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  We were sitting in the cathedral of Notre Dame, waiting for the priest. Multicoloured sunlight slanted down through the rose window on to the open, flower-bedecked coffin on the red carpet in front of the high altar. A Capuchin monk was on his knees before the Pietà in the ambulatory, a stonemason perched on some scaffolding in a side aisle. The abrasive noises he was making with his trowel went echoing around the 800-year-old pile. That apart, peace reigned. It was nine o’clock in the morning; the tourists were still having breakfast in their hotels.


  We mourners were not numerous. The dead man had lived for so long, most of his friends and acquaintances had predeceased him. Seated in the front pew were his two sons, his daughter and daughters-in-law, and his twelve grandchildren, of whom six were still unmarried, four married, and two divorced. Right on the outside sat the four great-grandchildren  they would eventually number twenty-three  who had been born before 16 April 1986. In the gloom behind us, stretching away to the exit, were fifty-eight empty rows  a sea of unoccupied pews that would doubtless have accommodated all of our ancestors back to the twelfth century.


  We were an absurdly small congregation for such an enormous church. That we were sitting there at all was a final joke on the part of my grandfather, who had been a forensic chemist at the Quai des Orfèvres and was highly contemptuous of the priesthood. Were he ever to die, he announced in his latter years, he wanted a funeral service in Notre Dame. When it was objected that the location of the house of God should be a matter of indifference to an unbeliever, and that the local church around the corner would be more appropriate for a modest family like ours, he replied, ‘No, no, mes enfants, get me Notre Dame. It’s a few hundred metres further and will cost a bit, but you’ll manage it. Incidentally, I’d like a Latin mass, not a French one. The old liturgy, please, with plenty of incense, long recitatives and some Gregorian chant.’ Then he smirked beneath his moustache at the thought that his descendants would chafe their knees raw on hard hassocks for two-and-a-half hours. His joke appealed to him so much that he incorporated it in his repertoire of stock phrases. ‘Unless I’ve made a trip to Notre Dame by then,’ he would say, or, ‘Happy Easter, au revoir in Notre Dame!’ From being one of his stock phrases, my grandfather’s joke eventually became a prophecy, and when his hour actually struck we all realized what had to be done.


  So there he now lay, waxen-nosed and with eyebrows raised in an expression of surprise, on the very spot where Napoleon Bonaparte had been crowned Emperor of the French, while we sat in the pews which his brothers, sisters and generals had occupied 182 years before us. Time went by and still the priest didn’t appear. The rays of sunlight were no longer falling on the coffin, but on the black and white chequerboard flagstones to its right. The sacristan emerged from the gloom, lit a few candles, and withdrew again. The children shuffled around on the pews, the men kneaded their necks, the women straightened their backs. My cousin Nicolas produced his puppets from an overcoat pocket and treated the children to a performance whose highlight came when the stubble-chinned thief hit pointy-capped Guignol on the head with his club.


  Then, far behind us, a little side door beside the main entrance opened with a faint creak. We turned to look. Streaming in through the widening gap came the light of a warm spring morning and the sounds of the Rue de la Cité. A small grey figure wearing a bright red foulard slipped into the nave.


  ‘Who’s that?’


  ‘Is she one of us?’


  ‘Is she part of the family?’


  ‘Or could it be...?’


  ‘You think?’


  ‘Never!’


  ‘Didn’t you pass her on the stairs one time?’


  ‘Yes, but it was pretty dark.’


  ‘Stop staring.’


  ‘Where’s the priest got to?’


  ‘Does anyone know who she is?’


  ‘Is it...?’


  ‘Maybe...’


  ‘Would you all be quiet!’


  I could tell at a glance that the woman wasn’t a member of the family. Those short, brisk strides and the hard high heels that sounded like hands clapping as they hit the flagstones? That little black hat with the black veil and the proudly jutting chin beneath it? That deft sign of the cross and that graceful little genuflection beside the stoup? She couldn’t be a Le Gall. Not by birth, at least.


  Little black hats and deft signs of the cross just aren’t us. We Le Galls are tall, phlegmatic folk of Norman stock who take long, deliberate strides. Above all, our family is a family of men. Women belong to it too, of course  women we have married  but whenever a child is born to us he tends to be a boy. I myself have four sons but no daughters; my father has three sons and one daughter; and his father  the Léon Le Gall who lay in the coffin that morning  also sired three boys and a girl. We have strong hands, wide foreheads and broad shoulders, wear no jewellery other than a wristwatch and wedding ring, and have a predilection for plain clothes devoid of frills and furbelows. We couldn’t tell you, without checking, the colour of the shirt we’re wearing. We seldom have headaches or stomach-upsets, and even when we do succumb to them we sheepishly conceal the fact because our notion of manliness precludes the possibility that our heads or our stomachs  especially not our stomachs  are soft and susceptible to pain.


  First and foremost, though, the backs of our heads  our occiputs  are conspicuously flat, a peculiarity much derided by the women we marry. If informed of a birth in the family, the first question we ask relates not to the baby’s weight, stature or hair colour, but to the back of its head. ‘What’s it like, flat? Is it a genuine Le Gall?’ And when one of us is carried to the grave, we console ourselves with the thought that a Le Gall’s head never lolls around on its final journey but lies nice and flat on the floor of the coffin.


  I share the morbid sense of humour and cheerful melancholy common to my brothers, father and grandfathers. I like being a Le Gall. Many of us have a weakness for drink and tobacco, but we have a good prospect of longevity and, like many families, we firmly believe that, although we’re nothing special, we’re unique notwithstanding.


  This illusion cannot be substantiated and is wholly unfounded. To the best of my knowledge, no Le Gall has ever achieved anything worthy of remembrance by the world at large. This is attributable first to our lack of any outstanding talents, secondly to indolence, thirdly to the fact that as adolescents most of us develop an arrogant contempt for the initiation rites of a conventional education, and fourthly to the strong aversion to Church, police and intellectual authority that is almost invariably handed down from father to son.


