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  INTRODUCTION


  AMONG the vast output of Georges Simenon, Pedigree stands alone. It is his longest novel by far, the one he kept in the drawer for as long as five years between writing and publication, maybe the only one not composed in a willed trance state, the one mature novel without a crime at its center. Although it was hardly his only autobiographical workover the years he wrote two memoirs, twenty-one volumes of dictated reminiscences, and a settling of scores with his mother after her deathit is his most fully realized merger of memory and imagination. He always claimed, as he does in his preface, that the work was spurred by the death sentence pronounced in 1941 by his doctor: a diagnosis of angina pectorisbased on a faulty reading of an X-ray with a concomitant prognosis of two years to live. He allegedly wanted to leave his son Marc, then two, with an account of his background, his heritage, his ancestors, and thus wrote the text eventually published as Je me souviens(1945). André Gide convinced him to recast it in the third person, and the result became Pedigree.


  In fact, as his biographer Pierre Assouline established, the misdiagnosis was resolved two days afterward. Simenon was motivated primarily by literary ambition (but, as Assouline remarks, he never accomplished anything significant without an alibi). He envisaged quitting the production of crime novels altogether and immersing himself in a multi-volume epic based on his life, perhaps after the model of Romain Rollands Jean-Christophe (Rolland received the Nobel Prize in 1915). And indeed, the first edition of Pedigree closes not with The End but with End of the first volume. The story begins the day before Simenons birth and closes with the armistice, in 1918 when he was fifteen years old. A second volume would have continued with his later adolescence, his career as a fledgling journalist, and his flight from Liège, Belgium, to Paris; a third would have documented his early literary life and social maneuverings on the Parisian scene. Note that I am referring to the novel and its proposed continuation as if it were all pure autobiography, whereas Simenon in his preface insists that it shouldbe regarded as a novel, and I would not even wish the label of autobiographical novel to be attached to it.


  He made that somewhat disingenuous statement for the same reason he never wrote the two follow-up volumes. Not only is Pedigree autobiographical but it is such a faithful account that, since he didnt bother changing the names of some of the minor characters, he was pressed with a succession of libel suits. A certain Albert Meunier, a traveling salesman and former classmate of Simenons, recognized himself as the subject of a brief scene in which a cook lures a boy down to the cellar of his school and molests him. He was joined in his suit by the Christian brothers, who ran the school, and together they obtained damages of 70,000 Belgian francs ($1,400 in 1950 values) from Simenon. Two years later an unnamed woman won a judgment for 20,000 francs. Soon after, an optometrist in Verviers, Belgium, who had been a student boarder of Simenons mother, found his name in the book, along with an account of his rather mild adolescent misbehavior. This time Simenon elected to fight the suit in person, along with his lawyer, the renowned Maurice Garçon, but although his trip to the assizes in Verviers proved to be the occasion for a triumphal return of the native, he nevertheless lost the case and was ordered to pay the plaintiff 100,000 francs, reduced to 6,000 on appeal. The books 1952 edition was issued with the offending passages piquishly left blank; not until 1957 did he establish the present edition. The molestation episode has vanished, but the optometrist, Marcel Chaumont, the son of dealers in clerical vestments, has merely become Monsieur Bernard, the son of Verviers grocers, with his antics left intact.


  Small wonder, then, that Simenon opted not to try his luck with the people and incidents of his later youth. (Also contributing to his decision may have been the fact that Pedigree was one of his worst-selling books. According to a 1962 inventory, it had the second-lowest press run of all his works since 1945. The top ten, by contrast, all had the name of Maigret in their titles.) Anyway, the lawsuits give an idea of just how closely Pedigree sticks to the truth. He really only made two significant alterations to the historical record, insofar as it is known: changing the names of his relativesthe Simenons become the Mamelins and his mothers family, the Brülls, become the Petersesand completely eliminating his brother, Christian (19061947). The reason for that last decision may perhaps be surmised from something his mother said to him in 1952: Georges, its really too bad that Christian was the one who died.


  Nevertheless, for all that Pedigree sticks closely to the dates, the addresses, the personalities, and the highlights of his childhood, and incorporates seemingly every useful anecdote Simenon could remember, it is very much a novel. How could it be otherwise? No memoir could possibly furnish a childhood with such density of texture and incident, or probe so deeply and so mercilessly into the mind of Élise, the mother, who virtually shares the spotlight with Roger, the authors stand-in. It does, on the other hand, pursue a resolutely linear course, bounded by the natural milestones of his birth and the end of the war, without any attempt made to impose a formal design on the circumstanceswith one exception. That exception is sufficiently strange and off-kilter to prove the rule. At the very beginning of the book, on the evening of the night that will culminate in Rogers birth, Élise, hurrying to fetch a friend, stops in an alley to fix her garter and sees two men in some sort of furtive conversation. One of them seems to be her eldest brother, Léopold, a drunk who lives on the margins; the other is a pale adolescent.


  Soon after, an anarchist bomb damages the front of a department store a few blocks away. The reader immediately suspects the two men, and indeed the culprit turns out to be the younger one, Félix Marette, whom Léopold assists in escaping. Thereafter, for nearly half the book until the beginning of the warFélix (who changes his name to Félicien Miette) puts in regular if widely spaced appearances as he establishes himself in Paris, dodges the seedy anarchist who put him up to the bombing, falls in love, obtains a better job, becomes engaged, gets gradually embourgeoisified The story loses connection with the rest of the novel, apart from a thin thread in which Léopold tries and fails to raise money for him. Léopold becomes a frequent visitor to Élises kitchen, but the matter of Félix is never raised between them. (Léopolds connection to the bombing, if any, is never broached at all.) Most critics have guessed that Simenon was trying to create a sort of shadow destiny for Roger, suggesting a metaphor for the authors later course of life, but if so the strategy is so oblique that the gambit fails. The story, an unaccountable and asymmetrical distraction, just hangs there.


  The novel is inevitably classified as a bildungsroman, but it is an unusual one, since while it charts the development of a sensibility it never specifies what shape that sensibility will eventually assume. It is delicately evocative when it depicts the infant Roger forming his earliest impressions:


  
    He stared at this plain blue rectangle, and all of a suddenhe had never been able to determine the precise moment when it begansomething transparent, a long, curling shape, left one corner of the rectangle and zigzagged towards another, sometimes staying motionless for a moment before being swallowed up by the infinity hidden by the window-frame.

  


  But on the other hand it never shows him developing an early relationship with language, or even with stories. According to Simenons other autobiographical works, his mothers student lodgers from Russia and Poland had him reading Chekhov, Dostoyevsky, and Gogol before he entered secondary school, but nothing like that happens herethe student lodgers appear to Roger almost like members of a different species. It is not until the very end of the book that we see an embryonic novelists sensibility beginning to form (Contrary to what he would have imagined in the past, it was the passers-by who were in the aquarium and it was he who, through the bookshop window, watched them with a curiosity tinged with pity). What Roger mostly develops is his capacity for revolt, which is predicated on escaping his mothers control and opposing every aspect of her approach to life.


  His father, Désiré (who bears the same name as Simenons actual father), is gentle, unambitious, content with his lot, a man who takes great pleasure in the smallest satisfactions. His family is long established in the neighborhood, the Outremeuse section of Liège, a large island in the river that to this day remains fiercely working class and proud of its traditions. Élises family, on the other hand, is Flemish German and was prosperous until the paterfamilias was cheated out of his lumber business. Most of them have migrated to Liège and most of the women have married well. Élise, the youngest, is painfully aware that she has not, by her lights. She is fearful, pious, grasping, petty, obsessed with appearances, ostensibly self-effacing but seething with ambitionif not for herself then for Roger, who will be meticulously well-groomed and pure and superior to his peers, will fly effortlessly up the ladder of class, will fulfill all her wishes in one stroke by becoming a priest. Naturally, Roger will have none of it. His revolt is complicated primarily because he has so many oppositional strategies to choose from. Will he become a boulevard roué, a corner drunk, a black marketeer, a shuffling urban peasant? The energy and connivance he lavishes on each of these serially adopted roles reveals, of course, that he has much more in common with his mother than he would care to admit.


