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BRODECK’S REPORT


“Original, brilliant and disturbing … a relentless, uncomfortable book that achieves a beauty of its own through Claudel’s deft writing and passionate commitment to truth. Claudel is a novelist of ideas … the journey towards affirmation is as bleak and dark as can be, a journey that goes to the heart of what it means to be human.”


Ruth Scurr, The Times


“Deeply wise and classically beautiful … a genuinely adult fairy tale that forces its reader to bear witness to the extremes of good and evil of which humanity is capable, without ever simplifying either the context or the individual human beings in which both possibilities dwell … A modern masterpiece.” Helen Brown,


Daily Telegraph


“This is a remarkable novel, all the more so because this account of man’s inhumanity to man, of coarse and brutal stupidity, of fear and surrender to evil, is nevertheless not without hope … It is also beautifully written, and well translated … The reviewer in Le Monde called it simply, magnificent. And so it is.” Allan Massie,


Scotsman


“There are dark shades of Kafka, Camus, and Primo Levi but Claudel’s lyricism evokes the deliciousness of life even as he plumbs the depths of intolerance and evil.” Rosalind Sykes,


Financial Times


“Brodeck’s Report unfolds in the vividly rendered landscape of a nightmarish folk-tale … Written with an unsettling, painterly beauty, blessed or cursed with all the hallucinogenic clarity of a bad dream that lodges in the cellars of the mind, the novel transforms modern history into a fable that merges Kafka and the Grimms. This gothic vision of simmering hate and fear … [is] intensely visualized.” Boyd Tonkin,


Independent


“This is a haunting study of isolated communities and the potential for violence lurking in them, and it is a superb example of Philippe Claudel’s work.” Max Davidson,


Mail on Sunday


“In John Cullen’s deft translation, Claudel’s writing is lucid and passionate. One aspect of his literary skill is his assignment of a whole package of experience to a single powerful metaphor … [an] excellent novel.”


Giles Foden, Guardian









Philippe Claudel is a university lecturer, novelist and screen–writer. He wrote and directed the film I’ve Loved You So Long, starring Kristin Scott Thomas, for which he won a BAFTA in 2009. His novels have been translated into many languages and have won many prizes, with Brodeck’s Report winning the Prix Goncourt des Lycéens in 2007. Claudel says that he woke up one morning with the opening sentence of Brodeck’s Report in his head: “My name is Brodeck and I had nothing to do with it.”
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For all those
who think they are nothing
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My name is Brodeck and I had nothing to do with it.


I insist on that. I want everyone to know.


I had no part in it, and once I learned what had happened, I would have preferred never to have spoken of it again, I would have liked to bind my memory fast and keep it that way, as subdued and still as a weasel in an iron trap.


But the others forced me. “You know how to write,” they said. “You’ve been to the University.” I replied that my studies had not amounted to much – I had not even finished my courses and did not remember much about them. They did not want to hear it. “You know how to write, you know about words and how to use them, you know how they can say things. That’s what we need. We can’t do it ourselves. We’d get into a muddle, but you, you’ll say it right, and people will believe you. Besides, you’ve got the typewriter.”


It is very old, the typewriter. Several of its keys are broken, and I have nothing to repair it with. It is capricious. It is worn out. Sometimes, for no apparent reason, it jams, as though suddenly baulking. But I said nothing about any of that, because I had no desire to end up like the Anderer.


Do not ask me his name – no-one ever knew it. Almost immediately, people coined expressions in dialect and started applying them to him: Vollaugä, literally “Full-Eyes” (because his bulged a bit); De Murmelnër, “the Whisperer” (because he spoke very little, and always in a small voice that sounded like a breath); Mondlich, “Moony” (because he seemed to be among us, but not of us); Gekamdörhin, “Came-from-over-there”.


To me, however, he was always the Anderer, “the Other”. Maybe I thought of him that way because not only had he arrived out of nowhere, but he was also different, and being different was a condition I was quite familiar with; sometimes, I must admit, I had the feeling that, in a way, he was me.


As for his real name, none of us ever asked him what it was, except the Mayor perhaps, and then only once; in any case I do not believe he received an answer. Now we will never know. It is too late, and no doubt better that way. The truth can gash you so deeply that you cannot live with the wounds any longer, and for most of us, what we want to do is live. As painlessly as possible. It is only human. I am certain you would be like us if you had known the war and what it did here, and above all what came after the war, what those weeks and months were like, particularly the last of them, the period when that fellow arrived in our village and settled here, just like that, from one day to the next. Why our village? There are dozens and dozens of villages in the foothills of the mountains, lying amid forests like eggs in nests, and many of those villages are a lot like this one. Why did he choose precisely our village, so far from everything, so utterly remote?


