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Preface

This account is neither a history textbook nor a purely fictional novel. It is a documentary novel: an invented story based on real events, exact dates, historical figures, and the everyday lives of ordinary French people between January 1914 and December 1920.

Month by month, you will follow Henri Castayrol, a young schoolteacher from the Lot, his sister Jeanne and his brother-in-law Paul in Lyon, as well as Captain Étienne Verdier, an officer at the Ministry of War. Through their lives, you will see pre-war France, then the country's entry into the conflict, the trenches, the home front, and finally the fragile peace of 1919.

The aim is simple: to make tangible what textbooks sometimes summarize too quickly. To understand how a Europe that believed itself civilized plunged, in the space of a few weeks, into the greatest catastrophe in its history. And also to understand that the war was not merely a matter of generals and military maps, but an upheaval in the lives of millions of ordinary people.

This project is experimental. Part of the research, fact-checking, and writing was carried out with the assistance of artificial intelligence.

This work was originally written in French. The English translation and its review were carried out with the assistance of two AI systems.

If you are a middle-school or high-school student, read it as you would a chronicle: without looking for constant heroism, and paying attention to the little things (a letter, a stove that does not heat properly, a note that disappears into a folder). It is often there that history truly unfolds.

I hope you enjoy reading it,

Frédéric


January 1914

It is perishing cold in the Lot, on the morning of 5 January. Henri Castayrol bumps the door of the village school at Labastide-Murat shut with his hip, his arms full of exercise books. Twenty-three papers to mark. The ink has frozen in two of the inkwells overnight, and the stove takes an hour to make the room bearable. The kids arrive red-nosed and numb-fingered, some of them barefoot in their clogs. Henri is twenty-four, with a thin face, round spectacles, and the quiet conviction that the Republic is built here, between the morning dictation and the afternoon object lesson.

He has read Jaurès. He has read Péguy too, which is harder to reconcile. In the evenings, in his room above the town hall, he writes his sister Jeanne letters that are too long, in which he talks about the kids, about the sky over the causses, and about politics. Always politics.

In Lyon, Jeanne does not read every letter all the way through. She keeps them, that she does - in a Lefèvre-Utile biscuit tin under the marriage bed - but she has other things to do. Her husband Paul works in the workshops of the PLM railway company, at the Vaise marshalling yard, and when he comes home in the evening he smells of coal and grease, he eats his soup and he sleeps. Jeanne keeps the household accounts, and keeps house for other people too, as it happens, for a family of silk merchants on the Croix-Rousse, and on Sundays she meets two neighbours at the wash-house for the laundry and the news. She is twenty-eight, with a miscarriage behind her that no one talks about.

What she knows of politics is what Paul brings home. And what Paul brings home, now, in January 1914, is the smouldering anger of the workshops against the Three-Year Law. Three years of military service instead of two, voted through last summer. Among the railwaymen, among the metalworkers, everywhere in the working-class districts, it is the burning question. Three years of a man's life, stolen. Paul says Jaurès will fight, that come the May elections the left will sweep the whole thing away.

Jeanne nods. What she mostly thinks is that three years means that if one day they have a son, they will take him from her for longer.

In Paris, in an office at the Ministry of War on the boulevard Saint-Germain, Captain Étienne Verdier rereads, for the third time, a note on the strength of the German army. Verdier is forty-two, Saint-Cyr class of 1893, with a spell in Morocco he does not talk about much and a neat moustache that is starting to go grey. He is a methodical man. He likes figures, maps, clear orders. He does not like what he is reading.

The Germans passed their own army law in 1913. They are raising their peacetime strength to eight hundred thousand men. They are building strategic railway lines towards the Belgian border - towards the Belgian border, not towards Alsace. Verdier has underlined this point twice in his note for the colonel. He knows what it means. He has read the Schlieffen Plan, or at least as much of it as anyone can guess. But Verdier's notes end up in signature books, and the signature books end up in cupboards.

The French General Staff has its own plan. Plan XVII. They will attack in Lorraine, straight ahead, with élan, with nerve. The official doctrine comes down to a single word: the offensive. Colonel de Grandmaison has theorised it, the generals have adopted it, and anyone who voices a doubt is written off as timid. Verdier is not timid. But he can count.

And above all that, the France of January 1914 lives. It even lives well, in its own way. The department stores hold their sales after the festive season, the Bon Marché prints its prices in the newspaper and Parisian women crowd in. At the Café du Commerce, in any provincial town you care to name, people are talking about the Caillaux affair, which is beginning to smell of brimstone - Le Figaro is running a campaign against the former Prime Minister, Joseph Caillaux, the man who wanted an income tax. Gaston Calmette, the editor of Le Figaro, publishes letters, insinuations, accusations. It smells like a political vendetta. Nobody yet knows how far it will go.

Jaurès, for his part, is everywhere. At the rostrum of the Chamber, in L'Humanité, the paper he founded ten years earlier, at packed meetings. He is fighting the Three-Year Law, he is fighting the arms race, he is fighting the war he can feel rising the way you feel a storm before the first drops. He is huge, he is loud, he is alive. When he speaks, even those who hate him listen.

President Poincaré, for his part, looks east. A Lorrainer by birth, a lawyer by training, he is no warmonger, but he has one certainty: France must be strong, the Russian alliance must hold, and Germany must never again take what it took in 1871. He receives, he arbitrates, he manoeuvres. At the Élysée, they are already preparing for the spring elections.

And Henri, on the evening of 31 January, marks his papers by the light of a paraffin lamp. Outside, the wind blows across the causse, the shutters bang. He is twenty-four. He has six months of peace left, but that, he does not know. Nobody does.

He writes to Jeanne: 'Nothing changes here. The walnut trees are black, the roads are white with frost, and Fernand Lavergne has handed me yet another dictation without a single accent. I despair of civilisation.'

He smiles as he seals the envelope. He sleeps well, those nights.


February 1914



It has not stopped raining on Lyon for three days, and Jeanne climbs back up the montée de la Grande-Côte with a basket that saws into her arm. At the Bernardins' - the silk merchants on the Croix-Rousse - Madame gave her two of Monsieur's worn shirts, 'for your husband, my poor Jeanne, they may still be of some use'. Jeanne thanked her with the right smile. Out in the street, she looked at the shirts. They are finer than anything she has ever worn. She will unpick them for the cloth.

Paul came home with news, that evening. The CGT is calling a big meeting against the Three-Year Law, in the hall of the Bourse du Travail. Jaurès is to come and speak in Lyon in person. Paul wants to go. Jeanne sees his eyes shining, which is rare enough for her to say yes, go, I'll wait up for you.



In Paris, the Caillaux affair devours everything. Le Figaro publishes, day after day. Calmette has found his rhythm - an article in the morning, an insinuation in the evening, all of it wrapped in the prose of a drawing-room prosecutor. Caillaux is accused of everything: of betraying France's interests in the negotiations with Germany in 1911, of protecting tax fraudsters, of being a womaniser and an unscrupulous politician. Facts are mixed with gossip, genuine documents with false interpretations, and the public loves it.

In the salons, people talk of nothing else. In the Senate, it is whispered that Calmette has private letters - intimate letters, written by Caillaux to the mistress who became his second wife. If they come out, the scandal will be absolute. Henriette Caillaux, the wife in question, reads Le Figaro every morning with a cold fury that her husband underestimates.

As for Verdier, he could not care less. He has other reading. The Deuxième Bureau's reports are piling up on his desk and drawing a picture that perhaps he alone is piecing together so clearly. The Germans are strengthening their heavy artillery. Not the field artillery - the heavy. Howitzers of 150 millimetres, 210s, and pieces whose calibre is little known. The French army, for its part, is staking everything on the 75, that marvel of accuracy and rate of fire that stunned the world in 1897. The 75 is the nation's pride. Verdier admires it as much as anyone. But the 75 fires flat, direct fire, at what can be seen. The German howitzers fire in an arc, over the hills, at what cannot be seen.

He writes a note on the subject. Three dense pages, backed with figures, closely argued. He passes it to Colonel Dupont, who passes it to General de Castelnau, who has other urgent business. The note will never come back.



February is carnival month in the Lot. Not a grand carnival, not Nice or Dunkirk - just the kids making themselves cardboard masks and the old folk getting out the accordion. Henri Castayrol takes his class out to draw the masks for the Friday drawing lesson. There is one girl, Lucienne Marty, eleven years old, a sharecropper's daughter, who draws as no one in this school has ever drawn. Sure lines, a sense of volume that staggers Henri. He mentioned her to the inspector, who shrugged. A sharecropper's girl, a girl full stop. Her schooling will stop at the leaving certificate.

Henri seethes quietly. That is what he is a schoolmaster for - to open doors. But some doors have locks that are not his.

In the evening, at the gathering at the mayor's house, people talk about the coming elections. The sitting Radical-Socialist seems well dug in, but the Catholic right is pushing a new candidate, a notary from Cahors who promises roads and bridges. Roads and bridges, that speaks to the peasants of the causse more than income tax does. Henri argues, gets heated, quotes Jaurès. The mayor, who is a Radical and not a Socialist, listens with half a smile. The priest, who drinks his coffee in the same place because it is the only place, says nothing, but thinks it all the same.



In the Chamber, the Doumergue government is holding on as best it can. Gaston Doumergue, a dyed-in-the-wool Radical, an affable man of the Midi, handles crises without ceremony and budgets week to week. The real issue is income tax - the Caillaux bill, as it happens, passed by the Chamber, blocked in the Senate. The France of 1914 is the last great European country without a progressive income tax. The indirect contributions, the 'four old ladies' - the business licence tax, the land tax, the personal property tax, the door-and-window tax - date from the Revolution, and everyone knows they are unfair. But the Senate is the Senate, which is to say the stronghold of those who profit from the injustice.

Clemenceau, seventy-two, watches from his newspaper. He writes, he scratches, he waits. He has been Prime Minister, he has broken strikes and ministers, he has enemies everywhere and friends nowhere, and he is convinced that this whole little political world is dancing on a volcano. But nobody listens to him any more than they listen to Verdier. Cassandras are rarely in favour in February.



On 28 February - it is an ordinary year, no 29th - Henri closes the school for the Mardi Gras holiday. Two days. He takes the train to Cahors, buys himself two books at the bookseller's on the place Gambetta, drinks a coffee in the pale late-winter sun, and watches the people go by. Soldiers on leave, peasants at market, nuns in cornettes, a motor car backfiring and making a horse back away.

The France of February 1914 is a country that works. Third industrial power in the world, second colonial empire, a sound currency anchored to gold, a culture that radiates in every direction - the painters, the writers, the musicians, the scientists, all of it is French or wants to be. Forty million inhabitants living better than their parents did, by and large. Not well for all, not fairly for many, but better.

Henri goes back to Labastide with his two books under his arm and the unhurried step of a man who has his place in the world. Spring is not far off. You can feel it in the light that lingers a little longer in the evenings.


March 1914



The month begins in greyness and routine. In Labastide-Murat, Henri takes up his class again after Mardi Gras and finds his twenty-three pupils, minus one - little Delpech, whose father needs him in the fields because a cow has calved badly. Henri will go and fetch him back on Sunday, walking out to the Delpechs' place, three kilometres across the causse. He will talk to the father, explain that the leaving certificate is a chance, that the boy is capable, that the Republic's school is not the enemy of the land. The father will listen, arms folded over his smock, and will end up saying yes, because you do not say no to the schoolmaster. Not yet. Not in the Lot of 1914, where the black hussar of the Republic carries almost as much weight as the priest - and sometimes more.

Henri reads in the paper that Jaurès has spoken in Lyon. He writes to Jeanne to ask whether Paul was there.



Paul was there. And Paul came back changed - not in his ideas, which were already settled, but in his bones. He saw Jaurès up close, ten metres away, in the overheated hall of the Bourse du Travail. He saw that massive man, beard all awry, the voice that rose from his belly and filled the walls, saying simple things in immense words. That war was the crime of crimes. That the peoples had nothing to gain by slaughtering one another for the interests of the powerful. That the Three-Year Law was a provocation and an idiocy. That the workers' International could stop the machine if it truly wanted to.

Paul clapped until his palms burned. Around him, two thousand men were doing the same. And in the street afterwards, walking home towards Vaise, he felt something he had not felt for a long time - the sense that things could change, that his voice counted, that in May, at the elections, they were going to sweep away the warmongers and the reactionaries and build something just.

Jeanne listened to him tell it all, sitting at the end of the table, darning a sock. She smiled. She likes it when Paul comes home alive.



Verdier is not sleeping well this March. It is not insomnia, strictly speaking - it is that he wakes at four in the morning with figures in his head, and once the figures are there, they will not let go of him. He has obtained from the Deuxième Bureau an estimate of the German reserves available for mobilisation. The figure is colossal. Germany can put four million men in the field in a few weeks. France, with the Three-Year Law, barely two and a half million, counting the reservists and the territorials.

What torments Verdier is not the number in itself - Russia, as an ally, makes up for it with sheer mass. It is time. The German plan - he is convinced of it now - rests on speed. Strike France fast, through Belgium, before Russia is ready. Six weeks to bring down Paris, then turn east. If that is the plan, then everything is decided in the first three weeks. And Plan XVII, the French plan, which throws the armies straight into Lorraine, straight into the enemy's teeth while he swings round by the north... Verdier does not finish the sentence, even in his head.

He talks it over with a fellow officer from his year at Saint-Cyr, Major Leclerc, one evening at the officers' club. Leclerc raises his eyebrows. 'Verdier, old man, you think too much. We have the 75, we have the red trousers, we have élan. What more do you want?' Verdier orders a second cognac and does not reply.



And on 16 March, France is stunned.

At ten to six in the evening, Henriette Caillaux, the wife of Joseph Caillaux, walks into the offices of Le Figaro, at 26 rue Drouot. She is calm. She has put on her best coat, a fur muff. In the muff she has a Browning automatic, bought that very morning from a gunsmith in the rue Royale. She asks to see the editor. She is kept waiting. At five past six, she is shown into Gaston Calmette's office.

She fires. Six bullets. Calmette collapses. He will die during the night at Dr Hartmann's clinic in the rue de Courcelles.

France is left open-mouthed.



The next day, there is only one subject. Everywhere. In the cafés, in the factories, in the salons, in the schools. Henri learns of it from the paper on the morning of the 17th and forgets all about his arithmetic lesson. A woman has killed a man. The wife of a former Prime Minister has shot dead the editor of the greatest newspaper in France. And not some Apache from the backstreets, not some bomb-throwing anarchist - a bourgeoise in furs, in an upholstered office, at teatime.

Joseph Caillaux resigns from the Ministry of Finance at once. His career seems finished. The man behind the income tax, the bill that was to change French taxation, is swept away in the blood of this private affair turned public tragedy. Henriette is in prison. She will say she acted to defend her husband's honour, to prevent the publication of the intimate letters. Her trial will come - but not straight away. In July. But already the leader-writers are tearing each other apart. Crime of passion or political act? The madness of a humiliated woman or the calculation of a clan with its back to the wall?

The left says Calmette played with fire and got burnt. The right says this shows exactly what the Caillaux are capable of. The feminists do not quite know what to make of this woman who took up a revolver because it was the only weapon left to her. The question is asked, and not answered: what can a woman do when her name is publicly sullied and the law does not protect her?



Clemenceau exults in silence - or not quite in silence. In his paper, L'Homme libre, he comments on the affair with the elegant cruelty that is his trademark. He likes neither Caillaux nor Calmette. He watches them destroy each other the way an entomologist watches two scorpions in a jar. What interests him is that meanwhile, nobody is looking east. Nobody is talking about Germany. Nobody is seriously preparing anything at all.



In Lyon, Jeanne cuts out the article from Le Progrès and puts it away in her biscuit tin, between Henri's letters and a first communion card. She does not really know why. Perhaps because a woman taking up a revolver is the kind of thing you keep. Not as an example. As proof that the world can tip over in five minutes, with a single gesture, and that well-dressed people are no more reasonable than anyone else.

Paul, that evening, shrugs. 'Bourgeois killing each other, that's not my problem. The problem is May. The elections.'

He is right. And he is wrong. But he does not know it yet.



On 31 March, the almond trees are in blossom in the Lot. Henri sees them from his classroom window, white against the grey sky, and he finds it beautiful. He is twenty-four and spring is returning.


April 1914



Spring bursts out all at once, the way it does in the Midi, without warning. One morning the causses are grey and bare, and the next everything is green, the junipers smell strong, the ewes are out and Henri's kids arrive at school with bunches of wild narcissi that they lay on his desk like an offering. Henri pretends to grumble - 'this isn't an altar, it's a school' - but he leaves the flowers in a jam jar on the windowsill.

April is the month when he prepares the older ones for the leaving certificate. Six pupils this year, among them Lucienne Marty the draughtswoman and Fernand Lavergne the enemy of accents. Henri keeps them back in the evening after class, an extra hour, dictation-questions-arithmetic, the sacred triptych. The parents agree because the certificate is the door - not to fortune, no, but to the post office, the counter at the town hall, the rank of corporal instead of private. The social escalator of the Third Republic rises slowly, but it rises.

Lucienne will write a flawless paper. Henri knows it already.



In Lyon, spring changes the light on the Rhône quays but changes nothing in Jeanne's life. The housework at the Bernardins', the washing, the accounts. Paul comes home in the evening and talks about the elections. Always the elections. The campaign is in full swing in the working-class districts. The SFIO has pasted up posters all over the third arrondissement, on factory walls, on the hoardings round building sites. 'Against the Three-Year Law - for peace - vote Socialist.' The Radicals paste theirs up too, a little different, a little less red. And the right pastes over them the following night; it is the war of the walls, the battle of the paste pots.

One Sunday, Jeanne goes with Paul to an open-air meeting on the place du Pont, in the Guillotière district. It is mild, there is a crowd, women too - not many, but a few. A speaker from the SFIO talks about income tax, social justice, peace. Jeanne listens. She does not have the vote. No woman in France has the vote. You can kill the editor of Le Figaro, but you cannot slip a ballot paper into a box. She looks at the men around her, Paul among them, their attentive faces, their caps, their moustaches, and she thinks something she cannot yet put clearly into words, but which is something like: this world is theirs, not mine, and yet I am the one who keeps it standing.

She will not say so to Paul. Not like that. But she will say it to her neighbour Marie, the next day at the wash-house. Marie will shrug. 'The men do the politics, we do the rest. The rest is everything.'



Verdier has left Paris. He has been sent to inspect barracks in the East, between Toul and Nancy, on the edge of that border which fills all his nights. He finds what he had feared without ever having seen it: the fortifications are solid - Séré de Rivières did good work thirty years ago - but the troops who will man them are not ready for what is coming. The men train with the Lebel rifle, which is a good rifle. They manoeuvre in open ground, bayonets fixed, in the red trousers that can be seen two kilometres away. The regimental officers are competent, brave, trained. But trained for what? For the war of 1870, only better. For the charge, the assault, the offensive à outrance.

Verdier visits a battery of 75s. The gunners are superb, fast, precise. Twenty rounds a minute. No army in the world has a gun like it. But he looks at the ground, the wooded hills rising towards the border, and he thinks of the German howitzers firing over those hills, eight or ten kilometres away, onto positions no one can see. And he thinks of the machine guns, of which the French army has a ridiculous number per regiment, because doctrine says the machine gun is a defensive weapon, and France's vocation is not to defend itself - its vocation is to attack.

He dines one evening at the table of a colonel of chasseurs, in Nancy. The colonel is a charming, cultivated man, who quotes Péguy and collects Lorraine faience. After the cheese, Verdier ventures the question: 'Colonel, what do you think of our heavy artillery?' The colonel looks at him as if he had just sworn. 'Verdier, we have the 75. What more do you want?' Verdier has heard that line before. He is beginning to understand that he will hear it right to the end.



In Paris, the Caillaux affair is still fermenting, but it has lost the front page. The trial is set for July. Meanwhile, politics reasserts itself, and the politics of April 1914 is the election campaign. The country is getting ready for the general election in May - the last elections of peacetime, but nobody thinks in those terms.

The debate is clear, on the surface at least. On the left, Jaurès's Socialists and the Radicals want to repeal the Three-Year Law, pass the income tax, and keep the peace. On the right, the moderates and the conservatives want to keep the Three-Year Law, bury the income tax, and prepare for the revanche - or at least not look weak in front of Germany. Poincaré, from the Élysée, does not officially take sides, but everyone knows which way he leans.

Jaurès is tireless. He speaks, he writes, he travels, he electrifies. He is in Toulouse, in Marseille, in Lille, in Lyon. He carries on his shoulders the immense weight of a simple idea: that war is not inevitable. That men of goodwill, in every country, can refuse to let themselves be led to the slaughter. That there is another way.

It is beautiful. It may even be true. But it reckons without the forces no one controls - the alliances tangled like strands of barbed wire, the military plans that provide for nothing but automatic responses, the nationalists in every country shouting louder than the pacifists, and above all, above all, that thing Verdier feels in his figures and Jaurès feels in his gut: the machine is running, and nobody quite knows any more where the brake is.



But in April, all that remains theoretical. War is a subject for meetings and newspapers. Real life is the price of bread, the rent, tomorrow's work. In Lyon, the canuts who are left weave silk, and the new workers go into chemicals, industrial textiles, metalworking. In Labastide-Murat, they plant, they plough, they prune the vines. In Paris, people go to the theatre to see the latest Sacha Guitry play, and they dance the tango, all the rage and all the scandal since last year - the Archbishop of Paris has condemned it, which has naturally multiplied the number of dancers tenfold.

France lives. The buds are bursting, the café terraces are opening again, the days are drawing out. Henri takes his class on a botany walk across the causse and teaches them the names of the wild orchids. Jeanne plants radishes in the patch of garden behind their building in Vaise. Verdier, back in Paris, files his notes in a folder that he labels carefully and puts on the shelf in his office, between two treatises on Prussian tactics.



On 30 April, Henri receives a letter that is not from Jeanne. A hand he does not know, a white envelope, a Figeac postmark. It is from the sister of a friend from training college, one Émile Soulié, a schoolmaster at Capdenac. Her name is Louise. Émile told her Henri was fond of poetry. So is she. She sends him a poem by Francis Jammes, copied out in her own hand, and three lines: 'My brother says you are a good man. I do not know many people he says that about.'

Henri rereads the letter twice. Then he folds it and puts it in the drawer of his bedside table. He does not reply straight away. But he thinks about it as he falls asleep, and it is perhaps the first night in April when he does not think about the elections.


May 1914



Henri has written back to Louise.

It took him eight days, which is a long time for a man who writes to his sister every week without effort. But writing to a stranger who sends you Francis Jammes is another matter. He tore up three drafts - too textbook, too stiff, too eager. The fourth was simple. It talked about the causse, about his pupils, about the leaving certificate that was coming up, and it slipped in between two sentences that he liked Jammes too, but perhaps preferred Charles-Louis Philippe, because Philippe wrote about the poor without prettifying them.

Louise's reply arrived on 4 May, a Monday. She said she did not know Charles-Louis Philippe and that he had better lend her a book. Henri smiled as he read that. A smile he showed no one.

But it is a smile on borrowed time, and May is not a month for quiet smiles.



The elections. At last.

The first round takes place on 26 April, the second on 10 May, and France splits in two like an apple. On one side, the supporters of the Three-Year Law, of order, of firmness towards Germany - the moderate right, the Catholics, the nationalists. On the other, the supporters of repeal, of income tax, of peace - Radicals, Radical-Socialists, Socialists.

In Labastide-Murat, Henri is not allowed to campaign - a state schoolmaster is bound to neutrality. But everyone knows what he thinks. The priest knows what he thinks too, and the priest thinks the opposite, and on the Sunday before the vote there is a sermon on the Christian's duty to his country that fools no one. Henri grits his teeth.

On the evening of 10 May, the results come in.

The left wins. Clearly. Jaurès's Socialists gain thirty seats - they go from 67 to 101 deputies. The Radicals and Radical-Socialists hold their ground. Together, the left has the majority. The message seems clear: France does not want the Three-Year Law, France wants peace, France wants income tax. Jaurès triumphs. Paul, in Lyon, opens a bottle with his comrades from the workshop. Jeanne drinks half a glass and goes to bed. She is pleased for Paul; that is something.

But the victory is more ambiguous than it looks. Among the Radicals elected, many are in no great hurry to repeal the Three-Year Law. The Senate remains hostile. And Poincaré, at the Élysée, has no intention of letting it happen. He is looking for a Prime Minister who is of the left by label and cautious by temperament - someone who will promise repeal without carrying it out, who will champion the income tax without rushing the Senate, who will run the country without changing anything essential. He will find one. He always does.



Verdier did not vote. Career soldiers do not vote under the Third Republic - the law forbids it, the old republican distrust of the sabre. That suits him. He would not have known whom to vote for anyway. He watches the elections from a distance, the way an engine driver might watch passengers arguing about the colour of the curtains while the boiler leaks.

What occupies him in May is a discreet trip to Brussels - an exchange of information with an officer of the Belgian General Staff, a colonel whose name he will never reveal. The Belgians are neutral, guaranteed by treaty since 1839, and they mean to stay that way. But the Belgians are not fools. They can see the roads and railway lines the Germans are building towards Aachen and Trier, towards their border. The Belgian colonel shows Verdier a map. The lines of advance are obvious. The Belgian plain is a billiard table - no mountains, no impassable river before the Meuse, and Liège is only a bolt, not a wall. If the Germans come through there with everything they have, the little Belgian army will hold out a few days, perhaps a week. No more.

Verdier comes back to Paris with that map printed on his mind. He lays it over Plan XVII in his head and sees the disaster take shape like an engineering diagram: while the French armies charge into Lorraine, the Germans come bursting in from the north in overwhelming mass, outflank, envelop, cut off. Sedan on the scale of a continent.

He cannot say it. Not like that, not so bluntly. You do not tell generals that their plan is a catastrophe. You write notes. Verdier writes a note.



In Lyon, May smells of lilac and working-class tension. The PLM railwaymen are growling - not a strike yet, but the evening meetings are stormy. Paul goes three times that month. The question is no longer just the Three-Year Law, it is daily life: wages that stand still, the pace of work that keeps rising, foremen tightening the screws. French trade unionism in 1914 is a strange animal, torn between the revolutionary CGT dreaming of a general strike and the reformists who want to negotiate. Paul is somewhere in between. He does not want revolution - he wants a decent wage, humane hours, and for his wife not to have to do housework in bourgeois households any more.

Jeanne, as it happens, has a problem. Madame Bernardin has told her, with all the tact of an anvil on an egg, that she is cutting her cleaning days from three to two. Monsieur Bernardin's silk business is 'a little slack'. Jeanne loses a third of her earnings in a word spoken between two mouthfuls of brioche. She goes back to Vaise and does the sums on a scrap of paper, in pencil, at the kitchen table. The rent, the coal, the food, Paul's shoes, which have holes in them. It will not stretch any more. She will have to find something else - sewing perhaps, or ironing for the neighbours.

She does not mention it to Henri in her letter. She writes that the weather is fine, that Paul is pleased with the elections, and that the lilac in the garden is magnificent this year. Sisters lie like that, by omission, out of reticence, out of the habit of carrying things alone.



On 18 May, Henri receives a parcel. Not from Louise - from the education inspectorate in Cahors. It is last year's leaving-certificate paper, sent as a model. He reads it and prepares his pupils accordingly, methodically, with the diligence that is his nature. The dictation will be a passage from Daudet, the questions on the geography of the départements, the arithmetic on areas and volumes. Lucienne Marty has been ready since March. Fernand Lavergne will make three mistakes, Henri knows it, and he will fight to have them forgiven in the overall mark.

In the evening, he writes to Louise. He sends her Charles-Louis Philippe's Bubu de Montparnasse, a book about poverty and prostitution in Paris, a raw and tender book. He hesitates. Perhaps it is too much. Perhaps you do not send a book about prostitutes to a young lady you do not know. Then he tells himself that if she cannot take it, she is not the one he imagines, and he posts the parcel.



The France of May 1914 does not know what it is. It has just voted left, but it lives right. It talks of peace, but it builds barracks. It reads Proust and Barrès, Jaurès and Maurras, Bergson and Péguy - voices contradicting one another in every direction. It is the most cultivated country in Europe and the one that least understands what is happening to it. It has colonies it is proud of and workers it is afraid of. It has the 75 and no howitzers. It has Jaurès and no plan B.

On 31 May, the sun sets late over the causse. Henri is sitting outside the school, on the stone bench, reading Louise's reply. She liked Bubu. She says it is a terrible and necessary book. She says she would like to meet him, one Sunday, if he would not mind. Her brother Émile could act as go-between.

Henri lays the letter on his knees and watches the sky turn pink. The swifts scream over the village. He is twenty-four, it is the end of spring, and a woman wants to meet him.

He does not know that it is the last spring.


June 1914



Henri has met Louise.

Émile arranged it all - a Sunday in Figeac, at the market, neutral ground. Henri took the seven o'clock train, in a suit, freshly shaved, his collar a little too tight. He nearly turned back at Assier, between two stations, when the panic seized him all at once - he who talks without effort in front of twenty-three kids and a schools inspector, unable to think what to say to a woman of twenty-two he has never seen.

Louise was waiting for him outside the market hall, next to Émile. Small, dark-haired, a serious face that lit up when she smiled - and she smiled often, but never for nothing. A schoolmistress too, at the girls' school in Capdenac-Gare. She was wearing a blue dress and a straw hat, and she had Bubu de Montparnasse in her bag, which she gave back to him with a note slipped inside the cover that Henri would read later, alone, on the train home: 'Thank you for trusting me with this book.'

They walked through Figeac. Émile slipped away after an hour, with a tact Henri would not have believed him capable of. They talked about school, about their pupils, about what it is to teach in the Lot to children whose parents sometimes cannot read. Louise had a pent-up anger that Henri recognised at once - the same as his own, in front of the same walls. The certificate as the horizon, the girls steered towards sewing, the boys towards the plough, and intelligence wasted everywhere, all the time.

They drank a coffee on the square, in full sun. Henri talked about Lucienne Marty, his genius of a draughtswoman stuck on a farm on the causse. Louise said: 'I've got one who reads the way she breathes, and her mother wants to apprentice her to a milliner in September.' They looked at each other with that silent understanding that grows between people who do the same work in the same conditions, and who discover they are not alone.

Henri came back to Labastide on the evening train. He did not write to Jeanne that night. He opened his bedroom window on the warm night and stayed there a long time, listening to the crickets.



In Paris, the political game resumes after the elections. Poincaré has found his man: René Viviani, a Radical-Socialist from the right wing of the party, a brilliant lawyer, a formidable speaker, and above all supple enough to be steered. Viviani forms his government on 13 June. He promises the income tax - but the Senate will decide, and the Senate does not want it. He promises to 're-examine' the Three-Year Law - re-examine, not repeal. The word is weighed to the milligram. Jaurès sees through the manoeuvre at once and says so from the rostrum: a majority was elected for change, and it has been given a government for the status quo.

But Jaurès is tired. Not physically - he is built like an ox from the Tarn, he can speak for three hours on his feet without flagging. Tired in another way. Worn down by this endless battle against forces bigger than he is, against an undercurrent he can feel rising all over Europe - nationalism, fear of the other, the interlocking gears of the alliances, military stupidity raised to the rank of a virtue. On 17 June, he writes an editorial in L'Humanité that is almost a prayer: peace is possible if the peoples want it, if the socialists of France, of Germany, of England refuse war together. He believes it. He truly believes it. That is perhaps what is most beautiful and most terrible about the man - he believes in collective reason at the very moment when collective reason is leaving the room.



Verdier's June is strangely calm. Too calm. The Deuxième Bureau's reports contain nothing alarming - the Germans have not moved, nor have the Austrians, the Russians are holding routine manoeuvres. Europe seems frozen in an armed peace that could last indefinitely. Verdier does not believe it. He learned in Morocco that calm always comes before something, and that the something is rarely pleasant.

He takes advantage of the lull to go out a little. One Sunday, he goes to the races at Longchamp with a civilian friend, an engineer from the Ponts et Chaussées. The weather is fine, the women wear enormous hats, the horses gleam, the champagne flows. Verdier watches the spectacle with a detachment he did not know he had. All these people, he thinks. All these people who do not know.

But perhaps he is the one who is wrong. Perhaps the machine will stop of its own accord, the diplomats will do their job, the alliances will stay dormant. Perhaps Jaurès is right. Verdier hopes so - sincerely. He loves peace the way you love the air you breathe, without thinking about it, and he knows that the war he has been studying for twenty years has nothing to do with the war people imagine in the salons.



In Lyon, June is hard on Jeanne. She has found ironing work with a neighbour in the quarter, a widow who keeps a boarding house in the rue de la Claire. Three afternoons a week, bent over the board, the heavy iron in her hand, the heat rising. It pays badly, but it helps. Paul says nothing. He knows his own pride is at stake as much as their finances - a man ought to be able to keep his wife. But a fitter at the PLM earning four francs fifty a day cannot keep much of anything.

On Sunday 14 June, they go for a picnic in the parc de la Tête d'Or. It is their luxury, the luxury of people who have none - walking under the trees, looking at the lake, eating saucisson on a bench. Jeanne sits down in the grass and closes her eyes. The sun is warm, other people's children shout and play, and for ten minutes she forgets the iron, the accounts, the sock with a hole in it. Ten minutes. It is a great deal, ten minutes of peace.

Paul watches her and says nothing. He sometimes wonders whether he makes her happy. He does not ask, because the answer frightens him.



The leaving-certificate exam is held on 20 June in Cahors. Henri takes his six pupils there by train. Lucienne Marty, in a clean dress, her hair pulled back tight, her face shut with concentration. Fernand Lavergne, fidgeting, hands in his pockets, muttering his times tables under his breath. And four others, each with their own story, their nerves, their chances.

Lucienne gets her certificate. Not a single mistake in the dictation, the best mark in the canton for arithmetic, and a drawing thrown in, which the examiner kept, stunned. Fernand gets his too - just, with the three predicted mistakes, saved by his arithmetic. All six pass. Henri buys everyone a lemonade at the station café, and his eyes are a little too bright, which he hides by cleaning his spectacles.

On the train home, Lucienne sits down next to him and says: 'Sir, are there schools where they teach you to draw?' Henri looks at her. He knows they exist. The Beaux-Arts in Paris, the drawing schools in the big cities. And he knows that for a sharecropper's daughter from the Lot, they do not exist. He says: 'Yes. We'll talk about it again.' He does not know how yet. But he swears to himself he will try.



And on 28 June, the world tips over.

It is a Sunday. The weather is fine all over Europe. In Sarajevo, in Bosnia-Herzegovina, a province annexed by Austria-Hungary six years earlier, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Habsburg throne, and his wife Sophie are being driven through the city in procession. A young man of nineteen, Gavrilo Princip, a Serb student, nationalist, tubercular, is waiting at the corner of the Appel Quay and the Latin Bridge with a pistol in his pocket. At eleven in the morning, the Archduke's car takes a wrong turning. Princip fires twice. Franz Ferdinand dies in the car. Sophie dies beside him.

The news reaches France in the evening. Henri reads it the next day, the 29th, in the paper. An archduke killed, in a country whose borders he could not draw on a map. It seems far away. It seems Balkan, which is to say incomprehensible and exotic and of no consequence. The paper gives two columns to Sarajevo and four to the Caillaux trial, which opens in a few weeks.

Verdier reads the same news in Paris, and he puts the paper down slowly. He does not yet know what is going to happen. Nobody does. But he senses, with the instinct that twenty years in the job have honed like a knife, that something has just been set in motion. The machinery of the alliances, that monstrous clockwork - Serbia is tied to Russia, Russia to France, Austria to Germany - he knows every cog of it. And he knows that when the first cog moves, the others follow.

But on this last Sunday of June, France is not looking towards Sarajevo. It is looking towards its golden fields, towards its vines in flower, towards the Caillaux trial and the leaving-certificate results. It has its own stories, its own dramas, its own tiny joys.

Henri writes to Louise. He tells her he would very much like to see her again, perhaps in Cahors, one Sunday in July. He slips a sprig of dried lavender into the envelope, picked on the causse on his way up to the school.

He does not know. Nobody knows. But there are thirty-seven days left.


July 1914



The wheat stands high on the causse. July begins in heat and dust, that white heat of the Lot which crushes the stones and makes the air shimmer above the roads. School is over. Henri closed the classroom on 30 June, put away the exercise books, emptied the inkwells, turned the chairs up on the desks. Two months of freedom. He is staying in Labastide. He says it is to prepare for the new school year. The truth is that Louise has said yes to Cahors, on Sunday the 12th, and that Cahors is closer to Labastide than to anywhere else.

Meanwhile, he helps with the haymaking at the Delpechs' - the father of the boy he went to fetch back in March. It is a tacit arrangement, one of those gift economies that keep the countryside turning: the schoolmaster helps on the farm in summer, the farmer gives eggs and cheese in winter, and nobody keeps count. Henri is not strong, but he has stamina, and old Delpech teaches him to load a cart so the bundles do not slide off, which is harder than a rule of grammar and a great deal more useful in July.



In Paris, the whole of France is looking towards the Palais de Justice. The trial of Henriette Caillaux opens on 20 July, and it is the show of the summer. The newspapers have no room for anything else. The courtroom is packed, the lawyers are stars, the public crowds in as if to the Opéra. Maître Labori is defending Henriette - the same Labori who defended Dreyfus fifteen years earlier. The prosecution wants premeditated murder. The defence pleads a crime of passion, honour outraged, a woman driven to the edge. Intimate letters are read out in court. Dirty linen is washed before the assembled nation. It is fascinating, it is sordid, and above all it is the most perfect smokescreen history has ever drawn across a catastrophe.

Because meanwhile, Austria-Hungary is preparing its revenge.



Verdier knows it. Verdier sees it in the telegrams passing through the Quai d'Orsay, copies of which reach the Ministry of War. Vienna is not going to let Sarajevo go. The Archduke is dead, and behind the Archduke it is the Empire's prestige that has been struck. The Austrians want to crush Serbia - not because Serbia officially armed Princip's hand, but because Serbia is there, small, Slav, insolent, and because if they do not strike now, they never will.

The problem is Russia. Russia, which protects Serbia as France protects Russia as Germany protects Austria. The chain. The gears. Verdier watches the cogs engage one by one, with the terrifying slowness of precision machinery.

On 23 July, Austria-Hungary sends Serbia an ultimatum. Forty-eight hours to reply. The terms are deliberately unacceptable - it is designed to be refused. Austrian investigators on Serbian soil, the dissolution of the nationalist societies, a purge of the army and the administration. No sovereign state can accept that. That is what it is for.

The news drops on Paris like a stone into a pond. But the pond is otherwise engaged. The Caillaux trial is in full swing. Poincaré and Viviani are at sea, aboard the battleship France, on their way back from an official visit to Russia - a visit planned long in advance, at which the alliance was tightened, solidarity promised, loyalty sworn. They learn of the ultimatum by the ship's wireless, between two waves, somewhere in the Baltic. They will not be back in Paris until the 29th.

France is headless during the worst week of European diplomacy in forty years.



Henri has seen Louise again. On the 12th, in Cahors, as planned. They walked along the Lot, under the plane trees of the boulevard Gambetta, and this time they did not talk only about school. Henri talked about his father, who died when he was sixteen - a minor post-office official carried off by tuberculosis. Louise talked about hers: a mother who has run a haberdashery in Figeac on her own since the father left, going off one morning to look for work in Toulouse and never coming back. They exchanged their wounds with the reticence of people who do not complain, setting things on the table the way you set down tools - without comment, so that the other can see.

They parted at the station. Henri said 'see you soon' and Louise said 'yes'. Nothing more. But on the train home, Henri caught himself thinking in terms of 'we', which had never happened to him before.

He does not yet know that the world has thirteen days left.



On 25 July, Serbia replies to the ultimatum. It accepts almost everything - almost. It refuses Austrian investigators on its soil. It is a tiny refusal, a detail, a hair's breadth. It is enough. Austria breaks off diplomatic relations the same day.

On 28 July, Austria-Hungary declares war on Serbia. The first domino falls.

In Paris, there is muffled panic. The corridors of the Quai d'Orsay rustle with telegrams. Ambassadors run. The Bourse falls. The Caillaux trial suddenly seems grotesquely trivial - and yet it goes on, it even reaches its verdict on 28 July, the day of the declaration of war: Henriette Caillaux is acquitted. Crime of passion. The courtroom applauds. The papers lead with it the next morning, on the front page, and put the war in Serbia on page three. The hierarchy of news has gone mad.



Jeanne senses that something is shifting. Not because she reads the foreign-affairs pages - she does not. But because Paul comes home in the evening with a face she does not know. The worry of a man who does not want to worry his wife, and who worries his wife precisely by his silence. At the PLM workshop, the lads talk. There are reservists among them, men who have done their two years - or three, for the younger ones - and who keep their military papers in a drawer. Paul is thirty-one. He is of the class of 1903. If things go wrong, he goes.

Jeanne does not ask. She irons the boarding-house linen, the iron goes back and forth, the steam rises, and in her head the words go round without taking shape. Not that. Not now. Not him.



On 29 July, Russia begins to mobilise. Not general mobilisation - not yet. A partial mobilisation, against Austria alone, in theory. But Russian mobilisation is a vast, slow machine that takes weeks to deploy across a territory of twenty million square kilometres. The Germans know it. And the Germans know that every day's delay in their own mobilisation is a day lost from the plan - the modified Schlieffen Plan, the great west-east pivot, forty-two days to bring France down before turning on Russia. If Russia mobilises, Germany must mobilise. And if Germany mobilises, it attacks. It is automatic. The plan makes no provision for mobilisation without an offensive. The machine does not know how to stop in between.

Verdier no longer sleeps. Literally. He is at the ministry day and night, with a handful of officers who see the same thing he does. The news comes in by telegram, hour by hour. The French ambassador in Berlin reports that the atmosphere is grim. The ambassador in Vienna reports that no one is negotiating any more. The ambassador in St Petersburg reports that the Tsar is hesitating but the generals are pushing. Everywhere the generals are pushing. It is the logic of the plans - the plans have a life of their own, they demand deadlines, timetables, marshalling yards, trains that leave on time, and every hour of delay is an hour of disadvantage. War has become a railway problem.



On 30 July, Jaurès is at the Chamber. He is shaken, but he is still fighting. He still believes it can be stopped. He calls on the government to act, to lean on Russia to halt its mobilisation, to propose mediation, to convene a conference. Viviani listens, his face haggard. Poincaré manoeuvres. No one is in control of anything any more.

On the evening of the 30th, Jaurès dines with close friends. He talks about the International, about the socialist conference due in Paris on 9 August, about the hope that the German socialists will refuse the war credits. He believes it. He is a man who believes.



31 July.

It is a Friday. It is hot in Paris, a heavy, thundery heat. Jaurès spends the day between the Chamber and the paper. He writes a last editorial for the next day's L'Humanité - an appeal for peace, a voice crying in the wilderness. At nine in the evening, he dines at the Café du Croissant, in the rue Montmartre, a stone's throw from the newspaper offices. He is sitting with his back to the open window, the window onto the street. He eats, he talks, he gesticulates as always.

At twenty to ten, a man of twenty-nine, Raoul Villain, an overwrought nationalist, comes up to the window, his arm thrust between the curtains, and fires two shots. The first hits Jaurès in the head. He slumps over the table. They carry him to the banquettes at the back. The doctor arrives. He is dead.



The news spreads across Paris within an hour. The newsrooms, the cafés, the stations, the working-class districts. 'They have killed Jaurès.' Four words that go through the city like a shock wave. In the working-class districts, anger rises, raw, immediate. The CGT calls for calm. The government trembles - a workers' uprising on the eve of a war would be the ultimate catastrophe. But the uprising does not come. The anger is immense, and powerless. The man who carried peace is dead, and with him something irreplaceable - not peace itself, which was already lost, but the belief that it was possible.