  Simenon always insisted that Pedigree was the sole novel that told the truth about Belgian life. This is not an idle claim, at least if we allow for the era in which he was writing. Ambitious writers, especially from the Walloon side of the country, had long been siphoned off by the lure of Paris, and the ones that remained were content to practice a complacent regionalism. Simenon only set four of his crime novels in Liège, and lesser ones at that (by contrast he set some of his strongest works in Flanders, such as The House by the Canalbased on his mothers familyand The Burgomaster of Furnes). Into Pedigree, though, he pours his accumulated experience of mores and customs, language and cuisine, architecture and religion, with all the sharpness of observations made in impressionable childhood and adolescence and then burnished by two decades absence. Inhabitants of countries more often depicted in literature may become blasé at reading the same old aperçus concerning their lands retailed again and again, but for Belgians who have only experienced things firsthand and unmediated, the effect is startling, a concentrated series of shocks of recognition. All the tropes of petty conversation are there on the page, all the minor superstitions, the strictures on dressing children, the religious-holiday baked goods, the precise cuts of meat that mark different grades of economic well-being, the exact shadings of social cruelty, the odors of shops, the styles of deviance, the disposition of rooms, the forms of address. A few of these details may be lost in translationfor example when Élise acknowledges that she cheats her husband and her tenants (Im going to clip them, Im going to clip them all, whoever they are), the verb she uses in the original is the Walloon word strogner. It is her only excursion into that dialect; for someone of her self-perceived class status it is a sign that she is wallowing in filth, and flaunting it.


  Simenon famously prepared his novels by drawing up, on a yellow envelope, a chart of the characters family backgrounds and connections, their educational attainments and career trajectories, their place in the hierarchical layout of their town. For Pedigree the yellow envelope was in his head, in fact the matrix that underlay all other such charts in his novelistic universe. The orienteering skills he acquired in Liège were so durable that for the rest of his life he could, on the basis of what were sometimes superficial visits, make a read of any town and find the plot in its geography. Furthermore, the relationships depicted in Pedigree were (his brother aside) the actual ones that dominated his childhood and provided the template for the view of the world he carried into adulthood and his mature fiction. Biography is notoriously unreliablenot to mention insidious and misleadingas a key to authors works, but with Simenon the sheer mass of work and its catalogue of themes and variations make it possible to chart recurring obsessions in considerable detail. For example, the nihilistic forms of revolt he practiced as an adolescent were already suggested in At the Gai-Moulin (1931), and their consequences explored in The Night Club (1933), while the compelling mystery of the foreign student lodgers would be mined more fully in Account Unsettled (1954).


  Simenons work is replete with versions of both Henriette (his mothers actual name) and Désiré; the preponderance of domineering women and mild, undemanding men gives it an undeniable misogynistic bent. An extreme of sorts is attained in The Watchmaker of Everton (1954), in which the martyrdom of successive generations of men, at the hands of women who remain offstage, culminates in a sociopathic spree by the youngest, depicted as a justified act of rebellion. Simenon never ceased to harangue, argue with, and fulminate against his mother, most obviously in Letter to My Mother (1974; four years after her death) and various sections of his interminable Dictées (although, as Assouline points out, the actual letters he sent her during her life are notable for their warmth and lack of contention), as well as by proxy in many novels. And while there is evidence of conflict between Simenon and his father, Désiré died in 1921, aged forty-four, making him safe for canonization.


  Simenon left Belgium for good a year after his fathers death, waiting that long only to do his mandatory military service. His departure was spurred by ambition, of course, but he may as well have left the country in order to preserve it unchangingly in his head. He didnt visit Belgium oftenthe 1952 court appearance prompted the only trip he made to Liège after his departurebut on the other hand he preserved his Belgian citizenship to the end, refusing offers of naturalization from the French and the Americans, and perhaps also the Swiss, among whom he died. Pedigree is the embodiment of this homeland of the mind. It brings to mind Franco Magnani, an Italian American artist studied by Oliver Sacks (in An Anthropologist on Mars, 1995), who mentally created an accurate three-dimensional model of his native Tuscan village, unseen for many years, from which he could frame and highlight scenes in order to paint them. Simenon borrowed and transposed many elements of his primal landscape over the course of his career, and found avatars of Liège all over the Western world, but in Pedigree he constructed, polished, and set in motion the original. It is a dazzling clockwork miniature, in which no detail is too small and no nuance too slight for faithful reproduction.


  LUC SANTE


  PREFACE


  NOT so long ago, it was still fashionable for an author to introduce each of his works with a preface, a foreword or a brief note which put him so to speak in direct contact with the reader, to such an extent that the formula: ‘Dear Reader’ was almost as common as the pulpit introduction: ‘Dear Brethren’.


  Is it because nowadays the newspapers, with their interviews, their gossip columns and their literary inquiries, keep the public fully informed of both the intentions and the activities of the writing fraternity that this fashion has fallen into disuse?


  On the occasion of this new edition of Pedigree, I am giving in to the temptation to follow the old custom, for various reasons which are probably not very conclusive. I have been asked, and I am still asked, a great many questions about this book; a great deal has been written about it, not all of it accurate. I know too that André Parinaud has done me the honour of devoting an important study in three volumes to me, under the crushing title of The Truth about Simenon, a study which is in the Press and which I have not yet read, and that he seeks in Pedigree the explanation, if not of all my writings, at least of certain of their aspects and certain tendencies.


  Shall I be accused of presumptuousness if I provide here and now, very simply, a few first-hand details?


  Pedigree was written neither in the same way, nor in the same circumstances, nor with the same intentions as my other novels, and that is doubtless why it forms a sort of islet in my writings.


  In 1941, when I was living at Fontenay-le-Comte, a doctor, on the basis of an inaccurate X-ray, informed me that I had at the most two years to live and condemned me to almost total inactivity.


  At that time I had only one son, aged two, and it occurred to me that when he grew up he would know practically nothing of his father or of his father’s family.


  In order to do something to fill this gap, I bought three notebooks with mottled cardboard covers and, abandoning my usual typewriter, I started recounting in the first person, in the form of a letter to the big boy who would read it one day, anecdotes about my childhood.


  I was engaged at that time in regular correspondence with André Gide. His curiosity was aroused. About a hundred pages had been written when he expressed a desire to read them.


  The letter Gide sent me shortly afterwards was in fact the starting-point of Pedigree. In it he advised me, even if I still intended to address myself only to my son, to start my story again, not in the first person this time, but, in order to give it more life, in the third, and to type it as I did my novels.


  It was the original hundred pages or so from the notebooks which were published in 1945, in a limited edition, by the Presses de la Cité, under the title, chosen by the publisher in my absence, of I Remember. Even so this text had been altered so as to omit anything which might have been taken for a portrait.


  As for the new text, composed after I had received Gide’s letter, if it resembles the original text in its first part, it should none the less be regarded as a novel, and I would not even wish the label of autobiographical novel to be attached to it.


  Parinaud questioned me at some length on this point in the course of our conversations on the radio in 1955, trying at all costs to identify me with the central character, Roger Mamelin.


  I answered him with a formula which may not be my own invention, but which I shall none the less use again, to wit that, in my novel, everything is true while nothing is accurate.


  I admit too that, when I had finished the book, I searched for a long time for the equivalent of the wonderful title Goethe gave to his childhood memories: Dichtung und Wahrheit, a title which has been translated more or less accurately as: Poetry and Truth.


  Roger Mamelin’s childhood, his environment, the settings in which he develops, are very close to reality, as are the people he observes.


  The events, for the most part, are not invented.


  However, particularly with regard to the characters, I used the writer’s privilege to re-create reality from composite materials, keeping closer to poetic truth than to truth pure and simple.


  People so completely failed to understand this that because of a facial feature, a mannerism, a similarity in name or profession, a good many insisted on recognizing themselves in my characters, and some had writs issued against me.


  I am not, alas, the only one in this position: many of my colleagues have had the same experience. It is difficult nowadays to give a name, a profession, an address, even a telephone number to a character in a novel without incurring the risk of a lawsuit.


  The first edition of Pedigree concluded with the words: ‘End of Volume One’, and I still get letters asking me when the following volumes are going to appear.


  I left Roger Mamelin at the age of sixteen. The second volume was to recount his adolescence, the third his arrival in Paris and his apprenticeship in what I have called elsewhere the business of being a man.


  They have not been and never will be written, for, among the hundreds of minor characters which I should have to bring on to the scene, how many would result in my being condemned all over again to pay heavy damages? I dare not imagine.


  When Pedigree was reprinted in 1952, in a new type, I cautiously, and perhaps somewhat ironically, left the incriminated passages blank, keeping nothing but innocent punctuation marks, and attributing these gaps, in a brief prefatory note, to the judgment of the courts.


  In the present edition, the reader will find no blanks. Not without a certain melancholy, I have renounced even irony and pruned my book of everything which could appear suspicious or offensive.


