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			Armand’s bare feet slide over the parquetry floor; he does not want to wake Paul who is still asleep and making that disgusting little sound he makes with his lips, like a puppy suckling at its mother’s teat. He will wait a little, but not too long, Paul must not wake up, he would spoil the fun of the reunion, Paul spoils everything. They were born on the same day, he and Paul, on 2 August 1903; he knows, from his mother and his aunt, that there had never previously been any twins in the two families. He would rather not be a twin or, at least, would have preferred Georges and not Paul. He knows that is impossible, because things are what they are, Aunt Marguerite is always saying that, he turns the words over and over in his mouth, feeling them against his teeth, this odd phrase that slips away, escapes from him, and he stops for a moment to ponder the grey expressions of his Aunt Marguerite, her sayings and her smell, cold ashes and cured sausage. He often stops to think about the smells and colours of people, of things, of rooms and moments, and when Antoinette used to live with them in Chanterelle, he would make her laugh with what she called his whimsies, how she would laugh and laugh, she would weep too from the corners of her eyes, she would be laughing so hard; now there is nobody to share his whimsies with anymore. Georges smells of plum jam, when his aunt lets it simmer away in the copper basin in the summertime, he smells like that jam at precisely that moment, not when it is spread on bread for afternoon tea in the winter; even his father eats it and compliments his aunt who does not reply but looks at his father as if seeing him for the first time. Amélie smells of the river, swollen with snow melt in the springtime. Paul smells of the wind and of the cold blades of the kitchen knives they are forbidden to touch. As for his mother, he hesitates, it is always different, the snow as it turns blue in the evening at the edge of the woods, fresh coffee. There are times too she smells red. And for his father, vegetable soup perhaps, but that is not quite it, he stops, something congeals within him and he would rather not go on. The smells are a game, and his father is not to be toyed with. Georges’ little room, between their parents’ room and his own that he shares with his brother, smells of the white heat of the flat-irons that his mother or Amélie glide over the linen, bending an arm then extending an elbow, his mother’s right arm and elbow, for Amélie her left, even though she is the more deft of the two. The big bath on a Saturday evening, with the warm, soft towels, and his mother and aunt bent over him, over them, the big bath smells pink; Antoinette and Amélie do not help out with the bath on Saturdays. His aunt says – separating every word – tea-towels and serviettes are not to be mixed; or move one’s feet, lose one’s seat, or he who sleeps forgets his hunger, or sow the wind and reap the storm, or the apple does not fall far from the tree. He knows every one of his aunt’s sayings by heart, especially those he does not understand, and sometimes he recites them, silently, word for word, to put himself to sleep, or to calm himself, to settle down, like now, when he feels he would like to leap down the six steps of the staircase in a single bound and land in the kitchen, on Antoinette’s shoulder, like a swallow. His aunt also says that one swallow does not a summer make. He does his best to be patient, just until the dining room clock strikes the half hour, so he tries hard to think about strawberries, the ones Antoinette will have picked for him at Embort, the first of the season, and about the ones from his aunt’s garden. He knows his mother, his aunt and Amélie are in the kitchen preparing the laundry, it will start today and last two whole days. Antoinette will come too, she comes back for the larger household chores, she is probably already here, she promised him the first strawberries and Antoinette always keeps her word. She no longer lives in Chanterelle, she lives in Embort, he has not forgotten the name, much milder country where big cherry trees grow, she tells him about it and rounding her two arms describes how the cherry trees grow in the orchards in this new part of the world where she lives with her husband. He cried a lot when she left with her curly-haired husband, even though his mother and Aunt Marguerite explained that it was normal, that young women like Antoinette, when they find a husband, leave the children they are looking after in other people’s houses to follow their husband and live with him in a house of their own where they will have their own children. Aunt Marguerite had bowed her head as she spoke these words and he had understood not to ask further questions. He knows Aunt Marguerite has neither husband, nor house, nor children, and he can sense the sadness that seeps from her skin and gives her a particular odour which is neither that of his mother, nor of Antoinette or Amélie. It is a grey, cold scent that grips his stomach; he could cry, but he does not, he must not, he would be mocked. He leaves his bedroom, the window at the end of the corridor is filled with light, like the big stained-glass window in the church on a bright day; the sun comes up on this side and nobody ever closes the shutters on that window, not even in winter. He is alone in the corridor, everybody is downstairs, in the kitchen, and his father has left for the council chambers at the Mairie, on Thursday mornings his father heads off very early to the Mairie. He was still in bed when he heard him close the door and walk across the square; when he listens, with his eyes closed, because he hears better with his eyes closed, he can recognise their step and the particular way they each have of doing things, his mother, his aunt, his father, Paul, Georges, Amélie and even other people, like Solange or Antonin, who come to help but who do not live with them; he can pick out the bark of each dog in the village, too, it is his game and his secret, Paul must not know. Armand takes a few steps forward, he walks into the warm light, he can feel it, on his feet, on his hands, his face, his hair, he closes his eyes. Later on, soon, when he is old enough, he will be a choir boy, it is what his mother and aunt will want, his father will not be able to stop it, he has heard Antoinette say as much to Amélie even if they did change the subject when he came into the kitchen. Antoinette and Amélie are afraid of his father, everybody is afraid of him, even Paul, his father’s fury is like a thunderstorm, the house trembles, the earth trembles, the day grows dark as night; when it is over, when his father leaves, they can start to breathe again. But in the meantime, they can always recite to themselves the prayer said for him and Paul by their mother in the evening in their bedroom; Georges does not understand, he is still too little. Armand tried when his father was last raging, but it did not work, and he knows why, the prayer starts with Our Father, and the words stick in his craw, he cannot get them out. It would be good to talk to Antoinette about it today, or tomorrow; after that she will be gone again, as soon as the laundry is finished, and he does not know when she will be back. Antoinette has her ideas, a solution for everything, she can do magic tricks, he loves her arms, her hair, her neck, he loves to duck quickly into the empty church with her on a sunny afternoon, just to make a genuflection and the sign of the cross in the puddles of yellow-reddish light that splash through the big stained glass window. They sit for a moment, too, in the confessional, each on their own side, she to the right he to the left, the wood is soft and gleaming, the confessional smells of wax, of honey, of fresh butter. He loves church, he is going to be a choir boy, he loves Antoinette.