When they informed me that they wanted me to write the report, we were all at Schloss’ inn. It was about three months ago, right after … right after … I do not know what to call it. The event? The drama? The incident? Or maybe the Ereigniës. Ereigniës is a curious word, full of mists and ghosts; it means, more or less, “the thing that happened”. Maybe the best way of saying that is with a word taken from the local dialect, which is a language without being one, and which is perfectly wedded to the skin, the breath, and the souls of those who live here. Ereigniës, a word to describe the indescribable. Yes, I shall call it the Ereigniës.


So the Ereigniës had just taken place. With the exception of two or three ancient villagers who had stayed at home, close to their stoves, as well as Father Peiper, who was no doubt sleeping off his intake somewhere in his little church, all the men were at the inn, which is like a great cave, rather dark, and suffused with tobacco fumes and smoke from the hearth; and the men, all of them, were dazed and stunned by what had just happened, yet at the same time – how shall I say it? – relieved, because clearly, one way or the other, it had been necessary to resolve the situation. You see, they could bear it no longer.


Each was folded into his own silence, so to speak, even though there were nearly forty of them, pressed together like withies in a bundle, choking, inhaling the others’ odours: their breath, their feet, the acrid reek of their sweat and their damp clothes, old wool and broadcloth impregnated with dust, with the forest, with manure, with straw, with wine and beer, especially wine. Not that everybody was sloshed; no, it would be too easy to use drunkenness as an excuse. To say that would just be a way of diluting the horror. Too simple. Much too simple. I am going to try not to simplify what is very difficult and complex. I am going to try. I do not promise that I will succeed.


Try to understand. I repeat: I could have remained silent, but they asked me to tell the story, and when they made the request, most of them had their fists clenched or their hands in their pockets, where I imagined them grasping the handles of their knives, the very knives which had just …


I must not go too fast, but it is hard not to, because now I keep sensing things behind my back – movements, noises, staring eyes. For some days I have been wondering if I am not changing, bit by bit, into quarry, into a tracked animal with the whole hunt, led by a pack of snuffling dogs, at its heels. I feel watched, followed, spied upon, as if from now on there will always be someone just over my shoulder, alert to my smallest gesture and reading my thoughts.


I will come back to what was done with the knives. I will perforce come back to that. But what I wanted to say was that to refuse a request made under such conditions, in that particular atmosphere when everyone’s head is still full of savagery and bloody images, is impossible and even quite dangerous. And so, however reluctantly, I agreed. I simply found myself in the inn at the wrong time, that is, some few minutes after the Ereigniës, in one of those moments of stupefaction characterized by vacillation and indecision, when people will seize upon the first person who comes through the door, either to make a saviour of him or to cut him to pieces.


Schloss’ inn is the largest of the six taverns in our village, which also boasts a post office, a haberdashery, an ironmonger’s, a butcher’s, a grocer’s, a tripe and offal shop, a school, and a branch of a lawyers’ office based in S. Over this last place, which is as filthy as a stable, preside the senile lorgnettes of Siegfried Knopf, whom they call a lawyer even though he is only a clerk. In addition, there is Jenkins’ little office; he served as our policeman, but he died in the war. I remember when Jenkins left. He was the first to go. He never usually smiled, but that day he shook everyone’s hand, laughing as though he were on the way to his own wedding. Nobody recognized him. When he turned the corner at Möberschein’s sawmill, he waved broadly and threw his helmet into the air in a joyful farewell. He was never seen again. He has never been replaced. The shutters in his office are closed, and its threshold is now covered by a small growth of moss. The door is locked. I do not know who has the key, and I have never tried to find out. I have learned not to ask too many questions. I have also learned to take on the colour of the walls and the colour of the dust in the street. It is not very difficult. I look like nothing at all.


Schloss’ inn is the only place where you can buy a few provisions after Widow Bernhart pulls down the metal shutter of her grocery at sunset. It is also the most popular of the taverns. It has two public rooms. The one at the front is the larger of the two; its walls are black-ened wood, its floor is covered with sawdust, and you practically fall into it when you enter, because you have to go down two steep steps carved into the sandstone itself and worn down in the middle by the soles of the thousands of drinkers who have trodden there. And then there is the smaller room in the back which I have never seen. It is separated from the first by an elegant larch-wood door with a date engraved on it: 1812. This little room is reserved for a small group of men who meet there once a week, every Tuesday evening; they drink and smoke, either tobacco from their fields in porcelain pipes with carved stems or bad cigars from who knows where. They have even given themselves a name: De Erweckens’Bruderschaf, which means something like “the Brotherhood of the Awakening”. A peculiar name for a peculiar association. No-one knows exactly when it was created or what its purpose is or how you get into it or who its members are – the big farmers, no doubt, maybe Lawyer Knopf, Schloss himself, and definitely the Mayor, Hans Orschwir, who owns the most property in these parts. Nor does anyone know what they get up to or what they say to one another when they meet. Some say that that room is where crucial decisions are taken, strange pacts sealed, and promises made. Others suspect that the brothers dedicate themselves to nothing more than the consumption of brandy and the playing of draughts and cards, accompanied by much smoking and jocularity. A few people claim to have heard music coming from beneath the door. Maybe Diodème the teacher knew the truth; he rummaged through everything, through people’s papers and in their heads, and he had a great thirst to know things inside and out. But the poor man, alas, is no longer here to tell us what he knew.