  This is why our academic careers end usually after secondary school but at latest after our third or fourth term at university. It is only every few decades that a Le Gall manages to complete his studies properly and reconcile himself to secular or religious authority. He then becomes a lawyer, doctor or cleric and earns the family’s respect, albeit coupled with a touch of mistrust.


  A certain amount of posthumous fame does, however, attach to my great-great-uncle Serge Le Gall, who was expelled from school for taking opium and became a warder at Caen Penitentiary shortly after the Franco-Prussian War. He went down in the annals because he tried to end a prison riot peacefully and without the usual bloodbath, an endeavour for which one of the convicts thanked him by splitting his skull with an axe. Another forebear distinguished himself by designing a stamp for the Vietnamese postal service, and my father laid oil pipelines in the Algerian Sahara as a young man. For the rest, however, we Le Galls earn our bread as scuba instructors, lorry drivers or civil servants. We sell palm trees in Brittany and German motorcycles to the Nigerian traffic police, and one of my cousins is a private detective who hunts down runaway debtors for the Société Générale.


  But if most of us cope with life quite well, we owe this mainly to our wives. My sisters-in-law, aunts and paternal grandmothers are all strong, efficient, warm-hearted women who exercise a discreet but undisputed matriarchy. Many of them are more successful and earn more than their menfolk. They handle the tax returns and do battle with school authorities, and their husbands repay them by being gentle and dependable.


  We tend to be peace-loving spouses, I believe. We don’t tell lies and do our best not to drink to a physically pernicious extent, we steer clear of other women and are DIY enthusiasts, and we’re definitely fonder of children than most. At family get-togethers it’s customary for the men to look after the babies and infants while the women sun themselves on the beach or go shopping. Our wives appreciate the fact that expensive cars aren’t essential to our happiness and that we’ve no need to fly to Barbados to play golf, and they take an indulgent view of our compulsion to frequent flea markets and come home laden with peculiar objects. Total strangers’ photo albums, mechanical apple-peelers, worn-out slide projectors for which slides of the correct format have long been unobtainable, genuine naval telescopes that display everything upside down, surgical saws, rusty revolvers, worm-eaten gramophones and electric guitars with every other fret missing  we blithely tote such curious oddments home and spend months cleaning, polishing and trying to repair them before giving them away, taking them back to the flea market, or dumping them in the dustbin. We do this to restore our vegetative system. Dogs eat grass, well-educated young ladies listen to Chopin, university professors watch football, and we mess around with old junk. At night, when the children are asleep, a remarkable number of us produce modest oil paintings. And one of us, as I know at first-hand, secretly writes poems. Not very good ones, alas.


  The front row of pews in Notre Dame was vibrating with suppressed excitement. Could the new arrival really be Mademoiselle Janvier? Had she really dared to turn up? The womenfolk looked rigidly to the front again and stiffened their backs as if the coffin and the eternal light over the high altar were their sole focus of attention. But we men, who knew our women, realized that they were tensely listening to the staccato click of the little footsteps that made their way sideways into the central aisle. They then performed a ninety-degree turn and, without the least hesitation, without any ritardando or accelerando, pressed on with the regular beat of a metronome. Those of us who were peering out of the corner of our eye could then see a little woman, light-footed as a young girl, climb the two red-carpeted steps to the foot of the coffin, rest her right hand on the side, and silently move along it to the head, where she at last came to a halt and remained for several seconds, almost like a soldier standing at attention. She raised her veil and bent over. Spreading her arms and supporting herself on the sides of the coffin, she kissed my grandfather on the forehead and rested her cheek against his waxen visage as if intending to stay there for a while. She did so with her face in full view, not protectively averted in the direction of the altar. This enabled us to see that her eyes were closed and that her red, carefully made-up lips were curved in a smile that grew steadily broader until they parted to emit an inaudible chuckle.


  She released the dead man at last and resumed her erect stance. Taking her handbag from the crook of her arm, she opened it and quickly removed a circular, dully glinting object the size of a fist. This, as we were to discover soon afterwards, was an old bicycle bell with a hemispherical top whose chrome plating was threaded with hairline cracks and had peeled off in places. Having closed the handbag and replaced it in the crook of her arm, she rang the bell twice. Rri-rring. Rri-rring. While the sound went echoing down the nave, she deposited the bell in the coffin, then turned and looked us in the eye, one after another. Beginning on the far left, where the youngest children were seated beside their fathers, she surveyed the entire row, her eyes lingering for perhaps a second on each individual. When she got to the far right she gave us a triumphant smile and set off. Heels clicking, she hurried past the family and down the central aisle to the exit.
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  My grandfather was seventeen when he first met Louise Janvier. I like to picture him as a very young man in the spring of 1918, when he strapped a reinforced cardboard suitcase to the luggage rack of his bicycle and left the parental home for ever.


  What I know about him as a young man doesn’t amount to very much. A surviving family photograph of the period shows a sturdy lad with a high forehead and unruly fair hair eyeing the photographer with an inquisitive air and his head on one side. I also know from his own accounts, which he delivered laconically and with feigned reluctance as an old man, that he often skipped secondary school because he preferred to roam the beaches of Cherbourg with his friends Patrice and Joël.


  It was on a stormy Sunday in January 1918, when no sensible person would have ventured within sight of the sea, that the trio discovered, amid flurries of snow, the wreck of a little sailing dinghy washed up on the furze-covered embankment. It was holed amidships and slightly scorched overall. The boys dragged the boat behind the nearest bush. In the weeks that followed, since the legal owner never got in touch with them, they personally and with great enthusiasm repaired and sanded and painted it until it looked brand-new and was unrecognizable. From then on they spent every spare hour out in the Channel, fishing, dozing and smoking dried seaweed in tobacco pipes carved from corn cobs. And when something interesting was bobbing in the water  a plank, a hurricane lamp from a sunken vessel or a lifebelt  they went off with it. Warships sometimes steamed past so close that their little craft skipped up and down like a calf turned out to graze on the first day of spring. They often remained at sea all day long, rounded the cape and sailed westwards until the Channel Islands appeared on the horizon, not returning to land until dusk had fallen. At weekends they spent the night in a fisherman’s hut whose owner hadn’t had time to board up his little rear window properly on the day he was mobilized.


