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Introduction


PAUL BAILEY


When the seventeen-year-old Sidonie-Gabrielle Colette married the older Henry Gauthier-Villars on 15 May 1893, in the town hall of Châtillon, her immediate prospects did not look propitious. Her portly husband had beguiled the lively and curious girl with long blonde hair and she would remain in that enchanted state for at least another decade or so. The bridegroom’s parents declined to attend the modest ceremony and reduced his financial interest in the family company by way of expressing their disapproval. The Gauthier-Villars were devout Roman Catholics and unashamed anti-Semites, with all-too-predictable extreme right-wing convictions.


Henry’s secure place in literary history is as Willy, the alter ego he chose for himself when Claudine à l’école (Claudine at School) was first published in 1900. He had other pseudonyms at his disposal: he reviewed plays and opera productions under the guise of the Usherette and chose to call the author of quickly written, salacious novels Jim Smiley. He maintained a factory of sorts, just as Andy Warhol was to do some fifty years later. He employed, after his stingy fashion, a number of modestly talented young men to send off copy to magazines and newspapers under whichever pen name he chose for them. But it is Willy we have to thank for the writer Colette was to become, despite all the misgivings that have been expressed about his irresponsible behaviour. He was her Svengali when she needed one, as she sometimes acknowledged.


The fact that his wife was in possession of exceptional intelligence was surely not lost on him. During the course of 1895 and 1896 she would go to a room in their Paris apartment and write, in a series of school exercise books, the journal that her character Claudine was keeping. She finished the book, leaving it for Willy to read. Some months later, while clearing his desk, he opened it. He recognized, after reading the opening pages of Claudine at School, its commercial potential. He set to work correcting the obvious errors in construction that the prodigy, in her enthusiasm, had overlooked and did much in the way of discreet editing. Once he was satisfied with his doctoring, he sent the complete, corrected manuscript to the publishing house Ollendorff, where he was advised to make the plot a livelier affair. He was being advised, in current parlance, to ‘sex up’ the narrative. He agreed with Ollendorff’s conditions, and the novel was published in March 1900, to almost no public reaction, critical or otherwise.


Willy had what we now call a ‘network’, and he set it in motion almost immediately. He contacted three influential critics – Charles Maurras, Henri Ghéon and Rachilde (Mme Alfred Vallette) – to ask them to write essays on the book for the most respected literary pages in the French press. They duly complied, and other reviewers followed them. Within a matter of weeks, Claudine at School had sold an astronomical 40,000 copies. The new century had its very own rebellious fifteen-year-old schoolgirl to enjoy reading about. Willy had warmed up his protégée’s prose to lucrative effect, especially in those scenes with the new English teacher, the exquisitely desirable Aimée Lanthenay, whose ‘golden eyes’ set everyone aflame. ‘I took Aimée to the door and in the hall kissed her violently, desperately,’ Claudine reveals, at the end of what she assumes will be her last private lesson from the teacher with whom she is enamoured. Little evidence is provided in the text of any actual teaching, it has to be said. The subjunctive, among other grammatical concerns, can bide its time.


The school Claudine attends is in a dilapidated building in her birthplace, the ‘pretty little town’ of Montigny-en-Fresnois, in, one assumes, Colette’s native Burgundy. Throughout the course of Claudine at School, it is in the process of being rebuilt, with all the inconvenience that suggests:


The ground floor was being razed and, curious, we watched the masons discover double walls, walls which had been thought solid and thick but which were hollow as cupboards with a kind of black corridor where nothing was to be found except a vile odour, old and revolting. I entertained myself by terrifying Marie Belhomme, telling her that these hiding-places had been constructed in olden times to wall in alive the women who deceived their husbands, and that I’d seen their white bones lying among the rubbish. She opened horrified eyes and asked ‘Really?’ and hurried over to see the remains. She turned at once to me. ‘I didn’t see anything. It’s another one of your lies.’


Poor Marie may be a ‘simpleton’, but she at least understands that Claudine is a fantasist. Whenever the forbidding Mlle Sergent, dressed in her customary black, sets the class an essay assignment, it’s invariably Claudine who produces something wildly perverse and imaginative. She can only be trusted not to offend or embarrass the teachers when she is singing, since she has a pitch-perfect voice and a passion for making music. She comes across as a star turn, the centre of attention who inspires envy and resentment as well as admiration. She is not one of those mischievous spirits who, in the interest of bourgeois morality, mend their ways – as many of the naughty boys and girls of children’s literature tend to do. She has no intention of becoming impossibly good. In the novel’s very last line, as she says her goodbyes to the ‘kitten-like Luce’ and her companion in naughtiness Anaïs, among others, she expresses the thought that the world she is about to enter might not be as amusing as the school she is leaving.


Another four Claudine novels were written before Colette and Willy separated and then divorced. In that time, too, Claudine merchandise – cigarettes, perfume, chocolates, clothes and, appropriately, cosmetics – made Willy, always desperate for cash, a very rich man. For a time, that is.


Claudine at School appeared soon after a major change in the French educational system, with boys and girls sharing classrooms for the first time. The rebuilt school at Montigny is celebrated in the closing chapters with speeches, prize-givings, flower arrangements and a band and a choir playing and singing traditional songs. But sex is still in the air, with both teachers and pupils still in the mood for something less cerebral.


On finishing the book, Colette confessed that she had discovered something of herself with the creation of the motherless Claudine. Sido, Colette’s wise, sane and altogether honourable mother, must have been saddened by this deliberate omission. In Judith Thurman’s magnificent biography of this hit-or-miss great writer, Secrets of the Flesh, Sido is by far the most attractive character, in every sense.


The Claudine books are curiosities now, but still in print. Colette was to become a shrewd, tough businesswoman in later years as a consequence of her literary collaboration with the man who introduced her into high society, took her to Bayreuth every year in order to worship at the Wagner shrine (about which she had misgivings), bought her a wonderful country estate (in his name), encouraged the lesbian side of her nature for his sexual gratification and locked her in a room for several hours each day to produce more Claudine material for him to tamper with. He signed every single Claudine contract and held the rights in all of them. After his death, Colette briefly received money that was rightfully hers, but when she herself died, Willy’s son Jacques was granted full possession of any profits from the books. The whole affair constitutes a farce worthy of Georges Feydeau, who would have added a few slammed bedroom doors for extra laughs.