Schloss’ inn is a place I hardly ever go to because, I have to confess, Dieter Schloss makes me uneasy, with his darting mole’s eyes, his bald, pink cranium, his eternally sweaty forehead, his brown teeth that give off the smell of dirty bandages. And there is another reason, namely that ever since I came back from the war, I do not seek out human company. I have grown accustomed to my solitude.


On the evening the Ereigniës took place, old Fédorine had sent me to the inn to get a bit of butter; we had run out and she wanted to make some little shortbreads. Normally she is the one who goes in quest of the provisions, but on that baleful evening my Poupchette was lying in bed with a bad fever, and Fédorine was at her side, telling her the story of Bilissi and the Poor Tailor, while Emélia, my wife, hovered nearby, ever so softly humming the melody of her song.


Since then, I have thought a great deal about that butter, about the few ounces of butter we did not have in the pantry. You can never be too aware of how much the course of your life may depend on insignificant things – a little butter, a path you leave to take another path, a shadow you follow or flee, a blackbird you choose to kill with a bit of lead or decide to spare.


Poupchette’s beautiful eyes shone too brightly as she listened, rivetted to the old woman’s voice, the same voice I had listened to in days gone by, coming from the same mouth – a younger version of the same mouth, but already missing a few teeth. Poupchette looked at me with her eyes like little black marbles, burning with fever. Her cheeks were the colour of cranberries. She smiled, stretched out her hands to me, and clapped them together, quacking like a duckling: “Papa, come back Papa, come back!”


I left the house with the music of my child’s voice in my ears, mingled with Fédorine’s murmuring: “Bilissi saw three knights, their armour bleached by time, standing before the doorstep of her thatched cottage. Each of them carried a red spear and a silver shield. Neither their faces nor even their eyes could be seen. Things are often thus, when it is far too late.”
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Night had dropped its cape over the village as a carter throws his cloak over the buring embers of his campfire. The houses, their roofs covered with long pinewood tiles, breathed out puffs of slow blue smoke and made me think of the jagged backs of fossilized animals. The cold was beginning to settle in, a meagre cold as yet, but we had lost the habit of it, because the last days of September had been as hot as so many baking ovens. I remember looking at the sky and seeing all those stars crowded against one another like frightened fledglings looking for company, and thinking that soon we would plunge, all of a sudden, into winter. Where we live, winter seems as long as many centuries skewered on a giant sword, and while the cold weather lasts, the immensity of the valley around us, smothered in forests, evokes an odd kind of prison.


When I came into the inn, they were there, almost all the men of our village. Their eyes so sombre, standing as still as stone, so immediately I guessed what had happened. Orschwir closed the door behind me, then came up to me. He was trembling a little. He fixed his big blue eyes on mine, as if he were seeing me for the first time.


My stomach began to churn. I thought it was going to eat my heart. Then I asked in a very weak voice – staring at the ceiling, wanting to pierce it with my gaze, trying to imagine the Anderer’s room, trying to imagine him, the Anderer, with his sideburns, his thin moustache, his sparse, curly hair rising in tufts from his temples, and his big round head, the head of an overgrown, good-natured boy–I said, “Tell me you haven’t – you didn’t—?” It was barely a question. It was more like a moan that escaped from me without asking permission.


Orschwir took me by the shoulders with both hands, each of them as broad as a mule’s hoof. His face was even more purple than usual, and a droplet of sweat, tiny and glistening like a rock crystal, slid very slowly down the bridge of his pock-marked nose. He was still trembling, and since he was holding me like that, he made me tremble too. “Brodeck … Brodeck …” That was all he managed to say. Then he stepped backwards and melted into the crowd. Everyone’s eyes were on me.


I felt like a tiny weak tadpole in the spring, lost in a great puddle of water. I was too stunned for my brain to work properly, and, oddly enough, I thought about the butter I had come to buy. I turned to Dieter Schloss, who was standing behind the bar, and I said, “I’m just here to buy some butter, a little butter, that’s all …” He shrugged his narrow shoulders and adjusted the flannel belt he wore around his pear-shaped belly, and I believe it was at that very moment that Wilhem Vurtenhau, a rabbit-headed peasant who owns all the land between Steinühe forest and the Haneck plateau, took a few steps forward and said, “You can have all the butter you want, Brodeck, but you’re going to tell the story. You’re going to be the scribe.” I rolled my eyes. I wondered where Vurtenhau could possibly have come up with that word, “scribe”. He is so stupid, I am sure he has never opened a book in his life, and besides, he said the word wrong; in his mouth, the b became a p.