			
			

			He hears her voice rising from the kitchen, mixed with his mother’s, his aunt and Amélie are not saying anything. He stands there on the top step, he waits, he knows that his mother and aunt have already been up for a long time and have put on the water to heat over the great stove in two very large stock pots that are only used for the laundry; the rest of the time they are kept on the bottom shelf in the wash room where he and Georges love to play with the deepest one which is big enough to allow Georges to slip into it completely. He disappears inside, as if into a sort of rigid casing, and tips backwards and forwards or left to right, imitating the chickens after they have laid, and the pot looks like it is clucking and dancing and the boys laugh, unable to stop. They do it when nobody is looking, when the grown-ups are distracted, they would be scolded because cooking utensils must not be damaged. Paul thinks it is a baby’s game and he makes fun of them but does not tell. Armand takes two steps down the stairs and sits on the third where, without being seen, he can watch what is happening. Antoinette is here; she is bustling about, arms full of washing, her short crop of curly hair is red, Antoinette is a redhead, not ginger, he does not like the word that his father sometimes uses. Antoinette’s hair is red like the fox that he and his mother saw last winter as they crossed the big upper field one snowy evening. His mother had squeezed his hand which she had been holding in hers, they had stopped, the fox too, all three of them rooted to the spot; then the creature had been swallowed up by the wood, only its tracks had remained, barely visible on the hard, blue snow. Antoinette is a miracle, like the fox. His father kills foxes, his father is a hunter, but soon, though, he is to be a choir boy and he will not hunt, he does not want to kill animals, not magical foxes, nor velvety hares, nor leaping deer, nor birds, not any sort of bird, especially not birds. Everything is all jumbled up inside, the birds, Antoinette the fox, the stained glass in the church, the strawberries, the fresh butter of the confessional, the secret of the big stock pot. He does not try to resist, it is all too much to gulp down in a single mouthful, his bare feet silently tap the fourth step, beating time to his delight, he would like to take flight. He likes to remember last summer, when he did not yet know Antoinette would leave, they would go, in the evening, the two of them, they would water the lettuces, especially the lettuces, and other vegetables that did not much interest him, but he liked to carry the little jugs, the blue one and the white, he would follow Antoinette, he would breathe her in with the smell of the damp earth, he had wings, he would gallop from the well to the other end of the garden, careful not to ruin anything, fetching water, and more water still. The garden was a kingdom of green and gold, the garden was the whole world and the light was unending. Then, before heading back in, they would stop by the strawberry patch, they would be crouched down, facing each other, on either side of the garden bed, and they would fossick gently among the fresh lacework of leaves, feeling with their fingers the swelling strawberries, just three or four, no more, so as not to upset his aunt. Soon there would be another summer, but Antoinette would no longer be there. The chimes of half past eight leap out, and he can no longer contain himself, he is standing up now, his feet are bare on the top steps. Antoinette has her back to him, she is at the stove, she has not yet seen him, but he knows she is waiting for him, he is in the air, he shoots forward, he runs, he throws himself around the legs of his Antoinette just as she turns; she has lifted the scalding, deep stock pot from the stove, she is carrying it, clutching it, arms outstretched, and it ends in a scream that rents the air and wakens Paul.
