathing ragged, his legs trembling. Seeing Caporal-chef Landrade take a left turn fifteen metres ahead, Gabriel forced himself to run faster, but when he turned the corner, he was met by a howling mob of soldiers, led by Landrade, running towards him. Surging behind them came a thick cloud of smoke that billowed like a wave, from which panicked soldiers emerged, stumbling unsteadily.


Gabriel stood for a moment, petrified.


German gas attacks were supposed to be invisible. In some dark corner of his brain, Gabriel began to wonder whether this was something else. Some new chemical weapon? But before he could think, he was enfolded by the cloud and he felt the acrid smoke tear at his lungs. Coughing and spluttering, he whirled around, disoriented, as the blurred silhouettes of soldiers raced past, all of them shouting: This way! Head for the exit! The North corridor!


His eyes stinging from the dense fog, Gabriel stumbled on as others pushed and jostled. The smoke seemed thicker now, and this section of the corridor was barely wide enough for two men to walk abreast. At the junction of two tunnels, a sudden gust of wind dispersed the smoke, and he could see clearly once again, although his vision was still obscured by his streaming eyes.


Was he safe?


He whipped round and saw Caporal-chef Landrade pressed against the tunnel wall and pointing to one of the niches carved into the tunnel wall at thirty-metre intervals. Most were simple shelters used by soldiers when the trains passed, but some opened onto small storerooms. This was clearly one, and the steel door stood ajar. Were they near the Plant? Gabriel was convinced the generators were in the other direction . . . Landrade’s eyes were streaming and he pressed his face into the crook of his elbow as he signalled for the sergent-chef to go inside. Glancing around, Gabriel saw the cloud of white smoke had reformed and was surging through the tunnel towards them. Soldiers blundered from the fog, their eyes red, gasping, screaming, frantically searching for a way out.


“This way!’ roared Landrade, pointing to the half-open door. Without thinking, Gabriel slipped inside. The room was murky, a cramped tool shed lit only by a bare bulb that dangled from the ceiling. Behind him, the heavy steel door slammed shut.


Gabriel raced back and tried to open the door, but the handle spun uselessly. He hammered on the door and then stopped. White smoke was beginning to seep under the door and through the gaps next to the hinges, as though sucked into the storeroom.


Gabriel screamed, he pounded on the heavy steel. Thick, acrid smoke poured into the room with the terrifying speed of rising floodwaters. The air began to run out.


Overcome by a coughing fit that made him double over and retch, Gabriel fell to his knees. Asphyxiated by the smoke, he felt as though his chest was about to explode, his eyes burst from their sockets. His vision was reduced to a few centimetres. Between spasms, he stared at his splayed hands. They were dark with blood.


He was coughing blood.
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“Belmont, is that the name?” asked Judge Le Poittevin.


In the hospital bed, Louise looked slight and frail as an adolescent.


“And you say she’s not a prostitute . . .?”


The judge spent all day polishing his spectacles with a square of chamois leather. To his colleagues, his associates, to lawyers and bailiffs, the variations on these gestures formed a language. Right now, the way his thumbs were massaging the lenses clearly indicated his scepticism.


“All I can say is, she ain’t got a record,” said the police officer.


“A half-time harlot . . .” muttered the judge, setting his glasses on the bridge of his nose.


He had insisted on a straight-back chair, he was very finicky on the subject of chairs. He leaned over the sleeping girl. Pretty. Hair too short, but pretty nonetheless. The judge knew a thing or two about young women, since a goodly number trooped through his chambers at the Palais de Justice, to say nothing of those he pawed in the brothel on the rue Saint-Victoire. Behind him, a nurse was busy tidying the ward. Exasperated by the noise, he whipped around and glowered at her. The nurse merely eyed him scornfully and carried on as though he did not exist. The judge heaved a weary sigh . . . women! He turned back to Louise, hesitated, then reached out and laid a hand on her shoulder. His thumb glided over her skin. Warm. Soft. A fine filly of a girl, granted, he thought, but for the man to put a bullet in his brain for her . . . Slowly, repeatedly, his thumb followed the curve of Louise’s shoulder.


“Are you finished?”