  I none the less reiterate, not out of prudence but out of a concern for accuracy, that Pedigree is a novel, hence a work in which imagination and re-creation play the most important part, although this does not prevent me from agreeing that Roger Mamelin has a great deal in common with the child that I once was.


  GEORGES SIMENON
Noland, 16 April 1957


  PART ONE


  CHAPTER ONE


  SHE opened her eyes and for a few moments, several seconds, a silent eternity, there was nothing changed in her, or in the kitchen around her; besides, it was no longer a kitchen, it was a mixture of shadows and pale gleams of light, without any consistency or significance, Limbo perhaps?


  Was there a specific moment when the sleeping woman’s eyelids parted? Or did the pupils remain fixed on the void like the lens over which a photographer has forgotten to lower the shutter of black velvet?


  Somewhere outsideit was just in the Rue Léopolda strange life was flowing by, dark because night had fallen, noisy and hurried because it was five o’clock in the afternoon, wet and slimy because it had been raining for several days; and the pale globes of the arc lamps were flickering in front of the dummies in the dress shops, and the trams were passing by, extracting blue sparks, as sudden as flashes of lightning, from the ends of their trollies.


  Élise, her eyes open now, was still far away, nowhere in particular; only those fantastic lights from outside came through the window and passed through the lace curtains with the white flowers whose arabesques they projected on to the walls and on to the objects in the room.


  The familiar purring of the stove was the first thing to reappear, together with the little reddish disc of the opening through which tiny burning coals could sometimes be seen falling; the water began singing in the white enamel kettle which had been dented near the spout; the alarm-clock, on the black mantelpiece, resumed its gentle tick-tock.


  Only then did Élise feel a vague movement in her belly, and come to, and realize that she had fallen asleep, balanced unsteadily on a chair, still holding the dishcloth in her hand. She knew where she was, on the second floor of Cession’s, right in the middle of a thriving town, not far from the Pont des Arches which separated the town from the suburbs; and she was frightened. She stood up, trembling, holding her breath, and then, to reassure herself with an everyday gesture, she put some coal on the fire.


  ‘Dear God,’ she muttered.


  Désiré was far away, on the other side of the town, in his office in the Rue des Guillemins, and now perhaps she was going to give birth, all by herself, while hundreds and thousands of passers-by went by, bumping their umbrellas against one another in the glistening streets.


  Her hand went out to pick up the matchbox next to the alarm-clock, but she had not the patience to remove the milky globe of the oil-lamp and the glass, and then to raise the wick; she was too frightened. She lacked the courage to put away in the cupboard the odd plates that were lying around, and without looking in the mirror she put on her black crape hat, the one she had worn in mourning for her mother. Then she put on her black cheviot coat which was also a mourning coat and no longer buttoned up, so that she had to hold it folded across her swollen belly.


  She was thirsty. She was hungry. There was something missing within her, an empty feeling, but she did not know what to do about it and rushed out of the room, putting the key in her handbag.


  It was 12 February 1903. A bat’s-wing burner hissed and spat out its incandescent gas on the staircase, for there was gas laid on in the house, though not on the second floor.


  On the first floor, Élise saw some light under a door; she did not dare to knock; the idea did not even occur to her. Some people of independent means lived there, the Delobels, people who speculated on the Stock Exchange, a selfish couple who coddled themselves and spent several months every year at Ostend or Nice.


  There was a draught in the narrow corridor, which passed between two shops. In the windows of Cession’s, there were dozens of dark hats, and inside, people looking hesitantly at themselves in mirrors and not daring to say whether they were pleased with their reflections, and Madame Cession, Élise’s landlady, in black silk, with a black tucker, a cameo, and a watch on a chain round her neck.


  Trams went by every minute or so, green ones going to Trooz, Chênée and Fléron, red and yellow ones going unendingly round the town.


  Hawkers were calling out the winning numbers of the latest lottery, and others were shouting:


  ‘The Baronne de Vaughan, ten centimes! Ask for the picture of the Baronne de Vaughan!’


  She was Léopold II’s mistress. There was supposed to be an underground passage connecting her house with the Château de Laeken.


  ‘Ask for the Baronne de Vaughan …’


  All her life, as far back as she could remember, Élise had had the same feeling of smallness; yes, she was terribly small, weak and defenceless, in a big, indifferent world, and all she could do was mutter:


  ‘Dear God …’


  She had forgotten her umbrella. She had not the heart to go back for it, and tiny drops of rain settled on her round little Nordic face, on her fair, curly Flemish hair.


  Everybody struck her as impressive, even the man in a frock-coat, stiff as a ramrod, with waxed moustaches and a collar as broad as a cuff, who was tramping up and down under the lamp outside a dress-shop. He was dying of cold in the feet, cold in the nose, cold in the fingers. In the crowd moving along the pavement, he was on the look-out for mothers dragging children along by the hand. His pockets were full of little colour-prints, illustrated puzzles such as: ‘Find the Bulgarian’.


  It was cold. It was raining. It was slushy.


  She caught a whiff of hot chocolate as she passed the latticed basement windows of Hosay’s from which good smells were always escaping. She walked quickly. She was not in pain, and yet she was sure that her labour had begun and that she had not much time left. Her suspender had come undone and her stocking started slipping down. Just before the Place Saint-Lambert there was a narrow passage between two shops where it was always dark, and she darted into it and put her foot on a stone.


  Was she talking to herself? Her lips were moving.


  ‘Dear God, please give me enough time!’


  But then, just as she was lifting up her skirts to reach the suspender, she froze: there were two men in the shadows into which a little light from the Rue Léopold penetrated. Two men whose conversation she must have interrupted. Were they hiding? She could not say for certain, but she had a vague feeling that there was something suspicious about their tête-à-tête. No doubt they were waiting in silence for the departure of this scatter-brained woman who had rushed headlong to within a few feet of them to adjust her stocking.


  She scarcely looked at them; already she was beating a retreat, and yet a name sprang to her lips:


  ‘Léopold …’


  She must have muttered this name in a whisper. She was sure, or almost sure, that she had recognized one of her brothers, Léopold, whom she had not seen for years: a back already bent at the age of forty-five, a dark beard, and eyes shining beneath thick brows. His companion was very young, a beardless child, freezing, this February evening, in the draught blowing down the passage. He was not wearing an overcoat. His face was tense, as if he were holding back his tears….


  Élise plunged once more into the crowd without daring to look back. Her suspender was still undone and this gave her the impression of walking sideways.


  ‘Dear God, please… And what is my brother Léopold …?’


  In the Place Saint-Lambert there were more lamps and brighter ones: the lamps of the Grand Bazaar, which was constantly growing and had already eaten up two blocks of houses. The splendid shop windows, the brass doors which opened silently and that special hot breath of air which reached you right out on the pavement.


  ‘Ask for the winning numbers of the Brussels lottery.’


  Finally she caught sight of some shop windows of a more discreet luxury, those of L’Innovation, full of silks and woollen goods. She went in. It seemed to her that she ought to hurry. She smiled, for she always smiled when she returned to L’Innovation, and, as in a dream, scarcely able to distinguish one from the other, she greeted the shop assistants in black standing behind the counters.


  ‘Valérie!’


  Valérie was there, behind the needlework counter, serving an elderly customer and trying to match some silk, and Valérie’s eyes, as they fell upon Élise’s frightened face, said in their turn:


  ‘Dear God!’


  For both women were of the same sort, the sort who are afraid of everything and who always feel too small. Valérie did not dare hurry her customer. She had understood. Already she was looking in the direction of the central cash-desk, trying to catch sight of the boss, Monsieur Wilhems, with his squeaky patent-leather shoes and his carefully manicured hands.


  Three or four counters further on, in the layette department, Maria Debeurre was looking at Élise and wishing she could talk to her, while the latter, standing stiff and erect in her mourning dress, was gripping the counter with the tips of her fingers. The moist heat of the shop was stifling her. The insipid smell of the linens, madapollams and serges, the subtler smell of all these reels and bobbins, and these silky rolls in pale colours, made her feel sick, as did the oppressive silence in the alley-ways.


  She felt as if hollows were forming in the sides of her nose, as if her legs were giving way, but a sad smile remained fixed to her lips and she managed to nod discreetly to some shop-girls who were very far away and of whom all she could see through a luminous fog was their black dresses and lacquered belts.


  For three years she had lived behind one of these counters. When she had applied for the job…


  But you had to go further back than that. Her life as a frightened, unhappy little mouse had begun when she was five, when her father had died and the family had left the huge house by the canal at Herstal, where timber from the north filled sheds as big as churches.