To be able to tell stories is a skill, but it is not mine. I write only brief reports on the state of the flora and fauna, on the trees, the seasons and the quantity of game, on the water level of River Staubi, on the snowfall and the rainfall. My work is of little importance to my Administration, which in any case is very far away, a journey of many days, and which could not care less about what I write. I am not sure my reports are still reaching their destination, or, if they are, whether anyone reads them.


Since the war, the post has been quite unreliable and I think it will be a long time before the postal service functions smoothly again. I hardly ever receive money any more. I have the impression that I have been forgotten, or that they think I am dead, or indeed that they no longer need me.


From time to time, Alfred Wurtzwiller, the postmaster, walks to the city of S. and back - once a fortnight - he is the only one who can go, because he alone has the Genähmigung, the “authorization” - and sometimes he gives me to understand that he has brought back a money order for me and hands me a few banknotes. I ask him for explanations. He makes big gestures I cannot interpret. Sounds ground up like meat issue from his mouth, which is creased by a large harelip, and I cannot understand them either. He bashes a receipt three times with a big rubber stamp; I take up the crumpled, illegible document and the little money that comes with it. That is what we live on.


“We’re not asking you for a novel.” The speaker was Rudi Gott, the blacksmith. Despite his ugliness – a long time ago a horse’s hoof crushed his nose and shattered his left cheekbone - he is married to a beautiful woman called Gerde who is forever posing outside the forge, as if eternally waiting for the painter destined to do her portrait. “You just have to say what happened, that’s all. The way you do in your reports.” Gott was clutching a big hammer in his right hand. His naked shoulders burst out of his leather apron. He was standing near the hearth. The fire burned his face, and the steel head of the tool he held gleamed like a well-sharpened scythe blade.


“Alright,” I said, “I’ll tell the story- that is, I’ll try. I promise you I’ll try. I’ll write in the first person, I’ll say ‘I’ the way I do in my reports, because I don’t know how to tell a story any other way, but I warn you, that’s going to mean everyone. Everyone, you understand me? I’ll say ‘I’, but it’ll be like saying the whole village and all the hamlets around it. In other words, all of us. Alright?”


There was a hubbub, a noise like a draught animal relaxing in its harness and grunting a little, and then they said, “Agreed, do it like that, but be careful. Don’t change anything. You must tell the whole story. You must say everything, so that whoever reads the Report will understand and forgive.”


I do not know who will read it, I thought. Maybe they would understand, but forgiveness is another matter entirely. I did not dare advance this point of view openly, but I thought it in the deepest part of myself. When I said yes, a sound filled the inn, the sound of relief, and fists were unclenched. Hands were removed from pockets. It was as though these men turned to stone had come to life again. As for me, I was breathing very hard. I had come within a whisker of something. I preferred not to know what.


This was early last autumn. The war had been over for a year. Mauve autumn crocuses were blooming on the slopes, and often in the morning, on the granite crests of the Prinzhornï which border our valley to the east, the first snows left a fresh, dazzling white powder, soon to melt away in the hours of sunlight. It had been three months almost to the day since the Anderer arrived in our village, with his enormous trunks, his embroidered clothes, his mystery, his bay horse and his donkey. “His name is Monsieur Socrate,” he said, pointing to the donkey, “and this is Mademoiselle Julie. Please say hello, Mademoiselle Julie.” And the pretty mare bowed her head twice, whereupon the three women who were present stepped back and crossed themselves. I can still hear his small voice as he introduced his beasts to us as though they were humans, and we were all dumbfounded.


Schloss brought out glasses, goblets, bowls and cups, and wine for everybody. I was required to drink too. As if to seal a vow. I thought with terror of the Anderer’s face, of the room he lived in, a room I was somewhat familiar with having entered it, at his invitation, three times to exchange a few mysterious words and to drink some strange black tea, the like of which I had never drunk before. He had several books with obscure titles, some of them in languages written in a different way to ours; they must sound like sliding scree and clinking coins. Some of the books had tooled, gilt bindings, while others looked like piles of bound rags. There was also a china tea service which he kept in a studded leather case, a chess set made of bone and ebony, a cane with a cut-crystal pommel, and a quantity of other things that he kept stored in his trunks. He always had a big smile on his face, a smile that often substituted for words, which he tended to use sparingly. He had beautiful, jade-green eyes, very round and slightly bulging, which made his look even more penetrating. He spoke very little. Most of all, he listened.


I thought about what those men had just done. I had known them all for years. They were not monsters; they were peasants, craftsmen, farm workers, foresters, minor government officials - in short, men like you and me. I put down my glass. I took the butter Dieter Schloss handed me, a thick slab wrapped in glassine paper that made a sound like turtledoves’ wings. I left the inn and ran all the way home.


Never in my life have I run so fast.