After Willy, she lived openly with Mathilde de Morny, known as ‘Missy’, a transvestite and erstwhile drug addict. She began a career in the music-halls, appearing half-nude or in drag. She once played an Egyptian mummy who returns from the dead in a jewelled bra. She was a New Woman, to use that fin-de-siècle term. Yet she would never call herself a feminist, associating the word with an attitude of mind she found arid rather than spontaneous and life-enhancing. She followed her instincts wherever they led her and, as a consequence, made huge mistakes, for which she never apologized. Everything and anything spurred her imagination. She wrote journalism of every kind imaginable – being, at various times, a war reporter and an agony aunt. Although ostensibly raised as a Roman Catholic, she tended to cock a snook at religion. She loathed church funerals, being firmly of the conviction that the next stop from senility was nothingness. She would have agreed with Hazlitt that we come from nothing and are returned there inevitably.


Colette lived in the moment and for the moment and imbues the character of Claudine with that same joyous recklessness, in this, the very first of her numerous literary enterprises, in particular. She was writing for herself to begin with, before Willy got his grubby paws on the manuscript and made himself temporarily famous. She weathered his insults when he caricatured her in deservedly forgotten novels and treated him in kind, with more panache and style, in her memoir My Apprenticeships. The irony is that they needed one another. Like many a hack, he had good taste when appraising the work of others, in addition to a certain skill as an editor. He taught her a few necessary tricks of the trade. The fact that she applied them in her best work should be indication enough of the respect she had for him as a teacher and mentor, if for little else.


She was happy when she was writing Claudine at School, imagining herself as the girl with the talent to amuse and be amused by the silliness of others. She delights in the thrill of the chase, with the two schoolmasters Armand Duplessis and Antonin Rabastens driven out of their wits by the lubricious female flesh confronting them each working day. But it’s with the school inspector Dutertre that the novice writer has the most fun. Dutertre, with his toothy grin and his waxed moustache, is like some wicked squire out of a Victorian melodrama, exercising his authority over the weaker sex. At its best, it is a surprisingly contemporary novel, given the fact that Colette’s schoolgirls seem as much attracted to women as to men. At times one might be reading a transcript of a television series like Sex Education, which deals hilariously with the problems that drove previous generations of schoolchildren into self-doubt and even suicide. Colette started her long writing career as she bravely and honestly continued it – with a sense of wonderment at being alive and free to enjoy the pleasures it brings. The tumbling school at Montigny is possibly bursting with vitality, of a kind that Colette – almost alone among the brilliant women writers of her time – made available to her ever-expanding readership. Early on in her long life, she observed that she was possessed of a ‘monstrous innocence’. Perhaps that’s what she was. I like to think of her as a monstrous innocent. It certainly best describes the young author of this funny and irreverent debut novel.










Part I


My name is Claudine; I live in Montigny; here I was born in 1884, here I probably shall not die.


My Manual of Departmental Geography refers to it thus: “Montigny-en-Fresnois, pretty little town of 1,950 inhabitants, built in the form of an amphitheatre on the River Thaize; one of its attractions is a Saracen tower in an excellent state of preservation.” Well, such descriptions mean nothing to me. For one thing, there is no River Thaize; I know it is supposed to cut the fields just below the level crossing but at no season could you find enough of it to wash the feet of a sparrow. Montigny “built in the form of an amphitheatre?” Not to my eyes; I see it as a lot of houses which start tumbling down from the top of the hill to end in the valley below; they hang like a flight of steps descending from the heavy château rebuilt under Louis XV and already more dilapidated than the Saracen tower, low, completely cased in ivy which each day eats away a little more of its crown. Also it’s a village, not a town; the streets, thank heaven, are not paved; the showers roll down them in little torrents, dry at the end of two hours; it’s a village, not even a particularly pretty one and yet I adore it.


The charm, the delight of this countryside made of hills and valleys so narrow that some are ravines, are its woods, its woods, deep and invading, which ruffle and curl as far as the eye can reach . . . Green pastures perforate them here and there and some small fields, not many: the superb woods devour all. Therefore this lovely land is ghastly poor, with occasional isolated farms, so rare that there are just enough of their red roofs to bring out the velvet green of the trees.


Ah, the trees. I know them all, I’ve beaten my way through them so often. There are the copses where the underbrush snatches villainously at your face as you pass by; these are full of sun, strawberries, lilies-of-the-valley and also snakes. I’ve shaken and suffocated with fear at seeing glide by my feet their small, revolting bodies, smooth and cold; twenty times I’ve pulled up short, panting, on finding beneath my hand among the anemones, a prudent viper coiled in a spiral, head up, tiny golden eyes turned on me: not dangerous but terrifying. Still, I always end by returning there again, alone or with my friends; preferably alone because those overgrown young females irritate me—afraid of being scratched by the brambles, afraid of insects, of plush caterpillars, of heather spiders, pretty, round and pink as beads. But the girls always scream or the girls are always tired; anyhow, I can’t stand them.


Then there are my favourites, the big woods, fifteen or twenty years old, my heart bleeds when I see them being cut into; no brushwood here but trees like columns, narrow paths where it’s midnight at noon and voice and footsteps fearfully resound. God, how I love them. Eyes lost in the distance of trees, in the green and mysterious day, among them I feel completely alone, at once perfectly peaceful and slightly anxious because of the solitude and wavering shade . . . No insects in the big woods, no high grass, the earth smooth, either dry and sonorous or spongy from the springs; here run rabbits with white scuts, timid deer whose passage can only be suspected, so fast they go; boars (I never saw any); wolves—I heard one once, early in the winter, when I was gathering beechnuts, those tasty oily little beechnuts that tickle your throat and make you cough. Sometimes a rainstorm surprises you in the big woods; you cower against an oak thicker than the rest and, speechless, listen to the rain rattle overhead as if on a roof, sheltered by shadows which leave you dazzled, discountenanced by the broad daylight outside.


And the pine groves . . . Shallow and only mildly mysterious, still I love them for their odour, for the lilac and rose heather that grows beneath and for their singing in the wind. To come upon them you have first to cross a glade of high trees and suddenly, like a fine surprise, you arrive at the edge of a pond, somnolent, deep, surrounded on all sides by the forest, remote from all other things. The pines grow on a kind of island in the centre; you have to crawl on all fours along an uprooted tree-trunk which bridges the two banks. Once under the pines you make a fire even in summer, because it’s forbidden; you cook something, anything, an apple, a pear, a potato stolen from the fields, even black bread if there’s nothing better: it smells of bitter smoke and resin, it’s foul, it’s delicious.