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			It was prep time and they were supposed to be studying. He rubbed his feet under the desk, one against the other; his feet were always cold, even though his mother used to tuck into his suitcase pairs of fine woollen grey or black slipper-socks that she would knit for him during the winter, high up there in Chanterelle. In the mornings, in the dormitory, he would discreetly slip them on under his socks, they fitted him perfectly, and were soft against his skin. Nobody could know, at the lycée, that Paul Lachalme worried about having cold feet and wore slipper-socks knitted by his mother. He had a reputation to maintain. There was a handful of them, four or five, who had continued to follow his lead all last year and joined him to claim, proclaim and declaim that they were sixteen years old, finally, and they were ready to sign up, or try to at least, they were keen to head off, to leave this shameful pathetic backwater where women, and children, the elderly, the halt and the lame, the weaklings and pen-pushers were all waiting, as the everyday banality of their peaceful existence grew along with the size of their bellies, while elsewhere men were living, and dying, on top of each other. Paul was fond of his way with words, the way he could string a sentence together; he had a taste for it, some said a talent for it, and he was happy to put his skills to good use in the heated discussions between boarders on the burning topic of this never-ending war. Those who wanted to leave, and join forces with, or replace, or avenge fathers, uncles, brothers, cousins and friends, imposed their views on the others; boys hardly dared think, let alone say, that they might be afraid, or that this war bogged down in the mud for the last four years no longer had any real point, or that they did not know how they could inflict it, this departure, on top of everything else, on a mother, or a sister already destined to wear black and doomed to tears. The Armistice had cut to the point and put paid to the procrastination and chest-beating. Two months later, an interminable January was stretching into the icy grey of the weeks for which they would all be crammed together until the distant Easter break, and Paul Lachalme’s feet were cold as he studied in the evening. They had been sent back to childhood, they would not be heroes, they would not be killed in action, it was too late for any of it; they were dependent, they were once again powerless, they had never been anything else, they submitted and struggled with it all, the weeks, the cold feet, the first Eclogue and other necessary educational evils. Sub tegmine fagi, beneath a spreading beech tree; it could not come fast enough, Easter, beneath the beech trees, in Chanterelle, in April, when the world is in spring; another set expression; not exactly. Paul shakes his head. He says nothing to anyone about the high country, nor about Chanterelle, his parents, or his aunt; it’s his kingdom, not for sharing, and he cannot risk any display of weakness to the army of mocking Aurillac boys who wear their rural origins less obviously than he and his brother, and who are swift to sink their fangs into anyone who outdoes them in anything. And he and Georges outdo them in everything, that’s just the size of it, it’s glaringly obvious, but you can’t afford ever to slacken off, nor let down your guard. He is Paul Lachalme, and he never lets down his guard, even if his feet are cold. Sub tegmine fagi; fagi, from fagus, from which we have Fagus sylvatica or beech; that much he’s happy enough to have learned, studying Virgil isn’t a complete waste of time, nor is his teacher, Michon; they call him Père Michon, two capitals, because of his monkish baldness, or PM, just like the English; he hails from Guéret and can reel off the Eclogues in juicy, impeccable chunks with an emotion that is almost infectious. Paul and Georges love giving their mother and aunt a bit of a Latin lesson; they never studied it themselves but they have a fondness for the language because they hear it in church. Paul suspects they have a vision of him and Georges crowned in halos of intangible mystery and knowledge, and that they love them for it all the more, if that is possible. He would almost begrudge his brother the gleaming Greek origins of his first name, Geórgios, the farm labourer, but for the fact that he would give even more to be called André ever since Père Michon casually mentioned its masculine etymology, as if throwing the class a bone. André means the man who gets hard; those had not been PM’s precise words, he had respected conventions, but they had understood, and he knew that they had understood, that some of them, at least, had picked up the smooth hint and would remember. Paul would like to give himself a shake; still a good half hour of prep to go; he shifts his feet under the desk, wriggles his toes in their woollen under-socks, feels Mourot the invigilator’s glacial eyes slide over him, across his forehead, over his skull, down his back, he’s a nasty piece of work, waiting to ambush you, full of rat-cunning, not to be trusted. Another one who can’t get it up. Besides, his name’s Camille, a girl’s name. Paul spends a moment thinking about first names, he lets his mind wander, killing time. Sub tegmine fagi, roll on Easter, so he can be back in Chanterelle; the beeches up there, they’re something else compared to the ones in Virgil, something else again to the neatly pruned chestnut trees in the big quadrangle of the lycée in Aurillac, down on the plains. In Chanterelle, once he had handled the obstacle of his father, he would be fussed over by his mother and aunt, and there would be girls; girls to see, to sniff, to smell, from a distance. High country girls were not to be touched, it would get around in no time; you had to be content just to look, from a distance, but it was still better than here, at school, where you could have your tongue hanging out, salivating, for weeks, without there ever being a single thing you could sink your teeth into. Up there, the girls would wander through the square in chirping huddles, they wouldn’t go on their own to the café, and definitely not to the restaurant or hotel, but back home, when he stood at his bedroom window, it was like having a seat in the dress circle, completely discreet, and he wouldn’t miss a thing, especially in summer, which was high season for his girl-cousins, and for their female friends.
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