  Léon Le Gall’s father  my great-grandfather, in other words  knew nothing about his son’s sailing dinghy, but he was somewhat concerned to note his habit of gallivanting on the beach. A chain-smoking, prematurely aged Latin master, he had chosen to study the language at an early age purely to cause his own father as much vexation he could. He subsequently paid for this pleasure by spending decades in the teaching profession, becoming mean, hidebound and bitter in consequence.


  In order to justify his Latin to himself and continue to feel alive, he had acquired an encyclopaedic knowledge of the relics of Roman civilization in Brittany and cultivated this hobby with a passion in grotesque contrast to the limited nature of the subject. Agonizingly monotonous and wreathed in cigarette smoke, his endless classroom lectures on potsherds, thermal baths and military roads were not only legendary but dreaded throughout the school. His pupils compensated by watching his cigarette, waiting for him to write on the blackboard with it and puff at the piece of chalk instead.


  That his asthma had exempted him from military service on the day general mobilization was proclaimed he regarded as a blessing on the one hand and a disgrace on the other, because he found himself the only man in a common room full of women. He had flown into a terrible rage when informed by these female colleagues that his only son had hardly been seen in school for weeks, and his lectures at the kitchen table, designed to convince the boy of the value of a classical education, had been interminable. Léon, who merely sneered at the value of a classical education, tried in his turn to explain why his presence on the beach was now indispensable: because the Germans had recently taken to disguising their submarines with wooden superstructures, coloured paintwork, makeshift sails and fake fishing nets.


  His father thereupon demanded to know where, pray, was the causal connection between German submarines and Léon’s absence from school.


  The disguised German U-boats, Léon explained patiently, would sneak up on French trawlers undetected and sink them without mercy, thereby worsening the French nation’s food supply situation.


  ‘Well?’ said his father, trying to stifle a cough. Any form of agitation could bring on an asthma attack.


  Extremely valuable jetsam  teak, brass, steel, sailcloth, oil by the barrel  was washed up every day.


  ‘Well?’ said his father.


  These precious raw materials, said Léon, had to be salvaged before the sea washed them away again.


  While their argument headed inexorably for its dramatic climax, father and son continued to sit there in the seemingly relaxed and nonchalant pose characteristic of all Le Galls. They had stretched out their legs beneath the kitchen table and were leaning back so far that their buttocks had almost lost contact with the seats of their chairs. Being tall and heavily built, they were both extremely sensitive to gravity and knew that the horizontal position approximates most closely to a state of weightlessness because each part of the body has to support itself alone and is unencumbered by the rest, whereas sitting or standing stacks them one on top of another. They were angry, and their voices, almost indistinguishable now that Léon’s had broken, were shaking with barely suppressed fury.


  ‘You’ll go back to school tomorrow,’ said Le Gall senior, struggling to quell a cough that was ascending his throat from the depths of his chest.


  The national war economy was heavily dependent on raw materials, Léon countered.


  ‘You’ll go back to school tomorrow,’ said his father.


  Léon urged him to think of the national war economy. He was worried to note his father’s laboured breathing.


  ‘The national war economy can kiss my ass,’ his father gasped. Conversation was thereafter interrupted by a paroxysm of coughing that lasted a minute.


  Besides, Léon added, beachcombing was a nice source of pocket money.


  ‘In the first place,’ his father wheezed, ‘it’s illegal, and secondly, the school’s truancy rules apply to everyone, you and your friends included. I don’t like you taking liberties.’


  Léon asked what his father had against liberty, and whether he had ever reflected that any law deserving of obedience should be subject to interpretation.


  ‘You take liberties just for the sake of it, growled his father.


  ‘Well?’


  ‘It’s essential to any rule that it applies to everyone regardless of who they are, and particularly to those who think they’re smarter than everyone else.’


  ‘But it’s an undeniable fact that some people are smarter than others,’ Léon cautiously objected.


  ‘In the first place, that’s irrelevant,’ said his father. ‘Secondly, you haven’t so far  to the best of my knowledge  aroused suspicions of any outstanding intellectual capacity in class. You’ll go back to school tomorrow.’


  ‘No, I won’t,’ said Léon.


  ‘You’ll go back to school tomorrow!’ yelled his father.


  ‘I’m never going back to school!’ Léon yelled back.


  ‘As long as you’re living under my roof, you’ll do as I say!’


  ‘You can’t give me orders!’


  After this positively classic altercation, the dispute developed into a scuffle in which the two of them rolled around on the kitchen floor like schoolboys and bloodshed was avoided only because my great-grandmother swiftly and courageously intervened.


  ‘Enough of this,’ she said, hauling the pair to their feet by the ears, one of them in tears and the other on the verge of asphyxia. ‘You, chéri, will now take your laudanum and go to bed  I’ll be up in two minutes. And you, Léon, since the national war economy means so much to you, will go to the mayor’s office first thing tomorrow and report for labour service.’


  It emerged next morning that the national war economy really could find a use for Léon Le Gall, the Cherbourg schoolboy  but not on the beach as he had hoped. On the contrary, the mayor threatened him with three months’ imprisonment if he ever again acquired jetsam contrary to the law. He also questioned him closely about any other knowledge and talents he had that might be relevant to the war economy.