Paul hears the news at eleven at night, from a comrade who knocks at their door. He sits down on a chair, in the kitchen, and he cries. Jeanne has never seen him cry. She puts a hand on his shoulder and stays standing behind him, saying nothing.

Henri learns of it the next morning, 1 August, from the paper. He walks out of his house, goes to the far end of the village, and stands for a long time on the edge of the causse, looking at the valley. He does not cry. He clenches his jaw so hard that his teeth will ache for two days.



At midnight on 31 July, Germany sends an ultimatum to Russia: stop mobilising within twelve hours. And another to France: declare your neutrality and hand over the fortresses of Toul and Verdun as a pledge. In other words: give us your keys.

France will not answer that.

Verdier is at the ministry. He opens his desk drawer, takes out his service revolver, cleans it, reloads it, puts it back in its holster. Then he sits down and waits for morning.

The morning of 1 August.

Tomorrow.


August 1914



The tocsin rings at four in the afternoon, on Saturday 1 August.

In Labastide-Murat, it is the church bell. The priest pulls it himself, full swing, and the sound rolls across the causse like dry thunder. Henri is at the Delpechs', stripped to the waist, bringing in the last bundles of hay before the heat. He hears the bell and he stops. Old Delpech stops too. They look at each other. They know. Everyone knows. They have been waiting for it for three days, since the assassination of Jaurès, since the ultimatums, since the papers began to talk of nothing else. And yet, when it comes, it is like a punch in the stomach.

General mobilisation.

Henri goes down to the village. Outside the town hall, the village constable is pasting up the poster - the one that had been kept for years in a locked drawer, pre-printed, with only the date to be added. White background, big black letters: ORDRE DE MOBILISATION GÉNÉRALE. Groups form. The women come out onto their doorsteps, the men come in from the fields, the gardens, the café. No one shouts. That is what strikes Henri - the silence. People read the poster and fall silent. A few women cry, but without a sound, as if sound would be indecent.

Henri is not called up at once. Class of 1910, reserve corporal in the 7th Infantry Regiment at Cahors, he is to report on the third day. Two days to put his affairs in order, close the school - it is already closed - and leave.

He goes home. He writes two letters. The first to Jeanne, short: 'It's done. I leave on Tuesday. Don't worry. Love.' The second to Louise, longer, and he will never reread it, because he knows that if he rereads it he will not send it.



In Lyon, Paul has his orders in his hand at five in the evening. The postman brought the mobilisation papers while the tocsin was still ringing, because everything was ready, everything had been planned for years, every reservist on file, every regiment assigned, every train timetabled. The French mobilisation machine is a masterpiece of logistics - four million men to be clothed, armed and transported in two weeks, and not one train may be missing, not one station congested, not one man at the wrong barracks.

Paul is posted to the 23rd Infantry Regiment, at the Part-Dieu barracks. Departure Monday the 3rd. Jeanne reads the papers with him, sitting at the kitchen table, and her hands do not shake. Not yet. She has two days. Two days to wash his linen, darn what needs darning, make up a parcel - tobacco, socks, saucisson, a knife, the things you take when you do not know how long you are going for.

On the Sunday, they do nothing. They stay together, in the flat in Vaise, and they do nothing. Paul smokes at the window. Jeanne sits beside him. They hardly speak. At one point, Paul says: 'It'll be over by Christmas. Everybody says so.' Jeanne nods. She does not believe it. She does not know why she does not believe it, she has no military expertise, no knowledge of strategy, but something in her, an instinct older than reason, tells her it is not true.

On Monday 3 August, Germany declares war on France. But that no longer matters; the war is already here. Paul leaves in the morning, with his bundle and his military papers, and Jeanne watches him go down the rue de la Claire with a step that tries to be steady, without looking back. He looks back at the corner, once, and raises his hand. Jeanne raises hers. Then he turns and he is gone.

She goes back in. She closes the door. She sits down. And there, only there, her hands begin to shake.



Henri reaches the barracks at Cahors on Tuesday 4 August, amid an organised chaos that is little short of a bureaucratic miracle. Hundreds of men are pouring in from all over the département - peasants, craftsmen, clerks, schoolmasters, even priests, all jumbled together in a disciplined crush. They are kitted out. The red trousers, the dark-blue greatcoat, the red képi. Henri puts it all on and looks at himself in the mirror in the latrines. He does not recognise himself. The schoolmaster has vanished. In his place, a thin corporal with round spectacles and a Lebel rifle weighing four kilos. Only a corporal - a training-college man ought to be a sergeant, but appendicitis in 1912, six months in a military hospital, and promotion had passed him by. He had drawn a schoolmaster's lesson from it: the best-laid plans can founder on an organ eight centimetres long.

He recognises faces. Old comrades from his military service, lads from the Lot he has passed at the market in Cahors. And strangers - a butcher from Gourdon, a notary's clerk from Gramat, a shepherd from Rocamadour who cannot read but can carry forty kilos on his back without flinching. The 7th Infantry Regiment reassembles itself in three days, like a jigsaw whose pieces were scattered through the drawers of an entire département.

On 7 August, the regiment leaves by train. Destination: the East. Nothing more precise is said. Henri stands in a cattle truck, squeezed among thirty men who smoke, who sweat, who sometimes sing, and who watch summer France go by through the cracks in the planks - the vines, the harvested fields, the poplars along the rivers. Every station they pass through is a grim celebration. Women hold out bottles of wine, flowers, flags. Old men weep. Kids run alongside the train shouting 'Vive la France'. Henri watches them and thinks of his own pupils, the ones in Labastide, who would have done the same.



Verdier went to war three days before everyone else. On 30 July, he was posted to the staff of III Corps, in Lorraine. That is where Plan XVII is to strike - the offensive in Lorraine, straight at Morhange and Sarrebourg, the reconquest of the lost provinces. Verdier knows the plan by heart. He also knows its flaws. But he is an officer, he obeys, and he will do his job as best he can.

On 8 August, the first French troops cross the border into Alsace. Mulhouse is taken on the 8th, lost on the 10th, retaken on the 19th. The official communiqués speak of victory. The reality is more confused - brief, violent, disorderly engagements in which French soldiers discover within hours what Verdier had known for months: the German artillery is terrifying.

On 14 August, the great offensive begins in Lorraine. Two French armies, the First and the Second, charge eastwards with the idiotic bravery that doctrine demands. Bayonets fixed. Red trousers. Élan. The regiments advance in close order against German positions prepared long in advance - trenches, barbed-wire entanglements, machine guns, and behind them the heavy howitzers whose calibres Verdier had counted in his office on the boulevard Saint-Germain.

On 20 August comes the shock. Morhange. Sarrebourg. The French armies run into the German defences and are thrown back with losses that defy understanding. In a single day, 22 August, the French army loses twenty-seven thousand men. Twenty-seven thousand. Dead. In one day. It is the bloodiest day in the whole history of France, and no one on the home front knows it yet.

Verdier is at his post, in a requisitioned château near Nancy, when the reports come in. The figures. The regiments decimated. The officers fallen at the head of their men, sabres drawn, mown down by the machine guns like grass under the scythe. He reads the reports one by one, methodically, and something breaks in him that will never mend - not his capacity to function, which remains intact, but his faith in the institution to which he has given his life. The French General Staff sent men to be slaughtered knowing - or bound to know - that the doctrine was wrong. Red trousers against the machine gun. Élan against the 150 mm howitzer. Courage against physics.

Physics won.



And while Lorraine burns, the north collapses.

It is the trap Verdier saw on his map in Brussels. The Germans entered Belgium on 4 August, in colossal strength - the bulk of their army, hundreds of thousands of men, across the northern plains. Liège held out for ten days, heroically, but Liège fell. Brussels falls on 20 August, without a fight. The Belgian army falls back on Antwerp. And the German armies come bursting south, towards France, in a gigantic wheeling movement that sweeps everything before it.

The British army is there - a small expeditionary force, a hundred thousand men, landed at Boulogne and pushed up into Belgium. On 23 August, at Mons, the British fight for the first time and discover the same thing as the French: machine guns kill faster than courage can run. They fall back.

The French armies in the north are falling back too. Charleroi, 21 August. Another disaster. V Corps, where regiments from the Lot and the South-West have just arrived after days on the train, is flung into the battle without preparation, without reconnaissance, without heavy artillery. The losses are monstrous.

Henri is there.



The 7th Regiment arrived in Belgium on 19 August, after five days of trains and marches. On arriving, Henri saw things no object lesson had ever taught him. Belgian villages on fire. Columns of refugees on the roads, women with handcarts, kids crying, old people walking without knowing where. And the noise - the noise of war, which you hear before you see it, that dull rumble of artillery that makes the ground shake underfoot.

On 22 August, the regiment goes into action near Bertrix, in the forests of the Ardennes. It is total confusion. The orders contradict each other. The maps are wrong. The officers do not know where the enemy is. And suddenly the trees explode. The shells come in over the tops of the beeches, without warning, and the men marching in column along a forest track are cut to pieces.

Henri lies flat in a ditch and stays there, his face in the earth, for an hour. It is not courage. It is the inability to move. Around him, men are screaming. The butcher from Gourdon has lost an arm. The notary's clerk from Gramat is dead, lying on his back, eyes open, a shell splinter in his chest. Henri looks at him and does not understand. His brain refuses the information. This man was alive twenty minutes ago, he was talking about his fiancée, and now he is an object.

The regiment falls back. Everyone falls back. It is the general retreat, ordered by Joffre on 24 August, when it finally becomes clear that Plan XVII is a total failure and that the Germans are coming from the north in a strength nobody had been willing to see. France falls back along the whole front, from Belgium to the Vosges, and the Germans advance.



The retreat. Twelve days of marching south, under the August sun, with the thirty-kilo pack, the rifle, the cartridges, the feet bleeding in the new boots. Henri marches. He does not think. He puts one foot in front of the other, he drinks when there is water, he eats when something is handed out, and he sleeps ten minutes in a ditch when the regiment halts. The roads are choked with columns crossing each other, supply convoys, wounded being taken away in carts. And the civilians, always the civilians, that tide of people fleeing with whatever they could carry.

He writes to Jeanne on 28 August, a scrap of paper scribbled in pencil during a halt: 'I'm alive. I don't know where I am. Don't worry.' He does not know if the letter will arrive. He does not know if Jeanne is still in Lyon. He knows nothing. No one knows anything any more.



And Joffre - the commander-in-chief, the stout, placid man who eats well and sleeps well and whom nothing seems to shake - Joffre does the only intelligent thing in the whole catastrophe. He reorganises. He pulls troops out of Lorraine, he creates a new army, the Sixth, out of regiments brought in from everywhere. He puts Gallieni, old Gallieni, colonial soldier and sharp mind, in charge of the military government of Paris. And he waits. He waits for the Germans to stretch out, to wear themselves out, for their supply lines to crack, for the moment to strike.

The moment will come. In September. On the Marne.

But Henri does not know it. Henri marches.



In Lyon, Jeanne waits. She has had no news of Paul since 10 August - a note, 'arrived safe at the regiment, all well, leaving soon.' Since then, nothing. Military silence. She carries on ironing at the widow's, and cleaning at the Bernardins' - who have taken her back for three days a week because the usual maid has gone to join her family in the Auvergne. She reads the paper, the official communiqués, which lie with great diligence. 'Our troops are withdrawing in good order to prepared positions.' Jeanne does not understand military jargon, but she understands the word 'withdrawing'. Withdrawing means going backwards. Going backwards means losing. And losing means Paul is somewhere in the middle of it.

On 30 August, she finally receives a card. Two lines in Paul's handwriting, almost illegible: 'Marching for ten days. Holding on. Love. P.' The field post stamp is dated the 25th. Five days' delay. Five days in which anything could have happened.

Jeanne puts the card down on the table. She looks out of the window at the summer burning on the roofs of Vaise. Somewhere out there, hundreds of kilometres away, her husband is marching with a rifle in a war nobody asked his opinion about.



On 31 August 1914, the German army is sixty kilometres from Paris. The government has left the capital for Bordeaux. Gallieni is fortifying the entrenched camp of Paris. Parisians who can are fleeing south. The stations are black with people.

And Henri marches. And Paul marches. And Verdier, bent over his maps in a command post that moves back every day, at last sees something change in the movement of the German armies - a bend towards the south-east, a flank laid bare, a mistake. He says nothing. Not yet. He watches.

August has lasted a century.


September 1914



The Marne.

Later, people will call it a miracle. It is not a miracle. It is a calculation, a German mistake, a French resurgence, and six hundred thousand men thrown into the scales at the exact moment when the scales could still tip.

Verdier saw it coming. On his maps, on the night of 2 to 3 September, he saw what Gallieni saw at the same moment in Paris, what Joffre is beginning to understand at his headquarters in Bar-sur-Aube: von Kluck's army, the westernmost of the German armies, the one that was to go round Paris to the west and close the trap, has veered. Instead of passing west of Paris, it is passing east. It is presenting its right flank to the Paris garrison, like a man turning his back on an enemy he believes beaten.

Kluck is not wrong to believe the French beaten. They have been retreating for two weeks. But Kluck is wrong to believe that an enemy in retreat is an enemy finished. The French are retreating, but they have not fallen apart. They march, they suffer, they lose men by the thousand at the rear - stragglers, the exhausted, wounded left behind in barns - but the regiments hold. The officers hold. The structure holds.

On 4 September, Gallieni understands. He calls Joffre. He insists, he pushes, he almost begs. They must strike now, into Kluck's flank, with everything they have. Joffre hesitates for a day - a day that lasts a year - then he decides. The order comes down on the evening of the 5th. Tomorrow, all the French armies stop retreating and attack.



Henri has not slept for three days. Not really. Ten-minute snatches of sleep, standing against a tree, in a ditch, his cheek against his pack. The 7th Regiment is somewhere south of the Marne, in a landscape of flat fields, villages with closed shutters, roads white with dust. They have marched, marched, marched, and suddenly they are told to stop. They are told to turn round. They are told that tomorrow, they attack.

On the morning of 6 September, Henri Castayrol, corporal, schoolmaster, twenty-four, marches north with his section. He has eight men under his command, among them the shepherd from Rocamadour, who carries his pack as if it weighed nothing, and a joiner from Cahors who has been coughing for three days but refuses to report sick. They march towards the noise. The noise is in front of them, constant now, a roll of thunder that never stops - the artillery.

The Battle of the Marne lasts six days. From 6 to 12 September. It is not a battle, in fact - it is fifty simultaneous battles, on a front of three hundred kilometres, from Verdun to Paris. A million men on each side, in the September heat, in the beet fields and the vineyards not yet harvested, in the birch woods and the marshes of the Marne, slamming into one another with a violence history has never yet seen.

Henri fights. It is a strange word, 'fighting', for what he is doing. He is lying in a furrow of ploughed land, he fires at grey shapes three hundred metres away, he reloads, he fires again, and between the shots the shells come in and turn over the earth around him like a mad gardener. The joiner from Cahors is killed on the 7th, beside him, a splinter in the throat. Henri holds his hand while he dies, which takes four minutes. Four minutes is a long time. The shepherd from Rocamadour crawls over to him and says: 'Got to go, Corporal.' Henri lets go of the joiner's hand and goes.



Verdier lives through the battle from a command post set up in a school - a school, as it happens, and he thinks of Henri without knowing that Henri exists. The reports pour in, contradictory, fragmentary, often half a day behind reality. Here they advance, there they fall back, elsewhere nobody knows. The battle is a fog. But the overall picture - Verdier can see it forming hour by hour. The Germans are bending. Not everywhere, not quickly, but they are bending. Kluck's flank is broken open by Maunoury's troops coming out of Paris - the famous taxis of the Marne, six hundred Renault taxis requisitioned by Gallieni to rush a brigade to the front, an episode that will become legend and that is really no more than a logistical detail in a gigantic operation, but a detail that says something about the France of that moment, about that ability to improvise when the plans have failed.

On 9 September, the Germans disengage. Kluck falls back. Bülow falls back. The whole German army withdraws northwards, towards the Aisne, and digs trenches on the high ground.

It is the victory of the Marne. Paris is saved. France is saved. The Schlieffen Plan has failed.

But Verdier is not putting out the bunting. He looks at the casualty figures - two hundred and fifty thousand French out of action in six days, killed, wounded, missing. He watches the Germans digging, burying themselves, laying barbed wire and machine guns on high positions. And he understands, with icy clarity, what no one yet wants to put into words: the war will not be over by Christmas. The war has only just begun.



After the Marne, the Race to the Sea.

It is a misleading name. It is not a race towards the sea, it is a gradual lengthening of the front northwards, each side trying to get round the other's flank. The French send troops to Picardy, Artois, Flanders. The Germans do the same. Each time, they arrive too late, the other is already there, and they dig trenches face to face. The front stretches out like a scar, from Verdun to the North Sea, and it sets.

Henri takes no part in the Race to the Sea. His regiment stays on the Aisne, in the Soissons sector, after the Marne. They have advanced, retaken ground, and now they stop. In front of them, the Germans are dug in on the Chemin des Dames, the ridge that overlooks the Aisne and whose charming name comes from two daughters of Louis XV who used the road. The name will soon mean something else.

Henri digs. Everyone digs. With shovels, with picks, with bare hands when there are no tools left. They dig trenches, communication trenches, dugouts, they lay sandbags, they string wire. In three weeks, the landscape of open fields becomes an underground labyrinth. Henri discovers mud. Not the mud of the causse, clean, limestone, quick to dry - the mud of the Aisne, clayey, greasy, sticky, that gets into the boots, into the clothes, under the nails, into the food. The mud that will now be their element, as water is the element of fish.

He writes to Louise on 20 September. His first letter since leaving. The paper is stained, the pencil poor, the writing shaky - not from fear, from fatigue. He does not describe what he has seen. He does not mention the joiner from Cahors, or the shells, or the noise. He writes: 'I am alive, which is already considerable. I think of you more than the situation demands, for which I do not apologise. I miss the causse. I miss the children. I hope Lucienne is still drawing.'

He folds the letter and hands it to the vaguemestre, the postman of the trenches, who makes his way along the communication trenches with his mail bag like a pedlar in the underworld. The letter will take eight days to reach Figeac. Louise will read it standing in her kitchen, and she will have to sit down.



In Lyon, Jeanne finally has news of Paul. A military postcard, the official kind with pre-printed sentences you cross out in pencil: 'I am in good health' - not crossed out. 'I am wounded' - crossed out. 'I am a prisoner' - crossed out. Signature: Paul. Postmark: 14 September.

He is alive. On the 14th, he was alive. Since then, nothing. Jeanne puts the card in the biscuit tin and picks up the iron again.

Lyon has changed in a month. The men have disappeared. Not all of them - the old, the unfit, the workers in the war industries are still there. But the streets, the workshops, the cafés have been emptied of their young men. In their place, the women. They are everywhere, suddenly, where no one used to see them. At the post-office counters. At the controls of the trams. In the factories of the Gerland district, where shells are made - shells are already being made, because the army is using them up at a rate nobody had foreseen, because the stocks are melting away, because this war eats metal as no war before it.

Jeanne does not go to the factory. Not yet. She irons, she does her cleaning, she waits. But she watches the women who do go - neighbours, acquaintances, strangers - and she sees something shifting in the order of the world, something underground and irresistible. The women are keeping the country standing. Without them, everything stops. No one says so yet, but everyone can see it.



On 28 September, somewhere in Picardy, the last attempts to outflank fail. The front stabilises. From Switzerland to the sea, over seven hundred kilometres, two armies face each other in trenches that look alike, separated by a few hundred metres of waste ground bristling with barbed wire and with corpses no one dares go out to fetch.

The war of movement is over. The war of position begins. No one knows how long it will last.

Verdier, transferred to the staff of a division on the Aisne front, looks at the map of the front and does a simple calculation. The Germans hold the north of France - ten départements, the coalfield of the Nord-Pas-de-Calais, the ironworks of Briey, some of the richest land in the country. To drive them out, a fortified front seven hundred kilometres long will have to be broken. With what? The 75 is not enough. The infantry is not enough. Élan is not enough. It will take heavy artillery, munitions in industrial quantities, time, and a new doctrine that no one has yet invented.

Verdier writes in his private notebook, on 30 September, a sentence he will reread four years later with a feeling he cannot name: 'We are in this for years.'



Evening falls early now over the trenches of the Aisne. Henri is sitting in a dugout that is not yet a dugout - a hole widened in the trench wall, roofed with logs and earth, where four men can fit if they fold themselves up. The shepherd from Rocamadour is asleep, curled up on his side, his rifle clutched against him. A rat runs along the fire step. Henri no longer jumps. He has not jumped since the Marne.

He thinks of the school in Labastide. The smoking stove. The frozen inkwells of January. The narcissi of March. Lucienne Marty, drawing faces in a single line, without lifting her pencil. Louise, smiling as she reads Bubu de Montparnasse in her kitchen in Figeac.

He is twenty-four. He is a schoolmaster. He is a corporal. He is alive.

It is the beginning of autumn, and the war is only two months old.


October 1914



The rain.

It begins in the first days of October and does not stop. Not a clean downpour, not a storm that bursts and passes - a fine, continuous, stubborn rain that seeps in everywhere. In the trenches of the Aisne, the water rises. First the ankles, then the calves. The men wade through a grey soup in which things float that are better left unidentified. The walls cave in, the dugouts leak, the sandbags come apart. At night they rebuild what the water destroyed by day, and at night the water destroys what they rebuilt by day.

Henri discovers feet. Not his own in particular - feet in general, as a problem, as an obsession, as an enemy. The boots never dry. The socks rot on the skin. Feet swell, turn white, blister and then break open into sores. The battalion doctor - a young doc from Toulouse who is twenty-six and has looked forty since the Marne - calls it 'trench foot' and says they must change their socks, grease their feet, dry them. With what? The spare socks are soaking in the pack, grease does not exist, and drying anything in this universe of mud borders on the miraculous.

Henri organises his section. It is what he knows how to do - organise, explain, persuade. He sets up a rota: each man takes off his boots for two hours a day, in the dugout, while the others keep watch. He passes round the only lump of tallow, which the shepherd from Rocamadour has got hold of God knows where. He inspects his men's feet the way he used to inspect his pupils' exercise books, with the same close attention, and when young Fayolle - a kid of nineteen, a winegrower's son from Puy-l'Évêque, who came up with the reinforcements on 25 September - neglects his, Henri tells him so in the schoolmaster's voice. Fayolle obeys. They obey Henri not because he is a corporal, but because he has the quiet authority of people who know what they are talking about.



The front does not move. That is the great discovery of October - the front does not move. They shoot, they are shot at, men die every day, from shells, from snipers' bullets, from disease, and nothing changes. The landscape between the trenches - what people are beginning to call no man's land, borrowing the expression from the British holding the sector further north - is a desert of shell holes, tangled wire and bodies no one collects.

Henri has never seen a body decompose. Now he looks at them every day, over the parapet, when he takes his turn on the fire step. Blue uniforms, grey uniforms, mingled in the same rot. The smell is the thing nobody talks about and nobody forgets. Sweetish, cloying, it seeps into everything - clothes, food, sleep. Henri gets used to it, which is worse than not getting used to it, because getting used to that means accepting that the world has changed its nature.

He writes to Louise on 8 October. He has found a rhythm - one letter a week, on Wednesday evenings, in the dugout, by candlelight. He still does not speak of what he sees. He talks about what he is reading - a comrade has lent him a battered Balzac, Le Médecin de campagne, and he discusses it as he would have done in an ordinary letter, in peacetime. He talks about the weather, about the food, which is bad, about the post he is waiting for. And then, at the turn of a sentence, he slips in: 'I shall be happy to see you again, when all this is over, if you are willing.' It is the first time he has written anything that resembles a declaration, and he does it with the caution of a man defusing a bomb.

Louise replies on the 15th. She says she is willing. She also says she has taken up her class again at Capdenac-Gare and that the school is full of children whose fathers have gone. She says she teaches and she holds on and in the evenings she reads the communiqués and she looks for the name of his sector on a Vidal-Lablache map hanging on her classroom wall. She does not say she is afraid. She does not need to.



In Flanders, the war breaks loose.

It is the last attempt by both sides to break through before the front sets for good. The Germans want Calais, the Channel ports, France cut off from Britain. They launch the offensive on 20 October, between Nieuport and Ypres, in massive strength - and among them, whole regiments made up of young volunteers of eighteen, nineteen, twenty, students for the most part, barely trained, stuffed with patriotism and thrown into the attack the way you throw wood on a fire.

It is what the Germans will call the Kindermord bei Ypern - the massacre of the innocents at Ypres. Thousands of young men mown down by British and French machine guns as they advanced arm in arm, singing, so the legend goes. The legend embellishes, as always. They were probably not singing. But they died all right, that they did.

Facing them, the British hold Ypres. The French hold the southern part of the salient. The Belgians, what is left of them, opened the sluices at Nieuport on 25 October and flooded the plain between the Yser and the sea. Water against the army. The country drowned so as not to be taken. It is a magnificent gesture of despair, and it works - the Germans will not get through along the coast.

Verdier follows the battle of Ypres from his post on the Aisne, through the communiqués and the reports that filter through. He knows the ground - he went through Bruges on leave before the war, in another life. He pictures the hop gardens and the flax fields turned into swamps, the Flemish farms in ruins, the church towers brought down. And he thinks of the eighteen-year-old German students dying on the other side, and that thought is harder than the others, because it forces him to recognise that the enemy too is made of flesh.



In Lyon, Jeanne has made a decision.

It came gradually, during the long October days, between the iron and the evening accounts. The money is no longer enough. The ironing and the charring do not cover the rent, and Paul now draws only his private's pay, twenty-five centimes a day, a pittance paid out with abysmal bureaucratic delays. Around her, the women are going to the factories. The Lyon armaments works are hiring - the Berliet factories at Vénissieux are making military lorries, the powder mills run day and night, the clothing workshops sew uniforms by the thousand. They take women. They pay them less than the men, naturally - half, sometimes a third - but they take them.

Jeanne presents herself at the Berliet works on 12 October. She knows nothing industrial - she can sew, iron, keep accounts on a scrap of paper. They put her on parts inspection. Sitting on a stool, ten hours a day, she checks bolts by eye and with a vernier calliper. It is repetitive, it is numbing, the noise of the workshop deafens, the metal dust catches in the throat. But it is three francs fifty a day. More than the ironing. More than the charring. More than a railwayman's wife could have earned before the war, in a world that did not want her.

The first evening, she comes home to Vaise with her hands black with grease and her ears ringing. She heats up the soup, eats alone in the empty kitchen, and sits for a while before going to bed. She is exhausted. But there is something else, under the exhaustion, that she does not identify at first. Pride, perhaps. Or something wilder. The sense that she is becoming someone she was not, that the war is taking her husband but giving her back something else - a wage, a place, an existence no longer defined by the man who is not there.

She does not mention it to Paul in her letter. She writes that she is well, that autumn is mild in Lyon, that she has put some walnuts aside for when he comes home. She does not write: I work at the factory. She does not know how he would take it. A man of 1914, a worker, even a trade unionist, is not necessarily ready to hear that his wife is keeping a production line running.



Henri receives a parcel. From his mother, in Cahors. Saucisson, walnuts, a pair of woollen socks, and a note: 'My son, wrap up warm. Your mother, who prays for you.' Henri has no faith - he is a secular schoolmaster, a republican, a man of the Enlightenment. But he does not throw the note away. He folds it into his breast pocket, against the notebook in which he writes down things he will never put in his letters.

What he writes down, on 22 October: 'Lieutenant Marsal killed this morning by a sniper. Bullet in the head, died instantly. He was twenty-six and read Stendhal in the dugout. His Stendhal is stained with blood. I picked it up and I don't know what to do with it.'

What he writes down, on 27 October: 'Took a stretch of abandoned German trench. Found letters, family photographs, a harmonica. One of the men played the harmonica in the evening. Nobody laughed.'

What he writes down, on 30 October: 'Young Fayolle killed a man today. A German who showed above the parapet. Fayolle saw him, took aim, fired. The man fell. Fayolle came to find me afterwards, white as a sheet, and said: "Corporal, I've killed someone." I didn't know what to answer. What do you say to that? Well done? Sorry? That's war? I put my hand on his shoulder and we stayed there for a while.'



On 31 October, the battle of Ypres is still raging. The front holds. The Germans will not get through. But the price is appalling - the British have lost almost the whole of their professional expeditionary force, that small regular army which, man for man, was the best in Europe. The survivors are irreplaceable veterans. Their replacements will be volunteers, then conscripts, and it will take months to train them.

The war is two and a half months old. France has lost more than three hundred thousand men - killed, wounded, taken prisoner, missing. Three hundred thousand, in two and a half months. The figure is so enormous it becomes abstract. You cannot think three hundred thousand men. You can think the joiner from Cahors, Lieutenant Marsal, Fayolle's German. You can think one man at a time. That is all the brain can bear.

Verdier knows it. That is why he keeps working. Because if he stops working, he will have to think, and if he thinks, he will have to count, and if he counts, he will go mad.



On the evening of the 31st, in the trench on the Aisne, someone is singing. It is the shepherd from Rocamadour, who has an astonishing voice, clear and true, unexpected in that massive body. He sings a song from the Quercy, in Occitan, something about walnut trees and the autumn wind, and the men listen in silence in the dark, huddled together in the mud, and for three minutes the war does not exist.

Henri closes his eyes. He sees the causse. He sees the school. He sees Louise's face in Figeac, in the June sun, when she smiled as she handed back Bubu de Montparnasse.

Then a shell lands a hundred metres away, and the earth shakes, and the shepherd falls silent, and the war comes back.


November 1914



The cold arrives all at once, in the night of 3 to 4 November, like a door opened onto winter. Henri wakes in the dugout with numb fingers and his breath smoking. The mud of the trenches hardens on the surface but stays soft underneath, a slimy trap under a crust of frost that cracks underfoot. It is worse than liquid mud, in a way, because you think you are walking on something solid and suddenly you sink in up to the knee.

The men have nothing to cover themselves with. The dark-blue greatcoat is woollen cloth, fairly thick, but it has been soaked for weeks and never dries. Blankets are scarce - one per man in theory, one between two in practice. They sleep pressed against one another, out of animal instinct, out of necessity, and the modesty of the early days disappeared long ago. Henri sleeps against the shepherd from Rocamadour, back to back, and the shepherd's warmth is the most precious thing he owns.

Supply is the second problem. The soup arrives cold, carried up from the rear in camp kettles by ration parties that take an hour to get through the communication trenches under shellfire. Sometimes the ration party does not arrive. A shell on the communication trench, a kettle knocked over, a carrier killed, and the section does not eat. Henri has learned to keep a crust of bread in his haversack at all times, a crust as hard as wood that he scrapes with his knife and softens in the water from his water bottle. His mother's saucisson ran out long ago.

And then there are the rats. Henri had seen some in October, but in November they are everywhere. Big, glossy, fed on what nobody wants to talk about, they run over the sleepers at night, gnaw the packs, steal the food. The shepherd from Rocamadour kills them with his rifle butt with professional efficiency - he is a man used to vermin, to dirt, to hard living, and the trench does not frighten him as much as it does the others. He says to Henri, one evening: 'It's like winter on the causse, Corporal. Only worse. But it's the same.' Henri is not sure he agrees, but he understands what the shepherd means. You survive the way you have learned to survive.



Ypres has sunk into a relative quiet. The battle died down at the end of October, for want of men to fight it on either side. The salient holds. The British will stay there for four years, in that pocket of Belgian mud that will become the symbol of all that is worst in this war. But in November, no one knows that yet. They know only that it is no longer moving.

And along the whole front, it is the same. From the sea to Switzerland, the armies are dug in. The official communiqués, every day, say the same thing in different words: 'Nothing to report.' 'Intermittent shelling.' 'Local actions without result.' This smooth language covers a daily reality of death dealt out retail - a sniper here, a shell there, a trench collapse somewhere else. Every day, France loses men. Not by the thousand as in August, but by the hundred, by the dozen, a constant trickle of pointless deaths that change nothing whatsoever. The war of attrition has begun.

Joffre settles into this kind of war. From his headquarters at Chantilly, in the château of the Condés, he organises, plans, sacks. He sacks a great deal. Generals who failed in August, colonels too old, majors too timid - or too clear-sighted, which comes to the same thing in a system that confuses prudence with cowardice. Joffre wants attackers. He is looking for the breakthrough, the nibbling, the methodical wearing down of the enemy. He believes the next offensive will be the one, that the Germans are exhausted, that you only have to push a little harder.

Verdier does not believe it. He has seen at close quarters how many assaults a well-defended trench can absorb, and he knows the Germans dig better, deeper, with concrete when they can find it. But Verdier was promoted to major on 1 November - they promote quickly when officers die quickly - and a major does not contradict a commander-in-chief. He does his job. He improves the positions, organises the reliefs, writes precise reports that nobody reads to the end.



In Lyon, Jeanne is learning the rhythm of the factory.

It is a rhythm unlike anything she has known. Up at five, in the dark. The walk to the tram, in the November cold, with the other women converging from the streets of Vaise and La Duchère, muffled figures in the mist. The packed tram, where they stand, pressed together, and hardly speak because it is too early to speak. The factory at six. The workshop, the stool, the bolts, the noise. Ten hours' work. At six in the evening, the same road in reverse, legs heavy, eyes stinging from the filings.

But Jeanne is changing. She does not see it herself, not yet, but those who know her see it. Her neighbour Marie, at the Sunday wash-house, says to her: 'You've got thin.' Jeanne has got thinner, it is true - the fatigue, the skipped meals, the hours on her feet. But that is not what Marie sees. It is something else. An assurance in her voice. A way of standing straight. Jeanne earns money. Jeanne leaves her home every morning to go somewhere she is needed, where her work is of use - lorries, parts, the war, the country. It is terrible that it has to come through the war. But it comes through.

She has written to Paul to tell him. Not straight away - she waited three weeks, long enough to be sure she would hold out, that they would not send her away, that it was real. She wrote simply: 'I'm working at the Berliet works, on parts inspection. It pays well. Don't worry about me.'

Paul's reply takes twelve days to arrive. Three lines in pencil, in a hurried hand: 'All the better if you're working. It's hard here but I'm holding on. Give Marie a kiss for me.'

Jeanne rereads the three lines. 'All the better if you're working.' She had expected worse. Or better. She does not know. She puts the card in the biscuit tin, which is now overflowing with Henri's letters, Paul's cards, newspaper cuttings. The tin is becoming the archive of a world that is falling apart.



On 11 November - a date that means nothing yet - the Germans launch a last offensive at Ypres. It fails in the mud and the blood. The battle of Flanders is over. The toll is monstrous on both sides. There will be no breaking through. Nobody will break through. The front is a wall, and it will stay one.

In Paris, the government is still in Bordeaux. It will not return until December. The ministers govern from a distance, in a provincial city turned temporary capital, between the vineyards and the quays of the Garonne. Poincaré champs at the bit. Viviani hangs on. And Clemenceau, in L'Homme libre - renamed L'Homme enchaîné, the free man now in chains, since the censors suspended it for eight days in September - lays into everyone with methodical fury. The government is incompetent. The General Staff is blind. The parliamentarians are cowards. The censorship is stupid. He is right on every count, which does not make him any more agreeable. At seventy-three, Clemenceau is a force of nature that the war has woken like a volcano thought extinct. He wants power. Not yet. Not straight away. But he wants it, and he says so to anyone who will listen, with that brutal frankness which is his own brand of courtesy.



On 15 November, Henri is relieved. His battalion leaves the front line for rest - 'rest' being a relative word, meaning you move back five kilometres and sleep in a barn instead of a hole. But it is a barn. With straw. And a roof.

Henri sleeps fourteen hours straight. When he wakes, he does not know where he is for thirty seconds, and those thirty seconds are the best of his life since August. The silence. The absence of shells. Hay that smells of hay and not of death.

During the eight days of rest, he washes - for the first time in six weeks, in a tub of lukewarm water behind the barn, and he discovers his own body, thinner, dirty, covered in louse bites. Lice. The other enemy, the permanent one, the one you never manage to beat. They boil their shirts when they can, they delouse themselves by hand for hours, and twenty-four hours later the lice are back. Henri accepts them as he accepts the mud and the rats - with a resigned disgust that is perhaps this war's first form of wisdom.

He writes. A great deal. To Jeanne, to his mother, to Louise. To Louise above all. Eight days of rest means eight days of writing, and his November letters are the longest he has ever sent to anyone. He still does not describe the war - he cannot, he will not, and the censor would forbid it anyway. But he talks about himself. About what he thinks in the evenings, in the dugout, when he cannot sleep. About what he wants to do afterwards - afterwards, that magic word that stands in for hope. He wants to take up his class again. He wants to apply for a transfer to Figeac, to be closer. Closer to what, he does not say. But Louise understands.

She replies on 22 November, a four-page letter, the longest she has ever written, of which Henri will remember every word to the end: 'I shall wait for you as long as it takes. But come back. The rest we shall build together.'

Henri folds the letter and puts it in his breast pocket, against his mother's note and the notebook. His breast pocket is his strongbox, the only place in the world that still belongs to him.



On 26 November, the battalion goes back up the line. The relief takes place at night, in the communication trenches, in single file, without a sound. The men coming down pass the men going up, and in the darkness all you can see are eyes. Those coming down have an empty look. Those going up have a hard look. Henri recognises the difference. He knows now which side he is on.

The trench has not changed. The mud, the rats, the smell. The Germans are a hundred metres away, behind their wire. Sometimes you can hear their voices at night, when the wind carries. German words, incomprehensible, human.

The shepherd from Rocamadour settles into the dugout, spreads out his blanket, takes from his haversack a piece of goat's cheese as hard as stone which he found during the rest period, and shares it out with his knife. Five men eat cheese in a hole, by candlelight, and it is a feast.



On 30 November, Verdier writes an end-of-month report. He does it every month, meticulously. Strength, losses, ammunition expended, state of equipment. The figures are dry and they say everything. His regiment has lost forty-two men in November, seven of them killed, without advancing or retreating a single metre. Forty-two men for nothing. And this is a quiet month.

He closes the file. Through the window of his command post - a farm cellar, in fact, but with a window looking onto a ruined garden - he watches night fall over Picardy. Somewhere in that night, men are keeping watch, men are sleeping, men are writing letters to women they may never see again.

He thinks of his wife, who stayed in Paris. He does not think of her enough, he knows it. Madeleine Verdier, née Aubry, the daughter of a notary from Chartres, whom he married in 1902 and with whom he has two children he barely knows, because he has always been somewhere else - in Morocco, in garrison, at the ministry. The war has only made worse an absence that was already there. He writes her proper, affectionate, empty letters. She replies with identical letters. They have been married for twelve years and they are two polite strangers.

Verdier closes the window. It is cold. December tomorrow.


December 1914



Winter moves in like an occupier. It takes up quarters in the trenches of the Aisne with the same brutality as the Germans in the north of France - methodically, with no possible appeal. The thermometer drops below zero in the first week of December and does not rise again. The mud freezes. The water in the water bottles freezes. Fingers stick to the metal of the Lebel's bolt, and a man in the neighbouring regiment has left the skin of his thumb on it.

Henri now wears everything he owns. The greatcoat, a woollen jacket sent by his mother, a knitted muffler he received in an anonymous parcel - one of those parcels from 'war godmothers', which the good ladies of the home front make up for unknown soldiers, with socks, chocolate, tobacco, and sometimes a little note of encouragement signed with a first name. The muffler is blue, badly knitted, and it itches. Henri wears it day and night.

Young Fayolle is coughing. Not the dry cough of the cold - a wet, deep cough that comes from the bottom of the chest and will not go. The battalion doctor examines him in three minutes in a dugout, by candlelight, and says: 'Bronchitis. Keep him dry.' Dry. The doctor has a sense of humour, or else he has none left at all. Fayolle stays in the line, he coughs, he stands his watches, he eats his cold soup, and Henri keeps an eye on him with the anxiety of a schoolmaster watching a pupil decline and able to do nothing about it.



On 10 December, the government returns to Paris. At last. Four months in Bordeaux, four months of temporary capital, of displaced ministers and administrative confusion. The return is discreet - no fanfare, no parade. They come back because Paris has been safe since the Marne, because the front holds, and because France cannot be governed from the Bordelais indefinitely. Poincaré returns to the Élysée with relief. Viviani returns to Matignon with dread.

For the problem is now this: what is to be done? The front does not move. Germany occupies ten French départements. Belgium is almost entirely under the German boot. And nobody has a solution. Joffre wants to attack - he is preparing offensives in Artois and Champagne for the coming weeks, 'vigorous actions' meant to nibble away at the enemy lines. Verdier reads the preparatory orders and does his calculations. To break through a line of trenches defended by machine guns and heavy artillery, you need crushing superiority in firepower, an artillery preparation lasting several days, and enough reserves to exploit the breach. The French army has none of that. It has courage. Courage, Verdier saw at work in August, in September, in October. He knows exactly how many men courage can kill when it is not backed by the means.

He says nothing. He prepares the plans he is asked to prepare. He does his job.



Mid-December. Joffre launches his first offensive in Champagne. Regiments go over the top against the German trenches north of Reims, in a landscape of white chalk and stunted pines. The results are those Verdier foresaw. A few hundred metres gained here, lost there. Considerable losses for insignificant gains. The communiqués speak of 'appreciable progress'. The reality is a chalk field churned up by shells, strewn with bodies in blue greatcoats, which the snow covers at night and uncovers in the morning.

Henri is not in Champagne. He is still on the Aisne, in his sector, in his trench. But he hears about the offensive from the reliefs, from the wounded passing through to the rear, from that permanent rumour that runs through the communication trenches like a draught. The men listen and say little. They have understood, since the Marne, that the communiqués lie and that the truth travels by word of mouth among the survivors. And what the survivors of Champagne have to say is not encouraging.

The shepherd from Rocamadour sums up the situation with his countryman's common sense: 'They send us up for nothing and bring us back with half.' Henri can find nothing to say. That is exactly it.



And yet. And yet the men hold. That is the mystery of December 1914 - why do they hold? They are filthy, hungry, frozen, exhausted, terrified. They have seen their comrades die for trenches that are retaken the next day. They know now - everyone knows - that the war will not be over by Christmas. And they hold.

Henri thinks about it in the evenings, in the dugout. He thinks about it as a schoolmaster, as a man who believes in ideas, and he finds no simple answer. It is not patriotism - not the patriotism of speeches and flags, at any rate. The flag, the men never see it; it is rolled up in a case somewhere at the rear. The Marseillaise, nobody sings it in the trenches. What holds them is something else. Their comrades, first - you do not let your mates down, you do not abandon the ones who are counting on you. Habit, next - human beings get used to anything; it is their strength and their curse. And fear of the alternative - deserting means the court martial, the firing squad, shame on the family.

He writes in his notebook, on 14 December: 'What keeps us standing is not what people think. It is not the idea of France. It is the face of the man next to you.'



In Lyon, winter weighs on Jeanne in a different way. The journey to the factory in the dark and the cold, the packed tram where the women huddle in silence, the icy workshop where fingers go numb on the metal parts. But the Berliet works are still hiring, production is rising, and Jeanne is no longer the newest arrival. New women come in every week, younger than her, more frightened, and Jeanne catches herself showing them the movements, the rhythm, the tricks - how to hold the calliper to go faster, how to wedge the stool so your back does not ache, how to negotiate five minutes' break with the foreman without being noticed.