Judge Le Poittevin wrenched his hand away as though it had been scalded. The nurse loomed over the little man, her arms cradling a basin of water as though it were a baby. The judge blenched.


Yes, he was finished. He closed his case file.


*


In the days that followed, the doctors refused to allow him to conduct an in-depth interrogation. The hearing did not resume until the following week.


This time, Louise was awake. After a fashion. Since it was out of the question for him to begin until the police officer brought the straight-backed chair, the judge polished his spectacles and stared down at Louise, who was sitting up in bed, her arms clasped over her chest, staring into the middle distance. She had barely eaten since being admitted.


At length, the chair arrived; the judge examined it, deigned to sit, then opened the case file on his lap and – though unsettled by the presence of the nurse, who stood nearby like a sentinel – reviewed the situation. The police officer went over and leaned against the wall that faced Louise’s bed.


“You are Suzanne, Adrienne, Louise Belmont. You were born . . .”


From time to time he glanced up at the girl, but she did not so much as blink, as though what was taking place did not concern her. The judge stopped suddenly and waved his hand in front of impassive Louise’s face. He turned around.


“You are quite certain that she can hear what is being said?”


The nurse whispered into his ear.


“Thus far, she has said only a few barely coherent words. The doctor mentioned something about alienation, doubtless a specialist will need to be brought in to examine her.”


“If she’s mad as well as everything else, we’re not out of the woods,” sighed the judge and looked down at his file.


“Is he dead?”


Surprised, the magistrate looked at Louise, who fixed him straight in the eye. He was alarmed.


“Doc . . . Doctor Thirion died shortly after the incident . . . mademoiselle.” He hesitated an instant before adding the honorific. “And just as well, too,” he blustered angrily, annoyed with himself for making any concession to a girl of her sort, “. . . given the state he was in.”


Louise looked at the police officer, then at the nurse, and, as though she still could not quite believe it, she said:


“He offered me money to see me naked.”


“That is an admission of prostitution!” crowed the judge.


Now that he could qualify the misdeed, he was satisfied. He wrote in his file in a small, spidery hand befitting his personality, then resumed his reading of the facts. Louise then explained how she came to meet Doctor Thirion.


“I didn’t know him particularly well . . .”


“Really?” The judge gave a curt laugh. “Do you just take your clothes off for the first man who comes along?”


He slapped his thigh and glanced at the police officer – Extraordinary! Have you ever heard the like?


Louise told them about the restaurant, about the shifts she worked on Saturdays and Sundays, about the doctor’s habits.


“We will check your story with the proprietor.” He leaned over his file and muttered “. . . and see whether his establishment has been harbouring other casual strumpets.”


Since it seemed there was nothing to be gained by pursuing this line of enquiry, Judge Le Poittevin moved on to the events that interested him most particularly.


“Well then, once you were in the hotel room, what did you do?”


To Louise, the truth seemed so clear, so obvious, that she could not find the words. She had taken her clothes off, what more was there to say?


“Did you solicit money from him?”


“No. It was lying there, on the chest of drawers . . .”


“So, you counted it! A woman does not undress for a man without first making a reckoning. At least, I suppose. After all, what would I know . . .?”


He turned this way and that as though fishing for a response, but his face was flushed.


“And then what?”


The judge’s fury was reaching fever pitch.


“I took my clothes off, that’s all.”


“Come, come, mademoiselle. A man does not part with fifteen thousand francs just to see a young girl naked, it doesn’t add up.”


Louise thought she remembered that they had agreed on ten thousand rather than fifteen thousand francs, but she could not be sure.


“And this is what I’m trying to understand: what precisely were you doing for such an extravagant sum?”


The policeman and the nurse could not really understand what the judge was hoping to establish, but the way he was fingering his spectacles betrayed a frustration that looked disquietingly like excitement.


“After all, I mean . . . One cannot help but wonder . . .”


His fingers moved more quickly over the lenses. Fleetingly, he glanced at Louise’s bosom as it palpitated beneath the thin nightgown.


“Fifteen thousand francs is quite a sum!”