  She did not understand. She scarcely knew that father of hers with the long inky moustaches who had made a mess of his affairs, signed some accommodation bills, and died as a result.


  Her brothers and sisters were married or had already left home, for Élise was the thirteenth child, born when nobody expected any more.


  Two little rooms, in an old house near the Rue Féronstrée. She lived alone with her mother, a dignified woman, always trim and dapper, who used to put empty saucepans on the stove when somebody came, to give the impression that they were short of nothing.


  One day the tousle-headed little girl went into a shop, pointed to something on display, opened her mouth, but could not find the right words.


  ‘Some…some…’


  Her father was German, her mother Dutch. Élise did not know yet that she did not speak the same language as other people. She was determined to express herself, and, in front of the amused shopkeeper, she blurted out at random:


  ‘Some…fricadelles…’


  Why fricadelles? It was a word which had sprung to her lips because she had heard it at home and which, here, provoked roars of laughter. It was the first humiliation of her life. She had run home without buying anything, and she had burst into tears.


  At fifteen, to make life at home a little less wretched, she had put her hair up, let her dress down, and presented herself to the polite and well-groomed Monsieur Wilhems.


  ‘How old are you?’


  ‘Nineteen.’


  It was almost her real family that she had come to see today: Valérie Smet, Maria Debeurre, and the others who were looking at her from a distance and even from the galleries, the furniture, linoleum and toy departments.


  She put a brave face on it. She smiled. She looked at little Valérie who was weighed down under an enormous mass of brown hair and whose patent-leather belt cut her figure in two like a diabolo.


  ‘Cash-desk!’


  The old lady had been served. Valérie came running up.


  ‘You think it’s due today?’


  They whispered as if they were in the confessional, darting anxious glances at the central cash-desk and the inspectors in their tail-coats.


  ‘Désiré?’


  ‘He’s at the office…I didn’t dare send word to him…’


  ‘Wait a minute…I’ll ask Monsieur Wilhems…’


  It seemed to Élise that this was taking an eternity, and yet she was not in pain; she felt nothing but a vague discomfort all over her body. Two years earlier, when they used to leave the shop arm-in-arm, she and Valérie, they invariably ran into a big, shy lad with a pointed beard and severe-looking clothes.


  Valérie was always the more excited of the two.


  ‘I’m sure it’s you he comes for.’


  He was very tall, about six foot, and they were each as little as the other. How had Valérie found out who he was?


  ‘His name is Désiré … Désiré Mamelin … He’s a clerk in Monsieur Monnoyeur’s insurance office in the Rue des Guillemins…’


  Now Valérie was explaining, explaining; Monsieur Wilhems glanced at his sometime shop-assistant and nodded.


  ‘Wait for me a minute … I’m just going for my hat and coat.’


  A noise outside, as if two trams had collided …


  ‘Dear God,’ sighed Élise.


  Three times in two months there had been tram accidents under her windows in the Rue Léopold. Only a few customers near the doors rushed out to see what had happened. The shop-assistants stayed in their places. A few shrill cries could be heard, then a dull murmur. Monsieur Wilhems had not so much as moved one elbow on the polished oak of the main cash-desk, and one finger was stroking his silvery moustache.


  People were running past outside, in front of the screen formed by the shop windows. Valérie reappeared.


  ‘Did you hear?’


  ‘An accident…’


  ‘Can you walk?’


  ‘Yes, of course, Valérie…I’m sorry to have bothered you. What did he say?’


  ‘He’ was the omnipotent Monsieur Wilhems.


  ‘Come along…lean on my arm …’


  ‘I assure you I’m still capable of walking by myself…’


  The doors opened noiselessly and they went out into the damp cold where they heard a sort of stampeding noise and saw hundreds, perhaps thousands, of people making for the nearby Grand Bazaar. Already there were lines of trams immobilized one behind another.


  ‘Come along, Élise. We’ll go along the Rue Gérardrie.’


  But Élise was pushing up behind the crowd and lifting herself up on tiptoe.


  ‘Look…’


  ‘Yes…’


  In front of the Grand Bazaar in the Place Saint-Lambert there was a monumental glass canopy covering the whole pavement. Now, over a distance of ten yards or more, the panes were broken, the ironwork was twisted, the lamps were out.


  ‘What is it, Monsieur?’ Élise asked the nearest man, in a humble voice.


  ‘How should I know? … I know as much as you do…’


  ‘Come along, Élise …’


  Some policemen came running up and tried to push their way through the crowd. Behind them could be heard, first a fire-engine, then an ambulance.


  ‘Move along!…Move along, now!’


  ‘The window, Valérie…’


  Two of the Bazaar’s windows were like big dark holes, and there was nothing left but a few stalactites of glass.


  ‘What has happened?’


  The policeman she asked this time was in a hurry and did not reply. An old gentleman smoking a cigar and pushing irresistibly forward answered without looking at her:


  ‘A bomb…The anarchists again…’


  ‘Élise, please…’


  Élise allowed herself to be dragged away. She had forgotten her giddiness, which had suddenly been replaced by an exceptional nervousness. She would have liked to cry, but could not manage to do so. Valérie opened her umbrella, pressed up against her, and steered her towards the Rue Gérardrie.


  ‘We’ll go and see the midwife…’


  ‘Let’s hope she’s in …’


  The streets all around were deserted. Everybody had rushed over to the Place Saint-Lambert and the shopkeepers, standing on their doorsteps, were questioning passers-by.


  ‘On the second floor, yes.’


  A visiting-card bearing the midwife’s name recommended ringing the bell three times. They rang. A curtain moved.


  ‘She’s in.’


  The gas went on in the corridor. A fat woman tried to make out the features of her visitors in the darkness outside.


  ‘Oh, it’s you… You think so?…All right…Go back home, in any case…I’ll come along after you … On the way I’ll tell Dr. Van der Donck to stand by in case he’s needed…’


  ‘Valérie! Look…’


  Some gendarmes on horseback came riding along at a trot on their way towards the Place Saint-Lambert…


  ‘Don’t think about that any more… Come along…’


  And as they were going past Hosay’s, Valérie pushed Élise into the shop.


  ‘Eat something, it’ll do you good. You’re trembling all over.’


  ‘You think I ought to?’


  Valérie chose a cake and, somewhat embarrassed, asked for a glass of port. She thought it incumbent upon her to explain:


  ‘It’s for my friend, who…’


  ‘Dear God, Valérie!’


  At six o’clock Désiré left his office in the Rue des Guillemins and set off with his long, regular stride.


  ‘He has such a fine way of walking!’


  He did not turn round, did not stop to look at the shop windows. He walked along, smoking his cigarette, looking straight ahead; he walked along as if a military band were accompanying him. His itinerary never varied. He always arrived at the same time, to a minute, in front of the pneumatic clocks, and at precisely the same spot he lit his second cigarette.


  He knew nothing of what had happened in the Place Saint-Lambert, and he was surprised to see four trams following one another. Probably there had been an accident…


  At twenty-five, he had never known any other woman but Élise. Before he met her, he used to spend his evenings in a church club. He was the prompter in the dramatic society.


  Walking along, he came to the Rue Léopold by way of the Rue de la Cathédrale, went into the passage on the ground floor, looked up, and saw wet patches on the steps, as if several people had gone that way.


  Then he rushed upstairs. When he got to the first floor, he could hear a murmur of voices. The door opened before he touched the handle. Valérie’s frightened little face appeared, a round face with the hair and eyelashes of a Japanese doll and two red spots on the cheekbones.


  ‘It’s you, Désiré … Hush … Élise…’


  He wanted to go in. He went into the kitchen but the midwife stopped him.


  ‘Whatever happens, I’m having no men in here … Go and wait outside… We’ll call you when you can come in …’


  And he heard Élise sighing in the bedroom:


  ‘Dear God, Madame Béguin, it’s Désiré already! … Where is he going to eat?’


  ‘What! You haven’t gone yet? … I tell you we’ll call you … Look … I’ll wave the lamp at the window…’


  He did not notice that he had left his hat on a corner of the untidy table. His long black overcoat buttoned up almost to the collar and gave him a solemn look. He had the little brown beard of a musketeer.


  Now the street was empty, with just a thin drizzle to give it a touch of life. The shop-windows had disappeared one after another behind their iron curtains. The men with frozen noses who distributed coloured prospectuses at the doors of the dress shops had vanished into the darkness. The trams were rarer and made more din; the monotonous noise that could be distinguished in the background was that of the muddy waves of the Meuse breaking against the piers of the Pont des Arches.