  It turned out that, although well-built, Léon was disinclined to expend any muscular energy. He didn’t want to be a farmhand or an assembly-line worker, nor did he care to be a blacksmith’s or carpenter’s dogsbody. The same went for his intellectual energies. He wasn’t actually dim, but he’d displayed no preference for any particular subject at school and hadn’t distinguished himself in any, so he had no firm plans or wishes regarding his future occupation. He would gladly, of course, have taken his sailing dinghy out into the Channel on voyages of espionage and destabilized the enemy’s currency by circulating forged reichsmarks on the German coast. This being no realistic professional prospect, however, he merely shrugged when the mayor questioned him about his plans.


  His interest in the national war economy had completely evaporated by now. To make matters worse, the mayor had a neck like a turkey and a blue-veined nose. Being endowed with a strong aesthetic sense like most young people, Léon failed to understand how anyone could take a person with such a neck and nose seriously. Glumly, the mayor went through the list of situations vacant sent him by the Ministry of War.


  ‘Let’s see. Ah, here. Can you drive a tractor?’


  ‘No, monsieur.’


  ‘And here. Arc welder required. Can you weld?’


  ‘No, monsieur.’


  ‘I see. I assume you can’t grind lenses either?’


  ‘No, monsieur.’


  ‘Or wind armatures for electric motors? Drive a tram? Turn gun barrels on a lathe?’ The mayor chuckled. This business was beginning to amuse him.


  ‘No, monsieur.’


  ‘Are you by any chance a specialist in internal medicine? An expert on mercantile law? An electrical engineer? An architectural draughtsman? A saddler or cartwright?’


  ‘No, monsieur.’


  ‘I thought as much. You don’t know anything about tanning leather or double-entry bookkeeping either, eh? And Swahili  do you speak Swahili? Can you tap-dance? Do Morse? Calculate the tensile strength of suspension bridge cables?’


  ‘Yes, monsieur.’


  ‘What? Swahili? Suspension bridge cables?’


  ‘No, Morse, monsieur. I can do Morse.’


  Le Petit Inventeur, a young people’s magazine to which Léon subscribed, had in fact reproduced the Morse alphabet a few weeks earlier. On a whim, he had spent a rainy afternoon learning it by heart.


  ‘Is that true, youngster? You aren’t pulling my leg?’


  ‘No, monsieur.’


  ‘Then this would be something in your line! The station at Saint-Luc-sur-Marne is looking for an assistant Morse telegraphist to replace the regular employee. Making out waybills, reporting arrivals and departures, helping to sell tickets if necessary. Think you could do that?’


  ‘Yes, monsieur.’


  ‘Male, minimum age sixteen. Homosexuals, persons suffering from venereal diseases and Communists need not apply. You aren’t, I suppose, a Communist?’


  ‘No, monsieur.’


  ‘Then Morse me something. Morse me  let’s see  ah yes: “Out of the deep have I called unto Thee, O Lord.” Well, go on. Do it on the desk top!’


  Léon drew a deep breath, glanced up at the ceiling and proceeded to drum on the desk with the middle finger of his right hand. Dash, dash, dash, dot-dot-dash, dash...


  ‘That’ll do,’ said the mayor, who didn’t know the Morse code and was incapable of assessing Léon’s digital dexterity.


  ‘I can Morse, monsieur. Where is Saint-Luc-sur-Marne, please?’


  ‘On the Marne, you blockhead. Don’t worry, the front line is somewhere else now. It’s an urgent request, you can start right away. You’ll even get paid. A hundred and twenty francs a month.’
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  This was how it came about that, one spring morning in 1918, Léon Le Gall strapped his cardboard suitcase to the luggage rack of his bicycle, kissed his mother tenderly, hugged his father after a moment’s hesitation, mounted his bike, and pedalled off. He accelerated as if he had to take to the air at the end of the Rue des Fossées like Louis Blériot, who had lately flown across the Channel in his home-made aeroplane with its ash struts and bicycle wheels. He sped past the shabby but bravely respectable lower middle-class homes in which his friends Patrice and Joël were just dunking yesterday’s sawdusty wartime bread in their coffee, past the bakery that had supplied nearly every morsel of bread he’d eaten in his life, and past the secondary school in which his father would continue to earn his living for another fourteen years, three months and two weeks. He rode past the big harbour in which an American grain tanker was lying peacefully cheek by jowl with some British and French warships, crossed the bridge and turned right into the Avenue de Paris, blithely heedless of the fact that he might never see any of this again. Passing the warehouses, cranes and dry docks, he rode out of the town and into the endless meadows and pastureland of Normandy. After ten minutes his route was barred by a herd of cows and he had to stop. From then on he rode more slowly.


  It had rained during the night, so the road was pleasantly damp and free from dust. The steaming meadows were dotted with grazing cattle and apple trees in blossom. Léon rode towards the sun. He had a gentle west wind at his back and made rapid progress. After an hour he removed his jacket and strapped it to his suitcase. He overtook a cart drawn by a mule. Then he met a peasant woman pushing a handcart and passed a lorry standing beside the road with its engine smoking. He saw no horses; he had read in the Petit Inventeur that nearly all the horses in France were in use at the front.


  At noon he ate the ham sandwich his mother had packed for him and drank some water from a village fountain. In the afternoon he lay down under an apple tree. Squinting up at its pink and white blossom and pale-green leaves, he noticed that it hadn’t been pruned for years.


  That evening he reached Caen, where he was to spend the night at his Aunt Simone’s. She was the youngest sister of the Serge Le Gall whose skull a prison inmate had split with an axe. It was a few years since Léon had last seen her; he remembered the full breasts beneath her blouse, her laughter, her big, red, womanly mouth, and the fact that her kite had soared higher than anyone else’s on the beach. Shortly after that, though, her husband and her two sons had gone off to war. Since then, mad with grief and worry, Aunt Simone had been writing three letters a day to Verdun.


  ‘So there you are,’ she said, ushering him inside. The house smelt of mothballs and dead flies. Her hair was unkempt and her lips were cracked and bloodless. She was holding a rosary in her right hand.