Never.
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When I got back to the house, Poupchette had fallen asleep and Fédorine was dozing beside the child’s bed, her mouth slightly open, exposing her three remaining teeth. Emélia had stopped humming. She looked up at me and smiled. I could not say anything to her. I quickly climbed the stairs to our room and dived into the sheets as one dives into oblivion. I seemed to go on falling for a long time.


That night I slept only a little, and very badly. I kept circling and circling around the Kazerskwir. The Kazerskwir - that was because of the war: I spent nearly two long years far from our village. I was taken away, like thousands of other people, because we had names, faces or beliefs different from those of others. I was confined in a distant place from where all humanity had vanished, and where there remained only conscienceless beasts which had taken on the appearance of men.


Those were two years of total darkness. I look upon that time as a void in my life - very black and very deep - and therefore I call it the Kazerskwir, the crater. Often, at night, I still venture out onto its rim.


Old Fédorine never leaves the kitchen. It is her own private realm.


She spends the nighttime hours in her chair. She does not sleep. She declares that she is past the age of sleeping. I have never known exactly how old she is. She herself says she does not remember, and in any case, she says, not knowing did not prevent her from being born and will not prevent her from dying. She also says she does not sleep because she does not want death to take her by surprise; when it comes, she wants to look it in the face. She closes her eyes and hums a tune, she mends stories and memories, she weaves tapestries of threadbare dreams, with her hands resting on her knees in front of her, and in her hands, her dry hands, marked with knotty veins and creases straight as knife blades, you can read her life.


I have described to Fédorine the years I spent far from our world. When I returned, it was she who took care of me; Emélia was still too weak. Fédorine looked after me the way she had done when I was little. All the movements came back to her. She fed my broken mouth with a spoon, bandaged my wounds, slowly but surely put the flesh back on my bare bones, watched over me when my fever mounted too high, when I shivered as though plunged into a trough of ice, or raved in delirium. Weeks passed like that. She never asked me anything. She waited for the words to emerge of their own accord. And then she listened for a long time.


She knows everything. Or almost everything.


She knows about the black void that returns to my dreams again and again. About my unmoving promenades around the rim of the Kazerskwir. I often tell myself that she must make similar excursions, that she too must have some great abysses which haunt her and pursue her. We all do.


I do not know if Fédorine was ever young. I have always seen her twisted and bent, covered with brown spots like a medlar long forgotten in the pantry. Even when I was a small child and she took me in, she already looked like a battered old witch. Her milkless breasts sagged beneath her grey smock. She came from afar, far back in time and far away in the geography of the world. She had escaped from the rotten belly of Europe.


It was a long time ago, I was standing outside a house in ruins from which a little smoke was rising. Was it perhaps my father’s house, my mother’s? I must have had a family. I was a full four years old, and I was alone. I was playing with a hoop half consumed by the fire. It was at the beginning of another war: Fédorine passed by, pulling her cart. She saw me. She stopped. She dug in her bag, brought out a beautiful, gleaming red apple. She handed it to me. I devoured the fruit like a starveling. Fédorine spoke to me, using words I did not understand, asked me questions I could not answer, she touched my forehead and my hair.


I followed the old woman with the apples as if she were a piper. She lifted me into the cart and wedged me among some sacks, three saucepans and a bundle of hay. There was also a rabbit with pretty brown eyes and tawny fur; its stomach was soft and very warm. I remember that it let me stroke it. I also remember that Fédorine stopped at a bend in the road, where broom grew along its edges, and, in my language, asked me my name. She told me hers - “Fédorine” - and pointed down at what remained of my village. “Take a good look, little Brodeck. That’s where you come from, but you’ll never go back there, because soon there will be nothing left of it. Open your eyes wide!”


So I looked as hard as I could. I saw the dead animals with their swollen bellies, the barns open to the four winds, the crumbled walls. There were also a great many puppets lying in the streets, some with their arms crossed, others rolled up into balls. Although they were big puppets, at that distance they seemed tiny. And then I stared at the sun, and it poured burning gold into my eyes and made the tableau of my village disappear.


I tossed and turned in bed. I felt that Emélia was not sleeping any more than I was. When I closed my eyes, I saw the Anderer’s face, his pond-coloured eyes, his full, amaranth-tinged cheeks, his sparse, frizzy hair. I smelled his violet scent.


Emélia moved. I felt her warm breath against my cheek and lips. I opened my eyes. Her lids were closed. She seemed utterly tranquil. She is so beautiful that I often wonder whatever it was that I did to make her take an interest in me. It was because of her that I did not founder back then. When I was in the prison camp, I thought about her every minute.


The ones who guarded us and beat us were always telling us that we were nothing but droppings, lower than rat shit. We did not have the right to look them in the face. We had to keep our heads bowed and receive their blows without a word. Every evening, they poured soup into the tin bowls used by their guard dogs, mastiffs with coats the colour of honey and curled-up lips and eyes that drooled reddish tears. We had to go down on all fours, like the dogs, and eat our food without using anything but our mouths, like the dogs.