  In the narrow streets all around, there were plenty of little cafés with frosted-glass windows and cream curtains, but Désiré never set foot in a café except on Sunday morning, at eleven o’clock, and then always at the Renaissance.


  He was already scanning the windows inquiringly. He did not think about eating. He kept taking his watch out of his pocket and now and then he would start talking to himself.


  At ten o’clock, he was the only person left on the pavement. He had scarcely so much as frowned on seeing some gendarmes’ helmets over in the direction of the Place Saint-Lambert.


  Twice he had climbed the stairs, and strained his ears to catch some noise; twice he had fled, frightened, sick at heart.


  ‘Excuse me …’


  The policeman at the corner of the street, standing underneath a big dummy clock with its hands fixed, had nothing to do.


  ‘Could you tell me the right time?’


  Then with a strained, apologetic smile:


  ‘Time seems to go so slowly when one’s waiting … when one’s waiting for such an important event… You see, my wife …’


  He smiled without quite managing to conceal his pride.


  ‘… Any moment now, we are going to have a child…’


  He explained. He felt the need to explain. That they had seen Dr. Van der Donck, the leading specialist. That it was he who had given them the midwife’s name. That he had told them: ‘She is the one I would choose for my own wife.’


  ‘You understand… If a man like Dr. Van der Donck…’


  Sometimes somebody would go past, keeping close to the houses, with his coat collar turned up, and his footsteps would go on echoing for a long time through the maze of streets. Under each lamp-post, every fifty yards or so, a patch of fog and rain made a circle of yellow light.


  ‘What are they doing over there?’


  There was a lot of coming and going over in the Place Saint-Lambert. Policemen’s capes could be seen passing by. A horse-guard had galloped past.


  ‘The anarchists…’


  ‘What have they done?’


  Désiré asked the question politely, but had he so much as understood?


  ‘They’ve thrown a bomb at the shop windows of the Grand Bazaar.’


  ‘With the children that come later, I suppose you feel used to it… But with the first … Especially seeing that my wife isn’t very strong … and rather nervy…’


  Désiré still had not noticed that he was bare-headed. He was wearing round celluloid sleeves which fell over his hands with every movement. He had just finished his packet of cigarettes and he would have to go too far to buy another.


  ‘If that woman forgot to wave the lamp…She’s got so much to do!…’


  At midnight, the policeman himself apologized and went off. There was no longer a soul to be seen in the street, no more trams, nothing but distant footsteps, doors shutting, bolts being pushed home.


  At last, the lamp…


  It was exactly ten minutes past midnight. Désiré rushed forward like a madman. His long legs threshed through space.


  ‘Élise…’


  ‘Hush!…Not so loud…’


  Then he burst into tears. He no longer knew what he was doing, nor what he was saying, nor that some women were looking at him. He did not dare touch the child who was all red. The insipid smell in the flat upset him. Valérie went to empty a bucket on the entresol.


  Élise, between the sheets which had just been put on the bed, the sheets she had embroidered specially for the occasion, smiled weakly.


  ‘It’s a boy,’ she stammered. As for him, with a complete lack of self-restraint, he said, crying all the while:


  ‘I shall never, never forget that you have just given me the greatest joy a woman can give a man…’


  ‘Désiré … Listen … What time is it?’


  The child had been born at ten past twelve. Élise whispered:


  ‘Listen, Désiré … He’s come into the world on a Friday the thirteenth … Nobody must know … You must beg that woman …’


  And that was why, the next morning, when Désiré, accompanied by his brother Arthur as a witness, went to register the child’s birth at the Town Hall, he told the clerk, with an innocent expression:


  ‘Roger Mamelin, born at Liége, at No. 18, Rue Léopold, on Thursday 12 February 1903.’


  He added automatically:


  ‘Over Cession’s.’


  CHAPTER TWO


  WHY shouldn’t it be a guardian spirit? Why was it always at the same moment that it revealed its presence and seemed to bid them good day? Most mornings, Élise bustled backwards and forwards, but today she lay motionless in the warmth of the bed, her shoulders propped up against her pillow and Désiré’s. In the cradle, the child, who had just been fed, was breathing with a slight whistling sound. Élise was wearing her morose expression, not sad, but morose, a half-smile, partly shame, partly pity, because it was not a man’s work that Désiré was forcing himself to do just then.


  The fire had not been alight for long in the stove. Its heat could be felt emerging in little waves into the cold of the morning; if you looked hard, you could even see a battle raging: the waves of warm, then hot air emanating from the stove collided, just beyond the table, with a belt of icy air which, all night long, had hung in front of the black panes of glass of the windows. A fire in the morning, especially very early in the morning, when you get up at an unaccustomed hour, does not smell the same as at other times of the day; it does not make the same noise either. The flames are brighter too, as Élise had often noticed.


  And now, all of a sudden, it was as if the japanned iron had become distended, as if a guardian spirit inside had awoken and expanded to explode with a joyful ‘boom’.


  Every morning this happened. And every morning there was a thin rain of pink ash, followed shortly afterwards by the singing of the water in the kettle.


  It was barely six o’clock. Out in the street they had heard only one person’s footsteps, and that unknown passer-by had probably looked up inquiringly at the only lighted windows in the street. Through the window-panes nothing could be seen, not even the glow of the gas-lamps, but it was obviously pouring down, for a continuous gurgling could be heard going up and down the rain-spouts. Now and then there was a gust of wind, which showed itself by a sudden draught in the chimney and a shower of ashes falling in the tray at the bottom of the stove.


  ‘Dear God, Désiré …’


  She had not dared to say: ‘Poor Désiré’. She was ashamed of lying there, motionless, in the bedroom, with the communicating door wide open. She was even more ashamed of the natural serenity, the glowing gaiety emanating from Désiré while he was doing the housework. Over his dark suit, he had tied a woman’s apron, a little cotton apron in a faded blue check, adorned with a flounce; not caring how ridiculous he looked, he had used some safety-pins to fasten the straps, which were too short, to his shoulders.


  Now and then, holding a bucket in each hand, he went down to the entresol, so quietly that she could not hear him brushing past the wall, nor the metallic noise the bucket handle always made, and could only just make out the gentle flow of water from the tap.


  He had decided to scrub the floor, for a lot of people had come the day before, and since it had been raining, they had left dirt all over the place. That Saturday had been a different day from all the rest, one of those days which leave only a confused memory: Valérie, who had asked for the day off, had not left Élise’s side; Maria Debeurre had come along during the lunch-hour, followed by Désiré’s sisters and his brother Arthur, a gay, boisterous fellow, who was forever cracking jokes, and who had insisted on offering a drink to the clerk at the Town Hall.


  Madame Cession must have been furious about all this coming and going on the stairs, and the people on the first floor had kept their door firmly shut.


  Everything was clean now. It was funny how men twisted dish-cloths the wrong way round, from the left to the right!


  It was Sunday. That was why, while the hands of the alarm-clock went on moving, nothing could be heard outside but the timid summons of church bells ringing for the early Masses.


  ‘Leave it, Désiré … Valérie will see to it …’


  But no! Désiré had heated some water. It was he who had washed the nappies and hung them to dry on the cord over the stove. He had remembered to cover the floor, which stayed wet a long time, with the faded floral chintz which she used to put down on Saturdays to keep it clean. He had thought of everything. For instance, following Élise’s example, he had slipped some old newspapers between the floorboards and the carpet so that the latter should not get wet.


  Day dawned, but it was impossible to tell whether there was a thin drizzle falling or whether it was just fog that was filling the street. Big limpid drops were falling from the cornices. The first trams, with their lights still on, seemed to be drifting past.


  ‘When I think that I can’t even help you!’


  They were so very much at home that morning! On the second floor of Cession’s, their flat seemed to be hanging in the air at the very end of the world. Désiré hummed to himself while he was shaving. Élise tried to banish her anxiety or sadnessshe did not know quite what to call the feeling which stole over her whenever she was going to be unhappy.


  When she had been a little girl and had not yet begun thinking about such things, disaster had struck at her family without warning. She had found herself practically on the streets, in deep mourning, with her mother and her sister Félicie, and her brothers and sisters scattered far and wide; and since then she had always had the impression that she was subject to a special fate, that she was not like other people. She was seized with sudden, irresistible urges to cry, and she had shed a great many tears, even during the first days of her marriage.


  ‘I’ve got so much into the habit of crying,’ she had tried to explain to Désiré at the time. ‘I just can’t help it.’


  Wasn’t the child too red? He was breathing badly. She was sure that he was breathing badly, as if he were suffering from some obstruction, but she did not dare to say so. Soon her mother-in-law would be arriving and Élise was dreading this visit. Her mother-in-law did not like her.