The conversation was deadlocked. The magistrate plunged once again into his case file and when he re-emerged, it was with a rapacious smile. Although the fingerprints, the position of the body, the angle of impact all attested to Doctor Thirion having taken his own life, there was, nonetheless, one charge that could be levelled against the girl.


“Indecent exposure!”


Louise stared at him.


“Oh yes, mademoiselle! You may think it acceptable to stroll along the boulevard du Montparnasse stark naked, much good may it do you, but law-abiding citizens cannot . . .”


“I wasn’t strolling!”


Her words had come almost as a scream, her whole body trembled. The judge revelled in her reaction.


“Is that so? So what exactly were you doing without a stitch of clothing? Shopping? Ha, ha, ha!”


Once again, he turned to the policeman, then to the nurse, but they stared back impassively. What matter? Borne upon a wave of jubilation, he forged ahead in a tone so bright it sounded as though he was about to burst into song:


“It is exceedingly rare for gross indecency to be committed by a young lady eager to display her . . . (he tore off his spectacles, gripping them feverishly, almost dropping them in the process) . . . to show off her . . . (his knuckles were white) . . . to make an exhibition of . . .”


The frame of his glasses snapped.


The judge looked at the two halves tenderly, as after the climax of coitus. Gently laying them in his spectacle case, he said abstractly:


“Your career as a schoolmistress is over, mademoiselle. Once convicted, you will be summarily dismissed.”


“Thirion, yes, I remember now,” said Louise.


The non-sequitur was so marked that the judge almost dropped his spectacle case.


“That’s right,” he stammered, “Joseph Eugène Thirion, residing at 67, boulevard Auberjon in Neuilly-sur-Seine.”


Louise simply nodded. Somewhat crestfallen, the investigating magistrate closed his case file; he had so wanted her to weep. Now, had he been able to interview her in his chambers . . . Reluctantly, he took his leave.


In Louise’s place, anyone else would have asked what would happen next. But she asked no questions and the judge, disappointed, left without saying goodbye.


*


Louise spent another three days in hospital. She barely ate a morsel.


Just as she was about to be discharged, a police officer arrived with news of the prosecutor’s decision: the death had been confirmed as suicide and no charge of prostitution would be preferred.


The nurse froze. Tilting her head slightly, she looked at Louise and smiled sadly. She and the policeman both knew the young woman still faced a charge of gross indecency that would cost her her job. Neither knew what to say.


Louise took a few steps towards the door. She had arrived at the hospital utterly naked. No-one knew what had become of the clothes she had left in the room at the Hôtel d’Aragon. Except perhaps the police and the clerk of the court. Consequently, the nurse had spoken to a few of her colleagues and put together a rather motley outfit. A wool jumper that was rather too long, and blue blouse, a dark purple jacket, a coat with a fake fur collar. Louise looked as though she had just stepped out of a second-hand clothes shop.


“You’re very kind,” she said, as though this were something she had suddenly discovered.


The policeman and the nurse watched as she walked away with the weary, mechanical gait of a woman who is about to throw herself into the Seine.


Instead, Louise headed straight to the impasse Pers, hesitated briefly as she reached the corner and saw La Petite Bohème, then, staring at the ground, she hurried on to her little house.


*


Built shortly after the Franco-Prussian war, the house at 9, impasse Pers exuded an old-fashioned bourgeois opulence; it was the sort of house that a man of private means or a retired merchant might have had built. Louise’s parents had moved into the property in 1908, when they married. It was much too spacious for the Belmont family to fully occupy, but Adrien Belmont was a forward-thinking man planning on having numerous offspring. Fate had other plans: he had had only one child, Louise, before being killed in Verdun, on the eastern slope of the Ravin des Vignes in 1916.


There had been a time, before her marriage, when Louise’s mother, Jeanne Belmont, had nurtured hopes. She had attended secondary school and passed her brevet élémentaire – a rare thing among girls at the time. Her parents and her teachers dreamed that she would go on to be a nurse or a town clerk but, at the age of seventeen, she abruptly decided to leave school. Preferring housework to factory work, she got a job as a domestic, a lady’s maid who could read and dust, like something from the pages of Octave Mirbeau. Her husband, for his part, would not hear of his wife working; it was a point of honour. After his death, Jeanne was forced to go back to housework in the hope that she and Louise might keep the house on the impasse Pers, which was the only thing they owned.