She has become someone in the workshop. Not a forewoman - there are no forewomen; the foremen are all men, those unfit for service or too old for the front. But someone the others turn to. Jeanne Vauterin, the railwayman's wife, the one who does not say much but knows how.

Paul writes more often since November. His letters are short, factual, censored in places - words struck out in blue pencil by the officer in charge of the post. Jeanne reads between the crossed-out words. 'We're somewhere I can't say. It's raining. The food is bad. I've got a good mate, a chap from Saint-Étienne, who makes me laugh.' It is little. It is immense. 'A good mate who makes me laugh' - that means he can still laugh, and that is all Jeanne needs to know.

On 20 December, she receives a letter from Henri. The first since October. Henri does not write to her as much as he used to - his letters go to Louise now, Jeanne knows it without his saying so, and she does not hold it against him. A man who finds someone to write to in wartime is a man who has a reason to survive, and Jeanne wants her brother to survive more than anything in the world. But the December letter is for her. In it, Henri talks about the war for the first time - not the fighting, not the dead, but the landscape. 'The country here is flat. Not a causse, not a hill. Fields as far as the eye can see and poplars with no leaves left. It is beautiful, in a way, if you forget what is in it.'

Jeanne reads that and cries, without a sound, in the kitchen in Vaise, and then she blows her nose and puts the soup on to heat.



Christmas.

The France of December 1914 tries to believe in it. The newspapers publish messages of hope, the town halls organise collections of parcels for the soldiers, schoolchildren make drawings and letters that are sent to the front in bundles. Louise, at Capdenac-Gare, has her pupils draw - 'a drawing for a soldier' - and slips the best of them into her letters to Henri. Henri puts them up in the dugout, against the wood of the logs, with nails salvaged from the rubble of a farm. A yellow sun. A house with smoke coming out of the chimney. A dog. The men of the section look at the drawings without saying anything, and the shepherd from Rocamadour touches the dog with the tip of his finger, once, when he thinks no one is watching.

On 24 December, in Henri's sector, nothing in particular happens. The soup is a little better - someone has found some wine - and the regimental chaplain says Mass in a dugout enlarged for the occasion. Henri does not attend, on principle, but he hears the hymns from his post, carried on the cold air, and he does not find them unpleasant.

Further north, in Flanders and Artois, on the lines held by the British and the Germans, something else is happening.

The Christmas truce.

It is not organised, not authorised, not planned. It is born of its own accord, spontaneously, on the night of the 24th, when German soldiers begin singing Stille Nacht in their trenches and British soldiers answer with applause. Fir trees appear on the German parapets, decorated with candles. Voices call out in rough English: 'Merry Christmas, Tommy!' Voices answer: 'Merry Christmas, Fritz!' And the next morning, men climb out of the trenches, unarmed, and walk to the middle of no man's land, and they shake hands.

They will swap tobacco, chocolate, uniform buttons. In some places they will play football - the legend is true, even if the matches are short and chaotic. They will bury the dead who have been rotting between the lines for weeks. They will show each other family photographs. And for a few hours, on stretches of the front, the war will stop because the men fighting it decide, of their own accord, that it can stop.

On the French front, the truce is rarer, more fragile, shorter. The orders are strict - no fraternising, no weakness. And geography weighs differently: the Germans are at home here, in France, in French houses, in French villages, and the hatred runs deeper than among the British, who are fighting far from home for a country that is not theirs. But here and there, even on the French front, there are silences. Hours when no one fires. Moments when the war grows tired of itself.

Henri takes part in no truce. His sector stays active, the sporadic firing goes on, and a man from the neighbouring battalion is killed on 25 December at two in the afternoon by a shell splinter. Christmas. Henri writes in his notebook: 'Christmas. One dead. Rice soup in the evening. The shepherd sang.'



Verdier spends Christmas at his command post. Madeleine has sent him a parcel - a bottle of Bordeaux, foie gras, marrons glacés. He shares it all with his officers, in the cellar that serves as his office, around a staff map that does duty as a tablecloth. The Bordeaux is good. The marrons glacés are squashed. The foie gras is intact, and it is a luxury so extravagant in the circumstances that it becomes almost obscene.

At midnight, Verdier goes out into the ruined garden. The night is clear, cold, starry. In the distance, to the north, a flare climbs into the sky and drifts slowly down, like a sad firework. Then another. Then a burst of machine-gun fire, brief, and the silence returns.

He thinks of his children. Pierre, eleven. Marguerite, eight. He has not seen them since August. Four months. Pierre must have grown. Marguerite must have lost a tooth, or won a prize at school, or learned something new - and he knows nothing of any of it, because Madeleine writes as he does, properly, without details, without flesh.

He goes back into the cellar and lies down on his camp bed. Before sleeping, he writes in his service notebook, as he does every evening, the situation of the sector, the strength, the losses. Then he adds, in the margin, in tiny handwriting: 'First Christmas of the war. Not the last.'



31 December 1914. The last day of the first year.

France does not yet know what awaits it. It knows what it has lost - three hundred thousand dead in five months, the north of the country occupied, the illusion of a short and glorious war. But it does not know what is left to lose. It imagines a few more months. The spring, the decisive offensive, the breakthrough, victory. The newspapers promise it. The generals swear to it. Everyone wants to believe it.

Henri no longer believes in much, except Louise. Paul no longer believes in much, except coming home. Jeanne no longer believes in much, except tomorrow morning.

And Verdier believes in nothing any more, except the figures. The figures say the war will last for years. The figures are right.



At midnight, on the Aisne front, someone fires a flare. White, then red, then nothing. It is New Year. 1915. Henri is standing on the fire step, his eyes on no man's land, lit up for a second by the flare, and he sees the wire, the shell holes, the dirty snow, and beyond them the German line, identical to his own, with men identical to him looking in the other direction.

He is twenty-four. He is a schoolmaster. He is a soldier. He is alive.

The year that is beginning will be the worst.


1915



January 1915



The year begins in frost and silence. Not the silence of peace - the silence of war when it is getting its breath back, that low hum made of noises you no longer hear because you have heard them so much: the distant rumble of artillery in a neighbouring sector, the sharp crack of a sniper, the scrape of shovels in the frozen earth. Henri lives in that noise the way a sailor lives in the noise of the sea. He no longer hears it. It is when it stops that he is afraid.

Young Fayolle is better. The cough has eased with the dry cold of January, which is paradoxical but true - the frost has killed the mud, killed the damp, and lungs that suffered from the wet breathe better in the biting air. Fayolle turned twenty on 3 January. Twenty, in a trench on the Aisne, without a glass of wine, without a girl, without anything. Henri gave him his bar of chocolate, the one from the war godmother's parcel, and Fayolle ate it in four bites with the eyes of a kid. He is a kid. They are nearly all kids, except the shepherd from Rocamadour, who is thirty-five and looks fifty.

The shepherd's name is Antoine Lacombe. It took Henri a while to learn it, because everyone calls him 'the shepherd' and it fits him like a glove. Lacombe hardly ever talks about his life before. He has a flock - two hundred ewes on the Causse de Gramat, looked after by his wife and his father-in-law while he is here. He has a daughter whose name he does not say. He has a dog, a patou, whose name he does say - Flòc - and whom he talks about with more tenderness than anything else in the world. When Lacombe wants to say things are going badly, he says: 'Flòc wouldn't be pleased.' When things are going well - which is rare - he says: 'Flòc would've liked that.' The dog is his moral compass, his fixed point, and Henri sometimes wonders whether Lacombe is surviving for the dog as much as for his wife and children.



Joffre is preparing for spring.

From Chantilly, in that château smelling of wax polish and leather armchairs, far from the mud, far from the noise, the commander-in-chief plans. He wants to attack. He has always wanted to attack. The front is stable, the ranks are filling up again - the classes of 1914 and 1915 are coming in, twenty-year-olds who did not fight on the Marne, who know nothing, who are trained in a few weeks and sent to the front with a Lebel and a prayer. Joffre wants them for the spring, for a great offensive in Artois and Champagne, a double attack that will break through the German lines and restart the war of movement.

It is Joffre's dream. It is Verdier's nightmare.

Verdier is summoned to Chantilly on 12 January for a staff meeting on artillery resources. He walks into the château in his muddy boots, with his brand-new major's insignia and a cardboard folder containing his calculations. Around the table, colonels and generals in immaculate uniform, freshly shaved, smelling of eau de Cologne and not of the trench. Verdier presents his case. To break through a line of defended trenches on a one-kilometre front, you need - figures to prove it - four hundred pieces of heavy artillery and a hundred thousand large-calibre shells. In January 1915, the French army possesses three hundred heavy pieces along the entire front. The factories produce ten thousand heavy shells a month. The calculation is simple. It is impossible.

A general answers that the 75 will make up for it. That the 75's rate of fire - twenty rounds a minute - is worth ten heavy howitzers. Verdier clenches his teeth and does not say what he thinks, which is that the 75 fires flat at what can be seen, and that the German positions are behind ridges, in holes, under concrete, where the 75 can do nothing. He says: 'General, the 75 is a magnificent weapon for a different kind of fight.' There is a silence around the table. Verdier is not invited back.



In Lyon, January is the month when Jeanne understands that the war will be long.

It is not a line of reasoning - it is a physical observation. The Berliet works are increasing production. You do not double the night shifts, you do not build an extension to the workshop, you do not take on two hundred more women for a war that will be over by spring. Jeanne sees the walls going up, the machines arriving on lorries, the foremen marking out lines in chalk on the floor of the new workshop. And she understands. It is not temporary. It is not for the time being. It is the new life, and it will last as long as it lasts.

She settles into it. Not out of resignation - out of pragmatism. That pragmatism of the women of 1915 which has no name, no theory, no manifesto, and which keeps the country standing more surely than all Viviani's speeches. Jeanne pays her rent. Jeanne puts money aside - not much, a franc a week, in an envelope hidden in the biscuit tin, among the letters. Jeanne eats her fill. It is not prosperity, it is survival with dignity, and for a railwayman's wife in 1915, that is already considerable.

On Sundays, she writes. To Paul, always - regular letters, brief, reassuring. To Henri, once a month - longer letters, in which she talks about the factory, the neighbourhood, Marie next door, who is pregnant, whose husband is at the front, and who does not know how she will manage. Jeanne's letters to Henri are the only ones in which she tells the whole truth. With Paul, she treads carefully. With Henri, she can say: 'It's hard, but I'm holding on. The factory eats up my life but it gives it to me too. I don't know how else to put it.'

Henri understands. Henri is the only man in her life who understands, and he is four hundred kilometres away in a hole.



Mid-January. At the front, the daily war invents its rituals.

There are the watches - two hours on the fire step, eye glued to the periscope, hands frozen on the rifle. There are the fatigues - the soup to be fetched, the sandbags to be filled, the communication trench to be repaired, the wire to be put out at night in no man's land, crouching in the dark, heart pounding, while the flares go up and come down and every second of light is a second of possible death. There are the rotations - eight days in the front line, four in the second line, four at rest, and the cycle begins again, endless, with no horizon.

And there is the post. The post is the religion of the trenches. The vaguemestre is its priest. When he comes along the communication trench with his bag, the men fall silent and wait, and every name called out is a grace, and every silence after a name that has not been called is a small bereavement. Henri gets post regularly - Louise, Jeanne, his mother, sometimes Émile, Louise's brother, who sends news of the Lot. He is rich in post. Others have no one. The shepherd from Rocamadour never receives anything, because his wife cannot write and neither can his father-in-law, and one day Henri offered to write for him, to take down his dictation, but Lacombe refused with a shake of the head. What he would say to his wife is no business of the schoolmaster's. Henri understood and did not insist.

Louise writes letters that are countries. Henri unfolds them in the dugout in the evening and enters them the way you enter a house. She tells him about the school - the children, the lessons, the mothers who come to ask whether she has news from the front, because the schoolmistress must know things, she who reads the papers and has a man out there. Louise does not say that Henri is 'her man'. But the mothers know, because the letters arrive at the post office in Capdenac-Gare and the postmistress knows the handwriting, and in a small town of a thousand people in 1915, a letter from the front addressed to a young schoolmistress is a novel that everybody reads over your shoulder.

She writes to him on 18 January: 'The children asked me whether the war would be over soon. I did not know what to answer. I told them the soldiers were fighting for them, which is true, and that France would win, which I hope, and that their fathers would come back, which I do not know. I am lying to my pupils, Henri. It is the first time in my life I have lied in a classroom. It makes me ill.'

Henri reads this letter twice, folds it into his pocket, and does not reply until three days later, because he is looking for the words. What he finally writes: 'You're not lying. You're choosing what they can carry. That's what we do, we schoolteachers. The whole truth isn't for children. It isn't for adults either, come to that. It's for no one. But someone has to look it in the face, and we're the ones who do it, you there, me here, each in our own way.'



On 20 January, it snows. Real snow, thick, heavy, that covers everything in a few hours - the trenches, the wire, the shell holes, the bodies. No man's land turns white and almost beautiful, like an ordinary field in winter, and for an hour Henri forgets what is underneath.

The men gather the snow to melt it and have clean water, which is a luxury. The shepherd from Rocamadour makes a snowball, looks at it, puts it down, and says: 'At Rocamadour the ewes are indoors now. They smell of their fleeces. Flòc sleeps with them.' Nobody laughs. It is not funny. It is the saddest thing Henri has heard this month, and he has heard plenty.



The France of January 1915 is learning to live at war. It is an apprenticeship nobody wanted, that nobody teaches, and that everyone is serving at the same time. Prices are rising - bread, coal, sugar. Ration tickets are not here yet, but they will come. The shops are emptying of some goods, filling up with others. Women in black are everywhere - in the markets, in the churches, in the streets. Black is the colour of 1915. Not the elegant black of the Parisian women of before - the thick, heavy, final black of mourning.

The papers lie and everyone knows it and everyone reads them all the same, because there is nothing else. The censorship cuts, strikes out, forbids. War correspondents write heroic fables from châteaux behind the lines, and soldiers on leave read them and tear them up and trample them, and a rift opens between the front and the home front that will never close again. The men who come home on leave do not talk. They look at the people in the street, the cafés open, the theatre posters, and they no longer recognise that world. And that world no longer recognises them.

Clemenceau keeps lashing out. In L'Homme enchaîné, he denounces the censorship, the incompetence, the feebleness. He demands munitions, heavy artillery, a command worthy of the name. He is right, as always. And as always, being right is no use when you do not have power. But Clemenceau knows how to wait. It is the only patience he has.



On 31 January, Henri is sitting in the dugout. The candle has almost burnt down. The shepherd is asleep. Fayolle is asleep. The two other men of the section - a plasterer from Souillac and a café owner's son from Martel, who came up with the reinforcements in December - are asleep too. Henri is the only one awake. He opens his notebook and writes:

'Six months. I have been here six months. It feels as if I have always been here. The school, the causse, the narcissi - it is a dream I had, or a story someone told me. What is real is the earth, the cold, the noise. And L.'s letters, which prove to me that the other world still exists.'

He closes the notebook. He blows out the candle. He lies down against the shepherd, who grunts in his sleep but does not wake.

Outside, the snow is still falling, and the war is waiting for spring.


February 1915



The snow melts and the mud returns. It is the law of this flat country, of this Aisne earth that knows how to be only liquid or frozen, never dry, never firm. The trenches fill up again, the walls slide, the dugouts ooze. Henri meets the mud again the way you meet an intimate enemy - with disgust and resignation, in that order.

But February brings something besides the mud. February brings the reinforcements.

They arrive in batches, new men, the class of 1915 - kids of twenty who turn up in the communication trenches with enormous eyes and clean uniforms. Clean. Henri looks at them and remembers himself in August, the tight collar, the rifle that weighed so much, the total incomprehension of what lay ahead. Six months. Six months separate him from these boys, and it is a century.

He is given four of them. Four men to make up his section, which has gone down from eight to six since the Marne - the joiner from Cahors, Lieutenant Marsal, the ordinary losses of the autumn, that quiet trickle of dead and wounded taken to the rear which empties the ranks without anyone noticing. The four new men are a law student from Montauban, a barber's assistant from Brive, a peasant from Saint-Céré who speaks only patois, and a typesetter from Toulouse who wears spectacles almost identical to Henri's. The typesetter's name is Marcel Auriange. He is twenty-one, he has read Jaurès, he has read Zola, he has read Marx, and he asks questions.

Henri likes questions. Questions are his trade. But Marcel Auriange's questions are not those of a leaving-certificate pupil. 'Why do we attack if it's no use?' 'Why do the officers eat hot food and not us?' 'Why haven't we got grenades when the Boches have loads?' Henri answers when he can, dodges when he cannot, and notes in his notebook that this boy will go far or die quickly, and perhaps both.

The shepherd from Rocamadour watches the new men with the distant benevolence of a sheepdog. He does not talk to them much. He shows them. Where to put their feet. How to sleep without sleeping. How to eat cold food without throwing up. How to shit in a tin can when the latrines cannot be reached. The things nobody writes in the manuals and that survival teaches.



On 16 February, Joffre launches the first Champagne offensive.

It is December all over again, only bigger, bloodier, more pointless. Whole regiments go over the top on the Champagne front, between Reims and the Argonne, in a chalk landscape turned lunar by the shells. The artillery preparation lasts for hours - the 75s thunder, the ground shakes, the German trenches vanish under the smoke. And when the infantry go over, bayonets fixed, the German machine guns are still there. Still there. The deep dugouts have protected them. The wire, badly cut by the 75's shrapnel shells, which do not have the power to tear it out, is still standing. And the men in red trousers fall into the wire like insects into a spider's web.

The offensive will go on until March. It will gain a few hundred metres, in places a kilometre, at the cost of tens of thousands of dead. Verdier reads the reports from his sector on the Aisne and files them in the folder he has labelled 'Offensives' with obsessive care. He no longer comments. He files.

Henri is not committed in Champagne. But he hears its echoes, and above all he sees its consequences. The wounded passing through to the rear, in horse-drawn ambulances jolting over the broken roads. The reinforcements marching north-east, columns of men on the roads, heavy step, eyes straight ahead. And the rumours - the rumours that run through the trenches like water through the communication trenches, impossible to stop, impossible to check, always exaggerated, always true underneath: we've lost the 152nd. The 56th has been cut to pieces. Colonel So-and-so is dead. Captain What's-his-name was killed going over the top.

Marcel Auriange listens to these rumours and asks his questions. 'Is it true we're attacking without heavy artillery?' Henri does not answer. He does not need to. The answer is in the rumble coming from the east, day and night, that permanent roll of thunder which is the voice of the war when it is eating.



In Lyon, February is the month Jeanne meets Rose.

Rose Vigier. Thirty-two, widowed since October - her husband, a sergeant in the 99th Infantry, killed at Arras during the Race to the Sea. Rose has two children, five and three, and she started at the Berliet works in December, in the same workshop as Jeanne. She is a small, nervous woman, with quick hands and a quicker tongue. She says what she thinks, which is dangerous at the factory and necessary everywhere else.

Jeanne and Rose found each other the way people do who share the same pent-up anger. Not all at once - slowly, little by little, through sentences exchanged at the break, through looks when the foreman says something stupid, through that silent complicity of women who know they are doing men's work for half the wage and will never be thanked for it.

On Sunday 14 February, Jeanne invites Rose for coffee at her place in Vaise. Rose's two children play on the floor with a saucepan and a wooden spoon. Rose talks about her husband. Not his death - his life. How he laughed. How he carried the little one on his shoulders. How he smelled of cheap tobacco and Marseille soap. She talks about him without crying, with a ferocious precision, as if every detail wrenched from oblivion were a victory.

Jeanne listens. She thinks of Paul, who is alive, who is somewhere, and she measures the distance between her own fear and Rose's certainty. Fear is terrible. Certainty is worse.

Rose says, putting down her cup: 'The worst isn't that he's dead. The worst is I'm not allowed to stop.'



Henri receives a letter from Louise that troubles him.

It is not what she says - it is what she does not say. The letter is shorter than usual, the tone drier, the sentences briefer. Louise talks about the school, about an inspector who came round and criticised her way of teaching reading, about a roof that leaks in the classroom, about the winter that will not end. She does not say 'I think of you'. She does not say 'come back'. She signs 'Louise', without the 'your' she had begun to put in front of it, shyly, since December.

Henri rereads the letter three times and does not understand. What has changed? What did he write wrong? He turns over in his memory the sentences of his last letter and finds nothing. But he knows - he senses, with that intuition the war sharpens because it forces you to read the tiny signs on which life depends - that something has withdrawn.

What he does not know is that Louise went to the cemetery at Capdenac-Gare on 2 February. The Pradel boy's funeral, twenty-three, killed in the Argonne. His mother screamed in front of the coffin - an animal cry, naked, which went through Louise like an electric current. And since that cry, Louise cannot write 'I shall wait for you' without hearing Mother Pradel. She is afraid. Not afraid of the war - afraid of the waiting, afraid of committing herself to a man who may disappear any morning, afraid of becoming Rose Vigier without knowing it. So she draws back. A protective gesture, clumsy, instinctive. She does not know that on the other side, in a hole on the Aisne, a man in round spectacles is rereading her letter and feeling more alone than he has felt since August.

Henri does not reply at once. He waits five days - five days of trench, of mud, of shooting, of deadly routine - and then he writes something he would never have written in peacetime, because peacetime allows for caution and wartime allows only for what matters.

'Dear Louise. I do not know what is holding you back in your last letter, and I do not ask. But I want you to know this: I hold on here because there is something afterwards. That something is you. If I am wrong, tell me so and I shall understand. But if I am not wrong, do not draw back. Not now.'

The letter takes eight days. Louise reads it sitting in her kitchen in Capdenac, in the evening, by the lamp. And something gives way in her - the dam of fear, the wall of caution, the distance she had begun to build. She replies that same evening, in one go, without a single crossing-out: 'You are not wrong. Forgive me. I was afraid, that is all. It will not happen again.'



In Paris, the war is becoming more and more political. The Chamber sits, the Senate sits, and the members begin to ask the questions the censorship prevents the press from asking. Why is there a shortage of shells? Why do the soldiers have no grenades? Why the red trousers, which kill as many men as the German machine guns? Why no helmets, when shell splinters are smashing skulls by the thousand?

The red trousers. They are the symbol of everything. In 1911, when a Minister of War proposed replacing them with a less visible uniform, a deputy replied: 'The red trousers are France!' Three years later, the red trousers are a target. The army knows it. Joffre knows it. Everyone knows it. In February, the decision is finally taken - uniforms will be made in horizon blue, the colour of the French sky, because the colour of the sky kills less than the colour of blood. The first ones will arrive in the spring. In the meantime, the men die in red.

Clemenceau seizes on it, naturally. He seizes on everything. The shells, the grenades, the trousers, the helmets, the supply services, the strategy - everything is material for a furious editorial in L'Homme enchaîné. The censors suspend him again, for ten days this time. He comes back fiercer. He has understood that the war is not won only at the front - it is also won behind it, in the factories, in the ministries, in that colossal bureaucratic machine that is France at war and that creaks in every joint.



Verdier is thinking about grenades.

It is a concrete, immediate, vital problem. The Germans have grenades - Stielhandgranaten, stick grenades that can be thrown thirty metres and explode in the opposing trench with terrifying effectiveness. The French have almost none. A few archaic models, as dangerous to the thrower as to the target. And in a trench war, where the lines are sometimes fifty metres apart, the grenade is king. Not the rifle, not the gun - the grenade. The object a man can throw over a parapet, into a communication trench, round the corner of a traverse.

The soldiers improvise. Verdier has seen homemade grenades in his sector, made from food tins, black powder, nails and a fuse. Makeshift things, rigged up by ingenious and desperate men, which go off one time in three and sometimes kill the man throwing them. The army of the world's third industrial power is reduced to making grenades out of bully-beef tins. Verdier notes this in his monthly report with a cold irony that borders on insubordination.



28 February, a Saturday. Henri's sector is quiet - 'quiet' in the 1915 sense, meaning nobody has died today. Evening falls early. Henri is in the dugout with the shepherd, Fayolle and Marcel Auriange. The others are on the fire step. The candle flickers. The shepherd is mending a boot with wire. Fayolle is asleep, mouth open. Marcel is reading a three-week-old newspaper, the only one they have, and muttering.

Henri takes out Louise's last letter. He rereads it, for the fourth or fifth time. 'You are not wrong.' He smiles. It is a discreet smile, almost invisible, which only the shepherd catches, and the shepherd says nothing because the shepherd never says anything, but he nods imperceptibly, as if a smile in a trench were the most natural thing in the world and the most precious.

Outside, the rain starts again. March tomorrow. Spring will come back. And with the spring, the offensives.

Henri knows it. He does not think of the spring as a hope. He thinks of it as a threat.


March 1915



Spring does not come all at once this year. It seeps in by fits and starts, a day of sun between two weeks of grey, a bud on a shattered apple tree, a lark above no man's land singing as if nothing were the matter. Henri looks up at the lark and thinks of that line of Shakespeare a teacher at training college once taught him - the lark in the morning, the nightingale at night. He can no longer remember the play. He remembers the lark.

The trenches are changing. Not for the better, not for the worse - they are changing their nature. What was an improvised ditch in September, widened in October, strengthened in November, has become by March a system. An underground world with its own geography, its names, its habits. The front-line trench, the communication trench, the support trench, the forward listening posts. Every stretch has a name - given by the men, not by the staff. In Henri's sector there is 'Rat Alley', 'Market Square' - a widening where the soup is handed out - the 'Café de la Paix' - the sergeant's dugout, where there is sometimes mulled wine - and the 'Cul-de-sac', which lives up to its name. The Germans opposite probably have the same. Two parallel civilisations, separated by a hundred metres of death.

Marcel Auriange has adapted faster than Henri would have thought. The typesetter from Toulouse has the nervous intelligence of a skilled tradesman, an ability to observe, to understand how things work, to find solutions. It was he who made a stove out of a food tin and solid fuel, a rigged-up contraption for heating the soup in the dugout without going out under the shells. It was he who had the idea of weaving wattle hurdles from willow branches to shore up the trench walls, a technique he saw in a book on Vauban's fortifications, because Marcel reads books on Vauban's fortifications between watches, which astounds the shepherd from Rocamadour as much as it amuses Henri.

But Marcel still asks his questions. And the questions are getting harder. 'Why do they make us attack in Champagne if it doesn't work?' 'Why do the officers never come up to the front line?' Which is not quite true - the lieutenants and the captains are in the line, and they die in appalling proportions. But the colonels, the generals, the ones who give the orders, they stay at the rear, in the châteaux. Marcel says so. Henri does not contradict him. He only says: 'Questions are good. But you have to know when to ask them and who to.' Marcel looks at him with a half-smile that says clearly: I know, Corporal, I'm not stupid.



The Champagne offensive peters out in the March mud. The communiqués speak of 'appreciable results'. The reality: thousands of dead for an average gain of five hundred metres, on a front of a few kilometres, immediately sealed off by the Germans, who dig a second line as solid as the first. Joffre is not satisfied. Joffre is never satisfied. He wants more resources, more shells, more men. He is already preparing the next offensive, in Artois this time, for May. Always the same logic - break through, break through, break through. As if repeating a failure could produce a success.

Verdier receives the preparatory orders and studies them with the meticulousness that is his nature. The attack will go in on the Notre-Dame-de-Lorette plateau and Vimy Ridge, in Artois, with considerable forces - General d'Urbal's Tenth Army. The artillery preparation will be longer, denser. There are a few more heavy shells than in February - production is rising, the factories are running, women like Jeanne are making the munitions that men like Henri will fire or receive. But Verdier does the calculation again, and the calculation says the same thing: not enough. Not enough heavy calibre to destroy the deep dugouts. Not enough time to cut all the wire. Not enough reserves to exploit a breach if by some miracle one is opened.

He passes on his observations. They are noted. They are filed. The attack will go ahead anyway.



In Lyon, March brings the spring and the fatigue.

Jeanne has been working at the Berliet works for five months. Five months of ten hours a day, six days a week. Her body has hardened - calloused hands, shoulders strengthened by handling the parts, eyes tired from the precision of the inspection work. But it is another kind of fatigue that is overtaking her, more insidious. The fatigue of loneliness. The fatigue of empty evenings in the flat in Vaise, of a bed that is too wide, of silence. The fatigue of waiting for a postman who brings three-line cards and sometimes brings nothing.

Rose comes to see her on Sundays. It has become their ritual - coffee at Jeanne's, the children on the floor, the talk. Rose talks about everything with a bluntness that takes your breath away. About the pay - 'three francs fifty for the same work as a man on six francs, you think that's right, do you?' About the war - 'they say it's for the country, but the country never asked us what we thought.' About the future - 'when they come back, the ones who do come back, they'll want their jobs back. And what'll we do? Go back to the wash-house?'

Jeanne listens. She does not have Rose's words, that articulate anger, that ability to name things. But she feels that Rose is telling the truth. That something has shifted that will not shift back. That the women of 1915 are no longer the women of 1914, and that nobody has understood it yet, not the men at the front, not the politicians in Paris, not the bosses in their offices. Nobody except the women themselves, and they have no newspaper to say it in.

Jeanne writes to Henri: 'I work with a wonderful woman. Her name is Rose. Her husband was killed at Arras. She has two little ones. She says things I've been thinking under my breath for months.'

Henri receives the letter and smiles. His sister finding a friend. His sister coming out of her kitchen, out of her silence. He does not yet grasp the scale of what is happening. He cannot. He is in a hole.



On 10 March, the horizon blue arrives.

Not everywhere, not all at once. But the first new uniforms reach the depots at the rear, and gradually, in waves, the red trousers disappear. Henri gets his on 15 March - a blue-grey greatcoat, matching trousers, a képi covered in blue cloth. He takes off the red and puts on the blue and looks at himself and sees no difference, because the colour changes but the rest is the same - the same coarse wool, the same absurd cut, the same cold underneath. But the shepherd from Rocamadour sees the difference. He says, pulling on his blue trousers: 'It's better. They see us less.' And it is the longest sentence he has spoken since January.

The red trousers. How many men have the red trousers killed? No one will ever work it out. It is one of those details that sum up the whole absurdity of an age - a country sending its soldiers into battle in a uniform designed to be seen rather than to survive, because a member of parliament said it was France and a general staff said the attack had no need to hide. Horizon blue solves nothing - the machine guns kill whatever the colour - but it says something. It says that the French army has understood it was wrong. About the colour of the trousers. About the rest, it will take more time.



On 22 March, something happens in Henri's trench that appears in no communiqué.

It is a Sunday. The sector is quiet. The Germans opposite are Saxons - they know because a newspaper was found in an abandoned trench - and the Saxons have a reputation for being less aggressive than the Prussians or the Bavarians. A tacit understanding has settled over the sector for weeks: no firing at mealtimes, no firing at dawn when the water parties go out, no firing on Sunday mornings. It is not a truce - the officers would forbid it. It is an arrangement, a courtesy between people who are killing each other, something deeply human in the middle of the most inhuman thing there is.

That Sunday, a ball appears. A football, rolling into no man's land from the German trench. Nobody knows where it has come from. Nobody moves. The ball stays there, among the wire, incongruous, round and clean in that landscape of chaos, and the men on both sides look at it through their loopholes as if it had fallen from the moon.

Fayolle says: 'I'm going.' Henri grabs his arm. 'You stay here.' The ball stays in no man's land all day. In the evening, a shell lands next to it and bursts it. Henri writes in his notebook: 'A ball. Nobody dared go out to it. Nobody fired at it either. There is something in that I do not understand yet.'

Marcel Auriange understands very well. 'It's not a ball, Corporal. It's a test. They want to see how we react.' Henri looks at him. Marcel is probably right. Marcel is often right, which is both useful and tiring.



At the end of March, Henri is given leave. Three days. His first since August.

He takes the train at Fismes, changes in Paris - which he crosses without stopping, Gare de l'Est, the Métro, Gare d'Austerlitz - and arrives in Cahors on the evening of 28 March. His mother is waiting for him on the platform. She watches him get down from the carriage and does not recognise him at first - her son has lost ten kilos, his spectacles are mended with wire, his complexion is grey and he has an old man's hands. Then she recognises him and takes him in her arms and holds him tight, and Henri lets her, standing on the platform at Cahors station, in horizon blue, his pack at his feet, and for the first time in eight months he closes his eyes without being afraid.

He sleeps. Two days, almost without a break. He wakes to eat - unheard-of things, things from before: a cep omelette, duck confit, a walnut cake, coffee that tastes of coffee and not of dishwater. He eats and he sleeps and he hardly speaks. His mother does not press him. She watches him sleep from the doorway of the bedroom and she prays, in silence, without telling him.

On the third day, he takes the train to Figeac.

Louise is waiting for him at the station. She is wearing the same blue dress as the first time, in June, and Henri wonders whether it is chance or a sign and decides it is a sign. They walk through Figeac as they did the first time, but nothing is the same. Henri walks differently - slower, heavier, with that permanent vigilance of a body watching for danger even when there is none. Louise sees it. She says nothing. She slips her arm through his, naturally, as if she had always done so, and Henri feels the warmth of that arm against his own, and it is the most real thing he has touched in months.

They sit down at the same café as the first time. Henri drinks a glass of wine. His hands shake slightly - not much, just enough to make the wine quiver in the glass. Louise looks at his hands and says nothing. She puts her hand on his, on the café table, in Figeac, in broad daylight, in front of everyone. It is a tiny scandal in a provincial town in 1915 - a young lady touching a man's hand in public. Neither of them cares.

Henri says: 'When it's over, I'll ask for a transfer to Figeac. If you will have me.'

Louise says: 'I will have you.'

It is the first time she has called him tu. It is the first time anyone has said something so simple and so final to Henri Castayrol. He puts down the glass of wine. His hands no longer shake.



On 30 March, he is on the train back. Paris, Fismes, the depot, the communication trench, the trench. The shepherd from Rocamadour watches him come back and says: 'All right, Corporal?' Henri says: 'All right.' The shepherd nods. That is enough.

Henri takes up his place again in the dugout, his loophole, his routine. The mud, the rats, the noise. But something has changed. Not the world - the world is the same, muddy, dangerous, absurd. What has changed is the fixed point. Henri knows now what he is walking towards. Not victory, not glory - a woman in a blue dress at a station in the Lot, who said 'I will have you' with eyes that did not lie.

It is little. It is everything.


April 1915



Spring comes back, and this time it is not pretending. The apple trees blossom in the ruined orchards, weeds grow on the parapets, and in no man's land, between the wire and the corpses, the poppies are beginning to break through. It is obscene, that kind of beauty. Henri looks at it every morning through the loophole and does not know what to make of it. The war ought to be ugly all the time, out of decency. But the war does not care about decency, and the poppies grow because the earth has been turned over and seeds have no morals.

Marcel Auriange looks at the poppies with a political eye. 'Things grow well in churned-up earth. After the war, these fields will be the most fertile in France.' Henri does not know whether that is cynicism or hope. With Marcel, it is often both.

April also brings the flies. Not yet the clouds of summer, but the first ones, the scouts, which find the latrines and the bodies and settle in. The battalion doctor gives a talk on hygiene - hands, water, food - a perfectly sensible talk and a perfectly impracticable one in a place where drinking water is a luxury, hands are always dirty, and food is served in mess tins the rats have visited in the night. Henri listens to the doctor with the respect he owes a man who is doing his best in a world that makes his work impossible.



The Artois offensive is being prepared.

Henri does not know it yet, but he will soon feel it. The signs are there for anyone who can read them - the artillery convoys moving north, the fresh regiments marching along the roads behind the lines, leave cancelled, the air reconnaissance flights multiplying. The French army is preparing its great spring blow, and the whole front feels it the way you feel a storm coming - a tension in the air, a dull electricity.

Verdier is transferred. He is posted to the staff of the Tenth Army, the one that will attack in Artois, under General d'Urbal. It is a promotion in disguise - they recognise his technical competence, his precise reports, his ability to organise. They do not recognise his warnings, but that was never part of the bargain. Verdier packs his things - a suitcase, a tin trunk, his maps - and leaves the Aisne for Artois in the first week of April. He crosses a country at war that no longer resembles anything he knew. Roads broken up by the convoys, villages half emptied, makeshift billets in barns, field hospitals in schools. Soldiers everywhere, equipment everywhere, everywhere that massive and imperfect organisation which is the French war effort.

He arrives at Tenth Army headquarters on 8 April and discovers the plans. The attack will go in on a ten-kilometre front, between Arras and Lens, towards Vimy Ridge and the Notre-Dame-de-Lorette plateau. The objective is ambitious - break through the first and second German lines, emerge into the Douai plain, cut the enemy's communications. Verdier looks at the map and sees what he always sees: the German trenches, the machine-gun nests, the concrete dugouts, the sloping ground that gives the advantage to the defender. He also sees the resources assembled - more than in Champagne, more heavy artillery, shells in greater quantity. But still not enough. The calculation is the same. Verdier does it again, for form's sake. Still not enough.

He no longer says so. He draws up the fire plans, the firing timetables, the plans of advance. He does his job.



Henri's 7th Regiment is not involved in the Artois preparations. It stays on the Aisne, in its trench, in its routine. But the effects are felt. Artillery is taken from them - batteries of 75s dismantled and sent north. Men are taken from them - specialists, grenadiers, sappers, sent as reinforcements. The sector grows thin. The reliefs become less frequent. Instead of eight days in the front line, it is ten, then twelve. The men are wearing out.

Fayolle has started coughing again. The autumn cough, back with the damp of spring. The doctor looks at him, sounds his chest, nods. 'Chronic bronchitis. He ought to be evacuated.' But evacuating a man in April 1915, when the Artois offensive is sucking up every reserve, means losing a rifle. The company commander refuses. Fayolle stays. He coughs, he spits, he stands his watches, he eats his soup, and in the evening he curls up in the dugout and Henri hears him choking in the dark.

Henri writes the battalion doctor a letter in due form, closely argued, as he would have written to the schools inspector to defend a pupil. The doctor reads the letter, puts it away, and says to Henri: 'I know, Corporal. But it's not me who decides.' Henri nods. He understands. The chain of command, that mechanism which dilutes responsibility until nobody is responsible for anything.



At Capdenac-Gare, Louise is living through her third term of the war.

The school has changed. Not in its walls - the same rooms, the same benches, the same blackboard. But in its children. The fathers have gone. Some are dead. The children know it - not all in the same way, not all at the same moment, but they know. Louise sees nine-year-old girls who no longer smile, ten-year-old boys who play at war in the playground with a new violence, six-year-olds who ask when Daddy is coming home, and whom she cannot look at as she answers.

She holds on. It is the word she uses in her letters to Henri - 'I'm holding on'. As the soldiers hold on at the front, the schoolmistresses hold on at home. It is not the same danger, not the same fear, but it is the same endurance, the same stubbornness in keeping something working in a world that is coming apart.

She has started a project with her pupils. A garden. Behind the school there is a patch of waste ground nobody uses, and Louise has got permission from the mayor to cultivate it. The children dig, plant, water. Radishes, beans, lettuces. It is an object lesson, officially. In reality it is something else - it is giving the children something to grow in a world that destroys everything. Louise does not put it that way, but that is exactly what she is doing.

She writes to Henri: 'The beans have come up. You can't imagine little Marthe Bouyssou's face when she saw the first leaf come out. As if she had just discovered that the world could still make things.'

Henri reads this letter in the dugout, by candlelight, and he has to put the paper down for a moment because his eyes are stinging, and it is not the smoke.



Mid-April. The French army does something that does not make the front pages but will change the face of the war.

The first helmets arrive.

The Adrian helmet, named after the general who designed it, is a steel dome weighing seven hundred grams, horizon blue, topped with a crest that is there to deflect splinters. It is not a heavy helmet, not a knight's helm - it is a compromise between protection and portability, and it will never stop a direct bullet. But it stops splinters, debris, the stones flung up by explosions, all those little things that have been smashing skulls by the thousand since the start of the war.

Henri gets his on 18 April. He turns it over in his hands, weighs it, puts it on his head. It is heavy, cold, it pinches at the temples. The shepherd from Rocamadour puts his on and says: 'Looks like a chamber pot.' Everyone laughs - Henri included, which does not happen often any more. The helmet is ugly, uncomfortable, and it will save thousands of lives where Joffre's offensives will have cost them.

Marcel Auriange, putting his on, says the thing nobody wants to hear: 'It means we're staying a long time. If they're giving us helmets, it's because we're staying.' Nobody laughs this time.



On 22 April, far from Henri's sector, far from Artois, far from everything the war has been until now, something happens at Ypres that changes the rules.

The Germans open six thousand cylinders of chlorine along a seven-kilometre front. A yellow-green cloud, pushed by the north wind, rolls towards the French trenches held by Algerian tirailleurs and territorials. The men see the cloud coming. They do not understand. Then the gas reaches them, and they understand. Chlorine attacks the lungs, burns the eyes, the mucous membranes, the bronchial tubes. The men choke, vomit, collapse. Those who can run, run. A seven-kilometre breach opens in the Allied front, gaping, and the Germans hardly advance into it, because they themselves do not quite believe what they have just done.

It is the first large-scale gas attack of the war. Gas. The weapon the Hague Conventions forbid, the weapon civilised nations were never to use. The Germans use it. The Allies will soon use it in their turn. The war goes up a notch in horror, and there are many notches still to come.

The news takes a few days to reach Henri's sector. It comes through the rumours, distorted, magnified, terrifying. 'The Boches have let off gas. The tirailleurs are all dead. The gas burns your skin, your eyes, it gets through everything.' Henri listens. The shepherd listens. Fayolle listens. Marcel asks the question everyone is asking: 'And what have we got against that?'

Nothing. In April 1915, the French army has nothing against gas. No mask, no filter, no protection. The first instructions arrive at the end of April, pathetic: in the event of a gas attack, press a wet cloth over the nose and mouth. A wet cloth. Against chlorine.

Marcel looks at Henri. 'A wet cloth, Corporal.' Henri does not answer. There is nothing to answer.



In Lyon, Jeanne knows nothing about the gas. The papers do not mention it, or so little, and so late. The censorship does its job. What Jeanne knows is that Paul is still alive - a card of 15 April, the field post stamp, the pre-printed sentences, the signature. Alive on the 15th. Since then, silence.

Rose still comes on Sundays. Her children are growing - the elder is six now; he will start school in October. Rose says she wants him to learn, to go far, not to end up in a factory like her. Jeanne recognises the words - they are Henri's, the ones he says about his pupils on the causse. School as a way out. Education as the escalator. The Republic as a promise.

Rose also has an idea. She wants to ask for a rise. Not on her own - with the other women in the workshop. 'If we all ask at the same time, they can't sack all of us. They need us.' Jeanne hesitates. Asking for a rise in wartime, when the men are dying at the front, is risky. They will be called selfish, profiteers, bad Frenchwomen. Rose shrugs. 'The bad Frenchwomen keeping their factories running, that's us. Let them find better.'

Jeanne is not ready. Not yet. But the seed is planted, like Louise's beans.



On 30 April, Henri receives an order. The 7th Regiment is leaving the Aisne sector. Destination: Artois.

He packs his things - Louise's letters in his breast pocket, the notebook, the blue muffler, the brand-new Adrian helmet. The shepherd rolls up his blanket. Fayolle coughs as he packs his haversack. Marcel Auriange buckles his pack with the efficiency of a man who has understood that speed is a form of survival.

They leave the trench at night, through the communication trenches, in single file. Henri looks back once, towards the line he has held for seven months, Rat Alley, Market Square, the Café de la Paix. He will never see them again. Other men will hold them, lose them, take them back. The trench will remain.

Behind them, in no man's land, the poppies grow in the dark.