Most of my fellow prisoners refused to do it. They are dead. As for me, I ate like the dogs, on all fours and using only my mouth. And I am alive.


Sometimes, when the guards were drunk or had nothing else to do, they amused themselves by putting a collar and a leash on me. I had to crawl around like that on all fours, wearing a collar attached to a leash. I had to strut and turn round in circles and bark and hang my tongue out and lick their boots. The guards stopped calling me Brodeck and started calling me “Brodeck-the-Dog”. And then they laughed their heads off.


Most of those who were imprisoned with me refused to act the dog, and they died, either of starvation or from the repeated blows the guards dealt them.


Not one of the other prisoners had been talking to me for a long time except to say, “You’re worse than the guards, Brodeck! You’re an animal. You’re shit, Brodeck!” Like the guards, they kept telling me I was no longer a man. They are dead. They are all dead. Me, I am alive. Perhaps they had no reason to survive. Perhaps they had no love lodged deep in their hearts or back home in their village. Yes, perhaps they had no reason to go on living.


During the night, the guards at last took to tying me to a post near the mastiffs’ kennels. I slept on the ground, lying in the dust amid the smells of fur and dogs’ breath and urine. Above me was the sky. Not far away were the watchtowers and the sentinels, and beyond was the countryside; the fields we could see by day, the wheat, rippling with fantastic insolence in the wind, the clumped stands of birch, and the sound of the great river and its silvery water, only too close.


But I in fact was very far from that place. I was not tied to a post. I was not wearing a leather collar. I was not lying half-naked near sleeping dogs. I was in our house, in our bed, pressed against Emélia’s warm body and no longer crouched in the dust. I was warm, and I could feel her heart beating against mine. I could hear her voice speaking to me those words of love she was so good at finding in the darkness of our room. For all of that I came back.


Brodeck-the-Dog came home alive and found his Emélia waiting for him.
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The morning after the Ereigniës, I got up very early. I shaved, dressed, and left the house without a sound. Poupchette and Emélia were still asleep, while Fédorine was in her chair, dozing and talking a little. She spoke words without coherence or logic in a strange babble drawn from several languages.


Daylight was only just beginning to bleach the sky, and the whole village was still bound up in sleep. I closed the door very softly behind me. The grass in front of the house was drenched with whitish, almost milky dew, which quivered and dripped on the edges of the clover leaves. It was cold. The peaks of the Prinzhornï looked higher and sharper than usual. I knew that this was a portent of bad weather, and I told myself that before long snow would begin to fall on the village, enveloping it and isolating it even more.


“Zehr mogenhilch, Brodeck!”


I jumped as though caught in some shameful act. I knew that I had done nothing wrong, that I had nothing to feel guilty about, but I nevertheless leapt like a kid called to order by the goatherd’s switch. I had not recognized the voice, even though it belonged to Göbbler, our neighbour.


He was sitting on the stone bench built against the wall of his house. He was leaning forward and supporting himself on the stick he held with both hands. I had never seen him sit on that bench before, except perhaps once or twice on one of the rare summer nights when the air is stifling and oppressive and there are no cool breezes to refresh the village.


He is a man over sixty, with a rough-hewn face; he never smiles and seldom speaks. An opaque, milky veil is slowly covering his eyes, and he cannot see further than five metres. The war brought him back to the village, although people say he occupied a position in some administration in S. for years before his return; but no-one knows exactly which administration that was, and I do not think anyone has ever asked him. Now he lives on his pension and his hen house. Moreover, he has come to resemble his roosters somewhat. His eyes move in the same way, and the skin that hangs down below his neck has ruddy patches like wattles. His wife, who is much younger than he, is called Boulla. She is fat and a great chatterer. She smells of grain and onion. They say that a great heat burns between her legs, and that it would take many buckets of water to extinguish it. She seeks men as others look for reasons to exist.


“Yes, indeed, up very early!” Göbbler repeats. “So where are you going?”


It was the first time he had ever asked me a question. I hesitated. I became confused. Words stumbled in my mouth and collided with one another, like stones in a mountain torrent. With the tip of his stick, Göbbler pushed away a snail that was calmly moving towards him, and then turned it over. It was a small snail with a yellow and black shell and a fine, delicately marked body, full of innocent grace. Caught by surprise, the creature took a few moments to withdraw its body and its fragile horns into its shell, whereupon Göbbler raised his stick and brought it down on the little mollusc, which exploded like a walnut. “Be careful, Brodeck,” he murmured, without taking his eyes off the debris of the snail’s shell and body, now reduced to a slimy, beige pulp. “Be careful. There’s been trouble enough already.”