In these woods I have spent ten years of wild wanderings, of conquest, of discovery; the day when I have to leave them will give me great pain.


Two months ago when I passed my fifteenth birthday, I let my skirts down to my ankles, the old school-house was razed and the schoolmistress changed. The long skirts were demanded by my legs which were attracting attention and already gave me the look of a young woman; the old school was falling to pieces; and as for the teacher, poor good woman, forty, ugly, ignorant, mild and always terrified of the inspectors, Doctor Dutertre, himself a local inspector of schools, needed her post to give to one of his protégées. In our countryside, what Dutertre desires, the Minister of Education demands.


Poor old school, dilapidated, unhealthy, but what fun! Ah, the fine new affair they’re building now will never take your place.


The quarters on the second floor, those of the schoolmasters, were slovenly and uncomfortable; the ground floor was given over to our two classes, the upper and lower, held in two unbelievably ugly and filthy class-rooms with tables such as I’ve never seen since, reduced to half their size by hard usage and of a shape which should reasonably have been expected to make us all hunchbacked at the end of six months. The smell of these class-rooms after three hours of study in the morning and the afternoon was literally enough to bowl you over. I never had any friends of my own kind because the rare gentry of Montigny, as a form of elegance, always sent their children to boarding school in the county town; as a result the local school’s pupils were usually grocers’ daughters, children of farmers, constables and especially working men, all of them insufficiently washed.


I’m to be found among such a motley crew because I don’t want to leave Montigny; if I had a mother I know well she’d never leave me here twenty-four hours but my father sees nothing, pays no attention to me, is head over heels in his work and has no notion that I could be better brought up in a convent or boarding school. There’s no danger that I’ll open his eyes for him.


As friends then, I’ve had, I still have, Claire, daughter of the peasant who was my foster-mother,—a gentle girl with fine tender eyes and a romantic little soul who passed her time at school being smitten every eight days (oh, purely platonically) by a new boy and who even now asks nothing better than to swoon before any idiot assistant foreman or land agent with a gift for fancy phrases.


Then there’s big Anaïs who’ll probably succeed in passing through the doors of the training college at Fontenay-aux-Roses, thanks to a prodigious memory that takes the place of any real intelligence; cold, vicious and so devoid of sensibilities that she never blushes, lucky devil. She has a real genius for the comic and can make me laugh until I cry. Hair neither brown nor blond, yellow skin, no colour in her cheeks, narrow black eyes and as tall as a bean pole. In other words, no ordinary mortal; untruthful, light-fingered, flattering, treacherous, she’ll manage to lead her own life without anyone else’s help, will big Anaïs. At thirteen she was already writing notes and giving trysts to a young lout her own age: it was discovered and a series of stories resulted that scandalised every girl in the school except her. Then there are the Jauberts, sisters and twins to boot, also good scholars, far too good to suit me. I could flay them alive, they annoy me so with their perfect deportment and their nice neat writing and their idiotic resemblance—two flat dull faces with sheep eyes brimming over with blubbering sweetness. They’re the kind that study their lessons, get high marks, are polite, underhanded and have a breath like library paste. Pah.


And Marie Belhomme, silly but gay, at fifteen still as logical and sensible as an eight-year-old child who isn’t very bright for his age and so superbly credulous that she disarms even our natural malice and we like her, well enough. It’s in front of her that I always say the most disgraceful things because at first she’s always shocked, then she always bursts into laughter and, horrified, holds up her long narrow hands, “the hands of a midwife,” big Anaïs says. Dark and pallid, with long black humid eyes and a harmless nose, Marie looks rather like a nice frightened greyhound. These four and I this year form the much envied pleiades, ranking above all the other big girls and having aspirations of taking our leaving certificate.


As for the rest, in our eyes they’re the dregs, the common herd. I’ll introduce a few of my other friends in the course of this diary, since diary, or very nearly, is clearly what it’s going to be . . .


When the old teacher received the news of her transfer she cried all one day, poor woman, and so did we, a fact which inspired me with a solid aversion to whoever was going to replace her. At the same time that the wreckers of the old school-house arrived in the recreation court, arrived the new school-teacher, Mademoiselle Sergent, accompanied by her mother, a fat woman in a country bonnet who waited on her daughter and admired her and impressed me as being a sharp old peasant, familiar with the price of butter but not a bad sort at heart. Mademoiselle Sergent herself seemed anything but nice and I prophesy no good to come, from that well-made red-head, nicely rounded as to hips and waist but strikingly ugly, her face swollen and enflamed, her nose slightly flattened between two small black eyes, suspicious and deep-set. She has a room which won’t be torn away at once in the old school-house, in company with her pretty assistant who gives me as much pleasure as her superior does pain. Against Mademoiselle Sergent, these first few days, I’ve been keeping up a surly front; she’s already tried to tame me but I kicked over the traces as impudently as I dared. After a few lively skirmishes I’ve had to admit that she’s an exceptionally good schoolmistress, precise, sharp and with a will of her own which would be uncomfortably clear-sighted if she weren’t occasionally blinded by temper . . . Day before yesterday I saw her leave the room to keep from throwing an ink-well at my head.


During the recreation period, the damp chill of our awful autumn hardly inspiring me to want to go out and play, I’ve talked instead with Mademoiselle Lanthenay. Our intimacy has progressed at a great rate. She has the affectionate nature of a cat, fragile, sensitive to the cold, incredibly cajoling; I love to look at her sweet little face, all blond and rose, at her gold eyes with tilted lashes. Marvellous eyes which ask nothing better than to smile. They make all the boys turn their heads when she walks through the town. Often while we’ve been talking before the littler girls, all visibly impressed, Mademoiselle Sergent has passed between us to gain her own room, saying no word but fixing us with her jealous penetrating glance. In her silence my new friend and I felt her fury at seeing us hitting it off so well.