May 1915



The train sets them down at Aubigny-en-Artois, twenty kilometres behind the front, on the night of 3 May. Henri gets down from the carriage and breathes a different air - not better, not worse, but different. The Aisne smelled of clay and river. Artois smells of coal. It is mining country, slag heaps, miners' terraces. A landscape as flat as your hand, criss-crossed with straight roads and canals, and on the horizon the black silhouettes of pithead frames pointing at the sky like gallows.

The regiment is billeted in a half-empty village - the civilians have gone; what remains is a priest, three old men and some cats. Henri sleeps in a barn that smells of hay and not of mud, and that luxury, after seven months on the Aisne, makes him almost happy. The shepherd from Rocamadour sleeps outside, against a wall, because he can no longer bear enclosed spaces. Nobody remarks on it. Everyone has their own arrangements with the war.

For five days, there is waiting. They clean their weapons, check their kit, draw grenades - grenades at last, real grenades, F1 models that work, not rigged-up food tins. Marcel Auriange takes one apart with the methodical curiosity of a typesetter discovering a new typeface. 'Neat bit of work, that,' he says. The shepherd looks at the thing with suspicion. He does not like things that explode. Nobody likes them, but the shepherd admits it.

And then the orders arrive.



The Artois offensive begins on 9 May at ten in the morning.

The artillery preparation has been going on for four days. Since the 5th, the French guns - the 75s, but also, for the first time in significant numbers, heavy pieces, 155s, long 120s - have been pounding the German lines without a break. The ground shakes for kilometres around. The windows of the houses still standing shatter. The animals flee. The noise is such that you cannot hear yourself speak, even at the rear, and the men waiting in the jumping-off trenches live for four days in a world of vibration and deafness.

Henri waits. His battalion is in the second wave - it will not attack first, it will follow, it will exploit the breach if breach there is. Meanwhile, he looks over the parapet at the German line vanishing under the explosions, the geysers of earth and smoke, and he tells himself that nothing can survive under that. Nothing.

At ten, the whistles blow. The first wave goes over the top.

What happens in the next twenty minutes is what happened in Champagne, what happened at Ypres, what will happen again and again, because the French army has not yet understood - or has not wanted to understand - that the bombardment has not destroyed the deep dugouts, that the machine guns are intact under their casemates of concrete and logs, and that the men leaving the trenches are targets.

But this time, something different happens. In some places, they get through. The preparation has been enough, the wire is cut, the machine guns are knocked out, and the French infantry get into the first German line. North of Arras, the Moroccan Division - tirailleurs, zouaves, legionnaires, hardened men, ferocious men - drives into the front to a depth of four kilometres in a few hours. It is the breakthrough. The real breakthrough. Vimy Ridge is within reach.

Verdier is at Tenth Army headquarters when the reports come in. Four kilometres. In a morning. His heart quickens - not with excitement, not with joy, but with something like a cautious, dangerous hope. If the reserves follow, if they exploit it now, straight away, in the next few hours, before the Germans pull themselves together...

The reserves do not follow.

That is the tragedy of May 1915. It is the tragedy of the whole war, concentrated into a single day. The reserves are too far back. The roads are choked. Communications are cut - the telephone wires, laid on the ground, are severed by the shells, and the orders take hours to arrive. The command does not know what is happening in the front line. The Moroccan Division waits for reinforcements that do not come. The hours pass. The Germans pull themselves together, bring up their own reserves, counter-attack. The breach closes.

Verdier watches the reports come in, hour by hour, and sees the breakthrough turn into a dead end. At five in the evening, he knows it is over. The window has closed. They had victory in their hands and let it slip, because the machine is too heavy, too slow, too stupid to exploit what the men have won with their blood.

He leaves the command post. He walks to a tree, a lime, the only one still standing in a farm garden. He leans against the trunk and stays there for five minutes, eyes closed. Then he goes back in and returns to work.



Henri goes up on 10 May.

The second wave, his, is thrown into the furnace to widen and consolidate the previous day's gains. The regiment advances over captured ground - that is to say, over destroyed ground, a chaos of disembowelled trenches, French and German corpses mingled, twisted wire, smoking craters. The smell is indescribable. Henri breathes through his mouth and goes forward.

The objective is a German strongpoint on the Notre-Dame-de-Lorette plateau, a limestone spur that overlooks the plain and that the Germans have held since the autumn. The strongpoint has a number - strongpoints have numbers in staff reports. For the men who have to take it, it is a wall of sandbags and concrete, with loopholes from which machine-gun barrels poke out.

The assault goes in on 10 May at three in the afternoon. Henri leads his section - the shepherd, Fayolle, Marcel, the plasterer from Souillac, the café owner's son from Martel, the peasant from Saint-Céré, the law student from Montauban. Ten men. They leave the trench taken the day before and run - run is too strong a word; they go forward bent double, stumbling in the shell holes, rifle in one hand, grenade in the other.

The machine guns open fire.

The plasterer from Souillac is the first to fall. A burst in the legs; he collapses screaming, a high-pitched scream that Henri will hear in his nightmares for years. The law student falls next, without a sound, a bullet in the head, dead before he hits the ground. Henri throws himself into a shell hole and stays there, face in the earth, while the bullets crack over him like whiplashes.

The shepherd is beside him. Fayolle too, white as a corpse but alive. Marcel is ten metres further on, in another hole, and Henri sees him raise his arm to throw a grenade - a precise movement, controlled, astonishingly calm. The grenade bursts against the sandbags. A second follows. Then a third, thrown by a man Henri cannot see, and something changes in the noise - the machine gun falls silent.

They get up. They go forward. They get into the strongpoint. What happens next, Henri will never write down, not in his notebook, not in his letters, not anywhere. There are things writing cannot carry.

The strongpoint is taken. The plasterer is evacuated. The student is dead. Of ten, there are eight. Notre-Dame-de-Lorette is a name that will never again leave Henri's mouth without his jaw tightening.



The offensive goes on all through May. It is a methodical slaughter. The ridge is taken, lost, retaken, lost again. Every metre of ground costs men. The regiments take turns, go up, fall, are replaced. The communiqués speak of 'continuous progress'. The reality is a charnel house on a chalk plateau where the bodies pile up faster than they can be buried.

The 7th Regiment is relieved on 17 May, after a week in the line. Henri does the count. Of the company of two hundred men that went up on the 10th, a hundred and thirty-eight are left. Sixty-two are gone - killed, wounded, missing. In a week. The shepherd is alive, with a splinter in his left shoulder that he has refused to have treated with anything but a tight bandage. Fayolle is alive; he is still coughing. Marcel is alive, unhurt, with something new in his eyes that Henri recognises - that fixed, slightly absent look of men who have seen things too close.

The café owner's son from Martel is in hospital, both feet shattered by a shell splinter. He will not come back to the regiment. He will not go back to the café in Martel either - not on his own feet, at any rate.

Henri does not write for a week. Not to Louise, not to Jeanne, not to his mother. He cannot. The words are broken.



In Lyon, Jeanne does what Rose suggested.

On 20 May, twenty-seven women from the inspection shop at the Berliet works collectively ask for a rise. Not a strike - nobody says the word. A request. A petition, drafted by Rose, signed by all of them, handed to the foreman, who passes it to the head of the workshop, who passes it to the management.

The text is simple. They earn three francs fifty a day. The men who did the same work before the war earned six francs. They are asking for four francs fifty. It is modest. It is reasonable. It is revolutionary.

The management does not reply at once. The foreman sulks for three days. An engineer comes down to the workshop, watches the women working, takes notes, leaves. And on 28 May, the answer comes: four francs. Not four fifty. Four.

Rose is furious. 'Four francs, that's charity. It's to shut us up.' Jeanne does the arithmetic. Four francs instead of three fifty, six days a week, makes three francs more a week. Twelve francs a month. Twelve francs is the price of two pairs of shoes, a month's coal, the difference between counting and breathing. She says to Rose: 'We take it. And we'll ask again.'

Rose looks at her. 'You're tougher than you look, Jeanne.' Jeanne does not answer. She does not think she is tough. She thinks she is alive.



On 25 May, Henri finally writes. To Louise, a short letter, the shortest he has ever sent.

'Dear Louise. I'm alive. I've lost men. I can't say any more. Your pupils' beans - are they growing? Tell me they're growing.'

Louise receives the letter on 2 June. She reads it standing in the school playground, between two breaks. The children are playing around her. The sun is shining. The beans are growing.

She replies that same evening: 'They're growing. The radishes too. Marthe Bouyssou ate the first one and pulled a face because it was hot. The children laugh, Henri. The children still laugh.'



Verdier writes the report on the Artois offensive in the first days of June, but it is a report on May. The figures are as follows: a hundred and two thousand French casualties in one month. For a territorial gain of three kilometres on a front of ten. A hundred and two thousand men. Three kilometres.

He closes the file. He puts it next to the files on Champagne, December, February. The shelf is filling up.

And he thinks of that half-hour on 9 May when the breakthrough was possible, when four kilometres of depth lay open, when victory was waiting at the end of the road - if the reserves had been there, if communications had worked, if the command had dared. If, if, if. The ifs of May 1915 will haunt Verdier until the end of the war and beyond.

He writes in his notebook, on 31 May: 'We now know how to break through. We do not yet know how to exploit it. The first question is technical. The second is human. It is the second that will kill us.'


June 1915



Henri is healing. Not from a wound - he has not been hit, not a scratch, which is in itself a kind of statistical miracle. He is healing from something else, something that has no name in 1915 and will not have one for a long time. The battalion doctor would call it nervous exhaustion, if Henri went to see him, which he does not. The men call it 'le cafard'. Henri has the cafard.

It shows itself in small things. He no longer sleeps. No, that is not accurate - he sleeps, but the sleep does not rest him, because the sleep is full of noise, of faces, of the scream of the plasterer from Souillac, of the silence of the law student. He wakes exhausted, his jaw clenched, his body stiff. He eats without appetite. He does his watches, his fatigues, his corporal's work. But something has gone out in the mechanism, a cog that used to turn without his thinking about it and that no longer turns.

The shepherd sees it. The shepherd sees everything, with the silent attentiveness of men used to watching animals. One morning, at the rest billet, he sits down beside Henri and says nothing for ten minutes. Then he says: 'My neighbour's dog, at Rocamadour, he bit a kid once. After that, he couldn't go near children. He shook. He was a good dog. It took him time.'

Henri looks at the shepherd. He does not know whether Lacombe has just compared him to a traumatised dog or offered him the finest thing one man can offer another - the recognition of pain without naming it. Probably both.

'How long?' Henri asks.

The shepherd shrugs. 'As long as it took.'



The regiment is at rest, if you can call it rest, this billet in a village behind the lines in Artois where the men sleep in barns, drill in the mornings and wait in the afternoons. Wait for what - nobody says. The next spell in the line. The next offensive. The next batch of dead. Waiting is the texture of this war, its underlying fabric, and the men sink into it as into a sagging mattress.

Marcel Auriange does not wait. Marcel acts. He has found in the village an abandoned hand press - an old printing press, in the back room of a closed-down print shop whose owner has been called up. Marcel looks at it the way Henri would look at a library. He cleans it, greases it, hunts for ink and paper, and one evening he comes to Henri with an idea.

'Corporal, what if we did a newspaper?'

Henri looks at him. A newspaper. In a rest billet, between two spells in the line, with a press dating from Napoleon III and stolen paper. Marcel is not mad - he is a typesetter, it is his trade, and making a newspaper is like making a cake for a pastry cook: it is what you know how to do and it is what keeps you alive. Henri understands that. He also understands the risk - a soldiers' newspaper, however harmless, even approved by the command, is a space for speaking, and speech in wartime is a dangerous thing.

But Henri is a schoolmaster. Speech is his trade too. He says yes.

The paper will be called Le Poilu du Causse, because half the regiment comes from the Lot and the Quercy. Marcel sets the type, Henri writes, the shepherd contributes nothing but agrees to have his silhouette drawn for the front page - a massive man leaning on a rifle, with a caption in Occitan that nobody on the staff understands. The first issue comes out on 20 June, in a run of fifty copies. It contains an editorial by Henri on the post ('The vaguemestre is our saviour and our executioner'), a recipe for bacon soup by one of the battalion cooks, a poem by Fayolle that is bad but touching, and a drawing by Marcel of a trench rat reading the paper, with the caption: 'A loyal reader at last.'

The battalion commander reads it, raises an eyebrow, and says nothing. The paper is harmless. It is even useful - it keeps the men busy, it passes humour around, it creates bonds. The commander is an intelligent man, which is not all that common, and he knows that a man who laughs is a man who holds on.



The Artois offensive has run out of breath but is not officially over. Joffre relaunches it in June, in fits and starts, local attacks that nibble, that cost, that change nothing. Notre-Dame-de-Lorette is taken, for good, on 9 June, after weeks of savage fighting on that accursed plateau. The price: thousands dead for a limestone spur from which you can see the slag heaps of Lens. It is a point on a map. It is an ossuary.

Verdier attends the aftermath of the battle with the clinical detachment that has become his shell. He inspects the captured positions, the German trenches taken and turned round, the concrete dugouts the 75 did not dent - he was right, he knew it, it gives him no pleasure. He notes, he measures, he photographs. He wants to understand why the Germans hold out so well, and he understands: depth. The Germans dig to three, four, five metres. They pour concrete. They reinforce. Their dugouts withstand everything except a direct hit from a very heavy-calibre shell. The French army digs to a metre and a half and roofs its dugouts with logs and earth. The difference is the one between a house and a shack.

Verdier writes a technical report. Ten pages, diagrams, calculations of material strength. He recommends digging deeper, using concrete, copying German methods. The report goes up the chain. It will be partly applied - in a year, in two years, when thousands more men have died so that the obvious can become doctrine.



In Lyon, June brings the heat into the workshop, and a letter from Paul that changes everything.

Paul is wounded.

Not badly - a splinter in the left arm, the biceps muscle torn, the bone intact. Evacuated to a hospital behind the lines, somewhere in Picardy; he cannot say where. The letter is written with his right hand, in a shaky, slanting script that looks nothing like Paul's. 'Don't worry, it's nothing. The left arm, what's more. I won't be able to work metal for a while but I'll still be able to hold you.'

Jeanne reads the letter and something breaks and mends at the same time. The fear she has been carrying for eleven months, that permanent, muffled fear that never left her even in her sleep, that fear bursts all at once and turns into something else - into a violent, physical relief that makes her shake from head to foot, standing in the kitchen in Vaise, the letter in her hand. He is wounded. He is alive. He is wounded, so he is behind the lines, so he is not fighting, so he will not die today, or tomorrow, or next week. The wound as a blessing. It is monstrous. It is the logic of 1915.

She goes to Rose's that same evening, without waiting for Sunday. Rose opens the door, sees Jeanne's face, and says: 'Is he wounded?' Jeanne nods. Rose says: 'The arm?' Jeanne says yes. Rose lets her in, makes coffee, and says the thing only a widow can say to a wounded man's wife: 'All the better.'

Jeanne sits down and drinks the coffee and does not cry. She is past crying over good news. She will cry when there is none left.



Henri learns of Paul's wound from a letter from Jeanne that arrives on 18 June. He reads it and nods. His brother-in-law, whom he hardly knows - a few visits to Lyon, family meals, a taciturn man whose trade-union opinions and silence he did not share - has joined the brotherhood of the wounded. Henri ought to be relieved. He is, in a way. But relief is a complicated emotion in 1915, because you cannot rejoice at one man's wound without thinking of those who were not so lucky, those who died, those who are buried in the chalk of Notre-Dame-de-Lorette without a name and without a cross.

He writes to Jeanne: 'Glad Paul is alive. Tell him I'm thinking of him.' It is short. It is all he can manage.

To Louise, he writes something else that evening. Something longer, truer. The cafard is passing - not disappearing, it will never disappear completely, but settling, tucking itself into a corner of his head where it can coexist with the rest. And the rest is Louise, is the school, is the regiment's paper, is the shepherd telling stories about his dog, is Fayolle coughing and living, is Marcel setting lead type in a back room in Artois.

'Dear Louise. I'm better. Don't ask me better than what, I couldn't explain. Let's say I'd gone away and I'm coming back. The beans, the garden, Marthe Bouyssou's face - you don't know how much those things matter. They're the proof that the world is holding. Here, we've made a newspaper. The first issue made men laugh who hadn't laughed for months. It may be the most useful thing I've done since the start of this war.'



28 June. One year to the day since Sarajevo. Nobody notices, or if anyone notices, they do not say so. It is not the kind of anniversary you celebrate.

The France of June 1915 is a country transformed. Not only by the war - by the war, yes, but also by what the war has revealed. The flaws, the lies, the shortcomings. The army that had no helmets, no grenades, no heavy artillery. The command that sent men in red trousers against machine guns. The industry that was not ready. The whole country that had fallen asleep in the certainty of a short war and is waking up to the reality of a war without end.

But France adapts. That is the lesson of June 1915 - adaptation. The factories run. The women work. The helmets protect. The grenades work. The heavy artillery is arriving, slowly, inadequately, but it is arriving. The trousers are blue. The country is learning war by making it, which is the worst way to learn and the only one there is.

Clemenceau, in L'Homme enchaîné, sums up the situation with his usual brutality: France makes war the way it does everything else - late, in disorder, and with a courage that makes up for the incompetence. It is not untrue. It is not fair either. But Clemenceau has never looked for fairness. He is looking for effectiveness, and effectiveness is still a long way off.



On 30 June, Henri is sitting in the back room of the print shop, with Marcel, in front of the press. They are setting the third issue of Le Poilu du Causse. Marcel lines up the lead type in the composing stick with a watchmaker's precision. Henri corrects a proof in pencil. The evening light comes in through a dusty window.

It is a moment of peace. Not the peace of before - that one is dead, buried with the law student from Montauban. Another peace, smaller, more fragile, made of lead and ink and words lined up on paper. The peace of people making something in the midst of destruction.

Marcel says, without looking up from the composing stick: 'You know, Corporal, after the war I want to start my own paper. A real one. In Toulouse. A workers' paper.'

Henri looks at him. 'And what will you write?'

Marcel smiles. 'The truth.'

Henri does not say that the truth is a complicated thing, that nobody wants it whole, that even he, the secular schoolmaster, the republican, the man of the Enlightenment, censors his own letters before the censor gets to them. He does not say that. He says: 'I'll read your paper.'

Marcel nods and puts a piece of type back in the case. Outside, in the distance, the artillery rumbles. Always.


July 1915



The regiment goes back into the line on 3 July.

It is a different sector, further north than Notre-Dame-de-Lorette, in the labyrinth of trenches that runs between Arras and Lens. The landscape is unrecognisable - what were beet fields and villages of red brick have become a grey expanse, churned up, where the houses are nothing but heaps of rubble and the trees black stumps. Henri walks along the communication trench and passes a wayside calvary of which only the base remains, the cross carried off by a shell. The shepherd crosses himself, which surprises Henri - he did not know Lacombe was a believer. Or perhaps Lacombe is not a believer. Perhaps the gesture comes before belief, a reflex of the body older than thought.

The sector is what is called an 'active' sector - which is to say that the tacit arrangement of 'live and let live', the one Henri knew on the Aisne with the Saxons, does not exist here. The Germans opposite are Prussians, Guards regiments, and they give nothing away. Harassing fire day and night. Flares every five minutes. Snipers who punish the slightest head that shows. And the Minenwerfer - trench mortars that drop heavy bombs at short range, with the noise of a train coming off the rails, and turn a dugout over like a molehill.

Henri meets the noise again. The noise he had almost forgotten during the weeks of rest, that noise which is not a sound but a state, a permanent vibration of the world. He meets the fear again. The fear too he had almost forgotten, put away in a drawer with the cafard, and it comes back all at once, intact, on the first evening, when a Minenwerfer bomb lands twenty metres from the dugout and makes the earth shudder like an animal.

Fayolle has stopped coughing. It is the only improvement. The rest has done him good, the June heat has dried out his lungs, and he has come back into the line with a new vigour that reassures Henri. The boy - for he is still a boy, despite the man he killed, despite Notre-Dame-de-Lorette, despite everything - has found his rhythm. He stands his watches, throws his grenades, eats his soup, and in the evenings he writes to his parents in Puy-l'Évêque, letters the censor lets through because they contain nothing forbidden. 'I'm well. It's hot. The soup is good.' The soup is not good. But Fayolle lies as everyone lies, out of love, out of pity, out of the impossibility of saying.



Paul is in Lyon.

Discharged from the hospital in Picardy at the end of June and transferred to the auxiliary hospital set up in the Lycée du Parc, he arrived on 2 July with his arm in a sling and twenty kilos lighter than in August 1914. Jeanne came to meet him. She saw him get off the train at Perrache and did not recognise him. Not because of the arm, not because he was so thin - because of the eyes. Paul has the eyes of a man who has seen something he will not tell, and Jeanne understands by instinct that she must not ask.

They go home to Vaise by tram. Paul looks at the city through the window. Lyon has not changed - the quays, the bridges, the pale stone façades, the plane trees. And yet everything has changed, because it is Paul who has changed, and the world of before is a garment that no longer fits him. He looks at the people on the tram - women, old men, children, men in civilian clothes who are not at the front for reasons he does not want to know - and he feels nothing. No anger, no contempt. Nothing. A void.

Jeanne senses it. She does not take his arm - the left one is wounded, the right one is carrying the suitcase. She walks beside him, at his pace, and when they reach the flat she opens the door and says: 'This is home.' As if it were necessary. As if Paul needed reminding.

Paul goes in. He looks at the kitchen, the table, the chair, the stove. He puts down the suitcase. He sits down. He says: 'Smells good.' That is all. Jeanne has made a pot-au-feu, with beef she paid too much for at the market in Vaise, because there had to be beef, because beef is life from before, it is Sunday, it is normal.

They eat. Paul eats slowly, carefully, like a man learning again. The meat, the vegetables, the broth. He does not talk about the war. He does not talk about the hospital. He says: 'The pot-au-feu is good.' He says: 'You've got thinner too.' He says: 'Thank you.' Then he falls silent, and Jeanne clears the table, and Paul stays sitting there, his eyes on the window that looks onto the courtyard, and evening falls on Vaise and on them.

In the night, Jeanne wakes with a start. Paul is shouting. He is sitting up in bed, his eyes open, and he is shouting something she does not understand - a name, perhaps, or an order, the words of the trench. She touches his right shoulder, gently. He turns towards her and does not recognise her for three seconds. Three seconds. Then he says: 'Sorry.' He lies down again. He does not go back to sleep. Nor does Jeanne.

It will go on for weeks.



Verdier takes three days' leave in Paris, the first since January. He sees his children. Pierre has grown - twelve now, legs too long, a face hesitating between childhood and adolescence. Marguerite is nine and has plaits she hates. They greet their father with an awkward politeness that wrings Verdier's heart more than all the casualty reports he has filed. His children do not know him. He is a uniform that comes to dinner.

Madeleine makes dinner. Properly. The way she does everything - properly. The roast, the potatoes, the salad. Verdier eats and looks at his wife and tries to see her, not as a figure in a kitchen but as the woman he married thirteen years ago, in the church at Chartres, on a June day that smelled of lime blossom. He cannot do it. The war has dug a trench between them that did not exist before - or that already existed, but that life together concealed, and that absence has revealed the way water reveals the cracks in a wall.

On the second evening, after dinner, when the children are in bed, Madeleine says: 'Étienne, when is it going to end?' It is the first personal question she has asked him since he arrived. Verdier looks at her. He could lie. He ought to lie. All husbands lie, all soldiers lie, it is the rule. But Verdier is a man of figures, and figures do not lie, and Madeleine deserves better than a lie.

'Not this year. Perhaps not next year.'

Madeleine nods. She does not cry. She puts away the plates and says: 'The children need you.' It is not a reproach. It is a statement, set down on the table like a fact, and Verdier hears it and does not know what to do with it.

He leaves two days later, at dawn. Pierre is asleep. Marguerite is asleep. Madeleine is standing in the hall in her dressing gown. They look at each other. Verdier kisses his wife on the forehead. Madeleine says: 'Be careful.' Verdier says: 'Yes.' He goes down the stairs. The door closes.



At the front, July is a month of bloody stalemate. The Artois offensive is officially over, but the local fighting goes on, that trickle of daily deaths that has become the norm. Henri holds his sector. One day is like the next - watches, fatigues, alerts, shooting, the post, the soup, broken sleep. The war has become a trade. A dangerous, absurd, exhausting trade, but a trade, with its skills, its routines, its hierarchies.

The fourth issue of Le Poilu du Causse comes out on 12 July, set by Marcel in a second-line dugout with the lead type he carries around in a cigar box. No press this time - Marcel has found a homemade way of copying with carbon paper that gives twenty legible copies and ten more that can more or less be deciphered. Henri has written an article on trench names - why the men christen the communication trenches, the dugouts, the listening posts. 'We name what we live in. We live in what we name. To give a name to a hole in the ground is to make it a place. And a place is already a little like home.' The battalion commander reads the article and sends for Henri. 'It's well written, Corporal. What were you, before?' 'A schoolmaster, Major.' The commander nods. 'It shows.'

That is all. No praise, no reprimand. But from that day on, the commander remembers Henri's name, which, in the machinery of the army, can mean many things - a promotion, a transfer, a posting to the rear. Or nothing at all.



At Capdenac-Gare, the school is closed for the summer. Louise has a month ahead of her, a month without children, without lessons, without the noise of the playground. It is a silence that weighs on her. During the school year, the school keeps her standing - the timetables, the preparation, the marking, the garden. Without the school, she is a woman alone in a small town where the men are missing, where conversation turns on the war, the dead, the rising prices.

She helps her mother in the haberdashery. She tidies the reels of thread, the buttons, the ribbons. The customers come less often - you buy less cloth when you are in black; one cloth is enough, and it lasts. Her mother says nothing about the war, nothing about Henri, nothing about anything. She is a woman who was left, and who built herself around silence the way an oyster builds around a grain of sand.

Louise writes to Henri almost every day in July. Long, detailed letters describing the Lot in summer - the heat on the white stones, the sunflowers, the figs ripening on the courtyard wall, the sound of the crickets in the evening. She writes the world that still exists, the world that is waiting, the world after. It is her way of fighting.

Henri receives these letters the way you receive water in the desert. He reads them, rereads them, puts them away in his breast pocket, which is now a small library of creased paper. And he replies, when he can, with shorter, drier letters, because his own world cannot be described - or not in the words you send to a woman you love.

But on 20 July, he writes something different. Something that came to him in the night, in the dugout, listening to the shepherd's breathing.

'Dear Louise. When it's all over - and it will all be over, even if I don't know when - I want to marry you. I say it like that, straight out, because going round things is a luxury I no longer have. If you'll have me as I'll be, and I don't know what I'll be, say yes. If you want to think about it, think. But know that this question is the only clear thing in my head for months.'

The letter takes ten days. Louise receives it on 30 July, in her mother's haberdashery, between two customers. She reads it. She rereads it. She goes out into the courtyard, sits on the stone step, and says yes out loud, all alone, in the July heat, with the crickets and the figs and the white sky of the Quercy.

She writes a word - just one, on a postcard showing the bridge at Capdenac - and she posts it before she can change her mind.

'Yes.'



On 31 July, the war is a year old. Henri is on the fire step, in the warm Artois night, and he is not thinking about the anniversary. He is thinking about a postcard that is somewhere between Capdenac and the front, in a mail bag, on a train, in a lorry, and that carries a word of one syllable which holds the world.

He has not received it yet. He will not receive it until 5 August. But he knows. He knows what it will say, the way you know dawn will come after the night, not out of certainty but out of necessity.

The shepherd is beside him, at the next loophole. They look out at no man's land in the dark. A flare goes up, lights up the wire, the holes, the weeds, falls back. The silence returns.

Lacombe says, quietly: 'Fine night, Corporal.'

Henri says: 'Yes.'

It is the same word. It is not the same yes. But both are true.


August 1915



The card arrives on the 5th.

Henri is in the dugout, in the second line, when the vaguemestre comes round. 'Castayrol.' Henri takes his letters - two from Jeanne, one from his mother, and a postcard. The bridge at Capdenac, in sepia. He turns the card over. One word. 'Yes.' Louise's handwriting, quick, slanting, the Y a little shaky, the tail of the s left trailing.

He looks at the card. He turns it over. The bridge. The word. He turns it back again. The bridge at Capdenac spans the Lot, and the Lot runs between cliffs, and the cliffs are white, and the sky is white, and the word is there.

Marcel watches him from the other end of the dugout. 'Good news, Corporal?' Henri puts the card in his breast pocket, with the letters, the notebook, his mother's note. He says: 'Yes.' Marcel smiles. The shepherd, who was asleep, opens one eye, assesses the situation, and closes it again. All is well.



But all is not well.

Joffre is preparing the great autumn offensive. Not a local attack, not a bit of nibbling - the breakthrough, the real one, the final one. Two simultaneous attacks, in Champagne and in Artois, with colossal resources. The whole summer is given over to the preparation. The trains run day and night, loaded with shells, guns, fresh regiments. The depots fill up. The roads behind the lines are rivers of materiel. The French army is going to strike with everything it has, and this time, Joffre swears, it will be enough.

Verdier receives the preparatory orders on the staff of the Tenth Army. He reads them. The attack in Artois will go in in September, on the same sector as in May - Vimy Ridge, the outskirts of Lens, the Douai plain beyond. But with more of everything. More guns - twelve hundred pieces of artillery on a twenty-kilometre front. More shells - stocks built up over three months. More men - seventeen divisions for the Tenth Army alone, plus the British, who will attack on the northern flank, at Loos.

Verdier does his calculations. That is what Verdier does - he calculates. And for the first time, the figures are not absurd. There are almost enough heavy guns. Almost enough shells. Almost enough reserves. Almost. The word comes back in every column of his table, and Verdier knows that 'presque' - almost - is the most dangerous word in the French language, because it permits hope without guaranteeing the result.

He prepares the fire plans with a new rigour. He has learned from May. He knows now that the artillery preparation must last days, not hours. That the wire must be cut by special shells, not by shrapnel. That the deep dugouts yield only to the 220s and the 270s. That the reserves must be close, ready, and that the communications must be doubled, tripled. He knows all that. The question is whether the system is capable of applying it.



Henri's regiment is taken out of the line in mid-August to prepare for the offensive. Another billet behind the lines, more barns, more waiting. But this time the waiting has a different colour. The men know they are going to attack. They do not know where or when, but they see the signs - the reinforcements arriving, the assault drills they are made to rehearse in fields turned into training grounds, the dummy trenches they take and retake under the eyes of officers who take notes, time them, correct them.

Henri drills his section. Out of the trench, advance by bounds, down, up again, throw the grenade, forward, occupy the position. The movements of death, choreographed, methodical. The shepherd does as he is told without a word. Fayolle is quick, agile - the war has built him up, hardened him, transformed him. The kid from Puy-l'Évêque has vanished. In his place, a soldier. Marcel observes, carries out, and in the evening he says to Henri: 'We're rehearsing our own funeral, Corporal.' Henri lets it pass. He knows Marcel needs to say these things, like a safety valve, and that saying them will not stop him fighting when the time comes.

The peasant from Saint-Céré - Pélissié is his name, a gnarled man who speaks only patois and who learned to use a rifle the way you learn to use a scythe, by movement and repetition - Pélissié has become, without anyone noticing, the best shot in the section. He misses nothing. The officers have noticed; he has his marksman's certificate, the hunting horn sewn on his sleeve, and now they want to make him a sniper, one of those loners who crawl out into no man's land with a rifle and a telescopic sight and kill a man a day, methodically. Pélissié refuses. He does not say why - he never says why - but Henri understands. Killing at a distance, through a loophole, is an act of war. Killing by aiming at a man's head, seeing his face, choosing your target, is something else. Pélissié wants nothing to do with that something else. Henri backs him up with the lieutenant. Pélissié stays in the section.



In Lyon, Paul is healing.

The arm is scarring over, slowly. The doctor at the hospital in the Parc says the muscle is damaged but the function will come back, not entirely, not as before, but enough. Paul does his exercises - squeezing a rubber ball, lifting his arm, turning his wrist. It hurts and he does not complain, because complaining about an arm that is mending when others have lost both is indecent.

But the arm is not the problem. The problem is everything else. The nights. The shouting. That absent look that takes Paul by surprise, in the middle of a meal, a conversation, a walk, and carries him somewhere else - to a place Jeanne cannot reach and that he does not talk about. Paul does not talk about the war. Not a word. When Jeanne tries, gently, carefully, he shuts like a strongbox and changes the subject. When neighbours ask, he says 'all right' and walks off.

Jeanne learns to live with this silence. It is a second apprenticeship, after the one of absence - the apprenticeship of empty presence, of the man who is there without being there, of the body regained and the mind lost. She does not know how to do it. Nobody knows how to do it. There are no instructions for living with a man the war has broken, no booklet, no orders. Every woman invents, alone, in her kitchen, the way to bring a man back from where he has gone.

What she finds, by instinct, is routine. The pot-au-feu, the coffee, the evening paper, the walk in the park when the weather allows. Ordinary gestures, repeated, like cradles. Paul holds on to them, slowly, clumsily. One morning in the third week, he goes down to buy the bread. It is the first time he has gone out alone. He comes back with the bread and an expression on his face that Jeanne had not seen for a long time - not a smile, not yet, but the outline of a man who remembers that he knows how to walk down a street.

Rose comes round on Sunday. She looks at Paul with the frankness of widows who no longer owe politeness anything. She says to Jeanne, in the kitchen, while Paul is in the courtyard: 'He'll come back. Not the same, but he'll come back.' Jeanne nods. She would like to believe it. She half believes it, which is a great deal in August 1915.



And Paul asks a question that changes everything.

One evening, at table, cutting his bread with his right hand - the knife in the right hand, the loaf wedged against his chest, a one-armed man's gesture he learned in hospital - he says: 'You work at the factory.'

It is not a question. It is a statement. He has known since Jeanne's letters, but he has never mentioned it, and Jeanne has not dared bring it up, waiting for him to raise the subject. Here it is.

'Yes.'

Paul cuts a slice. Slowly. 'Do you like it?'

Jeanne looks for her words. Like is not the word. You do not inspect bolts ten hours a day because you like it. But there is something else. 'It holds me together.'

Paul nods. He chews. He swallows. Then he says something Jeanne was not expecting, something that comes from the man of before, the trade unionist, the militant: 'How much are they paying you?'

'Four francs.'

'How much does a man get for the same job?'

'Six.'

Paul puts down the knife. He looks at Jeanne. And in his eyes, for the first time since he came back, something lights up. Not the warmth of before, not the gentleness. Something else. Anger. The good anger, the kind that builds, the kind he had listening to Jaurès at the Bourse du Travail, a century ago, in January 1914.

'That's bloody disgusting,' he says.

Jeanne looks at him. And she smiles. Because the man who says 'that's bloody disgusting' about an injustice is Paul. Not the ghost. Paul.



On 25 August, Henri is promoted to sergeant.

The promotion comes down in a curt note, three lines in the battalion orders. 'Corporal Castayrol, Henri, class of 1910, is promoted sergeant with effect from 25 August 1915, for his conduct under fire and his qualities of command.' The battalion commander, the one who read Le Poilu du Causse, put his name forward. The company commander backed it. There it is.

Henri sews the stripes on his sleeve with thread borrowed from the shepherd - Lacombe always has thread, string, leather, the materials of the pastoral life that he carries everywhere like talismans. Two gold stripes on horizon blue. It is paltry and it is immense. Paltry because the stripes change nothing about the mud, the noise, the dying. Immense because Henri now has responsibility for a whole platoon - thirty men instead of ten. Thirty lives that depend in part on his decisions, his vigilance, his instinct.

Marcel is the first to congratulate him, with his kindly irony: 'Sergeant Castayrol. The Republic's schools can take you anywhere.' Henri smiles. The shepherd says: 'Doesn't change anything, eh.' It is not a question. Henri says: 'Doesn't change anything.' And it is true - between them, it changes nothing. The hierarchy of the section is not the hierarchy of the stripes. It is the hierarchy of trust.

He writes to Louise - his fiancée; he can use the word now, even if the engagement is only a 'yes' on a postcard. He tells her about the promotion. He does not tell her that the promotion means more responsibility, more time in the front line, more risk. He says: 'They've given me stripes. I don't know if I deserve them, but I'll do my best.' It is a schoolmaster's sentence, not a warrior's. It is exactly what he is.



End of August. The army is drawing itself taut like a bow. Everyone feels the offensive coming. Leave is cancelled. The drills intensify. The artillery columns move up towards the front, endless, in the summer dust, the horses sweating, the gunners sitting on the limbers.

Henri receives the order on the 28th. His battalion will attack in September, in the Souchez sector, at the foot of Vimy Ridge. He opens the map - a 1:20,000 map, the first he has been entrusted with as a sergeant - and he sees the ground. The German trenches, one, two, three successive lines, with blockhouses, communication trenches, machine-gun nests. And behind them, the ridge. The ridge from which you can see the plain, the slag heaps, the roads. The objective.

He folds the map and puts it in his haversack. He says nothing to his men. Not yet. They know anyway. The men always know before they are told. It is one of the mysteries of the army - information travels by channels nobody controls, looks, silences, rumours, and when the order comes down it surprises no one.

That evening, the shepherd takes out a piece of bacon he has been keeping since God knows when and grills it on Marcel's stove. The smell of hot bacon fills the dugout. The men eat. Nobody talks about September.

Outside, the stars. The summer night, immense, indifferent.

On 31 August, Henri writes in his notebook: 'A year of war tomorrow. Sergeant. Engaged. Alive. That is already three more things than I hoped for.'


September 1915



The artillery preparation begins on 22 September.

In the three weeks before it, Henri lives in waiting. Waiting that is worse than the assault, because the assault at least keeps the body busy. Waiting leaves the body idle and the mind free to go round in circles, to work out the odds, to count the dead to come. Henri does not count. He prepares. He checks his platoon's kit, inspects the grenades, makes sure every man has his cartridges, his full water bottle, his field dressing. He studies the map. He picks out the objectives, the lines of advance, the fallback positions. He does everything a good sergeant should, methodically, the way he used to prepare his pupils for the leaving certificate - a syllabus, stages, a method.

But the leaving certificate never killed anyone.

The shepherd, during those three weeks, is even quieter than usual, which is saying something. He spends hours cleaning his rifle, greasing his boots, checking the seams of his pack. A shepherd's gestures before the transhumance - the careful tending of the tools before the mountain. Fayolle writes a great deal. Letters to his parents, letters to a girl in Puy-l'Évêque he has never mentioned and whose existence Henri discovers by chance, seeing the address on an envelope. Marcel is putting together a special issue of Le Poilu du Causse, the sixth, which he copies out by hand because the press was left behind in the previous village. Thirty copies, laborious, half of them illegible, with an editorial by Henri that says simply: 'We'll do what we have to do.'

On the evening of 21 September, Henri gathers his platoon in a second-line dugout. Thirty men sitting or crouching in the half-dark, their faces lit by two candles. Faces he now knows one by one - the shepherd, Fayolle, Marcel, Pélissié, and the others, the reinforcements of the winter and spring, the survivors of Notre-Dame-de-Lorette, the new men of July. Thirty men looking at him the way his pupils used to look at him when he was explaining Pythagoras' theorem, with that silent expectation that says: tell us it'll be all right.

Henri does not tell them it will be all right. He tells them what he knows. The time of the attack, the direction, the objectives. The first trench, the second, the communication trench. The instructions - advance by bounds, do not bunch up, use the shell holes, throw the grenades before going in. He speaks clearly, without a tremor, in that schoolmaster's voice that carries without shouting. And at the end he adds something that is not in the orders: 'We stay together. Whatever happens, we stay together.'

The shepherd nods. It is the only approval Henri needs.



On the morning of the 22nd, the artillery opens fire.

It is a barrage more powerful than anything anyone in the regiment has yet known. Twelve hundred guns along twenty kilometres - 75s, 155s, 220s, and for the first time 270s and 370s, those steel monsters that spit half-tonne shells fifteen kilometres. The ground shakes without a break. The air vibrates. The noise is no longer a noise; it is a physical pressure, a giant hand pressing on the chest, on the eardrums, on the belly. The men in the jumping-off trenches stay crouched, hands over their ears, mouths open to ease the pressure, and they wait.

The preparation lasts three days. Three days of continuous bombardment. Henri does not sleep. Nobody sleeps. They doze in snatches, between two series of salvoes, when the rhythm slackens for a minute, and they wake with a start when it picks up again. The food arrives cold and nobody is hungry. Water is rationed. The latrines cannot be reached; they relieve themselves in the communication trenches, in food tins, anywhere.

Verdier is at Tenth Army headquarters, in a reinforced cellar five kilometres behind the front. He follows the bombardment on his tables, hour by hour, battery by battery. He designed part of the fire plan himself - the time slots, the concentrations on the strongpoints, the calculated pauses to lure the Germans out of their dugouts before the firing resumes. It is murderous clockwork, and Verdier does it with the cold precision that is his nature. But at night, when the others are asleep, he goes out into the yard and looks at the northern horizon, where the sky flickers without stopping, orange and white, like a storm that will not pass, and he knows that under those lights men are dying in holes.

On the morning of 25 September, the bombardment lifts.



Six twenty-five. The whistles.

Henri goes over the top.

It is the third assault of his war, and it is no easier than the first. His legs shake, his heart pounds, his breath is short - the body knows what awaits it even when the mind pretends not to. But Henri is a sergeant now, and a sergeant does not shake in front of his men. He stands up, he climbs over the parapet, and he goes forward.

The ground between the lines is unrecognisable. Three days of bombardment have turned it into a lunar landscape - craters everywhere, so close together they overlap, the earth churned to a depth of three metres, the wire torn to shreds, the German trenches disembowelled. And the bodies. German bodies in the wreckage of the first line, men who did not have time to get down into the dugouts, or whose dugouts caved in. Henri steps over them.

The first trench is taken without resistance. Or rather, there is no first trench any more - just a collapsed ditch, full of rubble and dead men. The platoon moves on towards the second line, five hundred metres further. And that is where the machine guns wake up.

They are on the flanks, in positions the bombardment has not touched, side shelters, blockhouses buried under three metres of concrete and earth. The crossfire is instant, precise, deadly. Henri throws himself into a crater and shouts to his men to get down. They get down. But two do not - the barber's assistant from Brive is hit in the stomach; he falls forward, his hands on his belly, and he makes a sound Henri cannot describe and never will. Another, a July reinforcement whose surname Henri does not even know, is killed outright, a bullet through the heart.

The shepherd is beside Henri, in the same crater. Fayolle is twenty metres to the right, in another hole, alive. Marcel is somewhere behind; Henri cannot see him. Pélissié, the silent marksman, is lying flat on the lip of the crater and firing, methodically, at the loopholes of the blockhouse, with no chance of getting through the concrete but with the discipline of a man doing what he knows how to do.

Henri weighs it up. Two options. Stay in the crater and wait for reinforcements that may come. Or go forward, round the blockhouse on the right, where the ground is a chaos of wrecked trenches that offers cover. He chooses. 'Lacombe, Pélissié, with me. The rest, covering fire.'

They crawl. Fifty metres through the mud, flat on their bellies, rifles in the crooks of their elbows, while the bullets crack over their heads. The shepherd crawls the way he walks - without grace, without noise, with an animal efficiency. They reach a caved-in communication trench that leads round to the back of the blockhouse. Henri pulls the pin on a grenade. The shepherd pulls the pin on another. They throw at the same moment, into the opening of the trench, and the double explosion shakes the air. The machine gun falls silent.

They go into the blockhouse. Three dead Germans, two living ones who put their hands up. Kids, like their own. Fair-haired, filthy, terrified. Henri says: 'To the rear.' Pélissié escorts them. The shepherd sits down against the concrete wall and gets his breath back, for a minute, eyes closed.