  Léon kissed her on both cheeks and passed on messages from his parents.


  ‘There’s some bread and cheese on the kitchen table,’ she said. ‘And a bottle of cider, if you want.’


  He handed her the toasted almonds his mother had given him as a gift for his hostess.


  ‘Thanks. Now go to the kitchen and eat. You’ll be sleeping with me tonight, the bed’s big enough.’


  Léon’s eyes widened.


  ‘You can’t have the boys’ room, I had to let that and our bedroom to some refugees from the north, and I sold the sofa in the parlour because I needed room for the bed.’


  Léon opened his mouth to say something.


  ‘Don’t make fuss, the bed’s wide enough,’ she said running her fingers through her lifeless hair. ‘It’s been a long day. I’m tired  I don’t have the energy to argue with you.’


  Without another word she went into the parlour and got under the bedclothes, petticoats, blouse, knickers, stockings and all, then turned to face the wall and lay still.


  Léon retired to the kitchen. He ate some bread and cheese, stared out of the window at the street, and drank the whole bottle of cider. Not until he heard Aunt Simone snoring did he cross the passage to the parlour and stretch out beside her, breathing in the sweet-and-sour scent of her female sweat and waiting for the cider’s magical potency to transport him into another world.


  When he opened his eyes the next morning, Aunt Simone was still lying beside him in the same position, but she wasn’t snoring any longer. He sensed that she was only pretending to be asleep and couldn’t wait to leave the house. Taking his shoes in one hand and his suitcase in the other, he stole quietly outside.
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  It was a sunny, windless morning. Léon took the coast road via Houlgate and Honfleur. It being low tide, he hefted his bicycle over the wall and pushed it down to the shore, where he rode along the tideline for many kilometres on wet, hard sand. The sand was yellow, the sea green shading to blue near the horizon. The few children who were playing on the beach wore red bathing costumes. Sometimes, old men in black jackets could be seen standing on the sand, prodding tangled knots of seaweed with their walking sticks.


  Because his father and the mayor of Cherbourg were far away and couldn’t possibly see him, Léon kept half an eye open for jetsam. He found a long, not overly frayed length of rope, some bottles, a window frame complete with catch and stay, and a half-empty can of paraffin.


  He got to Deauville at midday and, in the evening, to Rouen, where he was to overnight at Aunt Sophie’s; first, however, his father had urgently insisted that he visit the cathedral because it was one of the finest examples of Gothic architecture. Léon considered giving both his aunt and the example of Gothic architecture a miss and spending the night somewhere under the stars. Then he reflected that, although the June days were long, the nights were still cold and damp, and that Aunt Sophie couldn’t have a husband or sons at Verdun because she was a lifelong spinster; she was also renowned for her apple tarts. When he reached her house she was standing in the front garden in her starched white apron, waving to him.


  Léon discovered when getting up on the third day that his muscles were abominably sore. Climbing stairs was agony and the first hour on the bike plain torture; after that it got better. The wind had gone round to the north and it started to drizzle. Long convoys of army lorries came his way. The glum-faced soldiers seated beneath their canvas hoods were smoking cigarettes and clamping their rifles between their knees. At midday he passed a gutted farm. The blackened beams were festooned with green vetch and birch saplings were growing in the pigsties. A smell of mouldy charcoal came drifting out of the empty window embrasures. Stuck in the dungheap was a rusty pitchfork without a handle. This Léon appropriated and added to the other finds on his luggage rack.


  He felt sure he was nearing his destination now; Saint-Luc-sur-Marne’s church tower ought to come into view beyond the next hill or the one after that. A village with a church really was situated beyond the next rise, but it wasn’t Saint-Luc. Léon rode through the village and up the next hill, beyond which lay another village with another hill beyond that. He bent low over his handlebars, tried to ignore his aches and pains, and imagined himself to be a human machine on wheels  one that didn’t care how many more hills lay beyond the next one.


  It was late in the afternoon when the hills finally petered out. Ahead of Léon stretched an endless plain bisected by an avenue of plane trees as straight as an arrow. Riding on the level was a relief, especially as it seemed to him that the trees shielded him a little from the side wind. Then, coming from behind him, he heard a noise; a rapid, regular succession of squeaks that grew steadily louder. He turned to look.


  What he saw was a young woman on an old and rather rusty gentleman’s bicycle. She was seated on the saddle, erect but relaxed, and quickly drawing nearer. The squeaks were evidently caused by the right-hand pedal, which fouled the chain guard every time it went round. She continued to come quickly closer and would soon overtake him. To prevent her from doing so he stood up on his pedals, but after a few seconds she drew level, gave him a wave, called ‘Bonjour!’ and overtook him as easily as if he’d been stationary at the roadside.


  Léon stared after her as the squeaks grew fainter and her figure steadily dwindled in size until it had traversed the broad plain and finally disappeared at the point where the double row of plane trees met the horizon. An odd-looking girl, she’d been. Freckles and dark, luxuriant hair bobbed at the back from one earlobe to the other. Roughly his own age. Maybe a little younger or older, it was hard to tell. A generous mouth and a dainty chin. A nice smile. Little white teeth with a funny gap between the upper incisors. The eyes  green? A red and white polka-dot blouse that would have added ten years to her age if her blue school skirt hadn’t knocked them off again. Nice legs, as far as he’d been able to judge in such a short time. And she’d ridden damned fast.


  Léon felt tired no longer, his legs did their duty once more. A sensational girl, that! He strove to keep her image before his eyes and was surprised to fail so soon. He could visualize the red and white polka-dot blouse, the pumping legs, the well-worn lace-up shoes, and the smile, which, incidentally, had been not just nice but blissfully, breathtakingly, heart-stoppingly attractive in its combination of friendliness and intelligence, bashfulness and mockery. But the separate elements refused, however hard he tried, to form a totality. All he saw were colours and shapes; her overall appearance eluded him.