  ‘Get married if you want to, son. That’s your affair, but if you want my opinion …’


  A girl from the other side of the bridges, a girl so to speak without a family and in very poor health, a girl who, when she was with her sisters, spoke a language nobody could understand.


  ‘Valérie’s late,’ sighed Élise, looking at the clock. ‘You can go, Désiré. You mustn’t be late. I shall be quite all right waiting by myself.’


  He had put on the coarse blue uniform of the civic guard and buckled his belt. Out of a white cardboard box he had taken his peculiar cap in the shape of a top hat surmounted by a reddish-brown cock’s feather, and after putting it on he climbed on to a chairthe old chair, the one on to which they always climbedto get his Mauser rifle from the top of the wardrobe. Although the rifle was not loaded, Élise was afraid of it.


  ‘Go on! I tell you I shall be all right on my own…’


  He waited, standing by the window which had taken on the bluey-green whiteness of winter clouds. The shutters over the shop windows remained closed. Now and then some black silhouettes slipped past the house fronts, but very few, for people were taking advantage of the fact that it was Sunday to stay in bed.


  ‘It’s Valérie! Off you go! You’re late.’


  He kissed her and his moustache smelled of shaving-soap. He did not dare to touch the baby’s soft skin with his spiky whiskers.


  ‘Have I kept you waiting, Désiré?’


  ‘Look, Valérie. He absolutely insisted on doing the housework and washing the nappies.’


  Désiré had scarcely started going downstairs when Élise got half out of bed and bent over the cradle.


  ‘Come and look, Valérie. Feel him. Don’t you think he’s too hot?’


  ‘Of course not, you silly!’


  Everything seemed to be in order in the flat and yet Élise’s gaze discovered something wrong.


  ‘Valérie, put the wedge back in place, will you?’


  It was a piece of wood a few inches long which had been slipped under one foot of the wardrobe to keep it steady, and which was knocked out of place every time the flat was spring-cleaned. A man, even Désiré, would never notice a little thing like that.


  It did not matter that the streets were empty, with icy winds sweeping them from end to end, squalls of rain, and that deserted, useless look of a winter afternoon, Désiré still had the feeling that as he walked along he was being accompanied by a band which only he could hear and with which his regular stride was keeping time. Under his moustache, his thick lips were parted in a vague smile which expressed nothing but an inner satisfaction. He crossed the Meuse, came in sight of the Place Ernest-de-Bavière soon afterwards, with its terreplein of powdered brick, and went towards some groups of civic guards.


  ‘It’s a boy!’ he announced, making no attempt to conceal his joy.


  He was happy to be chaffed, happy about everything, happy about the handshake which his captain, the little architect Snyers, thought fit to give him on this occasion before the morning’s drill. The square and not particularly handsome church-tower which could be seen a hundred yards away was that of Saint-Nicolas, the church of his parish, the parish where he had been born, where he had always lived, and the narrow street which ran into the square was his street, the Rue Puits-en-Sock, where his family still lived.


  ‘Shoulder arrrrms!’


  Désiré was too tall, or the others too short. He tried his hardest. He saw nothing ridiculous in playing soldiers with these men, nearly all of whom he knew in everyday life, family men, clerks, workers, and local shopkeepers.


  ‘Stand at ease!’


  In the Rue Léopold, Valérie was peeling vegetables and glancing every now and then at the fire.


  ‘Valérie, do you think I’ll be able to feed him?’


  ‘Why shouldn’t you be able to feed him?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  Wasn’t she the thirteenth child? Hadn’t she always heard people say … She knew that there had been a misfortune in the family, not simply bankruptcy but something shameful: her father, towards the end at least, had taken to drink and he had died of a cancer of the tongue.


  Élise’s brothers and sisters had never regarded her as a normal person. A little thirteenth child whom nobody had expected, and who had turned up to complicate everything.


  Louisa, the eldest, had been the only one to call the day before, and she had come empty handed. Désiré’s brothers and sisters, and mere acquaintances had all brought a present, even if it was just a bunch of grapes.


  ‘I prefer to give him a really good present for his First Communion,’ Louisa, whose hair was prematurely grey, had said. ‘I knew you’d have plenty of everything. As for all these things’she was referring to the bibs, the silver spoons, the oranges and cakes‘you never know what to do with them and they just get lost.’


  ‘Yes, Louisa.’


  And yet Louisa was a prosperous shopkeeper at Coronmeuse.


  She had stayed there half an hour, watching and shaking her headand indeed, she must have found fault with everything. She could not stand Désiré.


  ‘Dr. Van der Donck promised to look in today,’ sighed Élise. ‘I’m glad he’s coming. The baby still seems too hot to me.’


  ‘Don’t think about that any more, silly. Look, try and read the paper to take your mind off it.’


  ‘What a lot of trouble I’m giving you! If I hadn’t had you to help me … Poor Valérie!’


  Valérie who was always bustling around, a tiny little thing with her round head adorned with a big bun, and who did her best to help everybody! She lived with her mother and her sister at the top of the Rue Haute-Sauvenière. The three of them occupied a two-room flat, an old-maids’ flat full of shadows and warmth. Marie, the elder sister, was a dressmaker and worked by the day in one of the richest houses in the town. Valérie was at L’Innovation. Her mother, Madame Smet, who had nothing to do but look after their doll’s house, used to come and meet her after work, with a peculiar old woman’s hat on her head, the face of a Dresden doll, and mittens from which blotchy pink fingers poked out.


  ‘Don’t forget the sugar in the carrots, Valérie. Désiré can’t eat carrots without sugar.’


  Élise did not know what to do with herself. It was the first time in her life that she had been immobilized in her bed, forced to feel useless. She was incapable of reading the newspaper Valérie had handed her, but she glanced automatically at the front page and suddenly felt surrounded by an oppressive silence.


  She said nothing. She could not say anything, even to Valérie, for all that she confided everything to her, including things she would never talk about to Désiré.


  On the front page of the paper there was a photograph of a pale young man with taut features, and she was sure that she recognized it, she was sure that it was this mysterious face that she had glimpsed with Léopold in the passage where she had gone to fasten her suspender.


  THE ANARCHIST OF THE PLACE SAINT-LAMBERT


  She had known all morning that there was something unpleasant in the air. She did not dare to cry in front of Valérie who would not understand. What on earth had Léopold been up to?


  … Yesterday, as the result of a thorough investigation, the police succeeded in identifying the person responsible for the incident in the Place Saint-Lambert. He is a certain Félix Marette, of the Rue de Laveu, whose father is one of our best-known and most highly respected policemen. Every effort is being made to trace Félix Marette, who is on the run …


  ‘The poor things,’ sighed Valérie, seeing that Élise was looking at the paper. ‘It seems that they had no idea, that they made tremendous sacrifices to send their son to school. And when his father heard about it he said: “I’d rather see my son dead.” ’


  But what about Léopold? What had Léopold, who was a full-grown man, been doing plotting with that boy in a dark passage?


  There, now! The stove went boom, some ashes fell into the tray, the onions started browning, and the baby turned over in his cradle.


  ‘Valérie, don’t you think it’s time to change him?’


  Léopold, the eldest of the Peters children, had known the family in its hey-day. He had been at the University, and he had gone hunting with young men of the nobility, with armament manufacturers and notabilities.


  And then, all of a sudden, he had decided that he wanted to be a soldier. At that time the only men in the army were those who had drawn an unlucky number in the conscription lottery, and Léopold, when he was twenty, had drawn a lucky number. But people had the right to sell themselves, to take the place of somebody who had been unlucky in the draw.


  That was what he had done. He had donned the close-fitting uniform of the lancers. The army still employed canteen girls at that time, and the one attached to his regiment, a certain Eugénie, who had Spanish blood in her veins like the empress whose name she bore, was a magnificent specimen of womanhood.


  Léopold had married her. At the same time he had cut himself off from the whole world. Somebody had seen him working as a waiter at Spa, where Eugénie had spent a season as a cook.


  ‘Mind the pins, Valérie. I’m terrified of pins! I always think of a baby in the Rue Hors-Château who … Somebody’s coming upstairs … There’s somebody knocking at the door, Valérie! …’


  It was Félicieand Élise’s eyes filled with tears, she could not say whya furtive Félicie who announced straight away:


  ‘I managed to get away. I simply had to come and give him a kiss.’


  Félicie put some parcels on the table, a bottle of port she had taken from the bar, a breakfast-set in floral porcelain, and a purse full of money.