Poor little Aimée,—she’s nineteen and only comes to my shoulder—talkative as a schoolgirl which she still was only three months ago and with an instinct for tenderness and confiding gestures which touch my heart. Such appealing little gestures. She restrains them in her natural fear of Mademoiselle Sergent, her small frozen hands clinched beneath her tippet of imitation fur (the poor thing hasn’t a sou like thousands of others in her position). To tame her, I’ve been very gentle with her, which wasn’t difficult for me and I’ve questioned her, contented if I could but gaze. She talked, pretty in spite, or because, of her irregular little face. If her cheeks swell a trifle too much, if beneath her short nose her mouth, slightly too full, twists in an odd left-handed corner when she laughs, these are forgiven because of her marvellous yellow-gold eyes and her skin, one of those complexions delicate to the eye but so solid that even the cold cannot discolour it. She talked and talked—about her father who is a stone-cutter and her mother who often enough beat her, of her sister and three brothers and the hard training college at the county town where the water froze in the pitchers, where she was always falling asleep because they had to get up at five o’clock in the morning (fortunately the English teacher was nice to her), and of the vacations passed with her family who made her help with the housework, saying she’d do better to lend a hand with the soup rather than act the lady—all this slipped out in her outbursts of garrulousness, all this youth of misery, impatiently borne and still remembered with terror.


Poor little Mademoiselle Lanthenay, you have a soft body that seems to seek, to demand, happiness that is unknown: if you weren’t an assistant schoolteacher at Montigny, you might . . . I shan’t say what. At any rate I love to listen to you, to look at you, you who are four years older than I but always make me feel like your elder sister.


My new friend told me that she knew English fairly well which gave me a marvellous idea. I asked father (who is a mother to me) if he didn’t want me to take English lessons from Mademoiselle Aimée Lanthenay. He thought the idea superb, as he does almost everything I think of, and to settle the question, so he said, took me to see Mademoiselle Sergent. She received us with reserved politeness and while father explained what he called his plan, she seemed to approve; but I’m vaguely upset at not having seen her eyes while she talked. I noted early that her eyes always say what she thinks without her being able to help herself and I’m worried because this time she kept them obstinately hidden. She called Mademoiselle Aimée, who came down, much impressed, blushing and repeating, “Yes, monsieur,” and “Certainly, monsieur,” without knowing what she said, during which time I watched her, satisfied with my ruse and delighted with the thought that in the future I would have more intimacy with her than was possible on the threshold of the class-room. Price of the lessons, fifteen francs a month, two lessons a week; for this poor little assistant school-teacher who earns seventy-five francs a month and out of that has to pay for her board, it’s an unhoped for windfall. I fancied she seemed pleased to think she’ll be with me more often. During the visit I didn’t exchange more than two or three words with her.


On the first day of the lessons, I waited for her after class while she collected her English books and then we took the path to my house. I had arranged a corner comfortable enough for us both in father’s library, with a big table, notebooks, pens and a fine lamp which shed light only on the table beneath. Mademoiselle Aimée, quite embarrassed (but why?), blushed and coughed; “Now Claudine, you know your English alphabet, I trust?”


“Of course, mademoiselle, I even know a little of the grammar. I could do that exercise easily . . . It’s nice here, isn’t it?”


“Yes, very nice.”


I asked, lowering my voice a little to take on the tone of our previous conversations, “Did Mademoiselle Sergent speak to you again about my lessons?”


“Oh, hardly at all. She said it was an opportunity for me, that you wouldn’t make it difficult for me, if you only wanted to work a little, that you could learn very easily if you only put your mind to it.”


“No more than that? It’s not much. She was sure you’d repeat everything she said to me.”


“Now, Claudine, we’re not working at all . . . In English there’s only one article . . .” and so on and so on.


At the end of ten minutes of concentrated English, I asked again; “Did you notice she wasn’t at all pleased when I came with father to ask if you would give me English lessons?”


“No . . . Yes . . . Perhaps, but we hardly spoke that evening.”


“Take off your jacket, it’s always too hot in here. Oh, how slim you are, slim enough to break. Your eyes are very pretty in the lamplight.”


I said it because I thought it and because I like to say pleasing things to her, like it better than if they were said to me. I asked: “You still sleep in the same room with Mademoiselle Sergent?” (This promiscuity seemed awful to me but there was no way out of it. All the other rooms had been emptied of furniture and the workmen had already started to take off the roof.)


The poor thing sighed. “I have to but it’s unpleasant, just the same. Every night at nine o’clock I rush to bed; she goes to bed later. It’s disagreeable when we’re not used to each other.”


“It makes me miserable for you. It must infuriate you to have to dress before her in the morning. I loathe having to be in a chemise before anybody I don’t like.”


Mademoiselle Lanthenay looked at her watch and jumped. “Really, Claudine, we’re doing nothing. We must work now.”


“Yes . . . You know that some new schoolmasters are coming?”


“Yes, I know. Two of them. They arrive tomorrow.”


“That’ll be nice. Two sweethearts for you.”


“Oh, will you keep quiet! Anyhow those that I’ve seen so far are so dull that they’re no temptation. I know the names of the new ones and they’re ridiculous; Antonin Rabastens and Armand Duplessis.”


“I wager you that those two Romeos will pass through our court twenty times a day on the pretence that the door to the boys’ schoolroom is filled up with brickbats.”


“Oh, listen, Claudine, it’s really shameful, we’ve done no work at all to-day.”


“Oh, it’s always like that the first day. We’ll work much better next Friday. It takes time to settle into the habit of things.”


In spite of my excellent explanation, Mademoiselle Lanthenay, impressed by her own laziness, made me work seriously until the end of the hour, after which I took her to the bottom of the street. Night had fallen, there was frost in the air; it made me sad to see that slim little shadow go off into the cold and dark to return to that woman with the red hair and the jealous eyes.


This week we’ve had hours of undiluted joy because they used us, the big girls, to clear out the attic, to take down the books and old rubbish that had collected there. We had to hurry; the masons were waiting to start razing the first floor. So we galloped between the attic and the stairs; at the risk of being punished big Anaïs and I explored as far as the steps leading to the teachers’ rooms in the hope of finally seeing the two new assistants who’ve been invisible since their arrival.


Yesterday in front of a half-opened apartment, Anaïs pushed me, I slipped and opened the door with the top of my head. Bursting with laughter we stood planted on the threshold of the room, one of the very masters’ in question and luckily empty of its occupant; we looked it over hastily. On the wall and chimney, huge lithographs in banal frames, one an Italian with abundant locks, shiny teeth, and a mouth three times smaller than her eyes; as a companion piece, a swooning blond holding a spaniel against her blue-beribboned breast. Above the bed of Antonin Rabastens (he had attached his visiting card to the door with four drawing pins) crisscrossed streamers the colour of the French and Russian flags. Then to finish off, a table with a washbowl, two chairs, some butterflies pinned to corks, a few novels scattered on the mantelpiece and that was all. We looked at everything without saying a word and suddenly started for the attic with a rush, terrified that the so-called Antonin (really, no one ought to be named Antonin) might come up the stairs; our footsteps on this forbidden ground were so loud that a door opened on the first floor, the door to the boys’ class-room, and someone appeared, asking in a ridiculous Marseilles accent, “What’s all this about, eh? For the last half hour it’s sounded like wild horses out here.” We just had time to catch sight of a thick dark young man with healthy cheeks. Safe upstairs my accomplice in crime gasped to me; “If he’d only known we’d just been in his room!”