After the Great War, Jeanne Belmont had sunk into depression as one might sink into quicksand. Her health mirrored the state of the house which, with no maintenance or repairs, crumbled a little more each year. She gave up her job as a housemaid and never returned to it. The family doctor suggested it was the change of life, anaemia and finally neurasthenia – he changed his diagnoses as often as his shirts. Madame Belmont spent the greater part of her life staring out the window. She cooked (usually the same few recipes), she took an interest in Louise’s schoolwork, in her diploma, in her job, and when her daughter had qualified as a teacher and no longer needed her, she took no interest in anything. Jeanne’s life was so light it was almost evanescent. In the spring of 1939, her health suddenly deteriorated. Louise would often find her mother in bed when she came home from teaching. She would sit with her, still wearing her heavy coat, and take her hand. “What’s the matter?” Madame Belmont would give her daughter a wan smile and say, “Nothing, I just feel a little tired.” Louise would go and make her some vegetable broth.


One morning in June, she went into the bedroom and found her mother dead. Jeanne was fifty-two years old. Mother and daughter had had no chance to say goodbye.


From that moment, everything in Louise’s life silently, almost imperceptibly, began to go downhill. She was a spinster, her youth had melted like an ice cream in the sun, her mother was dead, even the house was a pale shadow of what it had once been. Louise resolved to sell the house for whatever she could get and start life again somewhere else, but the lawyer dealing with her mother’s estate gave her a hundred thousand francs, a gift from the former residents of the house who had known her as a child and had wanted to provide for her future. To this was added an additional twenty-four thousand francs, being the accrued interest over a period of twenty years during which, without a word to Louise, her mother had wisely invested it. This did not make Louise a wealthy woman, but it meant that she could keep the house and pay for the renovations.


She requested a quote from a builder, haggled over every jot and tittle in the estimate. A meeting to sign the contract was arranged for one evening after she returned from work. But by mid-afternoon, the newspaper sellers along the rue Damrémont were shouting that war had been declared. The government ordered a general mobilisation. The builder did not attend the meeting. Restoring the house would have to wait for better days.


When she came home from hospital, Louise stopped in the courtyard and stared at the little lean-to her father had once used as a workshop and which her mother had once rented out for a derisory sum, since the building lacked all modern conveniences and she could not ask for more. What Louise had just experienced was so powerful, so visceral that it brought her back to the days when the little building had been occupied by the two young men who had bequeathed her inheritance. Since then, it had stood empty. Every two or three years, Louise would summon the energy to clean and air the rooms, and to throw out things that had survived her previous clear-outs. All that remained in the attic room with its low ceiling and broad windows was a coal-fired stove, a folding screen upholstered with a scene of lambs and shepherdesses and a preposterous chaise longue vaguely in the rococo style of the Directoire, with gilded garlands and festoons and a lone armrest – it was designed for a left-handed client – carved as a magisterial swan puffing out its chest. The latter was a piece that Louise loved, for reasons no-one had ever really understood, and had planned to refurbish, only to abandon it here in the attic.


She gazed at the lean-to building, the beaten-earth courtyard, the house, as though seeing them for the first time, and realised that the scene was almost a metaphor for her life, and tears welled in her eyes. She felt a lump in her throat, her legs were unsteady, she took a few steps and, with a ragged sob, sat down on the worm-eaten attic stairs that alarmed anyone called upon to use them. The ghastly sight of Doctor Thirion’s head floated over the face of the young war veteran who, with his comrade-in-arms, had once found shelter in this ramshackle building. That young man, Édouard Péricourt, wore extravagant masks to hide his face, the lower part of which had been obliterated by an exploding shell. At eleven years old, Louise had been in the habit of going up to the attic room, which he shared with his friend, when she came home from school to make papier-mâché, to paint, to glue on pearls and ribbons; the walls were lined with dozens of masks, one for every conceivable mood. Even at that age, Louise spoke little; she listened to Édouard’s hoarse, whistling breath, she loved the pale hands he laid upon her shoulders, he had the most beautiful eyes imaginable, Louise had never seen their like again. Because such things can happen between unlikely creatures, a sure, serene love blossomed between the mutilated twenty-five-year-old and the little girl who had lost her father.