The first day is a success. Relative, limited, dearly bought - but a success. The 7th Regiment has taken the second German line on an eight-hundred-metre front. To the left and right, other regiments have done as much, or less, or more. The whole attack front has advanced one to three kilometres. Vimy Ridge is close. It is there, ahead, a few hundred metres away.

But what should come next does not come.

It is May again. It is always May. The reserves are late. The communication trenches have been destroyed by the French bombardment itself - the shells that ploughed up the German ground also ploughed up the ground between the lines, and the supporting troops are floundering in a chaos of muddy craters, under fire from the German artillery, which has woken up and is pounding the rear. The orders do not arrive - the telephone lines are cut, the runners get lost, the signal lamps are invisible in the smoke. The command does not know where its troops are. The troops do not know what the command wants.

Verdier watches the May scenario play out again, hour by hour, with the precision of a recurring nightmare. The reports come in - fragmentary, contradictory, late. Here they have broken through, there they have been stopped, over there nobody knows. Vimy Ridge is within reach, and nobody manages to send enough men there fast enough. The Germans react - they bring up reserves along the roads of the plain, they counter-attack, they plug the gaps. The window closes.

On 28 September, Verdier writes in his notebook: 'Same failure. Same causes. We do not learn.'

That is not quite true. They learn. But they learn too slowly, and every lesson costs thousands of dead.



In Champagne, the other jaw of the offensive bites into empty air. The French Second and Fourth Armies attack on a thirty-five-kilometre front and advance three to four kilometres in three days - a spectacular gain, the biggest since the Marne. But in front of the second German position, the assault stops. The same causes, the same effects. The heavy artillery cannot keep up, the reserves are too far back, the Germans recover.

The September 1915 offensive - Artois and Champagne combined - will cost France a hundred and forty-three thousand men in one month. The territorial gain will be a few kilometres on two stretches of front, immediately fortified by the Germans with second and third lines. It is the third strategic failure of the year, after Champagne in February and Artois in May. The fourth if you count the local attacks of the winter. The breakthrough is a mirage that recedes every time you advance.



Henri is relieved on 30 September. His platoon has lost eight men - three killed, five wounded. The barber's assistant from Brive died in the field hospital on the 26th, of his stomach wound. He was twenty-one and he used to cut his comrades' hair on Sundays, with scissors he had kept in his haversack since mobilisation, like a talisman from his life before.

The shepherd is alive; the splinter in his shoulder from May did not stop him crawling through the September mud. Fayolle is alive, unhurt, with that new hardness in the eyes of twenty-year-olds who have been through two assaults. Marcel is alive, a dressing on his forehead - a superficial splinter, nothing serious; a centimetre more and it would have been his eye. Pélissié is alive. The peasant from Saint-Céré is alive, and he even spoke - in French, not in patois - on the evening of the 25th, in the captured blockhouse, a single sentence addressed to Henri: 'That was well done, Sergeant.' It is the first complete sentence Pélissié has spoken in Henri's presence since February.

Henri sits down in a barn behind the lines, his back against a brick wall. He takes off his boots. His feet are white, swollen, cracked. He looks at them as if they belonged to someone else. The shepherd sits down beside him and takes off his own. They stay there, barefoot, in the straw, and the shepherd says: 'Flòc wouldn't have liked that.'

Henri laughs. A short, dry laugh, surprising. The shepherd looks at him and does not smile, but his eyes say something that looks like satisfaction. Making the sergeant laugh is the shepherd's way of laughing.



In Lyon, Jeanne does not know that her brother has just taken a blockhouse with grenades. She knows the offensive is happening - the papers talk about it, triumphantly, as always. 'Great victory in Champagne.' 'Important progress in Artois.' The words are the same as in May, as in February. Jeanne no longer believes them.

Paul reads the communiqués with the cold rage of a man who knows. His arm is getting better. He squeezes the rubber ball a hundred times a day; the muscle is coming back, the strength is coming back. The doctor says he will be fit for service in a month. Fit for service. That is to say, sent back. That is to say, the trench again, the shells, the noise, the nights.

Jeanne says nothing. She watches Paul squeeze his rubber ball and she thinks of the letter she will have to write to Henri when Paul has gone back, the letter that will say 'he's gone back up', and the fear returns, intact, as if it had never left her.

On the evening of 30 September, Paul says to Jeanne: 'When I go back up, go and see the union. If the women want to fight for their pay, the union has to back them. It's not a favour. It's a right.'

It is the longest sentence Paul has spoken since he came back. Jeanne looks at him. The man in front of her is no longer the ghost of July. It is Paul. Damaged, changed, but Paul. And he has just given her the only thing he knows how to give - a fight.


October 1915



Autumn comes down on the front again like a lid. The rain returns, the days grow shorter, and with them the vague hope the September offensive had kindled goes out like a candle in a draught. The communiqués no longer speak of a breakthrough. They speak of 'consolidating the positions won', which means, translated from military language into human language, that you dig yourself into the holes you have taken and wait for the enemy to do the same.

Henri consolidates. His platoon holds a stretch of German trench taken on 25 September, turned round, refitted, and it is a strange experience to live in the enemy's holes. Everything is reversed - the loopholes point the wrong way, the dugouts open towards the rear, the communication trenches lead to the Germans instead of to the French. Everything has to be redone, rebuilt, and the men dig, again, always, with the resignation of the navvy who knows that earth is his lot and that the earth never ends.

The German dugouts impress everyone. Verdier was right in his reports - the Germans dig to three or four metres, shore up with solid timber, pour concrete when they can. The dugout Henri's section takes over is an underground room three metres by two, with bunks one above the other, a stove, and shelves. Shelves. The shepherd from Rocamadour touches the shelves and says: 'They meant to stay.' Marcel says: 'So do we, now.'

On the shelves, things have been left. A book in German - Henri does not read German, but he recognises the author's name, Goethe, and he puts the book in his haversack. A framed photograph - a family, a man in civilian clothes, a woman, two children, in a garden with a wrought-iron gate. Henri stands the photograph against the wall of the dugout, facing the wall, and nobody touches it. A comb, a toothbrush, a cracked mirror. The debris of an ordinary life transplanted underground, identical to theirs, symmetrically identical.



On 8 October, Henri receives two pieces of news.

The first through official channels. The battalion commander sends for him and tells him he has been cited in regimental orders for his conduct on 25 September - the taking of the blockhouse, the flanking move under fire, the initiative. The citation is written in the terse style of the army: 'Displayed, under violent machine-gun fire, remarkable coolness and initiative, leading his men in the assault on a fortified enemy position.' Henri reads the citation, folds it, and puts it in his pocket. He does not know what to do with it. It is not modesty - it is the impossibility of reconciling the word 'remarkable' with the memory of the barber's assistant from Brive, his hands on his belly, in the mud.

The second through a letter from Jeanne. Paul is going back. The doctor has declared him fit. He will report to his depot on 20 October and leave for the front in the days that follow. Jeanne writes it in her own way - without pathos, without complaint, with that dryness which is her reticence. 'Paul is leaving soon. His arm is better. He says to tell you he's thinking of you.'

Henri puts the letter away. He thinks of Paul, whom he does not know well but knows better than before, because war creates kinships that peace had not foreseen. Paul has seen what Henri has seen. Paul knows what Henri knows. And Paul is going back into it.

In the evening, in the German dugout, Henri writes to Louise. He says nothing about the citation or about Paul. He talks about a blackbird. A blackbird he saw that very morning, perched on a wire picket, singing. A blackbird in October, on a wire picket, in Artois. It is absurd and it is magnificent. Louise will understand.



In Lyon, Paul's last three weeks are a countdown.

Jeanne lives it as a second amputation - the first when he left in August 1914, the second now, knowing this time what 'leaving' means. The first time, she did not know. The first time, she had ignorance for a cushion. This time, she has the shouting in the night, the absent look, the arm stitched back together, and an intimate knowledge of what the war does to bodies and to minds.

Paul prepares with an efficiency that chills Jeanne. He packs his things, has his greatcoat darned by the neighbour, who sews better than he does, checks his military papers. He does things in order, methodically, like a man who has learned that disorder kills. And in the evenings, sitting at the kitchen table, he talks. Not about the war - about afterwards. About what will have to be done when it is over. About the union, workers' rights, women's pay. He talks like a man giving himself reasons to come back, planting flags in the future to force himself to go there.

One evening, on 15 October, he says to Jeanne: 'If I don't come back, you carry on.'

Jeanne puts down the tea towel she was holding. 'You'll come back.'

'If I don't come back,' Paul repeats, and his voice is calm, without emphasis, without a tremor. 'You carry on. The factory, the union, the pay. It's not over because I'm not here. It's not over because one man's missing.'

It is the hardest and the tenderest thing Paul has ever said to Jeanne. It is a testament and a declaration of love at the same time, and Jeanne hears it as such. She does not cry. She says: 'All right.' And she picks up the tea towel again.

Rose comes the following Sunday. It is the last time she will see Paul before he leaves, and something changes in the way she looks at him - more direct, more naked. For three months of Sundays, Rose and Paul have passed each other without saying much, he taciturn, she outspoken, each in their own register of silence. But that Sunday, Rose watches Paul getting his kit together and says, in the kitchen, to Jeanne: 'He's solid, your man.' It is the word of a widow who knows what leaving means, addressed to a woman who is about to learn it again.

When Paul goes out into the courtyard to smoke, Rose says to Jeanne: 'He's solid, your man.'

Jeanne says: 'I know.'

On 20 October, Paul leaves. It is morning, the same morning as in August 1914, the same street, the same corner. Paul goes down the rue de la Claire with his kit, and Jeanne watches him from the window this time, not from the door. He does not look back. Not this time. Jeanne stays at the window until he has turned the corner, and then she stays another minute, looking at the empty corner, and then she gets ready for the factory.



The war is spreading.

Not only in France - everywhere. The Dardanelles, that senseless expedition launched by the British in the spring to force the Straits and reach Constantinople, is bogging down into disaster. The Allies are pinned down on the beaches of Gallipoli, under Turkish fire, in conditions as appalling as on the Western Front. They will evacuate in January - the only successful operation of the whole campaign will be the withdrawal.

And the Balkans are tipping over. On 6 October, the Austro-German armies invade Serbia from the north. On the 15th, Bulgaria enters the war on the side of the Central Powers and attacks Serbia from the east. The little country that held out for a year, that drove back three Austrian offensives, is caught in a vice. The Serbian army fights, falls back, fights again, and begins a retreat that will become one of the most terrible epics of the war - the crossing of Albania, in winter, through the mountains, with the wounded, the civilians, the old, the hunger, the cold, death at every step.

France sends troops to Salonika, in Greece, to try to support Serbia. Too late, too little. The Salonika expedition will become what Clemenceau, with his usual cruelty, will call 'the biggest internment camp in the world' - hundreds of thousands of men immobilised in northern Greece, between malaria and boredom, without advancing or retreating.

Verdier follows these developments with the detachment of a man who has enough problems on his own front. But he notes, in his notebook, an observation that says a great deal: 'The war is stretching out in space as it stretches out in time. It no longer concentrates. It spreads. It is the sign that neither side can win quickly, and that the side that wins will be the one that lasts longest. That is to say, the one with the deepest resources - in men, in materiel, in money, in patience. Patience is a war material. Nobody says so.'



Mid-October. A tiny event in Henri's trench.

A cat arrives. Where from, nobody knows. A grey cat, thin, with a torn ear and one eye half closed. It appears one morning in the communication trench, walks straight towards the section's dugout, goes in, looks around, and settles on the shepherd's bunk as if it belonged to it by right.

Lacombe looks at it. The cat looks at him. A silent negotiation begins, of the kind shepherds have conducted with animals for thousands of years. The shepherd takes out a bit of bully beef - the tinned beef everyone hates - and puts it down in front of the cat. The cat sniffs it, eats, and curls up.

'What's he called?' Fayolle asks.

The shepherd thinks about it. 'Verdun,' he says.

Nobody knows why Verdun. The shepherd does not explain. The cat is called Verdun, and he stays.

Marcel, naturally, puts the cat in the next issue of Le Poilu du Causse. A drawing of Verdun sitting on a loophole, with the caption: 'Our new recruit. Does not bite. Does not shoot. Does not eat the soup. The only sensible soldier in the regiment.' The battalion commander reads the issue and smiles - a real smile, not a commander's smile.

The cat sleeps on the shepherd's bunk. The shepherd sleeps on the floor. That is the proper order of things.



On 28 October, Louise writes a letter that is not like the others.

'My dear Henri. My mother is ill. The doctor says it's her heart. She has trouble climbing the stairs in the shop. I'm doing all I can, but I'm at school during the day and in the evening I have to cook, clean, keep the haberdashery's accounts. I'm not complaining. But I wanted you to know, because I promised you I'd hide nothing from you, and hiding nothing also means not hiding the tiredness.'

Henri receives this letter on 5 November. He reads it in the dugout, the cat Verdun on the shepherd's knees beside him, and he measures for the first time the distance between his war and Louise's. He is fighting Germans. Louise is fighting daily life, illness, loneliness, exhaustion - and she is fighting without a uniform, without stripes, without a citation in regimental orders. Nobody will cite Louise for 'remarkable coolness and initiative'. Nobody will give medals to the women who keep the country standing while the men defend it.

He writes to her that same evening. 'Dear Louise. You are braver than I am. That's not a turn of phrase - it's a fact. Hold on. We'll hold on together, each on our own side of this war, and when it ends we'll both be standing and we'll never let go of each other again.'



31 October. A year and three months of war. The front has not moved, or so little that the map of December 1914 and the map of October 1915 are almost identical. Same lines, same positions, same names of destroyed villages. The blood spilled between the two maps could fill the Lot from its source to the Garonne.

Henri is on the fire step. The night is cold, clear. The cat Verdun is lying on the parapet, its eyes glowing in the dark, and it stares at no man's land with the motionless intensity of a predator that has no prey left.

Somewhere in that night, Paul is walking towards his trench. Somewhere, Jeanne is sleeping alone in a bed that is too big. Somewhere, Louise is sitting up with her mother. Somewhere, Verdier is filing his papers. Somewhere, France is sleeping, or pretending to.

Winter is coming. The second one.


November 1915



The second winter is worse than the first, because now they know.

The first winter, everything was a discovery. The mud, the cold, the rats, the lice - everything was new, everything was astounding, and the astonishment cushioned the shock. The second winter, they know. They know exactly what is coming. They know the feet will swell, the walls will cave in, the soup will arrive cold, the rats will be bigger, the lice will come back despite the delousing. And knowing is worse than discovering, because knowing means foreseeing, and foreseeing without being able to prevent is the exact definition of helplessness.

Henri feels it in his men. Not a revolt - nobody is revolting, not yet, not in 1915. But a sagging. A weariness that is no longer physical, that goes deeper, that touches something essential in the mechanism of the soul. The movements are the same, the watches are stood, the orders are followed. But the light behind the eyes is fading. The shepherd talks even less than before, which is quite an achievement. Fayolle no longer laughs at all. Marcel keeps writing the paper, but his articles have lost their bite - they are correct, informative, and empty.

Henri looks for something to do. It is his schoolmaster's reflex - when the class drifts off, you change the method, you look for the lever, you start things up again. But there is no lever in a trench. There is no method against the second year of war. There is only presence - being there, talking, listening, checking feet, handing out tobacco, passing letters round, keeping the dugout clean. Small, repetitive, insignificant gestures, which are the only thing standing between order and collapse.

The cat helps. It is absurd but it is true. Verdun the cat goes about the trench like a landowner on his estate, lies down on the knees of the men on watch, catches rats with an efficiency the shepherd admires professionally, and bestows his favours with a sovereign arbitrariness that is the subject of heated debate in the section. Why does Verdun sleep with the shepherd but eat with Fayolle? Why does he refuse to go near Marcel? Nobody knows. The cat has his reasons which reason knows nothing of. And these discussions, these squabbles about nothing, these minutes of normality around an animal that does not care about the war, are a medicine nobody prescribed and that works better than the plonk.



Joffre takes stock.

It is a terrible balance sheet, and he knows it, but he does not put it that way. From Chantilly, he writes reports for the government, reports that acknowledge the failure without using the word. The September offensive did not break through. The May offensive did not break through. The February offensive did not break through. Three attempts, hundreds of thousands dead, and the front is in the same place. The logical conclusion would be to abandon the strategy of breakthrough. Joffre does not abandon it. He postpones it. In the spring of 1916, he says, with the British at last fielding a mass army - Kitchener's volunteers, enlisted in 1914, trained at last, equipped at last - with more heavy artillery, more shells, more of everything, they will break through.

Verdier listens to these plans from Tenth Army staff. He does not believe in them. Not that the resources are insufficient - for the first time, they are beginning to be serious. But Verdier has understood something Joffre refuses to see: the problem is not the quantity of force, it is the nature of the war. As long as defence has the advantage - and it has, structurally, in a trench war - no quantity of artillery will be enough. Something else would be needed. Something that does not exist yet.

The British are working on an idea. Verdier has heard about it, through indirect channels, staff rumours. An armoured vehicle, on caterpillar tracks, able to cross trenches and wire. A tank. The word does not exist yet. Nor does the thing, or hardly - prototypes cobbled together in English workshops, far from the front. Verdier notes the information in his notebook without comment. He will see.



On 6 November, an inter-Allied conference is held at Chantilly. French, British, Russians, Italians - all round the table, for the first time, to coordinate strategy. It is progress, on paper at least. Until now, every army has fought in its own corner, to its own plans, without consultation. The conference decides that 1916 will be the year of the simultaneous offensive - everyone will attack at the same time, on every front, to stop the Germans moving their reserves from one theatre to another.

It is a good plan. The war will see to destroying it.



In Lyon, Jeanne is living through her second absence.

Paul has gone back up. Somewhere in the north - she does not know where; the censorship cuts everything. The cards arrive, the pre-printed sentences, the signature. Alive on 28 October. Alive on 5 November. Alive on the 12th. The same ritual as before, the same waiting, the same thump of the heart when the postman comes down the street.

But Jeanne is no longer the woman of 1914. The factory has changed her. Rose has changed her. Paul himself has changed her, with his evening words, his sentence about the union, his 'you carry on'. Jeanne is now a worker who knows what she is worth, knows what she is paid, and knows that the difference between the two is an injustice.

On 10 November, she does something she would never have done a year earlier. She goes to the Bourse du Travail.

It is a building she knows from the outside - Paul used to go there, before, to the evening meetings, the rallies. Jeanne had never gone in on her own. She pushes the door, climbs the stairs, and looks for the metalworkers' union office. A man is sitting behind a desk cluttered with papers. In his fifties, grey moustache, arm in a sling - invalided out. He watches Jeanne come in with the polite surprise of a man not used to seeing women in this office.

Jeanne says: 'I work at Berliet. We're paid four francs for work that's worth six. We asked for a rise in May, we got fifty centimes. It's not enough.'

The man looks at her. 'Are you a union member?'

'No.'

'Is your husband a member?'

'Yes. He's at the front.'

The man nods. He takes out a form and puts it in front of Jeanne. 'Sign there.' Jeanne signs. She is a union member. It is a tiny gesture, a name on a piece of paper, and it is a giant step, because that step is one the women of 1915 hardly ever take, and those who take it do not go back.

She walks home to Vaise in the November cold, and she walks straighter than on the way there. When she writes to Paul that evening, she says: 'I did what you told me. I went to the union.' She does not say she was afraid when she pushed the door. Paul does not need to know that.



Louise's mother is getting worse.

Louise's letters change tone in November. The handwriting is the same, the tenderness is the same, but underneath there is a tiredness Louise can no longer hide. Her mother can no longer run the haberdashery. Louise gets up at five to open the shop before leaving for school, and in the evening she goes back after class to close up, count the till, tidy the reels. On Sundays she does the week's accounts, the housework, the cooking, the washing. And in between all that, she teaches. Thirty-two pupils, eight of whom have lost their fathers.

She does not complain. Not in her letters, not out loud, not to her mother. She keeps going. It is Louise's verb - to keep. Keep school, keep shop, keep house, keep the pot boiling, keep going. But the body has its limits, and in November Louise catches a cold that will not go, that goes down into her throat, then into her chest, and leaves her with a dry cough that is like Fayolle's - except that she does not know Fayolle and does not know that a twenty-year-old man is coughing like her in a hole four hundred kilometres away.

Henri feels the change in the letters. Not what she says - what she no longer says. The details of the garden, the stories about the pupils, the descriptions of the Lot - all that is thinning out, replaced by shorter, drier sentences that say the essential and cut the rest. Henri recognises the sign. He has seen men draw in like that, under fatigue, when the energy is only enough for the bare necessities.

He writes to her on 20 November, a letter that is not a love letter - or rather it is one, but of a practical, concrete love, the only kind that is any use in a war.

'Dear Louise. Don't carry everything. I know you carry everything, because that's you, and you don't know how to do otherwise. But Émile's brother-in-law is a carpenter in Figeac, isn't he? Ask him about the shop roof that leaks. And the grocer on the square, the one you told me about, the widow - ask her to do some hours in the haberdashery. You can't hold up the school and the shop and your mother and yourself. Nobody can. It isn't weakness, it's arithmetic.'

It is a schoolmaster's letter. It is a sergeant's letter. It is the letter of a man who has learned, in the mud, that survival is a matter of organisation and that solitary heroism is the shortest road to collapse.

Louise receives it and cries, which she never does, and she does what Henri says, which she never does either. She goes to see the carpenter. She goes to see the grocer. The roof is mended the following week. The grocer takes three afternoons in the haberdashery. Louise breathes. A little. Enough.



On 15 November, news reaches the regiment that shakes everyone. The battalion commander calls the officers and NCOs together in a second-line dugout. Standing in front of a map pinned to the wall, he announces that the regiment will be relieved in December and sent to rest for two months. Two months. It is unheard of. It is beyond hope. Two months behind the lines, far from the front, far from the noise, far from the mud. The NCOs look at one another. Nobody quite believes it. A trap, perhaps. A rest followed by an offensive worse than the ones before. But two months is two months.

Henri goes back down into the trench and gives the news to his platoon. The faces change. Not a smile - a letting go. Like a muscle too long clenched suddenly relaxing. Fayolle says: 'Two months?' The shepherd says nothing, but his shoulders drop three centimetres. Marcel says: 'Enough to bring out a luxury edition of Le Poilu du Causse.' Pélissié says nothing, as usual, but in the evening he offers tobacco to everyone, which for him is the equivalent of a speech.

The cat Verdun, informed through channels of his own, settles on Henri's pack and purrs. The purring of a cat, in a trench in Artois, in November 1915, is a sound so incongruous, so perfectly out of place, so absurdly normal, that Henri notes it in his notebook as he would a historic event: '15 November. Rest announced. Verdun purrs.'



The last days of November are quiet. The front is digesting the failure of September. Both sides dig in, fortify, watch each other. The shells fall out of habit more than intention. The snipers shoot without conviction. Even the war seems tired of itself.

Verdier uses the lull to write a long report on the lessons of 1915. It is a thirty-page document, dry, precise, merciless. He analyses the three offensives - February, May, September - their methods, their results, their costs. He identifies the recurring problems: insufficient heavy artillery, lack of coordination between infantry and artillery, slowness of the reserves, fragility of communications. And he proposes solutions - technical, concrete, costed solutions. The creeping barrage, which moves ahead of the infantry instead of stopping before the assault. Air liaison between the command and the troops. Forward ammunition dumps. Telephone lines buried in armoured cables.

The report is good. Verdier knows it. He also knows it will end up in a signature book, like the others. But this time, perhaps, someone will read it. Because the dead of 1915 are beginning to weigh on the shoulders of those who ordered them, and even a general ends up looking for a better method when the current one produces corpses and nothing else.

He sends the report and expects no answer. He has learned to write for the file, not for the reader. Someone, one day, will open the file. And that day, the solutions will be there, ready, with the figures and the diagrams.



On 30 November, Henri writes in his notebook. The candle is almost burnt down, the cat is asleep, the shepherd is breathing slowly beside him.

'Fifteen months. I have held on for fifteen months. The men have held on for fifteen months. Louise is holding on. Jeanne is holding on. Paul has gone back up and he will hold on too, because he has no choice, and men without a choice hold on longer than the others.

December soon. The rest. Two months without shells, without rats, without noise. I do not dare believe it and I believe it all the same. Perhaps that is what faith is - believing in something you do not dare believe.'

He blows out the candle. The cat opens one eye, closes it again. The shepherd does not move.

Outside, the November night is black and cold and still, and the front sleeps a bad sleep, full of dreams no one will tell.


December 1915



The relief takes place on 8 December, at night, as always.

Henri leads his platoon along the communication trenches, in single file, towards the rear. Thirty men - minus the autumn's losses, plus the November reinforcements; the count is never the same. They walk without a sound, in the mud, backs bent, with the automatic caution of men who have learned that the last shell is sometimes the worst. The shepherd brings up the rear. Fayolle is in the middle. Marcel carries the cigar box with the paper's lead type, which he lets no one else touch. Pélissié walks the way he does everything - without a word, without a hesitation. The cat Verdun is in the shepherd's haversack, head poking out, ears flat.

They pass the men going up. Another regiment, unknown faces, eyes you cannot see in the dark. The rite of passage - those going down and those going up, the damned and the damned, interchangeable. A sergeant from the other regiment asks Henri in a low voice: 'The sector?' Henri says: 'Quiet. Minenwerfer in the mornings, nothing at night. The saps on the right, they're moving.' The other man nods and goes on. That is all. No handshake, no good wishes. Just the information that saves lives, passed from one man to another in the dark.

At three in the morning, they are behind the lines. A road, lorries, and the noise stops. Not all at once - gradually, like a hum dying away. Henri looks up and sees stars, real stars, not flares, and the absence of threat in that sky is so strange that it makes him dizzy.

The lorries take them south. A long way. Further than the usual rest, further than the barns behind the lines in Artois. They drive for hours along potholed roads, in the cold, squeezed onto the wooden benches of Berliet lorries - Berliet lorries, and Henri thinks of Jeanne, of the factory, of the bolts she checks, and he wonders whether her hands have touched a part of this lorry that is carrying him.

At dawn, they get down in a village in Picardy that the war has not touched. A real village. Houses standing. Painted shutters. A church with its steeple. A café with a sign. Civilians who watch them get down from the lorries with a mixture of curiosity and fear - soldiers from the front frighten the people behind the lines, with their grey faces, their muddy uniforms, their smell.

Henri gets down from the lorry, puts his foot on dry ground, looks around him, and does not move for ten seconds. Ten seconds of nothing. Ten seconds in which he is just a man standing in a village, under a December sky, and nobody is shooting.

The shepherd gets down after him, takes the cat out of his haversack and puts it on the ground. Verdun sniffs the air, looks right, looks left, and walks off with a sovereign step towards the nearest barn. The shepherd watches him go and says: 'He knows the way.'



Rest. Real rest.

The first days are strange. The men do not know what to do with their bodies. Sleep, yes - they sleep for hours, whole days, a leaden sleep that mends nothing but numbs. Eat, yes - the food is better behind the lines, hot, varied, served in mess tins that do not stink of rat. But after the sleep and the food, there is the silence, and the silence is an enemy nobody expected.

Henri watches his men come undone, slowly, like springs being released. Fayolle sleeps sixteen hours a day for the first week, then he starts walking, alone, in the fields around the village, walks of three or four hours with no purpose, no explanation. Marcel finds a bistro with an out-of-tune piano and spends afternoons banging on it - he cannot play, but the noise reassures him. Pélissié sits in the yard of the farm where he is billeted and does not move, hands on his knees, eyes on the horizon, for hours. Nobody asks him anything. They know.

The shepherd finds a dog. Not a patou - a mongrel, small, black, which hangs around the field kitchen and steals the bones. Lacombe tames it in three days, with the infinite patience of men who keep flocks. The dog follows him everywhere. The cat Verdun observes this betrayal with the magnificent indifference of cats and moves in with the priest, who feeds him better.

Henri does not fall apart. Not because he is stronger - because he keeps himself busy. It is his nature. The schoolmaster does not know how to do nothing. He organises light fatigues in the mornings - cleaning weapons, moderate physical exercise, kit inspection. In the afternoons, he leaves the men free. And in the evenings, in the barn that serves as their billet, he does something unexpected.

He teaches.

The idea came to him on the third day, watching Pélissié in the yard. Pélissié who can neither read nor write, Pélissié who speaks only patois, Pélissié who is twenty-four and shoots better than anyone but cannot make out a poster. Henri said to him: 'Pélissié, would you like to learn to read?' Pélissié looked at him, for a long time, the way he looks at everything - with that slowness of the peasant who does not answer before he has understood the whole question. Then he said: 'Why not.'

That same evening, Henri sets up a class in the barn. A slate found at the priest's, a stub of chalk, a candle. Pélissié, of course. But also three other men from the platoon who cannot read, or read badly - a farmhand from Figeac, a charcoal burner from Souillac, a boy of fifteen who got in by lying about his age and whom nobody has sent home. Four pupils. Henri becomes again what he is - a schoolmaster. Letters, syllables, words. Ba, be, bi, bo, bu. The Boscher method, simplified, adapted, given by a man in horizon blue to men in horizon blue, in a barn in Picardy, in December 1915.

Marcel watches from his corner, his back against a post, and he smiles. Marcel's first real smile since September.



On 15 December, Henri is given four days' leave. He does not go to Cahors, not to Labastide, not to his mother's. He goes to Figeac.

Louise is waiting for him at the station. She is thinner than in March. The tiredness is in her face, in the shadows under her eyes, in the way her shoulders sit a little higher than before, a little tenser. But when she sees him get off the train she smiles, and that smile undoes everything else.

They walk through Figeac. It has become their ritual, their own geography - the same streets, the same café, the same plane trees. But this time, Henri takes Louise's hand as they walk, without saying anything, and she lets him keep it, and they walk hand in hand through the streets of a small town in the Lot in winter, and nobody looks at them, because everybody knows them, and two engaged people hand in hand in wartime is the most normal and the most precious thing in the world.

Henri meets Louise's mother. A dry, small, worn-out woman, with sharp eyes that size him up in three seconds. She says: 'So you're the soldier.' Henri says: 'I'm the schoolmaster.' The mother gives the ghost of a smile. He has passed the test. Not the test of courage - the test of the right answer.

They have supper together, the three of them, in the kitchen above the haberdashery. Soup, cheese, wine. Henri talks about the school in Labastide, his pupils, the leaving certificate. He does not talk about the war. The mother does not ask. Louise has put her hand on his under the table, and she leaves it there for the whole meal, and Henri eats with his left hand, clumsily, because not for anything in the world will he let go of that hand.

On the second day, they are alone. The mother has closed the shop and is asleep. Louise takes Henri to see the school - her classroom, the benches, the blackboard, the garden behind. The beans are long finished, the garden is bare, dug over for the winter, but the canes are still standing, like little wooden skeletons waiting for spring.

Henri looks at Louise's classroom and sees his own. The same blackboard. The same benches. The same walls. The same mission. He says: 'After the war, I'll ask for Figeac. We'll be in the same town. We'll be able to...' He does not finish. Louise says: 'We will.'

On the third day, Henri does something he has not done since August 1914. He goes into a bookshop and buys a book. Montaigne, the Essays, a pocket edition, the cover battered, the pages yellowed. He puts it in his haversack next to the German Goethe. Two books. Two languages. Two enemies who have read the same things and are killing each other anyway.

On the fourth day, the departure. The station. The platform. Louise stands straight, her face composed. Henri gets into the carriage. Through the lowered window, he looks at her. She says: 'You're coming back.' It is not a question. It is an order. Henri says: 'I'm coming back.'

The train leaves. Louise stays on the platform until the train has disappeared. Then she goes back to the haberdashery, opens the shop, and serves the first customer of the day. Life goes on. Life is what goes on.



In Lyon, Christmas is coming and Jeanne is getting organised.

Paul has written that he will not be there - no leave before January at the earliest. Jeanne will spend Christmas alone, for the second time. But this time she will not be alone. Rose will come, with her two children. Marie next door will come, with her baby born in September - a boy his father has not yet seen. And Germaine, a workmate from the factory, a widow too, with no children, will come, because spending Christmas alone in a maid's room is more than she can bear.

Jeanne prepares the Christmas Eve supper with an energy that surprises even her. She goes shopping at the market in Vaise, haggles for a chicken - a real chicken, not rabbit passing itself off as chicken - buys potatoes, carrots, a piece of Gruyère, and a bottle of Saint-Joseph she pays too much for but that Paul would have approved of. She cooks all day on the 24th, in the little kitchen in Vaise, and the smell of roast chicken fills the flat and drifts down the stairwell and brings the neighbours up to ask what is going on.

What is going on is a women's Christmas. Five women and three children in a workers' flat in Vaise, around a chicken and a bottle, with candles on the table and no tree, because trees cost too much. Rose tells a funny story about a foreman at Berliet who tripped over a pipe. Marie feeds her baby in the corner, without embarrassment, because embarrassment is a luxury nobody has any more. Germaine cries for a moment, pulls herself together, drinks a glass, and sings a song from her part of the country, the Limousin, in a cracked voice that silences everyone.

Rose's children fall asleep on the floor, on blankets. Marie's baby sleeps against his mother. And the women stay sitting there, around the cleared table, with the wine that is left, and they talk. Not about the war - about everything else. About men, work, money, neighbours, bosses, what will come afterwards. They talk like women who have discovered one another, who have found in the absence of the men not a freedom - the word would be obscene - but a space. A space where their voices carry, where their decisions count, where their tiredness is their own and not someone else's.

Jeanne looks at these women around her table and thinks something she will tell no one, not even Rose, not even Henri: 'I'm not unhappy.' It is complicated. It is true. She misses Paul, the fear is there, the tiredness is there, but in the middle of all that, in this kitchen, with these women, Jeanne is not unhappy. And that discovery is as troubling as the war itself.



At the front, the second Christmas of the war passes without a truce.

The staff have given strict orders - no fraternising, no spontaneous ceasefire, no repeat of December 1914. Harassing fire is compulsory on the 24th and the 25th, to prevent any coming together. The war has learned from its own weaknesses. Compassion is a breach, and it is being plugged.

Henri is in billets, far from the front, and his Christmas is different. The barn is decorated - holly branches, candles, drawings hung from the beams. The men have organised a Christmas Eve supper with whatever came to hand. One of the battalion cooks has requisitioned two geese from a farmer nearby, paid for in army vouchers that the farmer eyes with suspicion. There is wine, improved plonk, and somebody has found some calvados.

Henri eats with his men. The shepherd is sitting next to him, the black mongrel lying at his feet, the cat Verdun on his knees - reconciled, for now, by the warmth of the stove and the smell of goose. Fayolle sings a song from the Lot, in a tenor voice nobody knew he had. Marcel raises a glass 'to those who are no longer here', and the silence that follows is the heaviest of the evening. Pélissié, who can now write his first name - Jean-Pierre, two words he traces on the slate with an engraver's concentration - raises his glass without saying anything.

Henri thinks of Louise, in the kitchen in Figeac, with her mother. He thinks of Jeanne, in Lyon, with her women around the table. He thinks of Paul, somewhere in the north, in a hole. And he thinks of the law student from Montauban, the barber's assistant from Brive, the plasterer from Souillac, the joiner from Cahors, Lieutenant Marsal who read Stendhal. Of all those Marcel's toast has just called into the barn, between the living and the candles.



31 December 1915. The second New Year of the war.

Verdier is alone in his office, on the staff of the Tenth Army. He has sent his orderlies away. In front of him are a glass of cognac and his notebook. He writes:

'Summary of 1915. Three major offensives. Territorial gain: negligible. French losses for the year: some three hundred and fifty thousand killed, more than a million wounded and missing. Nothing has been resolved. Everything remains to be done.

1916 will be different, apparently. The British will be ready. The artillery will be strengthened. The coordination will be better. I note these promises. I have heard them before.

What I know: the Germans are preparing something. My sources are vague, but the movement is there - troop transfers, concentrations of artillery, an axis I cannot yet identify. They are not going to wait for us to attack. They are going to strike first. The question is where.'

He closes the notebook. He drinks the cognac. He looks out of the window at the starless night.

The answer to his question will come in February. It will be called Verdun.


1916



January 1916



The rest continues and the men are coming back.

Not all of them. Not entirely. But something is knitting together again in Henri's platoon, slowly, like a bone mending. The faces are getting their colour back. The bodies are putting on weight again - the food behind the lines, without being good, is regular, hot, sufficient. The lice are retreating under methodical delousing and weekly showers - real showers, in a tin hut with lukewarm water, a luxury so extravagant that the men talk about it as an event. Fayolle has put on three kilos. The shepherd, who was already massive, has become downright imposing, fed by the soup and walked for hours by the black mongrel.

The evening school is working. Pélissié can now read words of three syllables. He stumbles over the compound sounds - the 'ou', the 'an', the 'in' - but he keeps at it with that silent stubbornness which is his way of being in the world. The farmhand from Figeac, one Brousse, is making faster progress - he could read a little, in fact, but he was ashamed of reading badly and pretended not to read at all. The charcoal burner from Souillac gave up after two weeks. Not for lack of will - for lack of sight. He cannot see well enough to make out the letters on the slate, and spectacles are as out of reach as a motor car. Henri wrote to the battalion doctor asking for a pair of surplus spectacles, any pair at all, and the doctor shrugged. But he looked, and he found a pair at the bottom of a crate of medical supplies, round spectacles, far too strong, which make the charcoal burner look like an owl. The charcoal burner puts them on, looks at the slate, and says: 'Bloody hell.' He can see the letters. He comes back to the class.

The fifteen-year-old - his name is Lucien Combes, he comes from Gourdon, he lied in 1914 and said he was born in 1894 instead of 1900, and nobody checked because rifles were needed - Lucien is Henri's best pupil. By the end of January he is already reading fluently. He devours everything that comes his way - the paper, the letters of those comrades who let him read them, Henri's Montaigne, which he does not understand but reads anyway, his forehead creased. Henri looks at him and sees another Lucienne Marty - that quick, thwarted intelligence that asks for nothing but a way through. If the boy survives the war, if someone opens a door for him... Henri catches himself making plans. Plans for afterwards. It is the first time in months that he has thought of 'afterwards' as anything but a mirage.



Joffre is planning.

The Chantilly conference has set the framework - a simultaneous offensive on every front in the spring of 1916. The sector chosen for the Franco-British effort is the Somme, where the two armies meet. It is a logistical choice as much as a strategic one - the junction of the two armies is the natural point for a joint offensive. The British will at last have their mass army, the Kitchener divisions, hundreds of thousands of volunteers trained for a year. The French will commit forty divisions. Together, they will break through.

Verdier receives the first elements of the plan in January. He is not directly involved in preparing the Somme - he is still on the staff of the Tenth Army, in Artois - but he sees the movements, the transfers, the stocks building up. And he sees something else. The Deuxième Bureau's reports point to German movements towards the eastern part of the French front, towards the Meuse, towards a sector nobody is watching because nobody expects a German attack.

Verdier looks at the map. The Meuse. Verdun. A salient pushing into the German lines, poorly defended - Joffre stripped the sector to feed the offensives of 1915, took away guns, troops, reserves. The forts of Verdun, those colossi of concrete and steel built after 1871, have been partly disarmed. Their guns have been sent to other fronts. Verdun is an empty shell.

And the Germans are bringing up divisions. Verdier counts - the reports are fragmentary, but the movement is clear. Trains, convoys, concentrations of artillery. Not towards Artois. Not towards Champagne. Towards the Meuse.

He writes a note on 18 January. Three pages. 'The indications converge on a major German offensive in the Verdun sector. The forces involved suggest a main effort, not a diversion.' He passes it on. The note goes up the chain. It reaches Chantilly. Joffre reads it - or someone reads it for him. The answer comes back down: 'The commander-in-chief does not believe there will be a serious attack on Verdun.'

Verdier files the answer in his folder. He has done his job. What comes next is not his to decide.



In Lyon, January is the month Paul does not come home on leave.

Jeanne was waiting. Paul's last letter said 'perhaps January', and Jeanne clung to that 'perhaps' like a lifebuoy. But the days pass, the postman passes, and Paul's letters no longer mention leave. They talk about mud - Paul is in a sector of the Argonne, a hell of gutted forests and muddy ravines - about the cold, about his comrades. The chap from Saint-Étienne who made him laugh is still there. He is a mechanic, like Paul, a man of iron and grease, and together they mend the things that break - rifles, stretchers, stoves, flesh. Paul does not say he mends flesh. He says he helps the stretcher-bearer.

Jeanne reads between the lines and finds only silence. She concentrates on what she can touch - the factory, the union, Rose, daily life. Daily life is the only solid ground.

Rose has a new idea. Not a rise this time - a deeper demand. She wants working conditions. Regular breaks. Seats - the women in the workshop work standing up ten hours a day, and by the end of the day their legs are so swollen they can hardly walk. Separate changing rooms, because the women change in a corner of the workshop behind a sheet hung up on a line, and the foreman watches. Rose says this last point with a cold anger that leaves no doubt about what 'watches' means.

Jeanne hesitates. Not about the substance - about the form. She knows that every demand exposes them. They are already called 'unpatriotic' when they ask for a rise. If they ask for seats and changing rooms, they will be called fussy. But Rose has a sentence that settles it: 'If wanting to sit down isn't patriotic, then patriotism's a load of shit.'

Jeanne does not repeat the sentence. But she thinks it. And on 25 January, she goes with Rose to a meeting of the metalworkers' union, women's section - a section that did not exist before the war and that now has eight hundred members in Lyon. The hall is full. Women from every workshop, every factory - Berliet, Lumière, Gillet, the powder mills. They are tired, they are angry, and they are together. It is the first time Jeanne has seen it - women together, not in a kitchen, not at a wash-house, but in a meeting hall, to talk about their rights.

A woman stands up to speak. Jeanne does not remember her name, but she remembers the sentence: 'Our husbands are fighting for France. We are fighting to live. Both deserve respect.'



On 28 January, Henri is ordered to report to the divisional depot for a fifteen-day course. A sergeants' course - infantry tactics, map reading, platoon command. It is the sign that the army is preparing something big and needs trained NCOs, not just hardened ones. Henri leaves the platoon to the shepherd - not officially, the shepherd has no rank at all, but everyone knows that when the sergeant is away, it is Lacombe who holds the fort.

The course takes place in a requisitioned château, forty kilometres from the front. Classrooms. Blackboards. Maps pinned to the walls. Henri sits down at a desk and listens to a captain explaining the creeping barrage, the technique Verdier recommended in his reports and which is beginning to find its way into doctrine - artillery fire that moves forward ahead of the infantry, metre by metre, like a curtain of fire sweeping the ground. It is a revolution. It is also a nightmare of synchronisation - if the artillery moves too fast, it leaves the infantry behind, exposed. If it moves too slowly, the infantry walks into its own shells.

Henri takes notes. He is a good pupil, an excellent pupil even, because he knows how to listen and how to ask the right questions. The instructor, a captain, notices him. 'What were you, Sergeant?' 'A schoolmaster.' 'It shows.' It is the second time he has been told that. Henri begins to wonder whether the schoolmaster and the soldier are not the same thing seen from two different sides - a man who explains, who organises, who holds a group together, who makes things work.

During the course, he shares a room with a sergeant from a Breton regiment, a fisherman from Douarnenez called Le Bihan, who hardly talks but drinks hard. In the evenings they have a drink together, a cider Le Bihan has sent to him in parcels from Brittany. The Breton has been through Charleroi, the Marne, Artois, Champagne. All the great slaughterhouses. He has a wound in the thigh that makes him limp, and he says something Henri does not forget: 'The trick, Sergeant, is not to love your men. If you love them, you can't send them.'