“Exactly. If he’d caught us, he’d have probably given us what for.”


“I wish he had,” said Anaïs, solemn as a judge. “A strapping-looking fellow like that could probably have given us each what for several times, without being tired.”


“Anaïs, you’re simply terrible.”


And we continued clearing out the attic; it was paradise to rummage among the heaps of books and periodicals which belonged to Mademoiselle Sergent. Naturally we looked them all over before taking them downstairs and among them, I wish to state, I found Aphrodite by Pierre Louys in company with numerous copies of the Journal Amusant. We were enraptured, Anaïs and I, with a drawing by Gerbault entitled, Overheard in the Wings—gentlemen in evening clothes busy tickling charming ballet dancers at the Opéra, dressed in tights and short skirts, all smirking and posing. The other pupils were downstairs; it was dark in the garret and we dallied laughing over some sketches by Albert Guillaume: very spicy.


All of a sudden we jumped because someone opened the door and asked in a garlicky accent, “Hey, who’s been making all that infernal noise in the staircase?” We rose, grave, our arms full of books, and said properly, “Good evening, monsieur,” controlling the desire to laugh which was splitting us. It was the thick assistant master with the jolly face of a few moments ago. However, since we are big girls who look at least sixteen, he excused himself and went off saying, “A thousand pardons, mesdemoiselles.” And behind his back we danced silently, making faces at him like fiends. We went downstairs late, the scolding started; Mademoiselle Sergent asked me, “What on earth could you have been doing so long up there?” “Mademoiselle, we were putting the books in piles to bring them down.” And ostentatiously I placed before her an armful of books with the reckless Aphrodite and the copies of the Journal Amusant folded on top, pictures carefully turned out. She saw them at once, her red cheeks became redder, but she caught herself quickly and explained, “Ah, those books must belong to the head-master, all our things were mixed together pell-mell in the attic, I’ll give them back to him.” And the lecture stopped right there; not a word about punishment for either of us. As we left the room I caught Anaïs by the elbow; her narrow eyes were sunk in folds of laughter.


“Well, so the head-master’s shoulders are broad, eh?”


“Imagine, Claudine, that poor innocent’s collecting such truck. He’s lucky if he doesn’t still think that babies are found in a cabbage patch.”


For the head-master was a colourless sad widower who seemed only half alive and who never left his desk except to shut himself up in his room.


The following Friday I took my second lesson with Mademoiselle Lanthenay. I asked, “Well, are the new masters already making love to you?”


“Oh, as a matter of fact, Claudine, they came last night to pay their respects. The jolly one, the one who puts on airs, is Antonin Rabastens.”


“Better known as The Pride of Marseilles. And the other, what’s he like?”


“Thin, handsome, with an interesting face and called Armand Duplessis.”


“As was the Cardinal de Richelieu, if I remember my history lessons correctly. It would be a sin not to nickname him The Cardinal.”


She laughed. “I suppose that’s what you’ll all call him now, how mean of you, Claudine. But he’s a perfect bear, he never says anything except yes and no.”


In the light from the library lamp she looked charming; her cat eyes shone like gold and shrewd and cajoling, I liked them even if they were neither kind nor true nor to be trusted. For they shone with such brightness in her fresh little face and she seemed so contented in the warm muted room that I was moved to love and love her with all my unreasonable heart. Ah yes, I’ve known for long that my heart is unreasonable but to know is not to alter.


“And . . . and . . . she—your friend with the red hair, she’s said nothing to you these last few days?”


“No, she’s even been rather nice, she doesn’t seem as upset as you thought to see us getting along so well.”


“Ho ho! Haven’t you ever looked into her eyes? True, they’re not so lovely as yours and much unkinder . . . How pretty you are, how sweet, mademoiselle.”


She blushed heavily and said without the slightest conviction, “You’re a little mad, Claudine, I’m beginning to believe it, everyone has told me so so often.”


“Yes, I know that’s what everybody says but what difference does that make? I like being with you; tell me about all the young men who’re in love with you.”


“There aren’t any. But you know, I think we’ll see quite a lot of the two masters; Rabastens seems a very sociable young man and he drags Duplessis with him wherever he goes. Did you know that I’ll probably bring my little sister here as a boarding pupil?”


“Your sister doesn’t particularly interest me. How old is she?”


“Your age, a few months less, she’ll be fifteen soon.”


“Is she nice?”


“Not pretty, you’ll see; a little timid and wild.”


“I wouldn’t give a snap of my finger for your sister. Listen, I saw Rabastens in the attic, he came up especially. He has a Marseilles accent you could cut with a knife, has the fat Antonin.”


“Yes, but he’s not half bad looking . . . Really, Claudine, you must get to work, aren’t you ashamed of yourself? Read this passage aloud and translate it.”


Her indignation was vain, for little work was done.


I kissed her on the cheek upon saying good-bye.


The next day during recreation hour while Anaïs with a perfectly straight face was indulging in a witch’s dance that made me helpless with laughter, suddenly Rabastens and Duplessis loomed up in the door of the court.


Since we were all three present, Marie Belhomme, big Anaïs and I, the men bowed to us and we responded with cold formality. They entered the big room where Mademoiselle Aimée and the red-head were correcting copybooks and we saw the four laughing and talking together. I therefore discovered the urgent necessity of fetching my cape which I’d left on my desk and rushed into the class-room, thrusting open the door as if I had no idea that the men were there; then I stopped, feigning confusion on the threshold. Mlle. Sergent pulled me up short with “Do be more quiet, Claudine,” that froze the marrow and I retreated as softly as a cat. But I had time to see that Mlle. Aimée Lanthenay laughed and chatted with Duplessis and was acting her prettiest. Just as I had vowed that to-morrow or the day after I’d compose a couplet in his honour or a pun or a new nickname that would teach him to seduce Mlle. Aimée, I was called back. Luck! I re-entered docilely enough.


“Claudine,” explained Mlle. Sergent, “come and sing this phrase. M. Rabastens is a musician but not so good as you.”