He turned his eyes towards me. He smiled, drawing back his lips. It was the first time I had ever seen him really smile, and I got my first glimpse of his teeth. They were grey and pointy, strikingly pointy, as though he had spent many an evening filing them down. I did not reply. I almost shrugged, but I stopped myself. A great shudder ran up and down my back. I pulled my cap down over my ears, pressed the flaps against my temples, and moved away without looking at him again. There was a little sweat on my forehead. One of his cocks crowed, followed by all the others. Their cries rang in my head like a series of blows. Gusts of wind from the depths of the valley swirled around me, laden with the odours of beechnuts, of peat bogs, of heather and wet rock.


On rue des Püppensaltz, our main street, old Ohnmeist was going from door to door. Ohnmeist is an unusual dog. He gets his name from the fact that he has no master and has never wanted one. He avoids other dogs and children, makes do with very little, and goes around begging for food under kitchen windows. He accompanies whomever he fancies to the fields and sleeps under the stars, and when it is too cold, he scratches on the doors of barns; people are glad to give him a little hay to lie on and some soup to eat. He is a big, gangling beast, brown with reddish spots, about the size of a griffon but with a pointer’s short, dense fur. No doubt his blood is a mixture of many breeds, and it would be a clever man who could say which ones they were. As he ambled over to sniff me, I remembered how, whenever he crossed the Anderer’s path, Ohnmeist would give two or three little yelps of joy and wag his tail excitedly. Then the Anderer would stop, remove his gloves - beautiful gloves of very fine, soft leather - and stroke the animal’s head. It was very strange to see the two of them like that, the dog placid and happy, quietly accepting the Anderer’s caresses when ordinarily none of us could get close to the beast, much less touch him, and the Anderer, patting the big fellow with his bare hand and looking at him as if he were a human. That morning, Ohnmeist’s eyes were both bright and shifty. He walked alongside me for a while, occasionally heaving a brief, melancholy moan. He kept his head low, as if it were suddenly too heavy for him, too filled with distressing thoughts. He left me near the Urbï fountain and disappeared down the narrow street that leads to the river.


I had my own idea, which I had mulled over at length during the course of my agitated night: I had to speak to Orschwir, the Mayor. I had to see him, and he had to tell me what it was that he and the others expected of me. I was almost at the point of doubting my reason. I wondered if I had understood Göbbler’s words correctly, or if perhaps I had dreamed him sitting there on his bench, or if the scene at the inn the previous night - that clamp of bodies tightening around me, that vice of faces, that request, and that promise - if all that were not made of the same stuff that formed some of my peculiar dreams.


Orschwir’s house is the only one that really does have the forest at its back. It is also the biggest house in our village. It gives an impression of wealth and power, but in fact it is only a farmhouse, a large farmhouse, old, prosperous, paunchy, with immense roofs and walls whose granite and sandstone form an irregular chequerboard, and yet people think of the place as something of a chateau. What is more, I am sure Orschwir is pleased to think of himself, if only occasionally, as lord of the manor. He is not a bad man, although he is as ugly as an entire barbarian regiment. People say it was his ugliness, strangely enough, which assured his conquests in former days, when he was young and went to all the dances. People talk too much, and so often they have nothing to say. One thing that is sure is that Orschwir ended up marrying the richest girl in the region, Ilde Popenheimer, whose father owned five sawmills and three watermills. In addition to her inheritance, she gave her husband two sons, each the spitting image of his father.


The resemblance did not matter much. I speak in the past tense because as it happens they both died. Right at the beginning of the war. Their names are carved on the monument the village erected between the church and the cemetery depicting a woman swathed in great veils and kneeling on the ground; it is hard to say whether she is praying or meditating her revenge. The inscribed names include “Günter and Gerhart Orschwir, aged 21 and 19”. My name too was on the monument, but when I returned, Baerensbourg the road-mender rubbed it out. The job caused him a great deal of difficulty - it is always a very delicate undertaking to remove what is written in stone. On the monument I can still just read my first name. This makes me smile, but the monument gives Emélia the creeps. She does not like to pass in front of it.


According to a persistent rumour, Orschwir owes his position as Mayor to the deaths of his sons. In spite of the fact that their deaths were anything but heroic. They killed themselves at their lookout post while playing with a grenade like a couple of children. That is what they were after all, big children still, who thought the war would suddenly make men of them. The explosion could be heard in the village. It was the first explosion. Everyone ran to the little sentry box which had been built to overlook the road to the border. The post stood right in the middle of the Schönbehe pasture and atop its highest elevation, a hill sheltered by a great, brown-red boulder covered with lichen the colour of jade. Nothing much was left, either of the box or of the boys. One had died pressing both hands against his belly, trying to hold in his guts; the other’s head, blown clean off by the blast, stared at us fixedly. We buried them two days later, wrapped in sheets of white linen and lying in oaken coffins which Fixheim, the carpenter, had fashioned with care. Those two were our first dead. Father Peiper, who in those days still drank only water, pronounced a sermon on the themes of chance and deliverance. Few of us understood it, but the congregation very much liked the words he chose, most of them rare or very old, and the way he sent them rolling among the pillars, the vaults, the clouds of incense, the soft light of the candles and the stained-glass windows of our little church.