Henri does not answer. He knows Le Bihan is wrong. Or rather, that Le Bihan is right for himself and wrong for Henri, because Henri cannot not love his men. The shepherd, Fayolle, Marcel, Pélissié, young Lucien - he loves them the way a master loves his pupils, with a tenderness that does not rule out strictness and a strictness that does not rule out tenderness. And he will send them all the same. That is the contradiction the war manufactures - to love and to send, to protect and to expose, to hold on and to lose.



On 31 January, Henri is back in billets. The shepherd reports to him - all is well, nobody is dead, nobody is sick, the cat Verdun has caught a rat as big as a rabbit and left it outside the commander's dugout like a trophy. The commander was not pleased. The cat does not care.

Pélissié comes to find Henri in the evening, after the class. He has something in his hand - a scrap of paper, folded in four, covered in slow, shaky, painstaking writing. Henri unfolds the paper. It is a letter. Five lines. 'Dear Marie. I am well. We are at rest. I think of you and the little ones. The sergeant is teaching me to write. Your husband, Jean-Pierre.'

Henri looks at Pélissié. Pélissié looks at him. There is nothing to say. Henri folds the letter, puts it in an envelope, writes the address Pélissié dictates - a farm near Saint-Céré, a hamlet whose name cannot be pronounced in French - and gives it to the vaguemestre.

It is the first letter of Jean-Pierre Pélissié's life. And that evening, in his notebook, Henri writes nothing about the war. He writes: 'Pélissié has written to his wife. Tonight, I know why I am a schoolmaster.'

The rest is coming to an end. The regiment will go back up to the front in February. And February will be the month when everything tips over.


February 1916



The cold of February 1916 is different. It is no sharper than the year before, with the same bite, the same frost cracking underfoot, the same leaden sky. But it is different because it carries something the other winters did not. A waiting. Not the soldiers' usual waiting, that resignation which comes before orders. A vaster waiting, more muffled, that weighs on the whole front like a change in atmospheric pressure. Something is coming. Everyone feels it. Nobody knows what.

Henri learns it on 12 February, when the regiment leaves its rest billets. Destination: the East. Not Artois this time - the Meuse. Verdun.

The name does not mean much to him. It is a garrison town, a citadel, a name on the map of France he used to show his pupils in the geography lesson. Verdun, sub-prefecture of the Meuse, on the right bank of the Meuse, a fortress since Vauban, strengthened after 1871 by a ring of reinforced-concrete forts. Douaumont, Vaux, Souville, Thiaumont - names that are still only names.

The shepherd packs his haversack. The cat Verdun - the cat that bears the name of the place they are going to, without anyone knowing or intending it - jumps into the haversack and settles in. The shepherd looks at him and says: 'He knows.' The black mongrel will not follow. It stays in the village, left with the priest, and Lacombe strokes it one last time, for a long while, without a word, then he gets up and leaves.

The lorries take them east. Two days on the road. The landscapes change - flat Artois gives way to the hills of Champagne, then to the forests of the Argonne, then to the Côtes de Meuse, those wooded ridges that climb gently towards the front line. Henri watches France go by from the back of the lorry and tells himself it is a beautiful country. He tells himself so with the cold lucidity of a man who knows that the beauty of the country will protect him from nothing.



Verdier knows.

Since January, the reports have been piling up. In front of Verdun, the Germans have assembled a concentration of artillery without precedent in military history - twelve hundred guns, among them 305s, 380s, 420s. Giant mortars. Howitzers that fire one-tonne shells twenty kilometres. Verdier read the figures and felt his stomach turn, which has not happened to him for a long time.

The German commander-in-chief, Erich von Falkenhayn, has a plan. Not a plan for a breakthrough - a plan of attrition. Bleed France white. Choose a point the French army cannot abandon - for strategic, symbolic, political reasons - and grind its reserves down there, division after division, in an industrial mincing machine. Verdun is that point. Verdun, the symbol, the bolt on the Meuse, the name that rings like a flag. France will not let go of Verdun. France will wear itself out there.

Joffre still does not believe the offensive is coming, or pretends not to believe it, or believes it but not enough to divert his own plans. The Somme remains the main objective. Verdun is a secondary sector, stripped, poorly prepared. When the first warnings become certainties, in mid-February, it is almost too late.

Almost. Not quite. Reinforcements are rushed up. Henri's regiment is one of them.



On 21 February 1916, at a quarter past seven in the morning, the German artillery opens fire on Verdun.

It is a bombardment beyond anything the war has produced so far. A million shells in ten hours on a fifteen-kilometre front. The ground is turned over to a depth of several metres. The forests disappear - not 'the trees fall', no: the forests disappear, the trunks pulverised, the stumps torn out, until nothing is left but a pulp of earth, wood and metal. The French trenches cease to exist. The dugouts, too shallow, are opened like tins. The men inside them cease to exist too.

Henri is not yet in the line on the 21st. His regiment is in reserve, twenty kilometres south of Verdun, in a village that is shaking. Literally - the ground vibrates underfoot, the windows of the houses vibrate, the air vibrates. The noise is beyond noise. It is a physical presence, a wall of sound that crushes the chest and cancels thought. Henri is standing in a farmyard, surrounded by his men, and he listens to Verdun burn.

The shepherd stands motionless, his eyes to the north. The cat has come out of the haversack and taken refuge in the barn, under a heap of hay, and he will not come out all day. Fayolle's face is white - not with fear, not yet, but with that instinctive understanding that what is coming is on another scale. Marcel says nothing, for once. Pélissié looks north like the shepherd, and on his closed peasant's face Henri reads something he has never seen there - the resignation of an animal that smells the slaughterhouse.

Henri gathers his platoon. He makes no speech. He checks the kit, the grenades, the cartridges, the dressings. He says: 'We'll be going up tonight, probably. Get some rest.' Nobody rests.



On the 22nd, the Germans attack. Their infantry leave their trenches behind the barrage and advance through a landscape that is no longer a landscape - a lunar surface, grey, smoking, where nothing is left standing. The French front lines are wiped out. The survivors fight in isolated groups, in shell holes, without contact, without orders, without hope of immediate relief. They fight all the same.

The Bois des Caures. That is where the French resistance clings on, on the 22nd, in what is left of a forest - stubs of trees, shattered stumps, bare earth. Two battalions of chasseurs, commanded by Colonel Driant - an officer of fifty-nine, a deputy, a writer, who warned the Chamber that Verdun had been stripped bare and was not listened to. Driant and his chasseurs hold for two days in that hell. Driant is killed on the evening of the 22nd, falling back with his men. His last words, they say: 'My God.' Or perhaps nothing. Last words are often made up by those who remain.

On 25 February, Fort Douaumont falls. The most powerful of the Verdun forts, the one nobody thought could be taken, is captured by a German detachment that walks in almost without resistance - because the fort has been disarmed, stripped, reduced to an empty shell by Joffre's decisions. The news is a thunderclap. Douaumont has fallen. France is stunned. The government is stunned. Joffre is stunned, or pretends to be.

And that is when Pétain enters the scene.



Philippe Pétain, sixty, général de division, cold, distant, methodical. A man the army did not like before the war - too cautious, too defensive, a heretic in a world that swore only by the offensive à outrance. The war has proved him right, and the war is carrying him upwards. On 25 February, he takes command of the defence of Verdun.

Pétain organises. He is an organiser, not an orator, not a dashing hero - an organiser. He does what nobody had done: he gives the defence a structure. The artillery first - he brings back guns, installs new ones, creates a coordinated network of fire that covers every metre of the ground. The road next - the only road linking Verdun to the rear, the departmental road from Bar-le-Duc, a ribbon of tarmac seventy-five kilometres long that Pétain turns into a vital artery. The lorries will run on it day and night, bumper to bumper, one every fourteen seconds, carrying the men, the ammunition, the food. They will call it the Voie Sacrée - the Sacred Way. And the rotation - the 'noria' - the system that sends fresh divisions up and brings exhausted divisions down, so that nobody stays too long in the furnace. Nearly three-quarters of the French army will pass through Verdun.

Verdier learns of Pétain's appointment with mixed feelings. He knows Pétain by reputation - a man who believes in firepower, not in élan, a man who counts the shells before he counts the dead. A man like himself. For the first time since the start of the war, Verdier thinks the command might be in the right hands. Not pleasant hands. Competent ones.



Henri's regiment goes up on 26 February, by the Voie Sacrée.

It is an experience that those who lived through it never forgot and never managed to tell. The lorries drive through the night, along that single road which is Verdun's umbilical cord, and on either side of the road there is blackness, and ahead there is the glow of the front lighting the sky from below, and the lorries move towards that glow like insects towards a lamp.

Henri is standing in a lorry, squeezed among his men. The noise grows as they get closer. The ground shakes under the wheels. Sometimes shells fall on the road - not often, the German artillery concentrates its fire further forward, but sometimes a stray shell strikes the tarmac and the lorry in front vanishes in a geyser of earth and metal. They do not stop. They go round and carry on.

They get down at three in the morning in what is left of a village south of Douaumont. 'Village' is a memory - there is nothing left but heaps of stones and a cellar. The company commander leads them towards the lines along what are no longer communication trenches - vague furrows in ground that has been turned over so many times it no longer looks like anything on earth. Henri walks and looks around him and recognises nothing. Not a tree, not a hedge, not a wall. Nothing. The surface of the moon, only dirtier.

They take up position in a network of shell holes linked by the beginnings of trenches. This is where they will hold. Henri places his men - the shepherd on the left, Marcel on the right, Fayolle in the centre, Pélissié at the forward observation post. The cat Verdun is in a hole somewhere, invisible. Young Lucien is shaking. He is sixteen. Henri puts a hand on his shoulder and says: 'Stay close to me.'

Dawn breaks over Verdun. It is a grey, dirty dawn that shows nothing good. In front of them, the ground climbs towards Douaumont, towards the lost fort, towards the German lines. Behind them, France.

Henri opens his notebook. He writes quickly, in pencil, in a hand that is no longer the schoolmaster's - a cramped, slanting, urgent hand:

'26 February. Verdun. Nothing I have seen before prepared me for this. The landscape no longer exists. The air stinks of powder and flesh. The noise is constant, it is part of the world, it is the world. The men are calm. I do not know why. I do not know why I am calm. Perhaps beyond a certain point fear turns over and becomes something else. I do not know the name of that something else.'

He closes the notebook. The bombardment starts again.


March 1916



Henri will hold out for eight days at Verdun.

Eight days that are worth eight hundred. Eight days in which the very notion of time dissolves, replaced by a two-beat rhythm - bombardment, silence, bombardment, silence - in which the silence is only a variant of the noise, a quieter noise, a background noise made of cracking, groaning, things slowly collapsing.

On the first day, 27 February, three men of the platoon are killed by a single shell. They were in a shell hole next to his, fifteen metres away, and the 210 landed in it with the idiotic precision of chance. There is nothing left. No bodies to collect, no identity discs to recover. Three men who were there and are there no longer. Autumn reinforcements whose names Henri knew without knowing their faces - or their faces without knowing their names, he can no longer tell. The war at Verdun erases individuals. It erases everything.

On the second day, the bombardment is so intense that nobody can move for six hours. Six hours lying at the bottom of a hole, face in the earth, hands on his helmet, while the world explodes. The shells fall so close that the earth comes down on them in a continuous rain, heavy, mixed with metal and with things that should not be looked at. Henri counts the explosions out of reflex, then he stops counting, because counting is no use when the number is infinity. Beside him, Lucien Combes, the sixteen-year-old kid, is crying without a sound, his eyes open, not moving. Henri says nothing to him. There is nothing to say. He puts his hand on the boy's back and leaves it there, and the boy cries and the hand stays.

On the third day, the Germans attack. The infantry come out of the fog of smoke and advance in waves, grey figures in a grey landscape, and Henri's platoon fires. Pélissié fires. The shepherd fires. Marcel fires. Fayolle fires. They fire until the barrels of the Lebels are burning hot, and they throw grenades, and the Germans fall and others come, and those fall too, and at some point the Germans fall back and the silence returns, that deathly silence which is not a silence but the temporary absence of the unbearable.

After the attack, Henri counts his men. All alive. He does not understand how. The shepherd has a splinter in his thigh - his second, after the one in his shoulder in May 1915. He refuses to go down. He winds a dressing round his leg, pulls it tight, and says: 'It'll do.' Henri looks at him and knows it will not do, that the thigh will swell, perhaps go bad, but that he cannot force the shepherd to leave. Lacombe will stay. He will stay because leaving means leaving the others, and leaving the others is the one thing the shepherd from Rocamadour does not know how to do.



On the fourth day, the water runs out.

It is a problem nobody had foreseen, or that everyone had foreseen without doing anything about it. The water parties no longer get through - the communication trenches are destroyed, the carriers are killed on the way, the water bottles are holed by splinters. Henri's platoon has had no water for thirty-six hours. Thirst, in the cold of February turned into the cold of March, is not the same as summer thirst - it burns less, it is more insidious, a slow drying out of the mouth, the throat, the brain. The men lick the dew off the sides of the hole. They drink water from puddles, a brown, greasy water that tastes of churned earth and of worse things.

Marcel, the typesetter, the man with the solutions, comes up with an idea. He crawls to a neighbouring crater where rainwater has collected, dirty water but less dirty than the puddles in the trench. He fills three water bottles in an hour, under the shells, flat on his belly, a bottle in each hand and the third hooked to his belt. He comes back covered in mud, shaking with exhaustion, and puts the bottles down in front of Henri without a word. Henri says: 'Thank you.' Marcel says: 'It's not water, it's chalk soup.' The men drink the chalk soup like champagne.

On the fifth day, Henri loses a man he knows.

Brousse, the farmhand from Figeac, the one who could read but pretended he could not, the one who had come back to the evening class and was making good progress. Brousse is killed by a sniper, a bullet in the head, just as he was raising himself to glance over the edge of the hole. A trifling movement, a centimetre too much, a second too long, and Brousse topples backwards into the hole with a round hole above his left eye.

Henri looks at him. He ought to search the body, take the disc, the papers. He does it. Methodically, as he was taught, as he has taught himself over eighteen months of war. The disc, the service book, the letters. The letters are from Brousse's mother, a peasant woman from Figeac who writes large and badly, and Henri puts them in his breast pocket with his own, and he tells himself he will send them back to the mother, afterwards, and that 'afterwards' is an act of faith as absurd as all the rest.



On the sixth day, the relief is announced. Not by runner - the runner was killed on the way. By a signal from a neighbouring post, passed from hole to hole, from mouth to mouth. 'Relief tomorrow night.' Three words. The most beautiful words in the French language, at Verdun, in March 1916.

The sixth and seventh days are the longest. Because the relief is announced, because the end is in sight, because dying now would be an unbearable injustice. The men make themselves smaller in their holes. They move less, fire less, save everything - movements, ammunition, breath. They wait.

The shepherd is in a bad way. His thigh has doubled in size under the bandage, the skin is hot, the fever is rising. Lacombe says nothing, but Henri can see the sweat on his forehead despite the cold, and the way he clenches his teeth when he moves. Henri says: 'You're going down with the relief.' The shepherd does not answer, which is his way of saying yes when he does not want to say no.

The cat Verdun has been missing since the third day. Nobody has seen him. The shepherd looks for him sometimes, in the holes round about, but the cat is nowhere. Dead, perhaps. Gone, perhaps. Cats survive or they do not, and they answer to no one.



The relief arrives in the night of 6 to 7 March. Shadows in the smashed communication trenches, fresh men with eyes not yet dead, who look at the men they are replacing and do not recognise them as their own kind. Those going down have faces of earth, eyes of glass, bodies that walk by reflex, without thought, without will, like machines with their souls taken out.

Henri counts his men on the way down. Of the thirty in his platoon, he brings back twenty-two. Eight are missing. Three killed on the first day, Brousse on the fifth, one wounded man evacuated on the third, another on the fourth, two missing whom nobody can say are dead, buried alive, or lost in the chaos. Eight men in eight days. And that is a good tally. The neighbouring platoons have lost more.

The shepherd goes down limping, leaning on Marcel. Behind the lines, a doctor looks at the thigh, pulls a face, and sends Lacombe to the field ambulance. The shepherd leaves on a stretcher, and as the stretcher-bearers carry him off he grabs Henri's arm and says: 'The cat.' Henri says: 'I'll find him.' He does not know if it is true. But it is what has to be said.



Verdun goes on without them.

The battle does not stop because one regiment comes down. Others go up, take their place, hold, suffer, and come down in their turn. Pétain's noria is working - that permanent rotation that puts the whole French army through the mincer of Verdun, division after division, regiment after regiment. It is effective. It is humane, in the sense that the men do not stay long enough to go mad - not all of them, not always. It is also monstrous, because it means nobody is spared. Every French soldier will know what Verdun is. Every French family will have a man at Verdun.

Pétain holds. He holds through artillery - he has massed batteries on the left bank of the Meuse, 155s, 75s, naval guns, and they fire day and night on the German assault waves. He holds through logistics - the Voie Sacrée works, the lorries run, the ammunition arrives. He holds through will - that cold, methodical will which has nothing of Joffre's panache and everything of the stubbornness of a man who refuses to let go.

And the Germans are wearing themselves out. Falkenhayn was right in his logic - Verdun is bleeding France. But he was wrong in his calculation - Verdun is bleeding Germany too. The German divisions that attack are destroyed as surely as the French divisions that defend. The mincing machine grinds both sides. And nobody can stop, because stopping means admitting that all of it was for nothing, and that the thousands of dead died for a landscape of mud.

Verdier follows the battle from Artois, through the reports, the communiqués, the staff conversations. He is torn between admiration for Pétain and horror at what Pétain is forced to do. Holding Verdun costs more than giving it up would cost - in men, in ammunition, in energy. But giving up Verdun is unthinkable. The symbol is stronger than the calculation. And Verdier, the man of calculations, understands for the first time that war is not only a matter of figures. It is a matter of names. And Verdun is a name France cannot lose.



In Lyon, Jeanne does not know that Henri is at Verdun. The censorship forbids naming sectors. She knows that something terrible is happening somewhere, because the papers talk about it - for once, the censorship lets things through, because the government needs the country to know, to suffer with them, to accept the sacrifices. 'They shall not pass' becomes the watchword. Verdun becomes a sacred word, a totem, a cry.

Jeanne reads the papers at the factory, during the midday break. The women read together, standing round a paper laid on a workbench, and they fall silent. The communiqués are vague - 'violent fighting in the Verdun sector, our troops are resisting doggedly' - but the word 'doggedly' says everything. Doggedness is what you have when you have nothing else left.

Rose says: 'My husband died like that. They told me he fought doggedly.' The word, in her mouth, is naked, stripped of its glory. The doggedness of a dying man has nothing glorious about it. It is the last reflex of a cornered animal.

Paul is in the Argonne, not at Verdun. Not yet. Jeanne knows nothing of this, but it is an accident of geography that spares her the worst of fears. Chance is the only ally the women of 1916 have.



On 15 March, Henri writes to Louise. The first letter since Verdun. He is at rest, in a village behind the lines in the Meuse, thirty kilometres from the front, and he can write without his hands shaking. Almost.

'Dear Louise. I've come down. I can't tell you where from, but you'll understand if I tell you that nothing I'd been through before counted. What I've seen has no words. It would take a language that doesn't exist, or a silence that would say more than all the words.

The shepherd is wounded, evacuated. Not seriously, I hope. The others are holding on. Young Lucien is holding on. Pélissié is holding on. Marcel is holding on. There are fewer of us.

Tell me about your beans. Tell me about the school. Tell me about the bridge at Capdenac. Tell me about anything that isn't here.'

Louise receives the letter on the 22nd. She reads it and understands, without the word being written, that Henri has been at Verdun. She goes out into the school garden, the bean garden, dug over for the winter, bare. She sits down on the cold earth and stays there for ten minutes, her eyes on the empty canes, and she searches in herself for the words that will be the opposite of Verdun.

She replies that same evening. Four pages. The longest she has ever written. She tells him everything. The school, the children, little Marthe Bouyssou, who has grown ten centimetres and is starting to do joined-up writing. The garden she is going to replant in April, with tomatoes this time, because beans are all very well but tomatoes are beautiful. Her mother, who is a little better, who comes down to the shop in the mornings with a shawl and a stool. The neighbour's cat, which has had kittens, five of them, one of them ginger, like a ball of wool.

She fills four pages with the world that still exists. Not a word about the war. Not a word of complaint. Four pages of beans, of kittens, of joined-up writing, of tomatoes to come. Four pages of life, sent to a man coming back from death, to prove to him that life is still there, somewhere, between Capdenac and the bridge.



On 20 March, in billets, the cat Verdun reappears.

Nobody knows where he has come from. He walks into the barn where the platoon sleeps, thin, filthy, his ear torn a little more than before, and he jumps onto the shepherd's empty bunk - Lacombe's, who is in hospital - and curls up there as if he had never been away.

Fayolle says: 'Bloody hell.'

Marcel says: 'He's done Verdun.'

Henri strokes the cat. The cat purrs. It is a ridiculous sound, that purring, in a world that is falling apart. It is the most necessary sound Henri has heard in weeks.

That evening he writes to Louise, a postscript to the letter he has already sent, a scrap of paper he will slip into the next envelope: 'The cat has come back. You see. We come back.'


April 1916



The shepherd comes back too.

Not from the same place as the cat, not in the same way. Lacombe arrives in billets on 4 April, on foot, with a crumpled hospital discharge slip in his pocket and a stick he has cut himself from an ash branch. The thigh has healed - more or less. He limps. The hospital doctor said he could ask for a post in the rear, a posting to a depot, office work. Lacombe refused. The doctor insisted. Lacombe looked at him without a word until the doctor stopped insisting.

He comes into the barn, puts down his stick, and the cat Verdun jumps off the empty bunk and comes to rub himself against his good leg. Lacombe crouches down - slowly, with a grimace he shows to no one but the cat - and picks him up. The cat purrs. Lacombe says: 'You're here.' The cat is here. The shepherd is here. The section is here.

Henri watches him settle in and says nothing. There is nothing to say between a sergeant and a soldier who comes back, except what silence says better than words - you've come back, I'm glad, we carry on. Fayolle shakes Lacombe's hand, which is new, because Fayolle touched nobody before Verdun. Marcel gives a jerk of the chin that means welcome. Pélissié does not look up from his slate - he is writing a letter, his third, with the fierce concentration of a man learning to speak a foreign language in his own country.

In the evening, Henri notices that the shepherd has grown thinner. Not by ten kilos - by something else. An inward shrinking, a withdrawal. Lacombe was already a man of silence. The silence has deepened. His eyes, once watchful, with that vigilance of a shepherd keeping an eye on the flock, have become more fixed, more distant. He looks through things. Henri recognises the symptom - he has seen it in others, he felt it in himself after Notre-Dame-de-Lorette. The cafard. The 1916 word for something that will not have a clinical name until much later.

He says nothing to the shepherd. He does what he knows how to do - he keeps him close, keeps him busy, gives him the cat to look after, the light fatigues, the small manual jobs the shepherd's hands can do without his head having to follow. Lacombe mends, whittles, sews, greases. His hands work. The rest will come. Or it will not.



Verdun goes on.

That is the thing to understand about Verdun - it does not stop. April, May, June, the months go by and the battle lasts, that perpetual bombardment, those assaults, those counter-attacks, that consumption of lives beyond understanding. The Germans take the village of Vaux, lose a ridge, retake a wood, lose a ravine. The French hold, give way, retake, hold again. The front sways a few hundred metres one way, then the other, like a monstrous breathing.

In April, the Germans widen the attack onto the left bank of the Meuse. Hill 304 and the Mort-Homme become the new slaughterhouses. The Mort-Homme - the Dead Man, a name that was already sinister before the war, taken from a local legend - becomes the symbol of everything. The Mort-Homme is taken, the Mort-Homme is lost, the Mort-Homme is retaken, the Mort-Homme is lost again. Whole regiments are wiped out for a mound of earth three hundred metres high. 'Wiped out' is not a figure of speech. It means: these men no longer exist.

Pétain is still holding. But Pétain is wearing out. His method - elastic defence, falling back on strong positions, artillery as the main weapon - is challenged by Joffre, who wants the offensive, always the offensive. Joffre finds Pétain too cautious, too defensive, too sparing of his soldiers - an extraordinary reproach in a situation where sparing the soldiers ought to be the first of virtues. On 1 May, Pétain will be 'promoted' - raised to command of Army Group Centre, which is to say removed from direct command at Verdun. His replacement will be Nivelle, a brilliant gunner, offensive-minded, charming, who promises to retake Douaumont and win. Nivelle is the opposite of Pétain. That is why he is chosen.

Verdier watches this waltz of generals with a disgust he can no longer keep within his notebooks. He writes, on 15 April: 'They are pushing aside the man who saved Verdun because he does not promise enough victories. They are replacing him with a man who promises everything. In this army, competence is a fault and charm is a qualification.'



Henri's regiment is still at rest, but the rest is shrinking. The drills start again - manoeuvres, firing practice, mock assaults. The men are being got ready for the next spell in the line. Not Verdun, this time - the rumour is that it will be the Somme, the great Franco-British offensive planned for the summer. But rumours are rumours, and Henri does not make plans on rumours.

He does something else. He starts the evening school again.

Pélissié now writes whole sentences. Not elegant sentences - a peasant's sentences, direct, practical, effective. 'The ewes are well.' 'Marie sold the cheese at the market.' 'The little one has grown.' Henri corrects the spelling, gently, without humiliating him, and Pélissié starts again, without complaining, without losing heart. He is a man who has ploughed fields of stone - letters hold no fear for him.

Young Lucien, for his part, has outgrown the class. He is now reading Henri's Montaigne, slowly, stumbling over the sixteenth-century words, but he is reading. One evening, he looks up from the book and says: 'Sergeant, is it true what he says, that to philosophise is to learn how to die?'

Henri looks at this sixteen-year-old kid asking him questions about Montaigne in a barn in the Meuse in April 1916, and he does not know whether to laugh or cry. He says: 'Montaigne says a lot of things. That's one of them. It isn't the only one. He also says that the greatest thing in the world is to know how to belong to oneself.'

Lucien thinks about it. 'To belong to oneself,' he repeats, as if tasting the words. Then he goes back into the book. Henri watches him read and thinks of Lucienne Marty, his draughtswoman from Labastide-Murat, of whom he has had no news since the start of the war. He wonders whether she is still drawing. He wonders whether the canes he planted in his pupils, before the war, are still standing, like the ones in Louise's garden.



In Lyon, April brings the spring and a dispute.

The women in the inspection shop at Berliet are asking for seats. Not a rise this time - seats. The right to sit down while they work, because ten hours on their feet on a concrete floor wrecks legs, backs, veins. Rose has drafted the petition. Twenty-three signatures. Jeanne signed first, after Rose. It is a gesture she weighs up - signing first means being seen, being named, exposing yourself. The old Jeanne would not have signed first. The old Jeanne no longer exists.

The management refuses. The head of the workshop says seats would slow production. The foreman says the women only have to be tougher. An engineer says, with the condescending smile that is his own, that if the men worked standing up before the war, there is no reason why the women should not.

Rose explodes. Not in public - in the yard, at the break, in front of Jeanne and three other women. 'The men who did the work standing up, they could go for a piss whenever they liked, they got six francs, and nobody gawped at them while they changed. We've got none of that and on top of it we're supposed to shut our gobs?'

Jeanne says nothing. She thinks. She thinks the way Henri thinks in front of a map - methodically, looking for the weak point. And she finds it.

The next day, she goes to see the foreman. On her own. She says: 'Monsieur Garnier, production in Shop C has gone up twelve per cent since January. It's in the reports. If the women had seats, they'd last longer at the end of the day, and inspection errors would go down. You know that.'

Garnier looks at her. He knows. He knows because the figures say so, and figures do not lie, and Jeanne has just told him what he could not tell the management himself without looking soft. Garnier is not a bad man. He is a man caught between a management that wants production and women workers who want dignity, and he has no power over either.

Three weeks later, stools appear in the workshop. Not seats - stools, with no backs, in rough wood. It is half of what they asked for. Jeanne takes the half. Rose takes the half, swearing she will get the other one. The women sit down. Ten hours a day on a stool with no back is hard. It is better than standing.

Paul, somewhere in the Argonne, receives a letter from Jeanne telling him about the victory of the stools. He reads the letter and smiles, for the first time in weeks, a smile he shows to no one but the chap from Saint-Étienne. The man from Saint-Étienne says: 'Good news?' Paul says: 'My wife's won a battle.' The man from Saint-Étienne does not ask which one. He understands that the women are fighting too, in their own way, on a front the men cannot see.



At the end of April, Henri receives a letter from Louise that carries unexpected news.

Lucienne Marty - the draughtswoman, the prodigy of Labastide-Murat, the one Henri had mentioned to the inspector in 1914, the one he wondered whether she was still drawing - Lucienne Marty is drawing. She is still drawing. Louise found out by chance, when she ran into the schoolmaster who replaced Henri at Labastide, an old retired man called back for the duration of the war, who told her that the little Marty girl came to borrow pencils from the school on Sundays because at home there were no pencils.

Louise has done something. Without telling Henri, without asking permission, she has written to the schools inspector in Cahors - the same one who shrugged in 1914 - to report the case of Lucienne Marty, thirteen now, exceptional talent for drawing, father a sharecropper, mother on the farm. The inspector has replied. Not a shrug this time - a form. An application for a bursary at the higher primary school in Cahors, which has a section for industrial drawing. It is not the Beaux-Arts. It is a start.

Henri reads the letter and stays motionless for a long while, sitting in the barn, the paper on his knees. Louise has done what he swore to do in June 1914, on the evening of the leaving certificate, when he said to Lucienne 'We'll talk about it again'. Two years. Two years of war, and it is Louise who keeps the promise he could no longer keep.

He writes to Louise that evening, three lines:

'You've done for Lucienne what I could no longer do. It's the best thing that has happened to me since the start of this war. I love you.'

It is the first time he has written those words. Not 'I want to marry you', not 'if you'll have me' - 'I love you'. Two years of war to get to three words. But the three words are true, and that is the only thing that counts.



On 30 April, the order comes down. The regiment is going back into the line. Not at Verdun - on the Aisne, their old sector, which they find again the way you find a familiar nightmare. Rat Alley no longer exists - other names, other men, other holes. But the mud is the same, and the rats are the same, and the shells are the same.

Henri leads his platoon along the communication trench, at night, in single file. The shepherd limps behind him, the cat in his haversack. Fayolle walks in silence. Marcel carries his box of type. Pélissié walks as always - without a sound, without a hesitation. Lucien Combes, the sixteen-year-old kid who reads Montaigne, walks with a book in his haversack and a rifle on his shoulder, and Henri wonders which of the two is heavier.

The front takes them back. The front always takes them back.


May 1916



The Aisne has not changed. That is what strikes Henri as he takes over the sector again - the absolute stillness of this front, which is the same as in October 1914, the same ridges, the same ravines, the same distances between the lines. Eighteen months of war and not a metre of difference. The trenches are better built, deeper, better shored up. The dugouts are solid. The belts of wire are thicker. But the landscape itself is identical - that no man's land Henri knows by heart, that he could draw with his eyes shut, every shell hole, every picket, every old corpse that is no more now than a bulge in the earth.

The Germans opposite are no longer the Saxons of before. They are Württembergers, men from the south of Germany, and relations with the enemy are different - tenser, more unpredictable. The tacit arrangement of 'live and let live' does not exist with these troops. The Minenwerfer come over at no set hours, the snipers are active, and the night patrols are frequent. Henri adapts. That is what he does - he adapts, he observes, he adjusts. On the first evening, he identifies the enemy firing points, the most exposed loopholes, the dead ground. By the second evening, he has reorganised the sentry posts. By the third evening, his men know the sector as if they had always lived there.

The shepherd has settled back in. His thigh hurts when he walks too long, but at the loophole, crouching, motionless, he is the same - that massive, silent presence that reassures the men around him without his needing to speak. The cat Verdun has taken up his habits again, his night patrols, his sovereign naps. The section is intact. It is a word that ought not to exist in the twenty-second month of the war, and yet - the hard core is there. The shepherd, Fayolle, Marcel, Pélissié, the cat. The old hands. The ones who last.



Verdun devours.

In May, the Germans relaunch the offensive on the right bank of the Meuse. Fort Vaux is attacked with a new fury. Major Raynal and his garrison hold out for seven days in the underground galleries of the fort, without water, without food, with the Germans above them pumping gas into the corridors and digging holes in the concrete to drop grenades through. Raynal sends his last carrier pigeon on 4 June with a message that will become famous - the pigeon will arrive, dying, poisoned by the gas, and will be awarded the Légion d'honneur. The fort falls on 7 June. Raynal is captured. The Germans, astonished by his resistance, receive him with military honours.

But Henri is not at Verdun. He is on the Aisne, and on the Aisne the war is the everyday kind - the war of detail, of routine, of death doled out drop by drop. A man killed by a sniper on 3 May. A man wounded by a splinter on the 7th. A neighbouring platoon that loses four men at once on the 12th, when a Minenwerfer bomb lands on a dugout. The trickle. Always the trickle.

Marcel brings out the tenth issue of Le Poilu du Causse. Ten issues. A year of the paper. Marcel is proud of it, in his discreet way, and Henri is proud of him, in the way of a sergeant who does not say such things. The tenth issue contains an editorial by Henri on teaching - not school teaching, the teaching of war. What the war teaches men. 'It teaches us that we can bear the unbearable. It is a lesson we could have done without.' The battalion commander reads the editorial and says nothing, which is his way of approving.

The issue also contains Pélissié's first contribution. Three lines, in his own hand, under the title 'The Season': 'The ewes lamb in May. My wife sees to it. The lambs are white on the causse.' Henri corrected one mistake - 'lams' without the 'b' - and Pélissié copied out the whole text again rather than accept the crossing-out. A man who writes three lines in a trench newspaper is a man who exists as something other than a number in a register. Henri knows it. That is why he started the paper.



Mid-May. An event that does not concern the front but that will change it.

The Sykes-Picot Agreement is signed on 16 May, in secret, between France and Britain. It is a partition of the Ottoman Middle East, drawn in pencil on a map, by two diplomats sketching borders across countries they do not know. France will have Syria and Lebanon. Britain will have Mesopotamia and Palestine. The peoples who live there have not been consulted. They will not be.

Henri knows nothing about Sykes-Picot. No soldier knows anything about Sykes-Picot. It is a secret, classified, locked in the safes of the Quai d'Orsay. But the secret will shape a century, and the lines drawn in pencil in May 1916 will breed wars that last longer than this one. History has its ironies, and this is one of the cruellest - while men are dying in the mud for metres of ground in France, other men are drawing whole countries in pencil in hushed offices.



In Lyon, May brings news that shakes Jeanne.

Rose is pregnant.

It is Rose herself who says so, one Sunday, in the kitchen in Vaise, between two sips of coffee, with the same brutal frankness she brings to everything. 'I'm pregnant. Three months.' Jeanne puts down her cup. Rose is a widow. Rose has no husband. The arithmetic is simple, and Jeanne does not do it out loud.

Rose looks at her and says: 'It's the foreman from Shop B. The night one. Not Garnier - the other one. Bertrand.'

Jeanne says nothing. She waits.

'It's not what you think. Well, yes, it is what you think, but I wasn't forced. He didn't force me. It happened, that's all. In January. I was on my own, he was there, we had a drink after the night shift, and there you are.' Rose shrugs, but the shrug is too heavy to be sincere. 'He's an idiot, Bertrand. But he's not a bad man. He doesn't know yet.'

Jeanne takes it in. She does not judge. Not because she is tolerant by nature - she is a daughter of her time, and her time judges. But something has changed in her. The factory, the war, the nights alone, the women together - all of it has widened the frame. A widow who sleeps with a man, in 1916, after two years of war, after losing a husband, after bringing up two children alone, after working ten hours a day standing and then sitting on a stool with no back - that woman has the right to look for warmth where she can find it.

'Are you going to keep it?' Jeanne asks.

'I'm going to keep it,' says Rose.

'And Bertrand?'

'Bertrand can do what he likes. The child will be mine.'

It is said. Jeanne takes Rose's hand across the table, as Louise took Henri's hand at the café in Figeac, and she squeezes it. Rose does not cry. Rose never cries. But her fingers squeeze back, hard, and that is enough.



Henri knows nothing of Rose, or of Bertrand, or of the child to come. He knows that Jeanne is working, that Jeanne is fighting, that Jeanne has become someone else - or rather someone who was already there and whom peacetime kept from coming out. Jeanne's letters have changed over the past year. More assured, longer, more precise. The old Jeanne wrote that the weather was fine and the lilac was pretty. The new Jeanne writes the factory's production figures, the union's demands, the market prices. Henri hardly recognises her and admires her utterly.

He writes to Jeanne on 20 May: 'You know our mother must be proud of you. She won't have said so - mothers don't say these things. But she'll have thought it so hard that everyone heard.'

Jeanne receives the letter on the 27th and puts it away in the overflowing biscuit tin. She does not cry. She is past that. She rereads the sentence about their mother and smiles, because Henri is right - their mother never says anything, but thinks so hard the walls shake.



At the end of May, the news from Verdun grows darker. Fort Vaux has fallen. The Germans are four kilometres from the town. The communiqués speak of 'heroic resistance', which means the resistance is desperate. Pétain, from his lofty post as army group commander, still weighs on the battle, but it is Nivelle who is in direct command, and Nivelle promises the counter-offensive. Soon. Always soon.

Henri's men read the communiqués and say nothing. They know what Verdun means. They were there, eight days, in February, and those eight days are branded into them like a burn. Fayolle never talks about Verdun. Marcel talks about it sometimes, with that analytical distance which is his protection. The shepherd does not talk about it, but at night he cries out in his sleep, words that make no sense, orders perhaps, and the cat Verdun lies down on his chest and stays there until the cries stop.

Young Lucien is drawing. That is new. Nobody knew he could draw. One evening, Henri catches him in a corner of the dugout, bent over a scrap of cardboard, a pencil in his hand. He is drawing the cat. Not a child's drawing - a precise, observed drawing, with the fur, the posture, the half-closed eye. Henri looks and thinks of Lucienne Marty, for the second time in a month. The world makes artists everywhere, on the farms of the causse, in the trenches of the Aisne, and the world crushes them almost as fast as it makes them.

'That's good,' says Henri. Lucien blushes and hides the drawing. Henri does not ask to see it. But he writes in his notebook: 'Lucien draws. The cat. Good. One to watch.'

One to watch. The phrase of a schoolmaster who cannot help being a schoolmaster, even in a hole.



On 31 May, the night is mild over the Aisne. May ending, June coming. Summer is drawing near, and with summer the great Somme offensive, which everyone talks about without anyone knowing anything precise. Henri is on the fire step. No man's land is quiet, bathed in moonlight, almost beautiful if you forget what it holds.

The shepherd is beside him, his leg stretched out on the fire step. The cat is on the parapet, his eyes glowing. Somewhere in the night, a nightingale is singing. A nightingale, in May, on the Aisne. The lark in the morning, the nightingale at night - Shakespeare, the play whose title Henri could not remember. Romeo and Juliet. That's it. The lark and the nightingale, morning and evening, war and peace, the lovers parting at dawn.

Henri thinks of Louise. Of the blue dress. Of the hand on his at the café in Figeac. Of the word 'yes' on the postcard of the bridge at Capdenac. Of the future, that distant country whose map he does not know but which he knows exists, because Louise writes him letters that are the proof of it.

The nightingale sings. The shepherd listens.

'Fine bird,' says Lacombe.

It is the longest sentence he has spoken since he came back from hospital.

Henri nods. 'Fine bird.'

They listen together, in the night, the sergeant and the shepherd, and the nightingale sings for no one and for everyone, and May goes by.


June 1916



The heat comes back, and with it the flies.

The flies of 1916 are worse than those of 1915, because the ground has had two years to pile up what flies feed on. They are everywhere - on the food, on faces, in eyes, in wounds. The battalion doctor has insect powder handed out, which does no good, and strips of gauze to cover the mess tins, which do a little. Henri organises his platoon's hygiene with a maniac's thoroughness - the latrines cleaned twice a day, the mess tins covered, the dead buried as soon as possible. It is a war within the war, and it is a war that cannot be won.

Fayolle is ill. Not the cough this time - his stomach. Dysentery, running through the trenches like a brush fire, carried by fouled water, by the flies, by dirty fingers. Fayolle has a fever, cramps, and he empties himself at both ends in a corner of the dugout with the horrified modesty of a twenty-one-year-old who no longer has anything private. Henri has him evacuated to the aid post on 5 June, and this time he does not hesitate, he does not negotiate with the company commander - he gives the order. Sergeant Castayrol orders the evacuation of Private Fayolle, and nobody argues, because a man who cannot stand up cannot hold a rifle.

Fayolle leaves on a stretcher, his face grey, his eyes hollow. He grabs Henri's hand as he goes and says: 'I'll be back, Sergeant.' Henri says: 'I know.' He does not know. He never knows. But he says the words that have to be said, because the words that have to be said are the only medicine he has.



The Somme is being prepared.

Henri does not know it yet, but the 7th Regiment is one of the units earmarked for the great offensive. The operation is planned for the end of June, the beginning of July. It is the supreme effort, the convergence of everything the Allies have built up over a year - the British with their Kitchener divisions ready at last, the French with what is left after Verdun. The plan is ambitious: a Franco-British attack on a forty-kilometre front, north and south of the Somme, with a crushing artillery preparation and massive reserves. This time, says Joffre, it will be the breakthrough.

But Verdun has changed the equation. The French army, bled for four months, can no longer commit the forty divisions planned. It will commit sixteen. The weight of the offensive now rests on the British, who will put twenty-six divisions into line. It is a new army, eager, brave, and tragically inexperienced. Kitchener's volunteers are civilians in uniform - office clerks, factory hands, schoolteachers, miners - who have learned to march in step and to shoot but have never seen a shell land. They will learn. The price of the lesson will be appalling.

Verdier has been transferred. Since May, he has been on the staff of the Sixth Army, which will hold the French sector of the Somme, south of the river. It is the first time he has worked directly with the British, and the experience is disconcerting. The British officers are polite, competent, brave, and they know nothing. Not from stupidity - from youth. The British army of 1916 is a six-month-old army. The French army is a two-year-old army. Two years of blood, two years of lessons, two years of mistakes paid for dearly. Verdier looks at the British plans of attack and finds in them the same mistakes as the French plans of 1914 - the lines too close together, the objectives too ambitious, the excessive faith in the artillery preparation.

He tries to warn them. That is what Verdier does - he warns. He meets a British colonel, a charming Yorkshireman who speaks impeccable French, and he tells him: 'The German machine guns will survive your bombardment. Your men must advance by bounds, not in lines. They must follow the creeping barrage closely, very closely, even if it means taking losses from their own artillery.' The colonel listens politely, takes notes, and goes back to his headquarters. Verdier does not know whether the notes will be read. He does what he can.



On 10 June, Henri is relieved and sent into reserve twenty kilometres south of the Somme. The word goes round - it will be soon. The offensive. The big one. The men see the signs, the signs they have known by heart for two years - the artillery columns, the ammunition dumps, the field hospitals being set up, the airfields multiplying. The war machine is starting up, heavy, visible, relentless.

Henri uses the rest to write. To Louise first. A long letter, calm, precise, which talks about the summer, the wheat fields around the billet, a cherry tree in the garden of a requisitioned farm. He does not mention the coming offensive. The censor would forbid it, and even without the censor, he would not. You do not tell the woman you love that you are going over the top in three weeks. You tell her about the cherry trees.

