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  Eleventh Episode




  




  





  Summary:




  




  Albert has returned home and has arranged his response. Maksim and Edyta have escaped the apartment.




  




  





  twenty-first phase




  




  Without a word, Gaston opened the door to one of the maid’s rooms and ushered Maksim and Edyta inside.




  If he had been able to handle an old man, he would still have had hopes of working, like some of his colleagues, on missions without any real danger. But how could they entrust any more operations to him? It was inconceivable, Gaston thought while he was reading Maksim’s long letter.




  As he read, Gaston’s face relaxed, he gave a sigh of relief. He would not go back to his bosses empty handed and perhaps they would forgive him his failure with Albert and would keep him in their service a little longer. Gaston’s depression had faded.




  The information and the individual he was bringing them were going to delight and interest them to the highest degree. It wasn’t that his superiors were unaware of the ways things worked in the East, especially since the end of the Cold War and Perestroika, of course not, but the living proof, a flesh and blood individual, that was a particular cause for elation and one that they would be grateful to him for. Now he could envisage having more exciting missions.




  Gaston was a man whose life had been structured by orders, by serving.




  In that, Albert had been right. Would he be capable of developing a taste for acting on his own initiative without reference to a higher authority? Gaston could not answer that, but he was asking himself the question and that was new for him.




  He owed everything to the army and the chances it had afforded him. It had shaped him and enabled him to find fulfillment. Bearing the sole responsibility for his life worried and distressed him.




  There are people like that, who are strong as long as they belong to an established group, but outside of that they are lost. Gaston was aware of that and admired men like Albert who had led their lives without anything to lean on other than what they had chosen for themselves.




  Like the admiration, the bond that Albert had felt for Violette. Since she had passed, the man who had always been so imposing, so strong, had shown a weakness, a flaw, that had never appeared before.




  Women had never been an issue for Gaston. They were there, certainly, but the meaning of his life lay elsewhere. Nor did he need a man; what he needed was a representation of authority.




  It was that and that alone that gave him a feeling of satisfaction with himself. Women had passed through his life as the means of achieving a fleeting release. There had never come a moment when a gaze had pulled him in far enough to make him regret leaving.




  It was not submission, but joy in obeying and in being sure of being among others. It was then that he felt he existed.




  It would be possible to discover and to analyze why this was so, but Gaston was happy like that: stable, loyal, profoundly honest, and not corrupt in any way.




  It was true that he had been shunted about throughout his childhood. A lost child, destined for the darkest of ends, he had been taken in by a couple who had given him a gift while he was still very young, as he told himself, he was not a man to confide in others.




  The couple had not denied the difficulty he found himself in. They had explained to him that he had a choice between the understandable rebellion of a child whose childhood had not been like that of others and a path that would offer him the opportunity of overcoming this fundamental deficiency.




  The couple had assured him of their esteem, their support, and of the love that they were ready to feel for him, little by little, as they got to know each other. This discussion, without insistence, thoroughly genuine, had moved the young child that he was at the time. After some mutual testing to check each other’s limits, a strong bond had been forged between them that had never been broken.




  Gaston had finished reading Maksim’s amply detailed story. He refolded the letter carefully. The two men stared at each other for a long time. Each of them saw himself in the other.




  Gaston thought that individuals have the choice only of how to react, enmeshed in the nets of a history that is beyond them. He thought of his life, of Albert’s life, and of the lives of thousands of others. Where exactly did the responsibility lie?
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