Oh, how charming she was, what a right-about-face. What she called this phrase was an air from “The Chalet,” dull enough to bring tears to the eye. Nothing closes my throat like having to sing before people I don’t know; though I sang the notes correctly it was with a voice that quavered comically but strengthened, thank God, for the last of the tune.


“Ah, mademoiselle, permit me to congratulate you. You are a wonder.”


I protested, longing to stick out my tongue which I kept in my cheek. And I retired to be tartly greeted by my friends outside.


“My dear,” croaked big Anaïs, “you’re doing very well for yourself at last. You must have made a striking effect on the gentlemen and doubtless we’ll be seeing them here often.”


The Jaubert twins jeered jealously under their breath.


“Leave me alone, there’s no need to get your backs up just because I did a little sight-reading. Rabastens is of the solid south, a race I loathe; as for the Cardinal, if he comes often I’ll know what for.”


“Well?”


“For Mlle. Aimée, if you want to know. He can’t keep his eyes off her.”


“But listen,” whispered Anaïs, “he’s not the one you’re jealous of, it’s the red-head, it’s—”


I cursed her silently; Anaïs was the kind that saw everything and what she didn’t see, invented.


The two assistant masters returned to their charges, Antonin Rabastens expansive and gracious, the other cowed, almost savage. It was high time they left, the bell was about to ring and their pupils in the neighbouring court were making as much noise as if the lot of them were being boiled in oil. Our bell rang and I said to Anaïs; “By the way, it’s been a long time since the precious Dutertre’s been here. I’ll be surprised if he doesn’t turn up this week.”


“He arrived yesterday. He won’t miss coming over here to sneak around a little.”


Dutertre, the local inspector, was also doctor to the orphan asylum, most of whose children attended our school. In his dual capacity he was entitled to visit us also, a privilege, God knows, he thoroughly availed himself of. Some people said that Mlle. Sergent was his mistress; I don’t know. But that he owed her money, I’d wager. The electoral campaigns were expensive and Dutertre, always stony broke, with persistent lack of success insisted on trying to replace the mute millionaire moron who represented Fresnois in the Chamber of Deputies. But that the amorous red-head was in love with him, I was willing to swear to. She trembled with jealous fury if she saw him petting us too persistently.


For, as I said, he frequently honoured us with his visits, sat on the tables, lolled, dallied over the big girls, especially me, read our lessons, tickled our ears with his moustache, patted our necks and called us all by our first names (he’s known us since we were such little things!), showing off his bright wolf teeth and his black eyes. We thought him very nice but I knew him to be such a swine that I wasn’t intimidated by him, which scandalised the other girls.


As it was the day for our sewing lesson, we pulled at our needles lazily, talking in imperceptible voices. Snow began to fall. Good. Now we would be able to go sliding and fall down frequently and throw snowballs. Mlle. Sergent watched us without seeing us, her mind elsewhere.


Tap, tap at the window. Against the turning feathers of snow there stood the dandy Dutertre, handsomely capped and coated in furs with eyes gleaming and teeth that were never out of sight. The first bench (I, Marie Belhomme and big Anaïs) came to life. I re-arranged my hair over my forehead, Anaïs bit her lips to make them red and Marie tightened her belt a notch. The Jaubert twins folded their hands like two illustrations from the First Communion: “I am the Temple of the Holy Ghost.”


Mlle. Sergent had leaped to her feet so suddenly that she tipped over her chair and her tabouret in her effort to run to open the door. At such a display I rolled in my seat and Anaïs profited by the general confusion to pinch me, nibble a charcoal pencil and chew her eraser. (Vain attempts had been made to wean her from these fantastic foodstuffs; all day long she had her mouth and pockets full of wood from pencils, some black and filthy gum, charcoal and pink blotting paper. Her stomach was oddly crammed with chalk, lead and such like. It was probably this nourishment that gave her skin the colour of wood and grey plaster combined. At any rate I never ate anything worse than cigarette papers and then only one special brand. But big Anaïs so impoverished the commune that gave us our writing materials free, by demanding new equipment each week, that when school opened last year the city council demanded an investigation.)


Dutertre shook the snow flakes from his furs, as if the pelt was his own skin; Mlle. Sergent so sparkled with pleasure to see him that she forgot even to note if I was watching; he joked with her, his sonorous mountain accent warming the class-room. I inspected my nails and fluffed up my hair because the visitor kept his eyes particularly on our side of the room. Well, why not? We were big girls, fifteen years old. And if my face was younger than my age, my figure was that of eighteen. And my hair was worth showing since it made a perfect fleece quivering with curls whose colour changed according to the weather from dark chestnut to deep gold and which contrasted agreeably enough with my coffee-coloured eyes. In full curl as it was, it hung below my waist: I never wore it in plaits or knots; knots gave me a headache and plaits were an insufficient frame for my face. But when we played at prisoner’s base, to keep from being captured too easily, I knotted it in a thick horse’s tail. After all, wasn’t it even prettier like that?


Mlle. Sergent finally interrupted her fascinated dialogue with the inspector to launch a “Mesdemoiselles, you’re acting very badly.” To prove it Anaïs let fly a “Hppp” of suppressed glee without changing a feature of her face and it was on me that Mademoiselle’s glance fell with its promise of punishment.


Finally M. Dutertre raised his voice and we heard him say, “Well, is everybody working hard here? Everybody in the best of health?”


“They’re healthy enough but they work badly,” responded Mlle. Sergent. “You’d not believe the laziness of these big girls.”


The moment we saw the handsome doctor turn toward us we bent over our work as absorbed as if we had forgotten his presence.


“Ah ha,” he said, coming to our benches. “So you don’t work any too well? What’s been going on in these little heads? Isn’t Mlle. Claudine still first in French Composition?”


I loathed French compositions; senseless, uninteresting subjects such as “Imagine the thoughts and actions of a young girl who is blind.” Why not deaf and dumb at the same time? Or “Detail your physical and moral portrait for a brother whom you have not seen for ten years.” I have no brotherly sentiments since I’m an only child. The effort I’d made not to include in my compositions flippancies and what they would term subversive sentiments no one will ever know. But all the other girls except Anaïs did them so badly that in spite of myself I was the best pupil in literary composition.


Dutertre had managed to arrive at the point he’d been seeking and I lifted my head while Mlle. Sergent answered, “Claudine? Oh, yes, but it’s not her fault, she has a talent for it so it costs her no effort.”