Doctor Thirion’s suicide had reopened a wound that Louise thought had healed. One day, Édouard had abandoned her.


He and his friend Albert Maillard had engineered a great swindle, selling non-existent war memorials which had made them a fortune.


What a scandal . . .


They had had to abscond; Louise had turned to Édouard, and, as she had on the day they first met, reached out a delicate finger and traced the gaping wound on his face, the blistered, red-raw flesh like mucous membrane . . .


“Will you come back to say goodbye?” she said.


Édouard had nodded: Yes, of course. That had meant no.


The following day, his friend Albert, a former accountant whom she had always seen tremble like a leaf and wipe his clammy hands on his trousers, had managed to flee with a young housemaid in tow and a fortune in banknotes.


Édouard, for his part, had stayed behind, and thrown himself under the wheels of a car.


To him, the great swindle, the non-existent war monuments, had never been more than an entr’acte.


Only later did Louise discover just how complicated the young man’s life had been.


Now, she realised that her life had not moved forward or backward so much as an inch since that day. She had simply grown older. She was thirty years old. She sobbed harder.


In the letterbox, she found a note from the school demanding to know the reason for her absence. She replied, offering no explanation, merely saying that she would resume her duties in a few days. Writing this single page was enough to exhaust her. She went to bed and slept for sixteen hours.


When she had thrown out the spoiled food in the pantry, she went out to shop for groceries and a newspaper. In order to avoid La Petite Bohème, she waited until it was hidden by a passing omnibus and ran.


For more than a week, she had not read a newspaper or listened to the radio. Seeing Parisians going about their business, she could guess that nothing much was happening on the front lines. Reading the paper today, most of what was published seemed reassuring. The Germans were struggling, their advance into Norwegian territory had stalled, and in Levanger, they had been forced to retreat 120 kilometres. They were facing a “three-pronged attack from French torpedo boats” in the North Sea. There was little to worry about. Behind his counter, Monsieur Jules was probably noisily eulogising the luminous strategy of Général Gamelin and prophesying the sound thrashing that would surely face the Germans if they dared “come round our house”.


Louise found it difficult to take much interest in the news, yet she read on obdurately, in order to blot out the image that appeared whenever her mind was idle, the image of Doctor Thirion’s head, half blown away.


The courts had made no attempt to understand why the doctor had chosen Louise to witness his final act when he could simply have gone to a brothel. It was a question that frequently woke her with a start. Try as she might to associate the name Thirion with the diner who came to the restaurant every Saturday, she simply could not. The judge had said he lived in Neuilly. What a curious idea, to come all the way to the eighteenth arrondissement every Saturday for lunch – surely they had restaurants in Neuilly? Monsieur Jules had said that the doctor had been “a regular for twenty years”, which, in his mind, was not a compliment. While it seemed entirely reasonable to Monsieur Jules that he had spent thirty years cooking at the same establishment, the notion that a customer had come to eat there for almost as many years was beyond his comprehension. It was not so much the doctor’s loyalty he found shocking as his lack of conversation. “If they were all like him, I’d be as well-off cooking for Trappist monks!” Truth be told, Monsieur Jules had never liked the doctor.


Louise spent a sleepless night in the armchair, filling the empty hours by trying to piece together what little she knew about the doctor.


The food she had bought was disappearing fast, so the following morning, she went shopping again. A mild May day, she thought. The timorous burst of early sunshine caressed her cheek, she felt less heavy. To avoid being interrogated by neighbours and local shopkeepers, she walked some distance to buy her groceries, and found the walk invigorating.


The bright spell did not last. When she got home, there was a letter waiting. Judge Le Poittevin had summoned her to appear in his chambers at 2.00 p.m. on Thursday May 9, to discuss “a matter concerning you”.


Panicked, she hunted around for the document given to her by the police when she was discharged from hospital which unambiguously stated that the matter was closed and the no charges were being preferred against her. In what was already a surreal affair, the judge’s summons made no sense. Louise slumped into the armchair, all the wind knocked out of her.
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