  ‘No, Félicie, no money! You know perfectly well that Désiré…’


  Already they were speaking Flemish, instinctively, as they did whenever they managed to meet. Félicie was only a few years older than Élise. She had been a shop-assistant like her sister. She had married Coustou, who kept the Café du Marché near the Pont des Arches; he was so jealous that he never let her go out and forbade her to entertain any of her relatives. The two women could see each other only in secret.


  Valérie came and went, without understanding anything of the two sisters’ effusions. Élise could at last weep freely.


  ‘Aren’t you happy?’


  ‘Of course, my poor little Félicie.’


  Félicie’s breath smelled of port. Yet before her marriage she had not been in the habit of drinking. During an attack of anaemia, the doctor had recommended stout and she had grown accustomed to it. In her café, on the Quai de la Goffe, she had too many opportunities, with bottles within easy reach from morning to night.


  Élise went on crying, for no particular reason, for all sorts of reasons, because the baby was hot, because she was afraid she would not be able to feed him, because the sky was gloomy and overcast.


  ‘You haven’t seen Léopold lately?’


  ‘No. Have you?’


  Élise lied. She said no.


  ‘I must dash. If Coustou noticed I’d gone out …’


  For all that Désiré had crossed the bridges, on account of the flat they had found in the town, he had never missed Mass on Sunday at Saint-Nicholas. Even on civic guard Sundays, he left his companions just when, having finished the morning’s drill, they made for a little café nearby. He left his rifle with the sacristan who ran a little shop which sold candles and sweets. He arrived just in time for the eleven o’clock Mass, and, with his regular, elastic stride, and with a discreet nod to the people he knewand he knew everybodyhe went and took his place in his pew, the Mamelins’ pew, the last in the row and the best, the only one with a high back of solid wood which stopped the inevitable draught every time the padded door opened.


  His inner band-music merged with the voice of the organ. He remained standing, very erect, too tall to kneel down in such a narrow space. Without a word, he shook hands with his neighbours and, throughout the Mass, he gazed steadily at the high altar with the choir-boys gravitating round it.


  The Mamelins’ pew was the pew of the Brotherhood of St. Roch, whose statue could be seen on the first pillar, with the green mantle edged with gold, the bleeding knee and the faithful hound.


  ‘For … ood … ain … och … ease …’


  For good St. Roch, please!


  At the early Masses, it was Chrétien Mamelin, with his long white moustache and his only very slightly bent shoulders, who went from pew to pew, shaking the wooden bowl attached to a long handle so as to jingle the money in it; and every time a coin dropped into it one could hear in a minor key:


  ‘… ay … od … ayou …’


  May God repay you!


  After which, returning to his pew, old Mamelin slipped the coins one after another into the slot made specially for the purpose.


  The Elevation … The Communion … Désiré’s lips moved beneath his moustache and his steady gaze remained fixed on the tabernacle.


  ‘Ite missa est …’


  The organ … The sound of the crowd stamping across the great blue flagstones, and the rain outside, the pale daylight, the wind blowing from the Place de Bavière …


  Going along a poor little alley-way, an alley-way dating back to the days of the beggars, where the children played practically naked and the dirty water ran between your feet, he came to the Rue Puits-en-Sock, the shopping street in which every house displayed a sign: a huge pair of cutler’s scissors, a pale clock, a monumental civet, and finally, over the Mamelins’ hat-shop, a top-hat painted bright red.


  Désiré, who had recovered his rifle, went down the narrow, perpetually damp passage leading into the Mamelin house and crossed the yard. The kitchen was at the far side, with a whole wall of glass which had been made opaque with fake stained glass. He knew that a tiny patch of this colouring had been scratched away, that his mother was looking through this hole, and that she was announcing:


  ‘It’s Désiré.’


  It was his hour. He recognized the smell of the stewed beef and that of the oilcloth covering the long table at which thirteen children had sat in their time.


  ‘Good morning, Mother.’


  ‘Good morning, son.’


  ‘Good morning, Lucien. Good morning, Marcel.’


  Steam. His mother always standing, always dressed in slate-grey, with a grey complexion and steel-grey hair.


  He sat down. He let the warmth seep into him, and the smells too, without feeling the need to say anything.


  ‘Is Élise all right?’


  ‘She’s all right.’


  ‘And the child?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Tell your wife that I’ll be coming to see her soon.’


  All the Mamelins came like this to sit for a moment in the kitchen in the Rue Puits-en-Sock. In an armchair at the far end of the room, Old Papa, their mother’s father, sat motionless. In the half-light one could just make out a monstrous carcass, a real bear’s carcass, whose arms seemed to reach right down to the floor, and a beardless face with a stone-grey complexion, empty eyes and disproportionately large ears.


  He recognized each visitor by his footsteps. Each one implanted a light kiss on a cheek as rough as sandpaper. He never spoke. At Mass time he told his beads in silence. His skin, the skin of a sometime miner, was spangled with blue dots, like encrusted fragments of coal.


  Four-pound loaves, baked the day before, stood waiting for the whole family, for all the married offspring. Each one, every Sunday, came to collect his share.


  ‘Is Juliette keeping well?’


  ‘She was here just now.’


  ‘And Françoise?’


  Here the rain, falling on a zinc platform which covered the kitchen, made a noise which was so to speak a Mamelin noise. The smells were different from those in other places. The steam went on forming dirty drops which trickled down the oil-painted walls.


  When it was ten to twelve, Désiré stood up, picked up his loaves and his rifle, and went off.


  He did not feel embarrassed at carrying loaves of bread when he was in uniform, with a rifle slung over his shoulder. Any more than at putting a check apron over his suit to do the housework. He walked as in an apotheosis along the narrow pavements of the Rue Puits-en-Sock with the trams passing dangerously close. Each shop exhaled its special breath at him: the chip-shop, the tobacconist’s, the cake-shop, the dairy-shop … Heavens, he had nearly forgotten! It was Sunday! He went into Bonmersonne’s to buy two tarts, an apple tartÉlise liked nothing but fruit tartsand a rice tart for himself, since he loved sweet things.


  He crossed the Pont des Arches. The Rue Léopold was dead. It came to life only during the week, like all the streets in the centre, but you could never recognize anybody, because the people you saw came from far away, from anywhere and everywhere, and only passed through, whereas the Rue Puits-en-Sock, for instance, was the vital centre of a district.


  He walked carefully past the door on the first floor. The Delobels were always complaining about the noise and went to see the Cessions at the slightest excuse.


  ‘Is dinner ready?’


  He sniffed, smiled, clambered on to the rickety chair to put his rifle back in place.


  ‘Well, Valérie?’


  He turned to Élise.


  ‘Have you been crying?’


  She shook her head.


  ‘Has she been crying, Valérie?’


  ‘No, Désiré, you mustn’t worry about it. You know she can’t help it.’


  He knew, but he did not understand. That was why Élise had said earlier to Valérie:


  ‘You know, Désiré is the best of men, but he doesn’t feel things as we do.’


  What did he feel? He lived. He ate. He slept. He had a good job. Starting as the youngest at Monsieur Monnoyeur’s, he had become his right-hand man and it was he who held the key to the safe.


  What did it matter if he earned only 150 francs a month? Had they ever gone hungry? Well then!


  ‘Eat up, Désiré.’


  He suddenly remembered that that morning, passing Kreutz’s toyshop next to his homehis home, as he still called it, was his parents’ househe had seen a whole display of masks, false noses and rattles.


  ‘It’s the first Sunday of the Carnival,’ he announced.


  Élise did not understand why he should talk about that. The first Sunday was the children’s carnival. Désiré was just remembering the carnivals of his childhood.


  ‘Are the carrots sweet enough?’


  ‘They’re good. Did you cook them, Valérie?’


  ‘Poor Valérie, if you only knew the trouble she goes to! I keep wondering what we should have done without her!’


  ‘But seeing that we’ve got her!’


  Precisely! Seeing that Valérie was there, what was the point of worrying? Oh, he didn’t feel things!


  ‘Félicie came this morning.’


  ‘Was she squiffy?’


  A word they used to signify … not exactly drunk … not entirely sober either …


  ‘Désiré!’


  She jerked her head towards Valérie.


  ‘Well? Doesn’t Valérie know that your sister … Another piece of meat, Valérie? Yes do, you must keep your strength up …’


  Until three o’clock, the streets remained empty, or nearly empty. Then a few families appeared, dressed in dark clothes and dragging masked children along behind them without much enthusiasm. A little toreador went by, shivering in a ratteen overcoat and waving a rattle in one hand while he was pulled along by the other.