He sat on the table, one leg dangling. “So. You’re lazy, eh?”


“Rather. It’s my sole pleasure on earth.”


“What? You don’t like to work? You’d rather read, eh? What do you read? Anything you can get your hands on? Everything in your father’s library?”


“Not the books that bore me, monsieur.”


“You’re giving yourself a fine education, I’ll wager. Give me your copybook.”


To read more easily he placed one hand on my shoulder and twirled a curl between his fingers. Big Anaïs turned yellower than usual; he hadn’t asked to see her copybook. His preference would cost me small pinpricks, tales told behind my back to Mlle. Sergent and eavesdropping whenever I talked with Mlle. Lanthenay. She was standing in the door of the lower class, the darling, and smiled at me so tenderly from her golden eyes that I was almost consoled for not having been able either that day or the day before to talk to her except before the other girls. Dutertre put down my copybook and caressed my shoulders with an abstracted air. Of course he wasn’t thinking what he was doing, of course, of coo-u-u-r-se.


“How old are you?”


“Fifteen.”


“You’re a funny little thing. If you weren’t so crazy you’d seem much older, you know. You’re going up for your certificate next October?”


“Yes, monsieur, to please my father.”


“Your father? What’s it got to do with him? Isn’t it going to mean anything to you?”


“Yes, it’ll amuse me to see the board of examiners and then if there happen to be any concerts in the county town I should be pleased.”


“You’re not going to training college?”


I jumped. “Most certainly not.”


“And why such vehemence, my lively young thing?”


“I don’t want to go for the same reason that I refused to go to boarding school. I don’t like being shut up.”


“Oh, you like your liberty, do you? Your husband won’t have his way with you, I’ll be bound. Lift up your face. Are you in good health? A little anæmic perhaps?”


That good doctor turned me toward the window, his arm around me, and plunged his wolf eyes into mine which I tried to make candid and without mystery. My eyes always have circles about them. He asked me if I suffered from palpitations.


“No, not at all.”


I dropped my eyelids because I felt I was blushing ridiculously. Also he was looking at me too closely. Furthermore I guessed that behind us Mlle. Sergent was turning to stone.


“Do you sleep all the night through?”


I was furious to blush even more in answering, “Of course, monsieur, all the night.”


He did not press the point but withdrew, removing his arm.


“Ho! You’re strong as a horse, after all.”


A little caress on my cheek, then he passed to big Anaïs still high and dry on her bench. “Show me your copybook.”


While he glanced through it, rather hastily, Mlle. Sergent thundered in a low voice at the lower form—young things of twelve and fourteen who were already beginning to pinch in their waists and turn up their pigtails—for the lower form had profited by the directorial inattention to give themselves over to a witches’ sabbath. There was a sound of rulers being laid across knuckles, the squawks of those whose ears were being pulled. Clearly they could all look forward to the pleasure of being kept in after school.


Anaïs choked with happiness at seeing her copybook held in the august hands, but Dutertre doubtless found it but little worthy of his attention for after a few compliments and a little pinch on the ear he passed on. He remained a few moments near Marie Belhomme whose brunette freshness and smoothness pleased him, but in her terrified timidity she lowered her head like a ram, said yes and no and called him “mademoiselle.” And as for the two Jauberts, he complimented them on their lovely handwriting as was to be expected. Finally he left. And good riddance.


Ten minutes remained before the end of the class and how best employ them? I asked to be excused so that I might glean a handful of snow which was still falling outside. I rolled it in a ball and bit into the mass. It was good, it was cold, it smelled a little of dust, that first snowfall. I hid it in my pocket and returned, and on being signalled, passed around the snowball on which everyone, with the exception of the impeccable twins, bit with blissful faces. Then the idiot, Marie Belhomme, let the last speck of it fall to the floor and Mlle. Sergent pounced.


“Claudine, you’ve brought in some snow again. Really, that’s the limit!”


She rolled eyes so infuriated that I refrained from adding, “Again? It’s the first time since last year,” because I feared Mlle. Lanthenay might have to pay for my imprudence. So I opened my French history without saying a word.


I was to take my English lesson that evening, which consoled me for my enforced silence.


At four o’clock Mlle. Aimée appeared and we started on our way, happily.


How charming it was to be with her in the warm library. I drew my chair close to hers and placed my head on her shoulder; she put her arm about me; I tightened against her waist which slowly yielded . . .


“Ah, mademoiselle, how long since I last saw you.”


“But—it was only three days ago.”


“That makes no difference . . . don’t talk, but kiss me. You’re unkind, time passes quickly for you even when you’re not with me . . . Do these lessons bore you so much?”


“Oh, Claudine. On the contrary, you know perfectly well I have no one I can talk to but you and that I love being here.”


She embraced me, I purred and suddenly clasped her so tightly in my two arms that she cried out.


“Claudine . . . We must work.”


I wished the English grammar were at the bottom of the sea. I preferred resting my head on her breast; she caressed my hair and my throat and I heard beneath my ear her panting heart. How happy I was with her. But she wanted me to take up a pen and at least pretend to be working. What for, I wondered. Who might come in? My father? . . . Ho! Very likely! . . .


In the most uncomfortable room on the second floor, a cell where it froze in winter and boiled in summer, my father savagely shut himself in, absorbed, blind and deaf to the sounds of the world, to—Ah, of course, you’ve not read, because it will never be finished, his great work on “Malacology: or a treatise on the Snails of Fresnois”; so you’ll not know that after complicated tests, anguished observations which kept him bent hour after hour over innumerable slugs prisoned under little bells of glass or on boxes of metal trellis, father had educed this dumbfounding conclusion—that a limax flavus would in one day consume .24 grams of nourishment while a helix ventricosa would absorb only .19 grams in the same period of time. Could it be expected that amid the hopes constantly rekindling from similar constatations, so passionate a malacologist could be free for the mere sentiment of paternity between seven in the morning and nine at night? He was the best man in the world and the tenderest—outside of meal hours for his snails. He watched me live, when he had time, with positive pleasure and was astounded to note that I actually existed, as he said, “like a real human being.” He smiled at me with his ambushed little eyes, with his noble Bourbon nose (where had he fished up that royal proboscis?), smiled even with his beautiful beard striped in three colours, red, grey and white—for have I not often seen it shimmering with the slimy track of his little snails?


I asked Aimée with indifference if she had again seen the two cronies, Rabastens and the Cardinal. Her animation surprised me.