  He could still distinctly hear the squeak of the pedal against the chain guard, also her cheerful ‘Bonjour!’. Then it occurred to him that he hadn’t returned her greeting. Angrily, he thumped the handlebars with his right hand, making the bicycle swerve and almost falling off. ‘Bonjour, mademoiselle!’ he said, softly and experimentally. Then louder and more firmly: ‘Bonjour!’. Then again, with a touch more manly self-assurance: ‘Bonjour!’


  Léon renewed the resolution he’d made before his departure, which was to start a new life in Saint-Luc-sur-Marne. From now on, and with immediate effect, he would no longer drink his coffee at home but take it in the bistro and always leave a fifteen per cent tip on the counter, and he would no longer read Le Petit Inventeur but Figaro and Le Parisien, and he would saunter along the pavement, not run. And when a young woman said hello to him, he wouldn’t gawp at her with his mouth open, but favour her with a short, sharp glance, then casually reciprocate.


  Leaden fatigue had taken possession of his legs once more. Now he cursed the boundless plain. At least the previous hilly terrain had offered an alternation of hope and disappointment; now there was just the unquestionable certainty that he still had far to go. So as not to have to see how far, he rested his forearms on the handlebars, let his head hang down between his shoulders, watched the rise and fall of his feet, and kept an eye on the ditch to ensure he didn’t career off the road.


  So he failed to notice that, far ahead of him, the overcast had parted and a quiverful of shafts of sunlight was slanting down on the green wheat fields, and that a speck had appeared on the skyline between the plane trees. It wore a red and white polka-dot blouse and grew rapidly bigger. Léon didn’t notice, either, that the girl was this time riding without hands. Almost level with him by the time he heard the familiar squeak, she showed him her teeth with the cute little gap in the middle, waved to him, and rode past. ‘Bonjour!’ Léon called after her, exasperated at being too late yet again. All he needed now, given that she was behind him once more, was for her to overtake him yet again. Determined to avoid this humiliation, he bent over the handlebars and strove to speed up. After only a few hundred metres he peered anxiously over his shoulder to see if she had reappeared on the horizon, but he soon straightened up and forced himself to ride more slowly. After all, it was highly unlikely that this meteoric creature would travel the same stretch three times within a few minutes, and if she did, he would anyway lose the race  which to her wasn’t one in any case. He braked to a halt and laid his bicycle down on the gravel verge, then leapt over the ditch and stretched out on the grass. Now she was welcome to come. Lounging there chewing a blade of grass like someone who had felt like having a little breather, he would tap the peak of his cap with a forefinger and call out ‘Bonjour!’ loud and clear.


  Having eaten the last of the three cheese sandwiches Aunt Sophie had given him, Léon took off his shoes and massaged his aching feet. Now and then he peered along the deserted road in both directions. A gust of wind spattered him with drizzle, but it soon stopped. A midnight blue lorry drove past with ‘L’Espoir’ on the side in gold lettering. Not long afterwards a dog came trotting across the fields. It suddenly dawned on Léon what an ass he was making of himself with his blade of grass and his ostentatious air of relaxation. If the girl passed by again, she would see through his act at a glance. He spat out the grass and put on his shoes again. Then he vaulted over the ditch on to the road and got back on his bicycle.
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  Saint-Luc-sur-Marne station was situated amid wheat and potato fields half a kilometre outside the town, on a branch line of the Chemins de Fer du Nord. The station building was built of red brick, the goods shed of weather-worn spruce. Lon was given a black uniform that had sergeants stripes on the arm and fitted him  surprisingly enough  like a glove. He was the sole subordinate of his sole superior, Antoine Barthlemy, the stationmaster. A thin, mild-mannered little man who smoked a pipe and sported a moustache  la Vercingetorix, Barthlemy performed his duties in a taciturn and conscientious manner. Day after day, he spent many hours drawing little geometrical patterns on his notepad as he patiently anticipated the moment when he could go back upstairs to his official residence above the booking hall. There he was wistfully awaited around the clock by Josianne, his wife of several decades, who had rosy cheeks and plump hips, laughed heartily at the drop of a hat, and was an excellent cook.


  There wasnt a great deal to do at Saint-Luc-sur-Marne station. In accordance with the timetable, three local trains travelling in each direction stopped there every morning and afternoon. The expresses sped past at high speed, trailing a slipstream that took your breath away if you were standing on the platform. The Calais-Paris night train went by at 2.27 a.m., its darkened sleeping cars sometimes punctuated by an illuminated window because some wealthy passenger couldnt get to sleep in his nice, soft bunk.


  To Lon Le Galls own surprise, he proved more or less equal to his job as assistant Morse telegraphist from the first day on. His duties began at eight in the morning and ended at eight in the evening, with a one-hour break at lunchtime. He got Sundays off. One of his tasks was to go out on to the platform when a train came in and wave a little red flag at the driver. In the mornings he had to exchange the mailbag and the bag containing the Paris newspapers for the empty bags of the previous day. If a farmer handed in a crate of leeks or spring onions for delivery as freight, he had to weigh the goods and make out a waybill. And if the Morse machine was ticking he had to tear off the paper strip and transfer the messages to a telegram form. They were always official messages because the Morse machine was used exclusively by the railway.


  Lons assertion that he could Morse had, of course, been a brazen lie. He had passed the practical test on the mayors desk because the mayor knew even less about the subject than he did himself. Fortunately, however, Saint-Luc-sur-Marne station was a remote place that received four or five telegrams a day at most; so Lon had all the time in the world to decipher them with the aid of Le Petit Inventeur, which he had been provident enough to pack.


  It was somewhat more awkward when he himself had a message to send, which happened every two days or so. Before settling down at the Morse machine he would closet himself in the lavatory with paper and pencil and translate the Roman letters into dots and dashes. That was all right as long as the telegrams consisted of a few words only, but on his third Monday in the job his boss handed him the monthly report and told him to send it, verbatim and in full, to regional headquarters in Rheims.