'The cherry tree at the farm where we are is more laden than any I've ever seen. The cherries are black, small, sweet. The shepherd eats them by the handful and the stones pile up outside the dugout like ammunition of another kind. The cat tried one and pulled an extraordinary face. Marcel says he's a town cat. Lacombe says he's a fussy cat. I think he's a cat with taste.'

Louise receives the letter and smiles as she reads the bit about the cat. She does not know that behind the cherry trees there is the Somme. She knows that there is always something behind the cherry trees.



Fayolle comes back on 15 June. Thinner, pale, his eyes sunken, but on his feet. The aid post kept him eight days, fed him on rice and boiled water, purged him, patched him up after a fashion, and sent him back towards the front because rifles are needed. Fayolle takes up his place in the section again the way a traveller comes back to his house - with relief and a vague surprise that everything is still there. The shepherd makes room for him in the dugout. The cat comes and sits on his knees. Marcel gives him an issue of Le Poilu du Causse he missed. Fayolle reads it, eats some soup, and falls asleep.

Henri watches him sleep and does the count. Fayolle has been here since the beginning, since the reinforcements of September 1914. Twenty-one months. Twenty-one months of trench, of mud, of fear, of noise, with bronchitis, dysentery, two assaults, Verdun. And he sleeps like a kid, mouth open, fists clenched. He is twenty-one. Henri is twenty-six. Two more years, a hundred more years.



In Lyon, June brings a birth.

Not Rose's - Rose will not give birth until September. Marie's, the neighbour, whose second child is born on 12 June, a girl, in the flat above Jeanne's. The birth is difficult - the midwife is late, the labour is long, and Jeanne is there, because the women of 1916 are there for one another when the men are not. She holds Marie's hand, she heats water, she takes the firstborn in her arms to keep him away from the screams, and when the little girl is finally born, at two in the morning, with a cry that goes through the walls, Jeanne catches her in her own hands because the midwife still has not come.

It is the first time Jeanne has held a newborn. She has had no children. The miscarriage of 1913, which nobody talks about, and since then nothing. She and Paul do not talk about it. It is a silence between them, one more, a silence that is not indifference but pain held in.

Jeanne holds the little girl in her hands, warm, slippery, furious, alive, and something goes through her that is not regret - it is too simple to be regret. It is the raw knowledge of what she does not have, laid in her hands, screaming. She gives the baby to Marie. She cleans up. She goes down to her own flat. She sits in her kitchen and stays there in the dark, her hands on the table, the hands that have just held a life.

She does not talk about it. Not to Rose, not to Paul, not to Henri. There are silences that even sisters do not share.



On 24 June, the artillery preparation for the Somme begins.

Seven days of bombardment. Fifteen hundred British guns and nine hundred French guns open fire at the same moment on a forty-kilometre front. One and a half million shells in a week. The ground shakes as far as London, they say - it is probably not true, but the noise can be heard tens of kilometres away, a continuous rumble, day and night, that rattles the windows of the villages behind the lines and keeps people awake as far as Amiens.

Henri is in reserve, ten kilometres behind the front, and he can hear it. Everyone can hear it. The noise is the world. The men who were at Verdun recognise the sound and fall silent. The recent reinforcements listen round-eyed. Marcel, sitting outside the barn, his back against the wall, his eyes shut, listens to the barrage and says: 'It's bigger than Verdun.' Henri does not know whether that is true, but it is possible. The Somme is the greatest concentration of artillery in history. The word 'history' does not mean much in 1916, but the guns, they mean something.

During the seven days of preparation, Henri does what he knows how to do. He checks, he prepares, he organises. The grenades, the cartridges, the dressings, the water bottles, the rations. He studies the map - his sector of attack is south of the Somme, in a landscape of chalk hills, woods and fortified villages. The objectives are clear on paper. The paper does not show the machine guns.

On 28 June, he gathers his platoon for the last time before the assault. Thirty-two men. He looks at them, one by one, and he engraves their faces in his memory with a photographer's rigour, because he knows that some of those faces will not be there in a week.

He makes no speech. He says: 'You know what you have to do. Stay together. Listen to the orders. Use the ground. And if it all goes to shit, we adapt.' The word 'shit' in the mouth of Sergeant Castayrol, schoolmaster, man of the Enlightenment, is a linguistic event that Marcel makes a mental note of for the next issue of Le Poilu du Causse.



30 June. The eve of the offensive.

Henri writes three letters. To his mother, to Jeanne, to Louise. The one to his mother is short - 'I'm well, I'm thinking of you, eat the cherries in the garden for me.' The one to Jeanne is brief - 'Look after yourself. Paul sends you his love, I'm sure of it without even asking him.' The one to Louise is the longest, and he will not reread it, because rereading it would be admitting it might be the last.

'Dear Louise. Tomorrow will be an important day, and I can't tell you any more. I want you to know that if I've held on all this time, it's because you exist. That's not a turn of phrase - it's the exact mechanism of my survival. Every morning that I get up and do what I have to do, it's because there's an afterwards, and the afterwards is you. Figeac. The school. Your pupils' beans. The bridge over the Lot. The blue dress. The yes.

I love you. I'm coming back.'

He folds the three letters, gives them to the vaguemestre, and goes to sleep. He does not sleep. Nobody sleeps. The barrage thunders without a break, the earth shakes, and the men lie in the barn, their eyes open, each in his own night.

The shepherd strokes the cat. Fayolle grips his rifle. Marcel writes in a notebook. Pélissié sleeps, or pretends to - he has that peasant's knack of finding sleep anywhere, any time, like an animal that knows rest is a weapon. Lucien Combes, the kid who reads Montaigne, is curled up, the book against his chest, and his lips are moving in the dark - perhaps he is reading, perhaps he is praying, perhaps it is the same thing.

Tomorrow, 1 July 1916.

The Somme.


July 1916



On 1 July 1916, at half past seven in the morning, the British leave their trenches.

North of the Somme, on a twenty-five-kilometre front, tens of thousands of men stand up together, climb over the parapets, and walk towards the German lines. They walk. Not run, not crawl - walk. In line, at regular intervals, rifles at the slope, backs straight, in step. Those are the orders. British doctrine says the German trenches are destroyed, the wire is cut, the machine guns are knocked out, and all the infantry have to do is advance and occupy. The doctrine is wrong.

The German machine guns are intact. The deep dugouts have protected them, as every time, as Verdier said, as everyone knew except those who gave the orders - or who knew and gave them anyway. The Germans come up out of their dugouts, bring their machine guns into action in a few seconds, and fire into the lines advancing in step.

What happens then is the most terrible thing the war has produced in a single day. The men fall in whole rows, like wheat under the scythe, and those behind keep walking because those are the orders, and they fall in their turn. The Pals battalions - those units of volunteers formed among friends, among neighbours, among workmates, the pals from Sheffield, the lads from Accrington, the schoolteachers from Leeds - the Pals die together, as they enlisted together, and whole streets in English towns will be in mourning on the same day.

By the end of 1 July, the British army has lost fifty-seven thousand men. Nineteen thousand dead. In one day. It is the bloodiest day in British military history. More dead in one morning than in all the wars of the nineteenth century put together. And in the evening, the lines have hardly moved.



South of the Somme, it is another story.

Henri attacks at half past seven, at the same time as the British to the north, but in different conditions. The French army has learned. Two years of lessons paid for in blood, and the lessons are bearing fruit at last. The creeping barrage works - the artillery moves forward ahead of the infantry, metre by metre, and the men follow the curtain of fire closely, so closely that splinters from their own shells rain down on them, and too bad, because the only chance of surviving is to reach the German trench before the machine guns come up out of the dugouts.

Henri runs. Not walks - runs. Bent double, rifle in one hand, grenades in the other, eyes fixed on the wall of smoke and earth moving ahead of him. His men run with him. The shepherd limps but runs. Marcel runs. Pélissié runs. Lucien runs. Fayolle runs. They run through a noise that is no longer a noise but the end of the world, the ground exploding under their feet, the air no longer air but a mixture of smoke, dust, metal and screams.

The first German trench is reached in twelve minutes. The barrage has ploughed it up, the Germans coming out of it are dazed, covered in earth, half deaf. The grenades finish the job. Henri jumps into the trench and finds himself face to face with a German of his own age, perhaps younger, who puts his hands up. Henri pushes him towards the rear with a jerk of his rifle and moves on. No time. The second trench is three hundred metres away.

The second trench falls too. And the third. The French sector advances two, three, four kilometres in the day. It is a success. A real success, bought with blood but with blood measured out - the French losses of 1 July are a fraction of the British. Experience counts. The creeping barrage counts. Running instead of walking counts. Every lesson of 1914, of 1915, of Verdun, is written into the flesh of these men and these officers, and it saves lives.

Henri loses two men on 1 July. Two. Not ten, not twenty - two. A May reinforcement, hit by a splinter crossing no man's land. And the charcoal burner from Souillac, the one who learned to read with the owl's spectacles, killed by a bullet in the chest as he jumped into the third trench. Henri sees him fall. He does not stop. He cannot stop. He goes on, and the charcoal burner stays behind him, lying in the German trench, the round spectacles askew on his face, his eyes open on a sky he no longer sees.

On the evening of 1 July, Henri's platoon is dug in on the captured positions, four kilometres ahead of their starting lines. They dig, reverse the parapets, put out wire. Henri does the count. Thirty men at the start, twenty-eight in the evening. The shepherd is alive, a splinter in his helmet that has raised a lump on his forehead without piercing the steel - the Adrian helmet has saved Lacombe. Fayolle is alive, unhurt. Marcel is alive. Pélissié is alive. Lucien is alive.

The cat Verdun stayed behind, in the barn. Cats do not go over the top. It is one of the few forms of wisdom the war cannot corrupt.



The days that follow are a repeat of what Verdier knows by heart - the initial success that cannot be exploited. The French are advancing in the south, but the British are pinned down in the north, and the offensive cannot progress on one side alone. The front stabilises again. The Germans bring up reserves, dig new lines, install new machine guns. And the Battle of the Somme turns into what every battle of this war turns into - a siege, a pounding, a metre-by-metre nibbling.

Verdier, on the staff of the Sixth Army, lives through 1 July with a feeling he has never known - the satisfaction of a job well done. The creeping barrage worked. The French troops reached their objectives. The losses are heavy but in proportion to the gain. For the first time, Verdier feels that the French army knows how to make war. Not win the war - make war. Properly. Technically. With method.

Then the reports from the British sector come in, and the satisfaction turns to horror. Fifty-seven thousand casualties. In one day. Verdier reads the figures and stays motionless at his desk for a while, the report in his hands, unable to put it down. He thinks of the Yorkshire colonel, the one who spoke French, the one he told not to advance in lines. He will never know whether the colonel survived.

He writes in his notebook, on 2 July: 'Today the British paid for the lessons we paid for in 1914. They will pay for them again. War is learned in dead men, and there is no short cut.'



The battle goes on all through July. Attack after attack, day after day. The names of Picard villages become the names of battles - Fricourt, Mametz, La Boisselle, Thiepval, Pozières. Names nobody knew and nobody will forget. The British learn, fast, at the price of blood, and their tactics improve week by week. But the front moves slowly, metre by metre, wood by wood, farm by farm.

Henri is in the line for three weeks in July. Three weeks of continuous fighting, of local attacks, of German counter-attacks, of bombardments and sleepless nights. It is different from Verdun - less concentrated, less apocalyptic, but more wearing in another way, because the effort is constant, without respite, without the paroxysmal violence that at least has the merit of ending.

On 14 July - the national holiday, the irony of it - the regiment attacks a fortified wood whose name Henri will not remember. Not because he forgets it, but because the wood no longer has a name once you are inside it - it is a tangle of broken trunks, branches, churned earth, wire caught on the stumps, and in that chaos Germans firing from everywhere and nowhere.

The attack succeeds. The wood is taken. The price: five men from Henri's platoon. Five. One of them hurts.

Lucien Combes. The sixteen-year-old kid. The one who read Montaigne. The one who drew the cat. The one who learned to read in the barn in Picardy in December 1915 and had been devouring books ever since.

A mortar splinter, in the undergrowth, as the platoon was moving forward between the trees. The boy is hit in the stomach and the thigh. Henri is beside him in three seconds. There is blood everywhere, black on the horizon blue, and Lucien looks at him with eyes that have not yet understood. 'Sergeant,' he says. Henri presses a dressing on his stomach and shouts for the stretcher-bearers. The stretcher-bearers come. Lucien is carried away.

Henri will not know for three days that Lucien has survived. Three days of silence, three days of uncertainty, three days in which Henri does his job, holds his platoon together, commands his men, and carries in his chest a weight unlike any other - because Lucien is not only a soldier, Lucien is a pupil, and losing a pupil is losing the future, and losing the future is losing the reason for everything.

On the 17th, the news comes. Lucien is in hospital. Alive. The stomach is hit but not the organs. The thigh is fractured. He will not come back to the front. He will not walk as he used to. But he will live.

Henri receives the news standing in the communication trench, passed on by a runner, and he leans against the earth wall and closes his eyes. The shepherd is behind him. Lacombe asks nothing. He waits. Henri opens his eyes and says: 'Lucien's alive.'

The shepherd nods. Then he says, with that economy of speech which is his own: 'All the better. He draws well.'



In Lyon, Jeanne is living through a summer of work and heat. The Berliet works are an oven in July - the sheet-metal shops bake in the sun, and the women work in temperatures that climb to forty degrees, with the metal dust sticking to their sweat. The stools are there, but in July the wooden stools burn their thighs through their skirts. Rose, six months pregnant, is still working. Her belly under her overall, her feet swollen, her face streaming. She refuses to stop. 'If I stop, I lose my place. If I lose my place, I can't feed the kids.' Rose's arithmetic is relentless, and Jeanne can find nothing to say against it, because there is nothing to say against it.

Jeanne has had news of Paul - a card, the field post stamp, the signature. Alive on 8 July. Alive. The word is enough. Paul is still in the Argonne, far from the Somme, and Jeanne does not know whether to be relieved or worried, because the Argonne kills too, the Argonne eats men too, and being far from the great offensive protects you from nothing.

She writes to Henri without knowing he is on the Somme. She tells him about the factory, Rose, the heat. And at the end she adds a sentence that comes from far away, from a place in her she had never explored before the war: 'Sometimes I wonder what we'll be, afterwards. Not you and me - all of us. The women. We can't go back. We can't go back to being what we were. I've got a factory worker's hands and the head of a woman who can count, and nobody's taking them away from me.'

Henri receives this letter on 25 July, in a dugout on the Somme. He reads it and rereads it and puts it away with the others, in the breast pocket that no longer closes, it is so full.



On 31 July, the Battle of the Somme is a month old. The tally is as follows: the Allies have advanced three to eight kilometres depending on the sector, on a thirty-kilometre front. The combined losses of both sides exceed three hundred thousand men. The front is still there. The Germans are still there. The breakthrough has not happened.

Henri is relieved on 28 July. His platoon has lost nine men in a month. Nine out of thirty-two. Lucien among them, evacuated. The charcoal burner from Souillac among them, dead. And seven others whose names he will write in his notebook, one by one, with the date, because someone has to keep the names, and the sergeant is the one who keeps the names.

In the rest billet, the cat Verdun is waiting for them in the barn, lying on the shepherd's bunk, with the superior air of one who has not moved. The shepherd picks him up, settles him against his shoulder, and sits down. His thigh hurts. His forehead still bears the mark of the dented helmet. He is thirty-six and looks sixty.

Marcel sits down beside him. Fayolle sits down. Pélissié sits down. Henri stays standing for a moment in the barn doorway and watches evening fall over Picardy. The fields are golden, the wheat is high, and somewhere a peasant is bringing in the harvest, because the harvest does not wait, even when the world is at war.

He thinks of Louise. Of Lucien, who will live. Of the charcoal burner, who will read no more. Of Pélissié, who can now write his wife's name. Of the Montaigne in Lucien's haversack, somewhere in a hospital, stained with blood.

He goes into the barn and shuts the door.


August 1916



Henri has leave.

Seven days. It is the first since December, the first since Verdun and the Somme, and when the order comes down he stands still for a moment, the paper in his hand, as if the word 'leave' were written in a language he has forgotten. Seven days. Seven days without noise, without mud, without dead men. Seven days of another world - the one where people sleep in beds, eat at tables, and do not look at the sky to guess where the shell will come from.

He does not go to Cahors. He goes straight to Figeac.

The train crosses summer France - the vineyards of the Bordelais, the hills of the Périgord, the causses of the Quercy. Henri is sitting in a third-class compartment, his forehead against the window, watching the country he is fighting for go by, this country of ripe wheat, slow rivers, villages with slate roofs, and he finds it beautiful with an intensity that hurts. He does not cry. He stopped crying a long time ago. But beauty, when you come back from where he is coming back from, is a form of violence.

Louise is waiting for him at the station. She is wearing the blue dress. Henri gets down from the train, puts his kitbag on the platform, and looks at her. Two seconds. Three. Then Louise steps forward and takes him in her arms, without a word, in the middle of the platform, in front of people, in front of the postmistress watching from her window, in front of the stationmaster who looks away out of tact. She holds him tight. Henri puts his hands on Louise's back and his hands do not shake, and that is the only victory in the whole of this war that counts.

They walk to the haberdashery. Louise's mother is waiting for them in the kitchen, with the soup and the cheese and the walnut wine she makes herself. Henri eats. The mother watches him eat and says nothing, but her eyes say what mothers see - a man worn out, thinner, aged ten years in two, eating the soup as if it were the last meal in the world.

In the evening, Louise takes him to the spare room above the haberdashery. A small room, clean, with a bed, a table, a water jug and a white towel. Henri looks at the bed. A bed. With sheets. Real sheets, smelling of lavender. He sits down on the edge of the bed and takes off his boots and his feet touch the wooden floor and he stays there, sitting, his bare feet on the wood, and he does not move.

Louise is in the doorway. She looks at him. She does not say 'Are you all right?' because he is not all right and they both know it. She says: 'I'm here.'

Henri looks up at her. 'I know.'

She shuts the door. She stays on her side of it. They are not married. It is 1916, it is the Lot, she is the haberdasher's daughter. Some doors do not open yet.

Henri sleeps for fourteen hours.



The seven days in Figeac are the most beautiful of Henri's war. Not because anything extraordinary happens. Because nothing happens. Nothing extraordinary. Ordinary things. Things from before.

In the morning, he goes down to the haberdashery and helps Louise's mother open the shutters. He drinks a coffee in the kitchen while Louise leaves for school - she is giving catch-up lessons in August, for the children who fell behind during the year. Henri stays in the shop. He sorts the reels of thread by colour, he tidies the boxes, he glues back a shelf that leans. The mother watches him with a smile she does not show. A man who sorts reels of thread is a man who wants to stay.

In the afternoon, he walks. Alone, or with Louise when she has finished. They walk along the Célé, the little river that joins the Lot at Bouziès, and they walk the paths of the causse, between the junipers and the dry-stone walls, and Henri finds the landscape of his childhood again with the stupefaction of a shipwrecked man finding dry land. The white stones, the thyme, the butterflies, the silence. The silence above all. Real silence, the kind that is not the absence of noise but the presence of peace.

One afternoon, they climb up onto the causse above Capdenac and sit on a low stone wall. The Lot is below, blue and green, lined with poplars. The sky is immense. Louise sits beside Henri, her hands on her knees, and she does not speak, because she has understood that silence is what Henri needs - not the awkward silence of people who have nothing to say, but the chosen silence of people who have everything to say and know that words are not enough.

Henri talks all the same. Not about the war - not directly. He talks about Pélissié. About the evening school. About Pélissié's first letter to his wife, five shaky lines on a scrap of paper. About Lucien Combes, who read Montaigne and is in hospital with a splinter in his stomach. About the charcoal burner from Souillac, who learned to read with owl's spectacles and will read no more.

He talks about what counts. Not the battles, not the offensives, not the communiqués. What counts is a peasant learning to write his wife's name. It is a sixteen-year-old kid discovering Montaigne. It is a charcoal burner seeing letters for the first time in his life and saying 'bloody hell' with a child's eyes. The war destroys everything, but in the cracks of the destruction, something grows. Something stubborn, irreducible. Henri does not know what to call it. Louise says: 'School.'

Henri looks at her. 'Yes. School. Even out there. Out there most of all.'



On the fourth day, Henri goes to Labastide-Murat.

He takes the slow local train in the morning, two hours of crawling across the causse, and arrives in the village at midday. Nothing has changed. The church, the town hall, the café, the school. The school is shut - it is summer, and the retired man who is standing in for him is at home. Henri looks at the school from outside, the shutters closed, the playground empty, the stone bench where he used to sit in the evenings to mark his papers. He touches the door. The wood is warm under his hand.

He goes to the Delpechs'. Old Delpech is in his yard, sitting on a log, a knife in his hand, whittling a pickaxe handle. He sees Henri coming and gets up, slowly, and the two men shake hands without a word. Young Delpech - the one Henri went to fetch back in March 1914, the one with the leaving certificate - young Delpech is fifteen now. He works the land with his grandfather and his sisters, because his father is at the front, somewhere in Champagne, alive when last heard of.

Henri eats with the Delpechs. Soup, bread, ewe's cheese. Old Madame Delpech does not speak, but she puts in front of Henri a plate so full it would take three men to finish it. That is her way. Old Delpech says: 'The school's all right. The stand-in's not bad. But it's not the same.' Henri nods. It's not the same. Nothing is the same.

On his way back, he passes the Martys' farm. He hesitates. Then he pushes open the gate. Madame Marty is in the yard, feeding the hens. She sees Henri and wipes her hands on her apron. Henri asks for news of Lucienne.

Madame Marty smiles. A real smile, the first Henri has seen on a peasant woman's face for a long time. 'The schoolmistress from Capdenac found her a place. In Cahors. The girl left in April. She draws.'

She draws. Lucienne draws. The seed sown in 1914, watered by Louise in 1916, has come up. Henri thanks Madame Marty, shakes the hand of the father coming in from the fields, and takes the train back to Figeac with something in his chest that is like joy - not the bright joy of before, that joy is dead. A humbler joy. The joy of a schoolmaster who learns that a pupil draws.



On the sixth day, Henri talks to Louise about the future.

They are in the kitchen, in the evening, the mother in bed, the house silent. Henri has a glass of wine in front of him, and the words come, one by one, like stones laid to build a wall.

He wants to ask for a transfer to Figeac after the war. He wants to marry Louise. He wants a school, a house, a garden. He wants children. He says it all in order, like a report, because he no longer knows how to talk except in lists and facts, and Louise listens, her hands round her cup, and she does not laugh at the list and the report, because she knows it is his way of saying immense things.

'And you?' says Henri. 'What do you want?'

Louise thinks. Not for long. 'I want the school. I want children. I want to go on teaching. And I want a garden big enough for tomatoes and beans.'

Henri smiles. It is the slowest smile of his life, a smile that starts deep down and rises, and Louise sees it and she smiles too, and for ten seconds, in a kitchen in Figeac, in August 1916, two schoolteachers smile as they talk about beans, and the war does not exist.



The seventh day. The departure.

Henri packs his kitbag. The Montaigne, the Goethe, the letters, the notebook. Louise has knitted him a muffler - not blue this time, grey, from the wool of the causse ewes, rough and warm. He puts it in the bag and feels the wool under his fingers and thinks of the blue muffler from the war godmother, the one from 1914, worn down to the weft, left behind somewhere in a trench on the Aisne.

At the station, Louise does not cry. She kisses him - on the lips, this time, not on the forehead, not on the cheek. A brief kiss, firm, precise. Then she steps back and watches him get into the train.

Henri is at the window. The train whistles. Louise says: 'You're coming back.'

It is not a question. It is the same sentence as last time, in December. An order. A pact. Henri says: 'I'm coming back.'

The train leaves. Figeac disappears. The causse goes by, white under the August sun, with the junipers and the stone walls and Lacombe's ewes grazing somewhere down there, looked after by a woman and an old man and a dog called Flòc.



In Lyon, Jeanne is living through an August of work and heat and something else.

Paul has written. Not a card - a letter. Three pages. It is the longest letter Paul has ever written, and Jeanne reads it standing in the kitchen, in the evening, back from the factory, her hands still black.

Paul talks. For the first time, he talks about the war. Not about battles, not about shells - about men. About the chap from Saint-Étienne, his friend, his anchor. About a Breton stretcher-bearer who sings hymns as he carries the wounded. About a lieutenant of twenty-two he respects. About a stray dog that followed the regiment for three weeks and disappeared one morning. And he says something Jeanne was not expecting: 'I've understood why the union matters. Not for the politics. For dignity. Here, men don't have any dignity left. We're treated like materiel. They wear us out, they replace us, they throw us away. When I come home, I'll fight so that nobody gets treated like that. Nobody. Not the workers, not the women, not anybody.'

Jeanne reads 'not the women' and puts the letter down. Then she picks it up again and rereads. 'Not the women.' Paul has written 'not the women'. It is not a concession - it is a recognition. Paul, the worker, the trade unionist, the man who said nothing when his wife went charring for the bourgeois, Paul has seen something in the trench that has opened his eyes to what women have always lived through - the wearing out, the replacing, the invisibility.

Jeanne puts the letter away in the biscuit tin. The tin has not shut for a long time. She will need a second tin. Or a chest.



On 31 August, Henri is back at the front. The Somme, still. The battle has been going on for two months and shows no sign of ending. The gains are tiny, the losses immense, and the war of attrition grinds both armies with the impartiality of a millstone.

The shepherd greets him with the cat on his shoulder and one word: 'Leave?' Henri says: 'Good.' The shepherd nods. He does not ask for details. He looks at Henri's face and sees what he needs to see - a man who has come back from the rear with something in his eyes that was not there before. Something alive.

Marcel says: 'You look well, Sergeant.'

Fayolle says: 'Did you bring any saucisson?'

Henri has brought saucisson. Confit too, in a jar Louise's mother slipped into his bag, wrapped in a tea towel. And ewe's cheese from the Delpechs. And a drawing by Lucienne Marty, sent by the school in Cahors, which Louise put in an envelope - a portrait, in pencil, of a woman bent over a haberdasher's counter. Louise's mother. Lucienne has drawn someone she has never seen, from Louise's description, and the result is striking.

Henri pins the drawing up in the dugout, beside the children's drawings from 1914, the ones from the school at Labastide. The two drawings look at each other - one by a kid of seven who drew a yellow sun, and one by a girl of fourteen who draws like an adult. Two years between them. Two years of war, of mud, and of pencils that have not let go.

The shepherd looks at Lucienne's drawing and says: 'She's good.' It is the longest artistic compliment of Antoine Lacombe's career.


September 1916



The Somme eats.

That is the word that comes to Henri when he tries to think what the battle has become - a mouth. An immense mouth, open in the earth of Picardy, swallowing men, regiments, divisions, and never satisfied. Three months of fighting, and the front has advanced eight kilometres at most, three at least. Eight kilometres. About the distance between Labastide-Murat and the Delpechs' hamlet. Henri has walked that distance a hundred times, in an hour, across the causse. Here, it has cost hundreds of thousands of lives.

The regiment is in the line in a sector south of Bapaume, a landscape that is no longer a landscape. The earth has been turned over so many times by the shells that it no longer has a surface - it is a grey, uniform porridge that you sink into up to the knees and sometimes up to the waist. The villages marked on the map no longer exist. In their place, heaps of crushed brick and splintered beams, identified on the map as 'ruins of' followed by a name. The woods are fields of stumps. The roads are tracks of mud. And the trenches are no longer trenches - they are holes joined by holes, an informal network of shell craters in which the men live, fight and die.

Henri holds his sector with what is left of his platoon - twenty-six men after the August reinforcements. The core is there. The shepherd, solid despite the thigh that throbs on rainy days, the cat in his haversack when he goes up the line, the ash stick propped against the wall of the hole. Fayolle, twenty-one, lean as a rake, his eyes older than his face. Marcel, who has stopped asking questions because he knows the answers and the answers are no use. Pélissié, who now writes ten-line letters to his wife and corrects his own mistakes with a doggedness Henri admires as a form of courage.



On 15 September, the British do something nobody has ever done.

In the Flers-Courcelette sector, at dawn, massive shapes come out of the mist and advance towards the German lines. Steel machines, on caterpillar tracks, with guns on their flanks, crushing the wire, crossing the trenches, and moving across no man's land with a terrifying slowness and an apparent invulnerability. The Germans fire at them. The bullets bounce off. The shells, when they hit, damage them but do not always destroy them. The machines advance.

The tanks. The French do not yet have a word for them - they call them 'land battleships' or simply 'the machines'. There are forty-nine of them, British Mark Is, primitive contraptions, slow, unreliable, stifling for their crews, which break down one time in two and bog down one time in three. But when they work, they change everything. For the first time, a machine can cross no man's land without being stopped by the wire and the machine guns. For the first time, the infantry has a shield.

Henri does not see any. His sector is too far south, too far from Flers. But the news arrives during the day, through the network of rumours that is faster than the telegraph. 'The English have got machines. Sort of iron boxes that roll along. They go through the wire. They go over the trenches. The Boches run away from them.'

Marcel listens, his eyes shining. 'Armoured machines on tracks. That's what we need, Sergeant. Not élan, not courage - steel.' Henri nods. He thinks of Verdier without knowing who Verdier is, he thinks of that officer somewhere on a staff who understood long ago that courage is not enough against machine guns, and that something else is needed, something mechanical, industrial, new.

Verdier learns the news in the evening. A report from the British sector, dry, factual, detailing the machines' performance - their speed, their armour, their breakdowns, their effect on enemy morale. Verdier reads the report twice. He goes out into the headquarters yard, he looks at the September sky, and he thinks: there it is. There is the solution. Not these forty-nine half-broken prototypes - but what they announce. The machine that can cross the killing zone. If enough are built, if they are improved, if they are used in mass and not by the handful, everything changes. The front can move. The trench can be beaten.

He writes in his notebook, on 15 September 1916: 'Saw the first report on the British tanks. It is rudimentary, but it is the principle that counts. For the first time in two years, I can see how this war can end.'

He does not write 'when'. He writes 'how'. The difference is that of a man who has stopped believing in calendars.



The Somme goes on. The tanks have not broken through - too few, too fragile, too badly used. But they have shown something, and that something is working in people's minds. The British will order thousands. The French will launch their own programme. The war is changing its nature, slowly, under the mud, like an underground river looking for a way out.

Henri does not think about tanks. Henri thinks about tomorrow. The platoon goes over the top on the 17th, against a fortified village - or what is left of it - that must be taken to widen the salient. It is a local attack, a modest one, one scratch of the claw on a front that bears thousands. But every scratch has its dead, and Henri prepares the attack with the meticulousness he brings to everything - the lines of advance, the support positions, the signals, the grenades.

The attack on the 17th succeeds. The village is taken in two hours. The platoon loses three men - two wounded, one killed. The dead man is an August reinforcement, a lad from Montauban whose name Henri has known for three weeks. Three weeks. That is how long it took between arrival and death, between 'Morning, Sergeant' and the hole in the ground.

Henri does not write in his notebook that evening. He is too tired. The tiredness of September 1916 is no longer that of August 1914, the tiredness of discovery. It is a geological tiredness, laid down layer by layer, month after month, and it now weighs with a weight that nothing lightens. Not leave, not Louise's letters, not the cat's purring. It is the tiredness of the soul, the kind that has no cure but the end, and the end is not in sight.



In Lyon, September is the month Rose gives birth.

It is on the 22nd, a Friday, at the Charité hospital. Jeanne is told by a neighbour as she comes out of the factory - 'Rose went in this morning.' Jeanne changes, takes the tram, gets to the hospital. They will not let her in. She waits in the corridor, sitting on a wooden bench, with other women waiting for other things - news of the wounded, consultations, births. All the pain in the world in one hospital corridor.

At eleven at night, a midwife comes out and says: 'Vigier?' Jeanne stands up. 'A girl. All's well.' Jeanne sits down and lets out her breath. Then she goes in.

Rose is in a bed, her face grey with tiredness, her hair stuck to her forehead, the baby in her arms. It is a little girl, red, wrinkled, with clenched fists and a mouth searching. Rose looks at Jeanne and says: 'Her name's Jeanne.'

Jeanne opens her mouth and shuts it again. Rose smiles - an exhausted smile, cracked, magnificent. 'You didn't think I was going to call her Bertrand, did you?'

Jeanne laughs. For the first time in months, a real laugh, the kind that comes up from the belly and shakes the shoulders, and the women in the corridor look up, surprised, because laughter in a hospital in September 1916 is a sound as rare as the nightingale in the trenches.

Little Jeanne sleeps against her mother. Big Jeanne sits on the edge of the bed and says nothing, because there is nothing to say when a child is born into a world at war. It is a challenge. It is an act of faith. It is a declaration of war on war itself - life against death, the newborn's cry against the noise of the guns.

Rose says: 'Bertrand knows. He gave me a hundred francs and he said he'd acknowledge the baby.' It is said without emotion, as a fact. Bertrand is not a hero. He is not a swine either. He is a man of 1916 doing what he can with what he is, and a hundred francs and an acknowledgement is what he can.

Jeanne walks home to Vaise, in the September night, and she walks along the quai de Saône, and the river is black and smooth, and the street lamps are reflected in the water, and Jeanne thinks of Paul, of the belly she did not have, of the child who bears her name, and the night is mild and the war is far away and the war is everywhere.



On 25 September, Henri has news of Lucien Combes.

A letter. Not from the hospital - from the Lot. Lucien is at Gourdon, at his parents' house, convalescing. The thigh is mending, slowly. He limps, he will always limp. He will not go back to the front. And he writes his sergeant a letter that is the most beautiful thing Henri has received since Louise's 'yes' on the postcard.

'Sergeant. I read. I read everything I can find. I've finished the Montaigne, I've read it three times. My mother says I've gone mad because I read from morning till night. My father doesn't say anything but he looks at me as if I was a stranger. I am a stranger. The war has made me a stranger in my own house. But the books, you're the one who gave them to me, and books are the only place I feel at home.

I'd like to be a schoolmaster. Like you. I don't know if it's possible for a lad like me, one leg short and one leaving certificate short. But I'd like to.

Your soldier, Lucien Combes.'

Henri reads the letter in the dugout, by candlelight, the cat Verdun on the shepherd's knees beside him. The shepherd watches Henri read and asks nothing. He sees the sergeant's face change - not a smile, not tears, something between the two, something that has no name.

Henri replies that same evening. He writes quickly, in pencil, in that trench handwriting which is no longer the schoolmaster's but still bears his mark - clear, legible, orderly.

'Dear Lucien. It's possible. The training college accepts candidates without the certificate if they pass the entrance examination. You've got the head for it. The leg doesn't count for teaching - you need the head, the heart and the voice, and you've got all three. Prepare for the examination. Write to me, I'll send you questions. And read Montaigne a fourth time. You never finish Montaigne.'

He folds the letter and gives it to the vaguemestre. Then he opens his notebook and writes: 'Lucien wants to be a schoolmaster. If this war has been good for anything, it is for that.'



The end of September. The Battle of the Somme is not over. It will not end until November, when the mud and the cold make any operation impossible. The provisional tally is already appalling - hundreds of thousands dead on both sides, for a territorial gain that would fit into a pocket handkerchief on the scale of the map.

But something has changed. Not on the ground - in people's heads. The tanks. The aeroplanes, more and more numerous, more and more effective. The creeping barrage. The flamethrowers. The specialised assault troops. The war is mutating, passing from the age of the trench to the age of the machine, and those who can see it - Verdier, a few British officers, a few engineers - know that the front will not last for ever. It will be broken. Not by courage, not by élan, not by masses of infantry thrown against the machine guns. By steel, speed and intelligence.

But it will take time. Time and dead men. Always dead men.



On 30 September, in the evening, Henri is on the fire step. Autumn is coming, the nights are drawing in, the light fades earlier over devastated Picardy. The shepherd is beside him, as always. The cat is somewhere in the communication trench, invisible. The shells are falling in the distance, a dull rumble, routine, almost reassuring in its regularity.

The shepherd says: 'Sergeant.'

Henri turns his head.

'Flòc is dead.'

Henri says nothing. He waits.

'My wife wrote. Pélissié read me the letter this morning. He died in August. He was old. Thirteen. That's old for a patou.'

The shepherd looks out at no man's land. His face shows nothing. His hands are still on the parapet. But Henri sees, in the fading light, something glisten on Lacombe's cheek, and he looks away, because there are things you do not look at, even between a sergeant and his man.

They stay on the fire step, side by side, in the silence. And Henri understands something he knew without knowing it - that the shepherd has been holding on for two years for a dog. Not only for a dog - for his wife, his daughter, his flock, his land. But the dog was the thread. The thread that tied Lacombe to Rocamadour, to the life before, to the man he was. And the thread has just snapped.

Henri puts his hand on the shepherd's shoulder. He leaves it there. Lacombe does not move. The cat comes out of nowhere, jumps onto the parapet, and lies down between them, and it is one animal replacing another animal, and it is derisory, and it is all there is.


October 1916



The shepherd no longer speaks.

It is different from the silence of before. The silence of before was chosen - Lacombe spoke little because he had no need to speak, because his gestures said what his words did not, because silence was as much his mother tongue as Occitan. This silence is something else. It is a wall. Lacombe stands his watches, eats his soup, cleans his rifle, strokes the cat. But he is no longer there. He is behind the wall, in a place where nobody can go and fetch him, and Henri watches him drift away day after day with the helplessness of a man watching someone drown in calm water.

He tries. Not with words - words are no use with Lacombe, they never have been. He tries with gestures. He puts the shepherd next to him on the fire step, always. He gives him the fatigues he knows Lacombe does well - repairs, shoring up, work with the hands. He makes sure the cat is there, always there, that warm, purring presence which is perhaps the only bridge between Lacombe and the world.

Fayolle sees it too. One evening, in the dugout, he sits down beside the shepherd and says: 'Lacombe, do you want me to tell you a joke?' The shepherd does not answer. Fayolle tells the joke anyway - a story about a priest and a hen that everyone knows and nobody finds funny. The shepherd does not laugh. But he turns his head towards Fayolle, for a second, and in his eyes there is something that is not quite dead. Fayolle tells a second joke. Then a third. He will tell one every evening for the whole of October, with the quiet stubbornness of a man who has decided not to let go.

Marcel takes another approach. He brings Lacombe things. Small things - an interesting bit of wood, an empty cartridge case with a strange shape, a German greatcoat button engraved with an eagle. Objects of no value, no use, but objects to touch, to turn over in the hands, anchors in the real. The shepherd takes them, looks at them, puts them in his pocket. He does not say thank you. But he keeps them.

Henri writes in his notebook, on 8 October: 'Lacombe is sinking. The men are holding him up. Not me - them. Fayolle and his jokes. Marcel and his pebbles. Pélissié, who sits down beside him without a word, the way you sit beside a wounded animal. The section is doing what I cannot do. The section is cleverer than the sergeant.'



The Somme is wearing itself out.

The October rains turn the battlefield into a swamp. The mud of the Somme passes into legend - a mud thicker, deeper, deadlier than anything the war has produced so far. Men sink into it up to the waist. The wounded drown in it. Mules are swallowed up with their loads. The guns get bogged down and can no longer fire. The war itself gets stuck, in the literal sense of the word, and the assaults become ordeals in which it takes an hour to cover two hundred metres, not because of the enemy but because of the earth.

Henri leads an assault on 12 October. It is a company attack, four platoons, against a line of fortified shell holes the Germans are holding five hundred metres away. The objective is modest - two hundred metres of mud to be gained. The price is immodest - the company loses twenty-eight men in three hours, for a gain the next shell will wipe out.

Henri comes back from that assault covered in mud from head to foot, unrecognisable, with that expression in his eyes that front-line men recognise without needing it named. He has lost nobody from his core - the shepherd, Fayolle, Marcel, Pélissié are alive. But he has lost two August reinforcements, men he was beginning to know, beginning to bring in, beginning to protect. Two more for the notebook. Two names, two dates.

The battalion commander sends for him in the evening. Henri expects an order, a mission, a fatigue. The commander looks at him and says: 'Castayrol, you're being put forward for second lieutenant.'

Henri says nothing for five seconds. Second lieutenant. An officer. The boy from Cahors, the son of the post-office clerk who died of tuberculosis, the schoolmaster of Labastide-Murat, an officer. In the army of the Republic, in 1916, it is possible. It is even common - the war has killed so many regular officers that the army promotes capable NCOs, men from the ranks who know how to command, who have proved themselves, who have the respect of their men. Henri has all that.

'I accept,' says Henri. Then he adds: 'On condition that I keep my platoon.'

The commander raises an eyebrow. Ordinarily, a new second lieutenant takes command of a platoon in another company, even another battalion. That is the rule - you do not command men you have served alongside as a soldier, because familiarity erodes authority. But Henri is not ordinary, and the commander knows it.

'I'll see what I can do,' says the commander.

He does what he can. Henri will keep his platoon.



The promotion takes effect on 20 October. Henri sews the gold star on his sleeve, a single star, the second lieutenant's, the lowest rank among the officers and the most exposed of the war. Second lieutenants die more than the others, statistically, because they are at the head of their men and they wear insignia the enemy snipers can pick out.

Marcel is the first to salute. An ironic, theatrical salute that makes the whole platoon laugh. 'Second Lieutenant.' Henri corrects him without smiling: 'Lieutenant.' Marcel smiles: 'The difference is lost on me.' The shepherd says nothing. But in the evening he puts down in front of Henri something he has carved during the day - a little wooden dog, a patou, whittled with a knife from a piece of ash. The paws, the muzzle, the tail. Flòc. It is the first gesture Lacombe has made since the dog died, and Henri understands that it is not a present - it is a farewell. Lacombe is giving Flòc to Henri because he can no longer carry him himself. The weight is too heavy.

Henri puts the wooden dog in his breast pocket, with the letters, the notebook, his mother's note. His pocket is a world.



In Lyon, October brings the autumn and a change.

Jeanne is appointed head inspector of Shop C. It is a title that did not exist six months earlier - it was created by the Berliet management to give the most experienced women an official responsibility, without giving them the title of foreman, because foreman is a man's title, and words are fortresses harder to take than trenches.

Head inspector. Jeanne now supervises twenty-two women. She checks the parts the others have checked. She passes the batches. She signs the dispatch notes. She has a stamp - a rubber stamp with her name on it, 'J. Vauterin', which she presses onto the papers with a blue ink that stains her fingers. A stamp. It is paltry and it is immense. A stamp with her name on it means she exists in the machine, that she is no longer interchangeable, that she has a function and a signature.

Rose, back at the factory for two weeks now - little Jeanne left with a neighbour for two francs a day - watches her stamp her first dispatch notes and says: 'You're the boss now.' Jeanne says: 'I'm the one in charge.' The nuance is the same as Henri's - second lieutenant, not lieutenant. Head inspector, not foreman. The nuances say everything.

Her pay goes up to five francs. Five francs a day. It is less than the six francs of the man she has replaced, but it is more than any woman worker in Lyon earns, and Jeanne knows it, and she knows too that the gap of one franc is the next fight, and that the fight will come.

She writes to Paul: 'They've given me a post. I'm head inspector. I've got a stamp.' The sentence about the stamp makes her smile as she writes it, and she imagines Paul smiling as he reads it, and that imagined smile across four hundred kilometres of war is a line as solid as the field telephone.

Paul replies, a fortnight later: 'Well done on the stamp. When I get home, you can stamp me too.' Jeanne laughs out loud, alone in her kitchen. The Paul of before is there, in that sentence. Damaged, but there.



The war spreads further.

In Romania, disaster. Romania came into the war in August, on the Allied side, lured by the promise of Transylvania. It was a trap. The German and Bulgarian armies converged on Romania with deadly efficiency, and in October Bucharest is under threat. Romania will fall in December. One more ally swallowed up, one more front opened, more resources to be supplied.