  ‘What about your mother, Désiré?’


  ‘She’ll come. You know that it’s an adventure for her, crossing the bridges.’


  ‘Valérie, you don’t think the baby’s choking, do you?’


  He was breathing badly, there was no doubt about that. You ought not to be able to hear a baby’s breathing like that. What would Madame Mamelin say, she who was so fond of repeating that Élise was a sickly creature?


  ‘Have you looked in the cupboard on the landing, Valérie? There’s nothing lying around?’


  For her mother-in-law was perfectly capable of opening the cupboard on the landing to prove that Élise was a poor housekeeper! Élise had taken her big Désiré away from her and that was something she would never forgive.


  ‘You’re sure we oughtn’t to offer her something? A glass of liqueur? Some cakes?’


  ‘I tell you a mother who’s just had a baby never offers anything to her callers. On the contrary, it’s up to them to bring something.’


  He considered it natural for people to bring something! Whereas Élise would have liked to give something in return, to give more than she received, never to be obliged. She was a Peters.


  ‘I can hear a noise.’


  He opened the door and called out gaily:


  ‘Is that you, Mother?’


  The people on the first floor had gone out, and there was no longer any need to keep quiet.


  ‘Wait a minute and I’ll put on the light. These stairs are so dark.’


  He was happy, so happy.


  ‘Come in … Come in, Cécile…’


  It was his youngest sister, Cécile, who was going to get married, who had come with his mother. The latter had crossed the bridges, with her grey dress and her locket, her grey gloves and her hooded cape, to see the child of the foreign woman, of that tousle-haired hoyden who had no money and no health, who was not from Outremeuse or even from Liége, and who, when she was with her sister, spoke a language she did not understand. Désiré was the only person who failed to notice that her entry into the flat produced the effect of an icy draught.


  ‘Good day, daughter.’


  She did not bend down to kiss her daughter-in-law.


  ‘Where’s your bebby?’


  She was obviously speaking dialect on purpose. To stress the fact that she was a woman of Outremeuse.


  Élise trembled between the sheets and Valérie stood beside her as if to protect her.


  ‘Well, daughter, he’s green, your bebby is!’


  It wasn’t true! She was just being spiteful! He wasn’t green. After being too red all morning, he looked as if he had had trouble digesting his last feed. He was pale, that was undeniable. Élise herself was surprised to see how pale he was, and her hands clutched at the sheets under the blanket while her mother-in-law, shaking her head, stated once for all:


  ‘What an ugly bebby?’


  That was all, She sat down. She deigned to sit down while her icy gaze swept round the flat. She was sure to have seen everything. The two damp patches on the ceilingthey were there all right; the Cessions had refused to have them whitewashedand a duster which Valérie had left lying on a chair.


  She had not brought anything either. She was there because she had to be there, but not for anything in the world would she have taken off her hat.


  Élise made an effort and murmured:


  ‘A cup of coffee, Mother?’


  ‘No thank you, daughter.’


  As if her daughter-in-law’s coffee was not good enough for her.


  Élise was ashamed of her furniture. It was the wife who provided the furniture when a couple married. At her home, at the time of her father’s death, there had been some beautiful antique furniture. One of her brothers, Louis, Louis of Tongres as he was called because he lived at Tongres where he had made his fortune, had come and taken it all, one piece after another, under the pretext that it belonged to the Peters and had to go back to the Peters, and he had replaced it with deal furniture …


  ‘Well, children …’


  The regulation time for a call had passed.


  ‘I still wonder whether your wife will be able to feed him.’


  It was to Désiré that she spoke commiseratingly. ‘You would have your way! I warned you!’ These words were in the tone of her voice, in the gaze of her eyes.


  ‘Anyway, I hope for your sake that all goes well!’


  She went off. Cécile followed her. Désiré accompanied them downstairs and when he returned he found Élise in tears in Valérie’s arms.


  ‘She was spiteful … On purpose … She was deliberately spiteful…’


  ‘But no! … I tell you you’re wrong…’


  He would have liked everybody to be in agreement, to like one another, to live as he did in the serenity and the joy of every passing moment. He looked at the alarm-clock.


  ‘It’s time for his feed.’


  Alas, the baby vomited a murky liquid which was not milk, and which was a greenish colour.


  ‘Valérie! He’s ill … Dear God …’


  Suddenly they heard the shrill noise of squeakers and rattles, and looking down from the window they saw some families who were taking advantage of a break in the rain to take their masked children on a tour of the town centre.


  ‘Perhaps if we gave him some sugared water? …’


  ‘Look, he’s all red again. Anybody would think he had done it on purpose, just when your mother …’


  Poor Valérie. She did not lose her head for one moment. She came and went like a diligent ant, like a furtive little mouse.


  ‘Don’t start getting upset, Élise. I tell you it’s nothing to worry about.’


  ‘Why is he sick? It’s my milk, I’m sure it is. His mother has always said I wouldn’t be able to feed him …’


  Désiré was drumming on the window-pane with his fingers, through the lace curtain which deadened the noise, and he was delighted to be able to announce:


  ‘Here’s Dr. Van der Donck.’


  The doctor took an age to climb the stairs with slow, deliberate steps. He knocked on the door. He came in.


  ‘Well, Madame Mamelin?’


  She was already less frightened. Ashamed of her fears, she made an effort to smile. He had come on a Sunday and he deserved her gratitude.


  ‘I don’t know, Doctor … It seems to me … He has just thrown up his milk, and ever since this morning I’ve had the impression that he’s so hot … Valérie! …’


  Valérie, who had understood, brought the bowl of warm water and the towel, and the doctor slowly, carefully washed his white hands loaded with a gold signet-ring.


  ‘Désiré!’


  He did not understand as quickly as Valérie. The light was failing.


  ‘The lamp…’


  He lit it and the doctor sat down by the cradle, in the leisurely manner of somebody with plenty of time at his disposal.


  ‘Let’s have a look at the little fellow…’


  He took a watch out of his pocket. Dr. Van der Donck was fair-haired, slightly bald, with a tapering moustache and clothes in broadcloth.


  ‘When did you feed him last?’


  Respectfully she replied:


  ‘At two o’clock, Doctor.’


  ‘Come, now … Come, now … don’t worry …’


  He knew that she was just a nervous child frightened by all the ghosts created by an anxious mind. And yet … He frowned … He examined the child …


  ‘Will you undress him for me?’


  Désiré himself, whose head seemed to touch the ceiling, stood rooted to the spot behind him. More mummers went by outside. A military band passed somewhere.


  ‘Loosen it… Good … Ssh!…’


  He listened … He counted … He frowned. He smiled so as not to frighten the mother …


  ‘Come, now, Madame, it’s nothing serious … Don’t worry … A touch of bronchitis, such as lots of new-born babies get at this time of year…’


  ‘That’s serious, isn’t it, Doctor?’


  She could still summon up the courage to smile so as not to annoy him with her fears, when he had come on a Sunday, a carnival Sunday.


  ‘No, not at all … With a few precautions …’


  He put on his gold pince-nez to write.


  ‘Wipe the table, Valérie.’


  He read over what he had written, and added a couple of lines.


  ‘There you are, Madame. In a few days there won’t be a sign of it left. Above all, don’t get into a panic. I tell you it’s nothing to worry about. Incidentally … Where’s that milk he vomited after his last feed?’


  ‘Valérie!’


  It was Valérie who came and went. Then Désiré followed the doctor out on to the stairs.


  ‘Doctor…’


  ‘Nothing to worry about. I should just like to have an analysis of the milk.’


  He held out a little phial he had in his pocket.


  ‘If you can, without alarming her … Take it tomorrow morning to the Pierson laboratory…’


  She would be the only one in the whole family whose milk wasn’t good. Madame Mamelin had warned him: ‘That girl…’


  ‘Come, now! Come, now! Everything will be all right, you’ll see. She’s rather highly strung, you understand? Gets worried about the slightest thing.’


  More mummers … He shut the door …


  When Désiré got back, he found Valérie trying in vain to calm Élise, who was having a fit of crying which was degenerating into a fit of hysterics.


  ‘I knew it. I felt it. She said it would happen before she even knew me!’


  The lamp started smoking. Désiré lowered the wick. At the same moment the stove gave its familiar ‘boom’, as if the guardian spirit of the house had felt that the time had come to make his benevolent presence felt.


  ‘Hush!’ whispered Valérie, when Désiré went towards the bed.


  And she added in an undertone, while Élise was shaken by sob after sob:


  ‘It does her good.’
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