“Ah, that’s true, I hadn’t told you. You know we sleep in the kindergarten now, since everything else has been torn down. Well, yesterday evening I was working in my room about ten o’clock and on closing the shutters to go to bed, I saw a big shadow walking to and fro beneath my window in the cold. Guess who it was.”


“One or the other of the pair, I’ll be bound.”


“Yes, it was Armand. Would you have believed it when he’s such a perfect bear?”


I said no, though on the contrary I would easily have believed it of that dark mortal with serious deep eyes, since he seemed to me much less empty-headed than the merry man from Marseilles. However when I saw Mlle. Aimée preening herself proudly over this meagre adventure I was a little hurt. I demanded, “Do you mean to say that you find a solemn old crow like that worth so much interest?”


“But of course not, not really. It simply amuses me.”


It made no difference, the lesson came to an end without further developments. Only upon leaving, in the dark corridor, I kissed her with all my strength on her throat sweet and white, in her soft and fragrant hair. She was charming to kiss, like a warm pretty little animal, and returned my embrace tenderly. Ah, I’d never let her leave my side a moment if I could help it.


The next day was Sunday and no school. What a bore, school is the only place where I had any fun.


On Sunday I passed the afternoon at the farm with my sweet and gentle Claire, my foster sister. She had left school more than a year ago. We walked down the road to the station, in summer a path branched and dark with verdure; in winter, naturally, there are no more leaves but one is still enough hidden to watch the people sitting on the benches by the side of the station road. We walked on brittle snow. In the sun small frozen puddles tinkled musically with that pretty sound, unlike any other, of cracking ice. Claire confided the news of her sketchy flirtations with the local lads at the previous Sunday’s ball, held at Mother Trouillard’s inn, country bumpkins who were hearty and rough; I frisked with pleasure to listen.


“You know, Claudine, Montassuy was there and he danced the polka with me, holding me tight against him. Just then my brother, Eugène, who was dancing with Adèle Tricotot, dropped his partner and leaped in the air and hit his head against one of the hanging lamps. Well, the glass in the lamp broke and the light went out. While everybody was staring and saying ‘Ah,’ what did that big Fefed do but blow out the other lamp and the whole place was black, black. Nothing was left but a little candle down at the other end of the bar. My dear, all the while that old mother Trouillard was bringing matches you couldn’t hear anything but cries, screams and kisses. My brother was holding Adèle Tricotot beside me and she kept sighing and sighing and saying, ‘Let me go, Eugène,’ in such a strangled voice you’d have thought her skirts were wrapped around her head. And that big Fefed with his girl fell flat on the floor. They laughed and laughed so much they couldn’t get up.”


“And you and Montassuy?”


Claire blushed with belated modesty. “Oh, yes, I was just about to tell you. During the first minute he was so surprised to see the lights go out that all he did was to hold my hand. And then he put his arm around my waist and said very low, ‘Don’t be afraid.’ I didn’t say a word and I felt him lean over me and kiss my cheeks softly, sort of groping, and then it became so dark that he seemed to make a slight mistake and kissed me full on the mouth. It gave me such pleasure and did me so much good and filled me with so many feelings that I almost fell over and he had to hold me up tight against him. Oh, he’s nice, I love him.”


“And then, my brave girl?”


“Then Mother Trouillard lit the lamps again, grumbling, and swore that if it ever happened again she’d tell the police and they’d close the hall.”


“Which means, just the same, you were all going too far. Sssh. Keep quiet. Who’s that?”


We were sitting behind the thorn hedge, close to the high road which passed about two yards below our heads and where there was a bench by the ditch. We were in a marvellous hiding-place to listen without being seen.


“It’s the junior masters.”


True enough, it was Rabastens and the sombre Armand Duplessis walking and talking—we were in luck. The self-indulgent Antonin wanted to sit down on the bench because of the pale sun which gave the stone a little heat. We knew we were going to hear everything they said and we palpitated with joy by our hedge just above their heads.


“Ah,” sighed the southerner with satisfaction, “here’s a chance to warm ourselves a little. How about it?”


Armand grumbled something indistinct. The Marseillais went right on; he could keep up a steady conversation by himself, I’m sure.


“You know, I like it quite well in this town. Both the school-teachers are extremely kind. Mlle. Sergent of course is as ugly as sin but little Mlle. Aimée is really delightful. I feel proud every time she looks at me.”


At this the imitation Cardinal sat up and found his tongue. “Yes, she’s very attractive and awfully sweet. She smiles all the time and chatters like a magpie.” But he immediately repented of his expansiveness and added in a different tone, “She’s a nice young lady. You’ll probably turn her head, Don Juan.”


I almost exploded. Rabastens as Don Juan. I could see him with a plumed hat perched on his round head over his bulging cheeks. Lying up there, hung over the edge of the road, we laughed with our eyes without making any other motion.


“But, my word,” added the heart-breaker of the primary department, “there are other pretty girls besides her, though one would think you didn’t notice them. The other day in the class-room Mlle. Claudine came in and sang absolutely deliciously. After all I may say I’m a pretty good judge of singing, eh? And she was worth looking at too, with her hair falling over her shoulders and all around. And those saucy brown eyes! My boy, I think that young miss knows more about some things than she’s ever forgotten about her geography.”


I involuntarily jumped with astonishment and we almost gave ourselves away because Claire let out a pop of laughter which could have been overheard. But Rabastens moved over on his bench close to the dreamy Duplessis and whispered in his ear with a broad grin.


The other smiled. Both rose and disappeared, leaving us delighted with the rich results of our spying.


On the way home I ruminated over some possible coquetries calculated to inflame the fat Antonin, little nothings to pass the time away during recreation when it rained. And to think I had been suspecting him of plotting to seduce Mlle. Lanthenay. I was relieved that he was making no effort to please her, for little Aimée seemed to me so ripe for love that even a Rabastens might have succeeded, who knows? On the other hand it was clear that the Cardinal was more taken by her than I had suspected.


The next morning at seven o’clock I went to school. It was my turn, worse luck, to have to make the fire. That meant splitting wood in the shed and ruining one’s hands, carrying logs, blowing and getting one’s eyes full of stinging smoke. I noted our new building was already quite high and that on the boys’ side the roof was almost laid. The poor old school-house, nearly demolished, looked like a mere hovel in comparison with these two new creations which had sprung so rapidly out of the earth. Just then big Anaïs joined me and we went out to split wood together.
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