I walked into the farmyard, still deserted at this hour. It is immense this yard. A whole country all by itself, bordered by handsome heaps of manure. The entrance is a large postern made of hand-turned wood, painted bright red and carved with a motif of chestnut leaves; in their midst is the motto, “Böden und Herz geliecht,” which means, more or less, “Belly and heart united.”


I have often pondered the meaning of that phrase. Someone told me that it was Orschwir’s grandfather who had the inscription added. When I say “someone,” I mean Diodème, the schoolmaster, who told me about it. Diodème was my elder by several years, but we got along like two old comrades. If he had the time, he liked to accompany me as I went around collecting information for my reports, and it was a pleasure to chat with him. He was an uncommon man, who often - not always, but often - showed good sense, who knew many things, and doubtless many more than he admitted to knowing, and who had a perfect command of reading, writing and arithmetic. This last quality, in fact, was the reason why the previous Mayor appointed him as the village schoolmaster, even though Diodème was not from the village and came from another to the south of ours, about four days’ walk away.


It has been three weeks since Diodème died in circumstances so strange and so poorly defined that his death made me even more alert to all the little signs I was noticing around me. Fear began to brew gently in my brain. The day after he died, I started to write this account alongside the Report the others had already assigned me to do. I am writing the two of them at the same time.


Diodème spent most of his free hours in the village archives. Sometimes I saw a light in his window very late at night. He lived alone above the school in a tiny, uncomfortable, dusty apartment. Books, documents, and the records of olden times were all the furniture he had. “What I’d like to do is to understand,” he confided to me one day. “We never understand anything, or if we do, not much. Men live, in a way, as the blind do, and generally that’s enough for them. I’d go so far as to say that it’s what they’re looking for: to avoid headaches and dizzy spells, to fill their stomachs, to sleep, to lie between their wives’ thighs when their blood runs too hot, to make war because they’re told to do so, and then to die without knowing what awaits them afterwards, but hoping that something is awaiting them, all the same. Ever since I was a child, I’ve loved questions, and I’ve loved the paths you must follow to find the answers. Sometimes, of course, I end up knowing nothing but the path itself, but that’s not so bad; at least I’ve made some progress.”


Maybe that was the cause of his death: Diodème wanted to understand everything, and he tried to give words and explanations to what is inexplicable and should always remain unexplored. On the day I am referring to, I could not think of anything to say to him. I think I smiled. Smiling costs nothing.


But there was another time, on a spring afternoon, when we talked about Orschwir, about his postern and the inscription carved on it. This was before the war. Poupchette was not yet born. Diodème and I had been sitting on the short grass in one of Bourenkopf’s stubble-fields, which lie towards the Doura valley and beyond it to the border. Before going back down to the village, we rested for a while near a wayside cross representing Jesus. He had an unusual face, the face of a Negro or a Mughal. It was the end of the day. From where we sat, we could see the whole village and cup it in one hand. Its houses looked like the little houses in children’s toys. A fine sunset was gilding the roofs, which were glistening from the recent rain. Plumes of smoke rose from every dwelling, and in the distance, the slow, sluggish smoke clouds mingled with the shimmering air, blurring the horizon and making it appear almost alive.


Diodème took some pieces of paper out of his pocket and read me the last pages of the novel he was writing. Novels were his obsession; he wrote at least one a year, on whatever crumpled writing material came to hand, including strips of wrapping paper and the backs of labels. He kept his manuscripts to himself and never showed them to anybody. I was the only one to whom occasionally he read passages from his work. He read them to me, but he expected nothing in return. He never asked my opinion about the passages he read or the subjects they treated. So much the better. I would not have been able to say anything. The stories were always more or less the same: complex tales written in tortuous, interminable sentences which evoked conspiracies, treasures buried in deep holes, and young women held as prisoners. I loved Diodème. I was also very fond of his voice. Its music made me feel drowsy and warm. I would look out at the landscape and listen to the melody. Those were wonderful moments.


I never knew Diodème’s age. Sometimes I thought he looked quite old. On other occasions, I persuaded myself that he was only a few years my senior. He had a noble face. His profile reminded me of a head on an ancient Greek or Roman coin, and his curly, jet-black hair, which lightly brushed the tops of his shoulders, made me think of certain heroes of the distant past who lie asleep in fairytales and tragedies and epics, and whom a magic charm sometimes suffices to awaken or destroy. Or, perhaps better than a hero, one of those shepherds of antiquity who, as is well known, are more often than not gods in disguise, come among men to seduce them, to guide them, or to bring them to ruin.
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