  By post? asked Lon. leafing through the four quite closely-written pages.


  No, telegraphically, said Barthlemy. Its regulations.


  Why?


  No idea, its just regulations. Always has been.


  Lon nodded, debating what to do. On the dot of half-past nine, when his boss went upstairs to his Josianne to have some coffee as usual, he picked up the telephone, asked to be put through to regional headquarters in Rheims, and proceeded to dictate the report as if this had been customary for decades. When the telephonist complained about the unwonted extra work, he explained that the Morse machine had been struck by lightning last night and put out of action.


  Lons room was on the upper floor of the goods shed, far away from the stationmasters flat. He had his own bed, a table and chair, a washstand with a mirror, and a window overlooking the platform. He was undisturbed there and could do as he pleased. Most of the time he didnt do much, just lay on his bed with his hands clasped behind his head and stared at the grain of the beams above him.


  The stationmasters wife, whom he was privileged to call Madame Josianne, brought him his meals at midday and in the evening. She showered him with maternal solicitude and verbal endearments, called him her sweetheart, cherub, duckling and treasure, enquired after the state of his digestion, the quality of his sleep and his mental welfare, offered to cut his hair, knit him some woollen socks, hear his confession and wash his underclothes.


  Apart from that no one troubled him, and this he much appreciated. When a train went by he would go to the window, count the carriages, goods wagons and cattle wagons, and try to guess what they were carrying. On one occasion he went back to his room with a newspaper a passenger had left behind on a bench, but after a few minutes he tired of the reports about Clemenceaus latest cabinet reshuffle, butter rationing, troop movements on the Chemin des Dames and the Banque de Frances bullion sales. He couldnt muster any real interest in the national war economy either, now that Cherbourg beach was so far away, and he gradually admitted to himself that, strictly speaking, the only thing in the world that really interested him was the girl in the red and white polka-dot blouse.


  Although he hadnt seen her again since the day he arrived, he couldnt help thinking of her the whole time. What might her name be? Jeanne? Marianne? Dominique? Franoise? Sophie? He softly and experimentally said each name aloud and wrote it with his finger on the floral rug beside his bed.


  Lon felt happy in his new abode. He didnt miss his old life. Why should he have felt homesick? He could get on his bike and pedal back to Cherbourg any time he wanted. His parents would always, to the end of their days, welcome him with open arms in their eternally unchanging little house in the Rue des Fosses, and Cherbourg beach would still be there when he got back, exactly the same as when he left it, and he would put to sea in the sailing dinghy with Patrice and Jol as if no time had intervened, and after three days everyone in Cherbourg would have forgotten that hed been away at all. And so, although he sometimes felt lonely, he was in no rush to go home. For the moment, he might just as well remain in Saint-Luc and try out his new, self-determined existence.


  The only unpleasant feature of his room was the way the goods sheds beams and timber walls creaked and groaned. It was enough to give one the creeps. They whimpered by day when the sun warmed them up; they moaned at night when they cooled down again; they snapped and crackled at dawn when the air was at its coldest; and they creaked at sunrise when they warmed up again. At times it sounded as if someone were climbing the stairs to Lons room; at others as if someone were creeping across the roof space or scratching the wall of the adjoining room with a screwdriver. Although he knew perfectly well that there was no one there, he couldnt help listening and never got to sleep before midnight.


  So he took to going for long bicycle rides through the surrounding countryside after supper and not returning until long after nightfall, when he was good and tired. But because the sea was far away and there was nothing to see for kilometres around but pancake-flat wheat and potato fields threaded with impenetrable hazel hedges and brackish drainage channels, his excursions became steadily shorter and ended ever sooner in the little town.


  In the early summer of 1918, Saint-Luc-sur-Marne comprised a couple of hundred buildings arranged in concentric rings around the Place de la Rpublique. In the innermost ring stood a pretentiously classicistic town hall, a primary school in the same architectural style, and one or two middle-class residences. There were also a covered market, the Brasserie des Artistes, the Caf du Commerce, and a Romanesque church outside which, despite the priests fierce opposition, a public urinal had been built by order of the maliciously anticlerical mayor. In the central ring were the post office, two bakeries, a hairdressing salon and a grocers, as well as a butchers, an ironmongers and a clothes shop entitled Aux Galeries Place Vendme from which the little towns female citizens and the local farmers wives bought what they considered to be Parisian chic. Located among the humbler homes in the outermost ring were the smiths and joiners and the retail outlets of the agricultural association, also a saddlery, the memorial to the dead of 1870, the undertakers, a machine shop, and the fire station.


  So far, Saint-Luc-sur-Marne had survived the hostilities unscathed. The front had come unpleasantly close during the first year of the war and again in the third, and almost within eyeshot there were expanses of ruins that had once been thriving villages, but Saint-Luc itself had been spared the horrors of war. The worst the town had had to endure was the requisitioning of its fire engine by a battalion commander in transit, as well as occasional incursions by hordes of soldiers on leave from the front and doggedly determined to spend all their pay in a single night.


  Other than that, the people of Saint-Luc had grown accustomed to the curious fact that the war raged only where it was actually being waged, while only just around the corner buttercups bloomed, market women offered their wares for sale, and mothers plaited coloured ribbons into their daughters hair.


  As a new arrival Lon had assumed that the Caf du Commerce was the tradesmens regular haunt, whereas the Brasserie des Artistes was the rendezvous of the local artists and intellectuals. Needless to say, it was the other way round. In Saint-Luc, as elsewhere in the world, the most successful lawyers, shopkeepers and craftsmen felt that their lives suffered from a certain lack of aesthetic and intellectual stimulation in the evenings, when they had counted their days takings and locked them up securely in the safe, so they liked to spend their meagre leisure hours in the Brasserie des Artistes, which they held to be an artists rendezvous because of the nicotine-stained Toulouse-Lautrec prints on its walls. It was in fact a long time since this supposed artists rendezvous had been frequented by any artists because, outnumbered by their culturally aspiring fellow citizens, they had fled across the square and into the Caf du Commerce. There Saint-Lucs bohemians now sat night after night at a safe distance from the bourgeoisie, just as bored as the latter and afflicted by the undeniable fact that an artists life, too, is nowhere near as amusing and eventful as it ought to be by rights.


  The bohemians of Saint-Luc consisted of two schoolmasters with literary pretensions, each of whom thought himself by far the others artistic superior, the church organist, who suffered from chronic melancholia, a bachelor watercolourist, the lisping stonemason, and a handful of old-established drunks, windbags and pensioners. Defiantly cheerful, they all sat together at their regular table near the cylindrical stove whose flue ran straight across the taproom and disappeared through the kitchen wall, drinking Pernod and exhaling garlic fumes, while barely a hundred kilometres away complete age-groups of young men were being shot, gassed and blown to pieces.


  To be fair to the windbags, it wasnt their fault that they were doing so well out of the war. The streets were paved with gold now that the government was keeping soldiers and their families sweet with generous pay, allowances and pensions. It was true that money couldnt always buy everything you had a fancy for, but there was plenty of bread, bacon and cheese. The wine at the Commerce might be slightly watered down on occasion, but it was cheap and not too sour and didnt give you a headache.


  It had naturally come to the ears of the regulars long ago that old Barthlemy at the station had acquired someone to assist him in his far from onerous duties, so Lon didnt have to introduce himself the first time he came through the glass door in his railwaymans uniform. A vos ordres, mon gnral! the senior windbag had called, giving him a sedentary salute, and one of the schoolmasters, having joined Lon at the counter, questioned him closely, on behalf of the local community, about his previous existence, present circumstances and future plans.


  The regulars were relieved to note in the course of the ensuing evenings that Lon didnt shoot his mouth off or pick fights, but stood quietly at the counter, drank a glass or two of Bordeaux, and  as befitted a youth of his age  politely withdrew after half an hour.


  Lon was in the Commerce every night. He exchanged a few words, sometimes with the landlord and sometimes with his daughter, who stood behind the counter every Monday, Wednesday and Friday. She was a tall, serious girl who looked rather dreamy but kept an eagle eye on every customers tab, no matter how big the drinking session. Lon, who was aware that she sometimes threw him sidelong, searching glances, tried to conceal from her that his own focus of attention was the door.


  Because he wasnt there for the sake of the red wine, of course, but mainly in the hope that the girl in the red and white polka-dot blouse would sooner or later walk in. Shed had no luggage on the rack of her bike, so she had to be living in the locality  if not in Saint-Luc itself, then in one of the surrounding villages. The town was small. After a few days, hardly a face was unfamiliar to him. He knew the priest and the three gendarmes and the sacristan and the street urchins and the flower girls by sight, but he never rediscovered the pretty cyclist, neither in the churchyard nor the laundry nor the flower shop, nor on the benches in the Place de la Rpublique, nor under the plane trees flanking the canal, nor at the entrance to the brick works on the other side of the railway line. He had once sprinted after a female cyclist until she dismounted and turned out to be the wife of the baker in the Rue des Moines. On another occasion he had heard some rhythmical squeaks but failed to locate their source before they grew fainter and died away altogether.


  Lon was often on the point of asking the landlord of the Commerce or his daughter about the girl in the red and white polka-dot blouse, but he refrained from doing so because he realized that in a small place no good could come of a strange youth enquiring after a local girl. One night, though, just after he had paid, the caf door burst open and someone made a swift, light-footed entrance. It was the girl in the red and white polka-dot blouse, except that this time she was wearing a blue pullover, not a blouse. She closed the door behind her with a well-gauged shove and strode purposefully up to the counter, greeting the regulars left and right as she went. She halted only an arms-length from Lon and asked the landlord for two packets of Turmac cigarettes. While he was taking them from the shelf she fished out the coins and put them in the money bowl. Then she cleared her throat and, with the fingertips of her right hand, brushed a strand of hair behind her ear. It wouldnt stay put and promptly escaped once more.


  Bonsoir, mademoiselle, said Lon.


  She turned towards him as if shed only just noticed him. Looking into her eyes, he seemed to detect, in their green depths, the makings of a great friendship.


  I know you, she said, but where from? Her voice was even more enchanting than his memory of it.


  Cycling, he replied. You overtook me. Twice.


  Oh yes. She laughed. It was a while back, wasnt it?


  Five weeks and three days.


  You looked tired, I remember. You had some funny odds and ends strapped to the back of your bike.


  A can of paraffin and a window frame, he said. And a pitchfork without a handle.


  Do you always cart things like that around with you?


  Sometimes, if I come across them. By the way, Im glad your right eyes better.


  What was the matter with my right eye?


  It was rather bloodshot. Maybe a midge had flown into it. Or a fly.


  The girl laughed. It was a May-bug the size of a hens egg. You remembered that?


  And your bicycle squeaked.


  It still does, she said, lighting a cigarette. She held it between her thumb and forefinger like a street urchin. What about you? Do you prop up the bar here every night?


  Oh, thought Lon. So she knows I come here every night. Oh-oh... That probably means shes already noticed my existence. More than once, too. Oh-oh-oh... And now she comes in and acts as if she doesnt recognize me. Oh-oh-oh-oh...


  Yes, mademoiselle. Youll find me here any night of the week.


  Why?


  Because I dont know where else to go.


  A big boy like you? Strange, she said. She put the packets of cigarettes in her pocket and turned to go. I always thought railwaymen were active types  itchy-footed, even. I must be wrong.


  I was just going, he said. May I walk with you for a bit?


  Where to?


  Wherever you like.


  Better not. My way home takes me down a dark side street. Youd probably claim were soulmates or something. Either that, or try to read my future from my palm.


  And she was gone.
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