At Verdun, France takes it back. Nivelle has prepared his counter-offensive with care - the artillery is massive, the troops are fresh, and on 24 October the French retake Fort Douaumont. The fort that fell in February, almost without a fight, is retaken in a few hours, by a masterfully prepared assault. The symbol is powerful. Douaumont is won back. Verdun holds.

Verdier learns the news with professional relief. He writes in his notebook: 'Douaumont retaken. Eight months to recover what should never have been lost. But the country's morale needed it. Sometimes the symbol is worth more than the position.'

It is the first time Verdier has written such a thing - he, the man of figures, the man of calculations, acknowledging that war is not won only with guns. It is won with names too. Verdun, Douaumont - names that ring like flags. France needed Douaumont not for its strategic value, which is modest, but for its moral value, which is immense.



On 25 October, Henri writes to Louise.

He does not tell her he is a second lieutenant. Not yet. He wants to tell her some other way than by letter. He wants to tell her in person, the next time he sees her, in Figeac, on the station platform, showing her the star on his sleeve. It is vanity, a feeling so out of place in a trench that Henri smiles to himself at it.

What he writes to her is something else. A question.

'Dear Louise. I know we said we would marry after the war. But the war doesn't end. And I wonder whether we oughtn't to marry during it. Not for the gesture - for the fact. Because I want you to be my wife in the eyes of the law, not only in my letters. Because if anything happens to me, I want you to have rights, a name, a pension - not only memories. It isn't romantic, I know. It's practical. But the practical and love aren't enemies, and you know that better than I do.

Tell me what you think.'

The letter takes ten days. Louise receives it on 4 November, at the haberdashery, between two customers. She reads it standing behind the counter, with the reels of thread behind her and the buttons in the drawers and her mother sitting on her stool at the other end of the shop.

She does not reply that evening. She thinks about it all night, in her bed, her eyes on the ceiling. Marrying during the war. Marrying a man she has seen for six days in two years. Marrying a soldier who may die tomorrow. It is mad. It is reasonable. It is exactly what Henri wrote - practical and love at the same time. And Louise is a schoolmistress, a woman who knows that feelings without acts are words, and acts without feelings are emptiness, and that the two together are the only solid thing.

She replies the next day: 'Yes. Yes again. Always yes. But this time I want to tell you in person. Ask for leave.'



On 31 October, the shepherd speaks.

It is evening. The dugout. The candle. The cat on Lacombe's knees. Fayolle has just told his joke of the day - the thirty-first, he numbers them now, and they are getting worse and worse, which is probably the point. Marcel is sorting his lead type in the cigar box, an absent-minded gesture that is his meditation. Pélissié is asleep, his face on his arm, his slate beside him with an unfinished sentence on it.

The shepherd strokes the cat. And he speaks.

'My wife's sent me a puppy.'

Henri turns his head. Everyone turns their head.

'Not the puppy. A photo. A patou puppy. He's called Nòu. It means new.'

Lacombe takes a photograph out of his pocket, small, grey, blurred. You can see a white shape, barely distinct, in a farmyard. It could be anything. It is a puppy.

He passes the photograph round. The men look at it, one by one, with the seriousness you bring to looking at family photographs - because it is a family photograph, because Lacombe's dog is his family as much as his wife and daughter, and nobody in this section finds that strange.

The shepherd takes the photograph back, puts it in his pocket, and says: 'He looks fine.'

Three words. Then he falls silent. But the wall has moved. The wall has not come down, perhaps it will never come down completely, but it has moved, and Henri looks at Fayolle and Marcel and sees in their eyes the same relief he feels - the shepherd is still there. On the other side of the wall, but still there.

Henri takes out the little wooden dog.
He slides it across to Lacombe.
The shepherd looks down. Then he picks it up and puts it in his pocket, next to the photograph.

The cat purrs. The candle smokes. Outside, the October rain falls on the Somme, and the front does not move, and men die, and a patou puppy grows on a farm on the Causse de Gramat, and the world holds because invisible threads hold it - a puppy, a cat, a joke, a stamp, a yes.


November 1916



The Somme is dying.

Not all at once - slowly, the way everything dies in this war, through exhaustion. The November rains drown what was left of the battlefield. The ground is no longer ground, it is an ocean of mud in which the armies float without moving forward. The attacks stop, one by one, like candles being blown out. On 13 November the British take Beaumont-Hamel - a village they should have taken on 1 July, five months earlier, and whose capture has cost more men than most towns contain. It is the last act. The Battle of the Somme is officially over.

The tally. It has to be read slowly, because these are figures that can only be taken in one at a time. The Allies have lost six hundred and twenty thousand men - killed, wounded, missing. The Germans around four hundred and fifty thousand. More than a million men in all, for a gain of ten kilometres over a thirty-kilometre front. The front is still there. The Germans are still there. The war is still there.

Verdier reads the figures in a summary report, at headquarters, and he does what he always does - he files them. He puts the report in the 'Somme' file, next to the 'Artois', 'Champagne' and 'Verdun' files. The shelf sags. The files pile up. Every file is a paper cemetery.

But Verdier is not the same man he was in 1914. The methodical officer who wrote notes nobody read has changed. Not in his method - in the way he sees. He has seen the tanks. He has seen the creeping barrage work. He has seen the French army, on the Somme, fight the war properly for the first time - advancing behind its artillery instead of running ahead of it. And he has seen the British learn in five months what the French took two years to learn. The learning is happening. Too slowly, too dearly, but it is happening. And somewhere in that slowness, Verdier sees the shape of victory - not the victory of 1916, perhaps not that of 1917, but victory. The one that will come when there are enough tanks, when the artillery is accurate enough, when the armies know how to coordinate steel and flesh.

He writes to Madeleine on 20 November. Not a duty letter - a real letter. The first in months. He writes to her about the children, he asks how Pierre is getting on at school, whether Marguerite still loves dancing, whether the roof of the house in Chartres has been mended. Ordinary questions, a father's questions, clumsy, late, inadequate. But questions. Madeleine will reply - properly, as always, but with a detail she has never included before: Pierre reads the war communiqués every morning, standing in the kitchen, before he leaves for the lycée, and he marks the positions on a staff map he has pinned to his bedroom wall. Pierre is thirteen and he is fighting his father's war on the wall of a child's bedroom. Verdier reads that passage and sits motionless at his desk for a long time.



Henri gets his leave.

Four days, at the end of November. Second Lieutenant Castayrol leaves the Somme on a foggy morning and takes the train south. He wears the star on his sleeve and a question in his pocket, and the two weigh the same.

At Figeac the station is cold, the platform wet with rain. Louise is there. She sees the star before she sees the face. Her eyes drop to the sleeve, come back up to Henri, and she says: 'Second lieutenant?'

Henri says: 'Second lieutenant.'

Louise says: 'You could have said so in your letter.'

Henri says: 'I wanted you to see.'

She smiles. It is the smile Henri crosses the war to see - not a broad smile, not a smile of joy, a smile of recognition, the smile of someone who understands why the other has done what he has done.

They walk towards the haberdashery. The fine rain of the Quercy, the kind that does not really wet you but soaks into everything, wraps round them. Henri takes Louise's hand. They do not speak. They have no need to. The question is in Henri's pocket, and the answer is in Louise's letter, and each knows the other by heart.

In the evening, in the haberdashery kitchen, her mother in bed, Henri says: 'I'd like us to marry at Christmas. If I can get leave.'

Louise says: 'Your mother?'

'I'll write to her.'

'And mine?'

'I'll ask her tomorrow.'

Louise looks at him. 'You're afraid of my mother.'

Henri says: 'I've taken a blockhouse with grenades. Your mother's more frightening.'

Louise laughs. Henri laughs. It is a kitchen laugh, an end-of-the-evening laugh, a walnut-wine laugh, the laugh of two people who love each other and are getting married and do not know what tomorrow will bring and do not care, tonight, in this kitchen, with the rain on the shutters and the fire in the stove.



The next day, Henri asks Louise's mother for her daughter's hand.

It is a ritual from another age, a formality the war could have swept away and has not, because forms last longer than walls. Henri sits down facing the mother, in the closed shop, between the reels and the buttons, and he says what he has to say - that he loves Louise, that he wants to marry her, that he is a second lieutenant with decent pay, that he intends to go back to teaching after the war, that he will ask for a post in Figeac.

The mother listens. She listens the way she listens to everything - showing nothing, hands on her knees, back straight. Then she says: 'You're a schoolmaster.'

'Yes, madame.'

'Do you drink?'

'No, madame. Wine, in moderation.'

'Are you a believer?'

'No, madame.'

The mother nods. In her eyes, having no religion is not a fault - it is proof that he is honest, because a man who lies about his faith to please a mother-in-law is not a man to be relied on.

'Louise is all I have,' says the mother. It is not an objection. It is a fact, set down on the table like an entry in a ledger.

Henri says: 'I know.'

'Then take care of her.'

That is all. No speech, no emotion, no tears. A contract. Louise's mother is a woman who was abandoned by one man and is giving her daughter to another, and the only guarantee she asks for is the one no paper can give - care. Henri promises it. He does not know whether he will be able to keep that promise. He makes it anyway, because the promises you cannot guarantee are the only ones worth making.



On the third day, Henri and Louise go to the town hall in Figeac. The banns will be published. The wedding is set for 24 December, if Henri gets leave. If. The word of the war. Everything has been if, for two years. If I survive. If the sector is quiet. If the major agrees. If the train runs. If, if, if. A whole life hanging on a word of two letters.

Henri goes back to the front on 28 November. The train, the roads, the lorries, the communication trench, the trench. The mud of the Somme drying slowly in the cold of late November. The shepherd, who welcomes him with the cat, the wood fire in the dugout, and a silence which this time is a good silence - the silence of someone who has been waiting for someone to come back and sees him come back.

'All right, Lieutenant?' says the shepherd.

Henri looks at him. Lacombe has said 'Lieutenant', not 'Sergeant'. It is the first time he has used the new rank. It is his way of accepting it.

'All right,' says Henri. 'I'm getting married at Christmas.'

The shepherd nods. Then he says: 'You'll need a witness.'

Henri had not thought of it. A witness. A wedding needs witnesses, and his own are in a trench on the Somme, not in a town hall in the Lot. He looks at Lacombe. Lacombe looks at him.

'It's not me you want,' says the shepherd. 'I'm not fit to be seen.'

Marcel, who has been listening from his corner, looks up from his box of type. 'Nor me. But if you want an anarchist compositor as your witness, I'm available.'

Fayolle says: 'And me, am I too young?'

Pélissié says nothing, but he looks at Henri with his peasant's eyes, and in those eyes there is something like the pride of being counted, even without a word said.

Henri thinks. The witness will have to be in Figeac on 24 December. That means leave, a seat on a train, a thousand-kilometre journey there and back. It is almost impossible. But almost, in 1916, is the only word worth having.

'Émile,' says Henri. Louise's brother. Émile Soulié, the schoolmaster at Capdenac, the one who started it all by talking to his sister about Henri. Émile has been invalided out since March - a knee wound in Champagne that makes him limp. He is at Capdenac. He will be the witness.

And for the second witness, Henri will write to Jeanne. His sister. The one who holds the biscuit tins and the factories and the accounts and the invisible threads of the world.



In Lyon, Jeanne receives the letter on 2 December.

'Dear Jeanne. I'm getting married. On 24 December, at Figeac. Louise - you know. I'd like you to be my witness. If you can come, come. If you can't, I'll understand. But I'd like you to be there.'

Jeanne reads the letter in the kitchen at Vaise, in the evening, when she gets home from the factory. She reads it again. Her brother is getting married. Her brother, the schoolmaster, the soldier, the second lieutenant, the one who writes her letters about beans and cats and never about the war, the one she has not seen since the summer of 1914, the one whose letters she keeps in a biscuit tin that no longer shuts - her brother is getting married.

She puts the letter down on the table. She looks out of the window. Evening is falling on Vaise, the street lamps come on one by one along the rue de la Claire, and Jeanne thinks of the little boy from Cahors who read Jaurès aloud to her in his student room, a hundred years ago, in another world.

She will go. She does not know how - the factory, the journey, the days off she does not have. But she will go. Because you do not miss your brother's wedding, even in wartime. Especially in wartime.

She asks the shop foreman for two days. The foreman says no. Jeanne goes to see the deputy manager. The deputy manager says no. Jeanne puts down on the deputy manager's desk the production figures for Shop C since her appointment - twelve per cent up, error rate down, not one day lost. The deputy manager looks at the figures. He says: 'Two days.'

Jeanne comes out of the office and does not smile. But her shoulders are straight, and her step is firm, and she now knows something Rose taught her without meaning to: figures are a weapon, and weapons are for opening doors.



On 30 November, in the trench on the Somme, Henri writes out his application for leave. It is a form, an administrative paper, a military request. 'Second Lieutenant Castayrol, Henri, requests special leave of four days from 22 December 1916, on the grounds of marriage.' He fills in the form in his schoolmaster's hand, neat and legible, and passes it to the battalion commander.

The commander reads the application, looks up and says: 'You're getting married, Castayrol?'

'Yes, Major.'

'At Christmas?'

'Yes, Major.'

The commander signs. There are things a commander does not refuse, even in wartime, even in the middle of the Somme, even when every man counts and leave is scarce. A man who is getting married is a man who believes in the future, and a man who believes in the future is a man who holds on.

'Congratulations, Castayrol. Bring back some cake.'

Henri salutes and goes out. He has the leave in his hand. Four days. Christmas. Figeac. Louise.

The shepherd sees him come back into the dugout and reads the answer on his face. Lacombe says: 'All right?'

Henri says: 'All right.'

The shepherd takes the little wooden dog out of his pocket and puts it in Henri's travelling haversack. 'Wedding present,' he says. Then he falls silent, and the cat purrs, and the candle smokes, and the Somme is over, and something is beginning.


December 1916



Henri leaves on the morning of the 22nd.

The cold is dry, the sky white, the mud of the Somme frozen into grotesque shapes that crack underfoot. Henri goes back through the communication trenches towards the rear with his pack and his haversack, and in the haversack the wooden dog, the Montaigne, the Goethe, and a clean uniform he has had brushed and darned by a tailor at the depot - horizon-blue trousers without a stain, a greatcoat that is almost new, the second lieutenant's rank braid sewn back on straight. He has polished his boots. It is the first time he has polished his boots since 1914.

The shepherd watched him leave from the entrance of the dugout, the cat against his chest. Fayolle said: 'Bring back some cake, Lieutenant.' Marcel said: 'Kiss the bride for us.' Pélissié gave Henri a piece of ewe's-milk cheese his wife had sent in a parcel - cheese from the Causse de Gramat, hard as a stone, that smelt of wool-grease and thyme. 'For the meal,' said Pélissié. It is the wedding present of a man who has nothing to give but the cheese from his ewes, and it is the finest present Henri has ever received.

The journey takes thirty-six hours. The troop train to Amiens, the civilian train to Paris, the change at Austerlitz, the night train south. Henri sleeps in fits and starts, his head against the window, rocked by the rhythm of the train and by a tiredness that never entirely leaves him now. He crosses France by night. The stations go by, lit by yellow lamps - Limoges, Brive, and suddenly the Lot, the valley, the cliffs in the dark, and the train slowing down and stopping.

Figeac. 23 December, six in the morning. It is still dark. The platform is empty, cold, wet. Henri gets down, puts down his pack, and waits for his eyes to get used to the darkness. A figure at the end of the platform. Louise. A coat, a hat, a scarf. She walks towards him, and Henri walks towards her, and they meet in the middle of the platform, in the halo of a lamp, and Henri puts his hands on Louise's shoulders and looks at her.

'You're here,' he says.

'You're here,' she says.

They are the same words. They are the only words.



The eve of the wedding is a day of meticulous preparations that keep everyone busy and stop everyone thinking about what might not happen - an alert, a recall, an order, a telegram. The war can take Henri back at any moment. But the war, for once, does not take him back.

Louise's mother has cleaned the haberdashery from top to bottom. The windows shine, the counter is polished, the reels of thread are lined up by colour with a military precision that would do Verdier credit. Upstairs, the kitchen is ready - a white tablecloth borrowed from the neighbour, plates that do not match but are clean, crystal glasses that have come from heaven knows where and that the mother is bringing out for the first time in ten years.

Émile Soulié arrives at midday, on the train from Capdenac. He limps, he laughs, he embraces Henri with an effusiveness quite unlike him - Émile is ordinarily a reserved man, a calm schoolmaster, but the occasion is beyond reserve. It was he who wrote to Henri, two and a half years ago, to tell him about his sister. It was he who set all this off, with a letter and a book by Francis Jammes, and he knows it, and he is proud of it, and he says so: 'It's all my doing. I claim the credit.'

And Jeanne arrives.

The Lyon train sets her down at three in the afternoon on 23 December. Henri is waiting for her on the platform - the same platform, the same lamp, a different face. Jeanne steps down from the carriage and Henri does not recognise her. Not at once. The woman getting off the train is not the Jeanne he left in August 1914 - the one who went charring for the Bernardins, who kept letters in a biscuit tin, who never raised her voice. The woman getting off the train is a factory hand, a head inspector, a union woman, a woman who walks with her shoulders straight and a gaze that no longer needs permission to settle where it likes.

They look at each other. Two and a half years. Henri is a thin second lieutenant with mended spectacles and a star on his sleeve. Jeanne is a woman in a grey coat with calloused hands and eyes that have watched the world change.

'Jeanne.'

'Henri.'

They hold each other on the platform, hard, for a long time, and Henri feels his sister's body against him, thinner than before, harder, and he understands that Jeanne has fought her own war, and that her war has no medal, though it deserves one.



24 December 1916. Christmas Eve. The wedding.

The town hall in Figeac is a building of white stone, plain, republican. The mayor is an old Radical, Dr Labrousse, who has married three hundred couples in his career and has never made a speech of less than twenty minutes. But that morning, facing a second lieutenant in uniform, a schoolmistress in a blue dress, a brother with a limp, a sister who has come from Lyon and a mother who does not cry, Dr Labrousse does something unusual. He cuts it short. Not out of indifference - out of respect. He sees the star on the sleeve, he sees Henri's eyes, and he understands that this man has no need of a speech on the duties of marriage. He needs a signature.

The words of the Republic. The articles of the Civil Code. 'Do you declare that you take as your wife...' 'Do you declare that you take as your husband...' Henri says yes for the third time in this war - the first yes to the mobilisation, the second to the rank, the third to Louise. The third is the only one he has chosen.

Louise says yes in a clear voice, without a tremor, her eyes on Henri, and Henri hears that yes and thinks of the yes on the postcard, the one from the bridge at Capdenac, a single syllable that held the world. This yes is the same, but spoken aloud, in front of people, in front of the law, in front of the future, and it is heavier and lighter at the same time.

Émile signs as witness. Jeanne signs. Her hand does not shake. Her signature is clear - 'J. Vauterin' - the same one she puts every day on the dispatch notes at the Berliet works, and as she signs she thinks that this is the first time her stamp is not needed and her hand is enough.

Louise's mother sits in the front row, upright, spare, motionless. She does not cry. She will not cry. But when Henri and Louise come out of the town hall, married, the mother makes a gesture nobody expected - she takes Henri's hand, grips it, for a second, hard, and lets it go. It is the gesture of an abandoned woman entrusting her daughter to a man and telling him, through the pressure of her fingers, what her lips will never say: don't do what the other one did.



The wedding meal is in the haberdashery kitchen. There are seven of them - the bride and groom, the mother, Émile, Jeanne, the postmistress from Capdenac, who invited herself because she has followed the whole story through the envelopes, and the old curé of Figeac, who has come to bless the marriage even though the couple are secular, because in the Lot in 1916 the curé always comes, and nobody tells him no, and nobody regrets it.

The mother has cooked. Confit of duck, potatoes sarladaise, a walnut salad, a prune cake. Pélissié's cheese is on the table, next to the confit, and Henri says: 'This cheese was given to me by a farmer from Saint-Céré. His name is Pélissié.' Nobody asks any questions. The cheese is eaten with the respect owed to the gifts of silent men.

The wine is Cahors, black, thick, a wine that stains the teeth and warms the belly. Émile gives a toast - 'To the bride and groom, and to peace' - and the word 'peace' drops into the kitchen like a stone into water, and the ripples spread, and everyone drinks in silence, because peace is the word one now only dares to say as a wish.

Jeanne watches her brother. Henri is smiling. It is a smile she has never seen on him - not the smile of the student who read Jaurès, not the smile of the schoolmaster talking about his pupils, but a man's smile, slow, deep, a smile that knows what it has been through and what lies ahead and smiles anyway.

After the meal, Henri and Louise are alone.

The mother is in bed. Émile has gone to stay with a friend. Jeanne is sleeping in the spare room. The haberdashery is closed, the shutters drawn, the fire dying in the stove. Henri and Louise are in Louise's room, under the eaves, a small room with a narrow bed and a window that looks out over the rooftops of Figeac.

What happens in that room will not be written. Not because it is unspeakable - because it is private. It is the only private thing Henri has had left for two years, the only thing the war cannot take from him, and he keeps it, as he keeps the letters in his breast pocket, as he keeps the wooden dog, as he keeps the names of the dead in his notebook. Sacred things are not told. They are lived, and they remain.



On 25 December, Christmas Day, Henri and Louise wake up married.

It is a grey, cold morning, with frost on the windowpanes and the sound of the church bell ringing. Henri opens his eyes and sees Louise's face on the pillow, her hair loose, her eyes closed, her lips parted. He watches her sleep and does not move, because this moment is the most perfect of his life and he does not want to lose a second of it.

Louise opens her eyes. She sees Henri. She smiles. 'Good morning, Monsieur Castayrol.'

'Good morning, Madame Castayrol.'

It is the first time Louise has borne that name. It is a soldier's name and a schoolmaster's name, a name that comes from Cahors and will go to Figeac, and Louise wears it the way one wears a wedding ring - aware of what it binds her to.



Jeanne leaves on the 25th, by the evening train. Henri walks her to the station. On the platform they are alone, brother and sister, on Christmas night, and Henri says something he never says, because he does not know how to say such things, because the Castayrols do not say such things, because words of love between a brother and a sister are harder than words of love between a man and a woman.

'Jeanne, what you're doing - the factory, the union, the women - it matters as much as what I'm doing. More, perhaps. Because when it's all over, what'll be left won't be the trenches. It'll be what you lot built while we were destroying.'

Jeanne looks at him. She does not cry. The Castayrols do not cry. But her eyes shine in the light of the lamp, and she says: 'Take care of yourself. And take care of your wife. She's a good one.'

The train comes in. Jeanne gets on. Henri stays on the platform. The train pulls out. The red lights fade into the night. Henri stays a moment, alone, in the cold, then he walks back up to the haberdashery, to Louise, to the two days that are left.



On 27 December, Henri leaves again.

The platform. The train. The ritual. Louise is there, upright, in her coat, her face closed by the discipline she imposes on herself and which is her form of courage. Henri looks at her, and this time it is different from all the other times, because this time the woman on the platform is his wife, and the thread that ties them is no longer a thread of letters and promises - it is a thread of law, of wedlock, of a shared name.

'You're coming back,' says Louise.

It is not a question.

'I'm coming back,' says Henri.

The train pulls out. Figeac disappears. The causse slides past. And Henri sits in the compartment, with his pack, his haversack, the wooden dog, the Montaigne, the Goethe, and in his breast pocket something new - a gold wedding ring, thin, plain, which Louise bought at the jeweller's on the place Vival with her schoolmistress's savings, and which weighs three grams and the whole weight of the world.



On 29 December, Henri is back in the trench. The mud has thawed. The noise has started again. The shepherd is waiting for him with the cat and a look that asks the question without asking it.

Henri raises his left hand. The ring gleams in the grey light of the dugout. The shepherd looks at the ring, nods, and says: 'That's good.'

Marcel says: 'The cake?'

Henri takes out of his haversack a parcel wrapped in a tea towel. Louise's mother's prune cake, a little squashed by the journey, a little dry, but whole. He puts it down on the crate that serves as a table, and the men gather round - the shepherd, Fayolle, Marcel, Pélissié, the others, twenty-six men round a wedding cake in a dugout on the Somme, on 29 December 1916.

Henri cuts the cake with his knife. He hands it out. Each man takes his share and eats in silence. It is a prune cake, an ordinary cake, and it is the most extraordinary cake of the war, because it comes from a place where people get married, where mothers cook, where the fire burns in the stove, where the sheets smell of lavender.

The shepherd eats his share, gives a piece to the cat, and says: 'She cooks well, your mother-in-law.'

It is Antoine Lacombe's longest sentence since the puppy. Henri smiles. The ring turns on his finger, a little loose - his hands are thinner than they were, the hands of the war. But the ring is there. And it holds.



31 December 1916. The third New Year of the war.

Henri is in the dugout. The candle is burning. The notebook is open. He writes:

'31 December. Married. Alive. The year to come will be what it will be. I no longer promise fate anything, because fate does not keep its promises. But I promise Louise that I will come back. It is the only promise that counts, and I shall keep it or die keeping it.

The men are here. The shepherd. Fayolle. Marcel. Pélissié. The cat. We ate wedding cake in a hole and it was a feast.

1917 tomorrow. God keep us, if God exists. And if He does not, we shall keep ourselves. We know how.'

He closes the notebook. He blows out the candle. The cat lies down on the shepherd's bunk. The shepherd lies down. Fayolle lies down. Marcel lies down. Pélissié is already asleep.

Henri touches the ring in the dark. Three grams of gold. The weight of the world. And the world holds.


1917



January 1917



The third winter is the winter of hunger.

Not famine - not yet, not in France. But something has tightened in the country, a slow, gradual strangling that touches everyone. Prices have been rising for two years and they do not come down again. Bread that cost forty centimes a kilo in 1914 now costs sixty-five. Sugar has doubled. Coal is rationed in the towns. The queues grow longer outside the bakers', outside the grocers', outside the coal yards, and the women standing in them - always the women - grit their teeth and count the coins in their purses.

At the front, hunger is of another order. The food arrives, it always arrives, the army's supply system works with a regularity Verdier would admire if he had time to think about it. But the quality is falling. The bully beef is fattier, more stringy. The bread is darker, heavier, cut with maize or rye flour. The plonk is sourer. And the quantities, while not insufficient, are no longer enough for bodies worn out by thirty months of war, cold, mud and strain.

Henri watches his men grow thin. Not all at once - continuously, like erosion. Faces hollow, uniforms hang loose. The shepherd, who was massive, is now merely solid. Fayolle, who was lean, has become thin. Marcel, who has never been stout, seems translucent at times, when the candlelight catches his face from below and brings out the bones. Only Pélissié holds out - his peasant's body, fed for twenty-four years on cheese and soup, has reserves that town bodies do not.

Henri writes to Louise at the beginning of January: 'Send confit if you can. And cheese. And sausage. Anything that comes from the Lot and tastes of something. Here the food tastes of the war - that is to say, of nothing.'

Louise sends a parcel. Confit, ewe's-milk cheese, walnuts, a jar of plum jam. Louise's mother - Henri's mother-in-law now, a word that makes him smile every time he thinks of it - has added a dry sausage, a real one, the kind they make on the farms of the causse from pigs fattened on chestnuts. The parcel takes twelve days. When it arrives, on 20 January, Henri shares it with the section, and the men eat confit of duck in a trench on the Somme with the eyes of shipwrecked men setting foot on dry land.



Joffre has gone.

It is the news from the end of December, announced while Henri was getting married, and it shakes the army without anyone showing it. Joffre, the commander-in-chief, the victor of the Marne, the father of the offensives, the stout, placid man of Chantilly, has been replaced. Promoted Marshal of France - an honorific title, a first-class funeral - and set aside. In his place, Nivelle. Robert Nivelle, the hero of Verdun, the man who took back Douaumont, the brilliant gunner who speaks English and charms the politicians.

Nivelle has a plan. Nivelle always has a plan. And this plan is simple, seductive and catastrophic: a massive offensive on the Chemin des Dames, in Picardy, which will break through the German front in forty-eight hours. Forty-eight hours. Nivelle says it, repeats it, promises it. He says it to President Poincaré, he says it to the premier, Briand, he says it to the British, he says it to anyone who will listen. The breakthrough in forty-eight hours. The end of trench warfare. Victory.

Verdier learns of Nivelle's appointment and of the plan that comes with it in the first days of January. He is transferred once again - this time to the staff of the Reserve Army Group, the one that will be committed to Nivelle's offensive. It is an important post, a post of trust, and Verdier accepts it with the resignation of a man who knows that his competence will be put to the service of a plan he believes to be bad.

He studies the plan. The Chemin des Dames - that ridge between the Aisne and the Ailette which Henri knows, which Henri held for months in 1914 and 1915. The Germans have been dug in there for two years. They have excavated, concreted, fortified. The cellars of the ruined villages have become underground barracks. The stone quarries, the 'creutes', are natural fortresses that nothing can destroy. Verdier looks at the aerial photographs and sees what Nivelle refuses to see - a position that cannot be taken, or can be taken only at the price of a massacre that will make the earlier offensives look modest by comparison.

He drafts a note. He always drafts notes. This one is the harshest he has ever written - ten pages that take the plan apart point by point, with figures, maps, fire calculations. The conclusion admits of no appeal: 'The offensive as conceived cannot succeed in forty-eight hours. It probably cannot succeed at all, unless we accept losses exceeding those of the Somme and Verdun combined.'

The note goes up. It is read. It is rejected. Nivelle has the government's confidence, and a government that has confidence in a general does not read notes that say otherwise.

Verdier files the reply and does his job.



In Lyon, January brings the cold and a fight.

The Berliet works have cut the heating. Coal economies - coal is rationed, war industry has priority, but inspection shops are not a priority within war industry, and the women work in a cold that numbs the fingers and slows the movements. Jeanne sees the inspection errors rising - defective parts getting through because hands are too cold to feel the burrs, eyes too tired to see the cracks.

She writes a report. It is the first time Jeanne has written a report - a real report, with figures and arguments, like the ones Henri writes for the major and Verdier writes for the staff. She works out the error rate for November, for December, for January. The curve is rising. She works out the cost of the defective parts sent back by the assembly shops. The figure is significant. She puts the report on the desk of the deputy manager, the one who gave her two days for the wedding. The deputy manager reads the report and says: 'You're right.'

The heating is restored the following week. Not to the level it was before - to a level that is enough. Fingers work. Errors fall. Jeanne does not crow. She notes the result and moves on to the next problem.

Rose, who is still nursing little Jeanne while working ten hours a day, says: 'You've turned into an efficient pain in the backside, Jeanne.' Jeanne answers: 'My brother taught me. He says figures are a weapon.' Rose says: 'Your brother's a good sort.' Jeanne says: 'He's a schoolmaster.'



At the front, January is the month the Germans do something nobody had foreseen.

They pull back.

Not under Allied pressure - on their own initiative. Falkenhayn has gone, replaced by Hindenburg and Ludendorff, the pair who now command the German army. And Hindenburg has decided to shorten the front. Instead of holding the Somme salient, which is costly in men and material, the Germans are secretly building a new fortified line twenty kilometres behind it - the Hindenburg Line, a masterpiece of military engineering, with deep trenches, reinforced-concrete blockhouses, belts of barbed wire fifty metres wide, and zones of systematic destruction in front of it.

In January the first signs appear. French patrols find abandoned German trenches, evacuated villages, booby-trapped roads. Verdier reads the reports and understands at once what is happening. The Germans are withdrawing to a stronger, shorter, more economical position. They are freeing divisions for other fronts. They are turning the ground they leave into a desert - trees felled, wells poisoned, roads mined, houses booby-trapped. Scorched earth. Methodical, merciless, efficient.

And Nivelle's plan, designed to attack positions the Germans have held for two years, is going to strike thin air - or worse, a new line whose defences nobody knows.

Verdier drafts an urgent note. 'The German withdrawal fundamentally alters the conditions of the planned offensive. The positions targeted by the original plan will be abandoned. The attack will fall on the Hindenburg Line, of whose exact trace and fortifications we are ignorant.' The note is passed on. Nivelle reads it. Nivelle changes nothing. The plan is the plan. The offensive will take place in the spring. On the Chemin des Dames.



Henri knows nothing of Nivelle, or of the Hindenburg Line, or of strategic manoeuvres. He knows that the cold has come, that the mud is frozen, that his men are hungry and cold and sleepy, and that the sector is quiet, with a quiet that looks like boredom and is in fact the warrior's rest - that dead time between two storms which soldiers use to sleep, write, dream and survive.

He writes to Louise every three days. The letters of Henri married are different from the letters of Henri engaged - shorter, more direct, more tender too, with a tenderness that no longer needs to justify itself. He writes 'my wife' with a quiet pride that shows through the ink. He writes about the men, the cat, the paper. Marcel is preparing a special number of Le Poilu du Causse, the fifteenth, which will carry an article by Pélissié - eight lines this time, on trimming the ewes' hooves in January, a text Marcel sets with the solemnity of a compositor who knows that every word of it has been wrested from illiteracy by one man's will and one schoolmaster's patience.

The shepherd is better. Not well - better. The puppy Nòu is growing up on the causse, and the letters from Lacombe's wife, dictated to a neighbour who can write, come more regularly now, with news of the flock, the farm, the little girl. The shepherd listens to them - he cannot read them, Henri reads them to him, and it is a strangely intimate moment, the schoolmaster reading aloud the shepherd's wife's letter, in the dugout, by candlelight, with the cat purring. Lacombe listens in silence, his eyes closed, and Henri sees his lips move sometimes, as if he were answering inside.

Henri has offered to teach Lacombe to read. The shepherd has refused. Not the way Pélissié refused the first time - with that hesitation that was a yes in disguise. No - a real refusal, curt, final. Lacombe does not want to read. Lacombe does not want his wife's letters to pass through his own eyes. He wants them to pass through Henri's voice, because Henri's voice has become the channel, the bridge, the rope that ties him to the world, and changing the channel would be betraying something he cannot name.

Henri does not quite understand. But he accepts. It is one of the lessons of the war - you do not need to understand in order to accept, and you do not need to accept in order to respect.



On 31 January, a distant event, an event that makes no noise in the trenches but will change everything.

Germany announces unrestricted submarine warfare. From 1 February, every ship, neutral or belligerent, sailing in the waters around Great Britain and France will be sunk without warning. The German submarines - the U-boats - have been ordered to fire on anything that floats. It is a colossal gamble. Germany knows that this decision will probably push the United States into the war - the Americans will not tolerate their ships being sunk. But the German high command calculates that the submarines will starve Britain out in six months, before the Americans can intervene.

It is a bad calculation. The worst of the war, perhaps. Because the United States will enter the war, and their entry will change the balance of the world.

Henri knows nothing of it. Verdier knows a little more, through the diplomatic reports that filter down to the staffs. He notes in his notebook on 31 January: 'The Germans have just made a major strategic error. They are going to bring the Americans into the war. And the Americans have men, steel, oil and money. A great deal of all of it. Too much for Germany.'

Then he adds, underneath, in a smaller hand: 'But the Americans will not be ready for a year. Eighteen months, perhaps. We must hold until then. And Nivelle wants to attack in the spring.'

He closes the notebook. Outside, the January cold bites into the soil of France, and the war enters its third year with the slowness of a river that does not know how to stop.



On the evening of the 31st, Henri is in the dugout. The cat is asleep. The shepherd is asleep. The men are asleep. Henri alone is awake, the ring on his finger, the notebook open. He does not write. He thinks of Louise, in the room above the haberdashery, in Figeac, between sheets that smell of lavender. He thinks of Jeanne, in the kitchen at Vaise, her hands on the table, the figures in her head. He thinks of Lucien Combes, at Gourdon, preparing for the training-college examination with a bloodstained Montaigne and a leg that no longer bends.

He touches the ring. Three grams. The weight of the world.

And the world holds, because people hold, everywhere, in kitchens and trenches and factories and haberdasheries, without knowing one another, without seeing one another, tied together by threads that nobody sees and nobody cuts.


February 1917



The Germans are pulling back.

Henri discovers it on 4 February, on a routine patrol. His platoon is moving forward into no man's land, at night, as always, crawling between the shell holes towards the German wire to check the defences. But something is wrong. No flares. No firing. The silence - not the tense silence of an enemy lying in wait, but the empty silence of an enemy who is no longer there.

Henri sends Pélissié ahead to scout. Pélissié crawls off, vanishes into the dark, comes back twenty minutes later. 'There's nobody there, Lieutenant. The trench is empty.'

Henri moves forward with the whole platoon. They enter the German trench. Empty. The dugouts have been cleared out, the bunks taken down, the stoves carried off. There is litter left behind - tins, German newspapers, a broken pair of spectacles, a diary Henri picks up and cannot read. And traps. Marcel all but sets his foot on a wire stretched across the communication trench - a wire connected to an explosive charge that would have killed the whole section. Henri sees the wire a second before Marcel, grabs his arm, and says 'Stop' in a voice he does not recognise as his own, a toneless voice, pure, that stops Marcel dead.

The shepherd, behind, has seen it too. He crouches, examines the trap, and disarms it with the slow, precise movements of a shepherd undoing a knot in a fleece. He says: 'There'll be more.' He is right. Every step forward is a step into ground that is mined, booby-trapped, poisoned. The Germans have not pulled back out of weakness. They have pulled back by method, leaving a deadly desert behind them.



The German withdrawal to the Hindenburg Line speeds up in February. Along a front of a hundred kilometres, between Arras and Soissons, the Germans abandon the Somme salient and fall back in good order to their new fortified line. It is a masterly operation, carried out with a discipline Verdier cannot help admiring, in spite of everything. The Germans destroy everything they cannot take with them. The villages are dynamited systematically - not one after another, but all at once, in coordinated explosions that shake the ground for kilometres. The orchards are cut down. The roads are broken by mine craters. The bridges are blown. The wells are poisoned with arsenic or cyanide.

Henri advances through this landscape of desolation with a new horror - not the horror of combat, which he knows, but the horror of destruction that is gratuitous, methodical, calculated. A village of which nothing remains but the cellars, and in the cellars charges waiting for the step of a French soldier. An apple orchard sawn off at the base, the trees lying like corpses, and between the trunks wires stretched taut, leading to buried shells. A church of which nothing remains but the bell tower, standing in the middle of nothing, like a finger pointing at an absent God.

Marcel looks at this landscape and says, for the first time without irony, without distance: 'That's hatred.' Henri does not correct him. It is not hatred - it is strategy. But the strategy that produces this looks like hatred's twin.

The shepherd walks through the ruined village, looking around him with the eyes of a man who knows the land. He sees the wells blocked, the ditches filled in, the tracks mined. He says: 'It'll take years to put that right.' He is right. Mutilated earth does not heal in a season. Felled orchards do not grow back in a year. Poisoned wells do not run clean in a month. The Germans have not only destroyed a landscape. They have destroyed a future.



Verdier follows the withdrawal with feverish attention. Every day the reports bring him new information on the Hindenburg Line - its trace, its defences, its depth. It is worse than he imagined. The line is a system of fortification in depth, not a single trench but a network of three, four, five successive lines, joined by concreted communication trenches, protected by belts of wire fifty metres wide, covered by reinforced-concrete blockhouses with machine guns firing in enfilade. The Germans have taken six months to build it, with prisoners of war and civilian labourers, and the result is the most powerful defensive position the war has ever produced.

And Nivelle wants to attack the Chemin des Dames, which is not the Hindenburg Line but is its natural extension, a ridge fortified for two years, with the same cellars, the same creutes, the same defences in depth.

Verdier drafts another note. It is the third. Each note is more urgent than the last. 'The German withdrawal shows that the enemy has chosen the defensive on the Western Front. He will concentrate his forces on prepared positions and await our attacks. In these conditions, a frontal offensive on the Chemin des Dames can succeed only at the price of losses out of all proportion to the ground gained.'

The note is read. The note is filed. Nivelle changes nothing. The plan is the plan.

Verdier begins talking to the other staff officers, discreetly, in corridors, in the mess, during breaks. He is not the only one with doubts. General Micheler, who commands the Reserve Army Group and is Verdier's superior, has doubts too. General de Castelnau has doubts. Several corps commanders have doubts. The unease rises through the hierarchy like damp through a cracked wall. But Nivelle has the government behind him, and a government that has promised the country victory cannot back down without losing face.



In Russia, the world tips over.

The first news arrives at the end of February - confused, fragmentary, unbelievable. Riots in Petrograd. Strikes. Soldiers refusing to fire on the crowd. The Tsar tottering. The news crosses Europe like a shock wave and reaches the trenches through newspapers and rumour. Henri reads a terse communiqué in a paper from the rear, dated 28 February: 'Serious disturbances are reported in Petrograd.'

Russia. The ally. Immense Russia, with her millions of soldiers, who has held the Eastern Front since 1914 and forces Germany to fight on two fronts. If Russia falls, if Russia gives way, Germany will bring everything to the west, and the figures Verdier has been calculating for three years will become a nightmare.

Henri does not think in strategic terms. Henri thinks in simple terms: if the Russians stop fighting, the Germans will have more men, more guns, more of everything, and the chances of getting back to Figeac will shrink. It is a selfish calculation and it is a vital one.

Marcel thinks differently. Marcel is a man of the left, a reader of Jaurès, a man who believes in the International. The news from Russia troubles him and excites him at the same time. 'If the Russian workers are rising, it means the war can be stopped by the people. From below, not from above. That's what Jaurès said.'

Henri looks at Marcel. 'Jaurès is dead, Marcel.'

'What he said isn't.'

Henri does not answer. He has no opinion on the Russian revolution. He has an opinion on survival, and survival says that the winter is cold, that the Germans are pulling back to stronger positions, and that the spring will bring an offensive nobody wants to talk about but everybody can feel coming.



In Lyon, February is the month of cold and anger.

There is no coal. Not only at the factory - everywhere. The flats in Vaise are frozen, the stoves are turned right down, the women sleep in their coats. Jeanne puts two blankets on her bed and gets up every morning in a kitchen where the water in the jug has frozen. She thinks of Paul, who is in a trench where it is colder still, and the thought does not warm her but it puts things in proportion.

Rose is back at the factory full time. Little Jeanne is four months old and is looked after by a neighbour, an old woman who charges three francs a day - almost a day of Rose's wages. The arithmetic is cruel: Rose works ten hours for five francs, hands over three for minding the baby, and has two francs left to feed three children and herself. Two francs. The price of two kilos of bread. It is not enough, and it is all she has.

Jeanne does Rose's accounts one Sunday evening, at the kitchen table in Vaise, with the pencil and paper she uses for the dispatch notes at the factory. The figures do not lie. Rose cannot live. Not on these wages, not with this rent, not with three children. Something has to change.

Jeanne goes to the union. It is the third time. She knows the way now, the stairs, the office, the man with the grey moustache. This time she has not come about wages or stools. She has come about crèches. 'Women working in the war factories need someone to mind their children. The State asks women to work. The State has to give them the means to work. A crèche at the factory, paid for by the employer or by the State - it's not a gift. It's a condition.'

The man with the moustache listens. He takes notes. He says: 'It's a good idea. But the bosses will say it's not their problem.'

Jeanne says: 'The bosses said women couldn't run their factories either. We're running them.'

The man looks at her. He sees in front of him a woman of thirty-one, thin, calloused, tired, who talks like a union delegate and reasons like an engineer. He does not know that three years ago this woman was charring for middle-class families. He does not know that two years ago this woman did not know what a union was. He sees the result, not the road, and the result impresses him.

'I'll pass it on,' he says.

Jeanne nods. She will pass it on too. To the women's section, to Rose, to the women in the shop. The crèche will not come straight away - it will come in 1918, too late for Rose, too late for many. But the seed is sown, like Louise's beans, and seeds come up in the end.



On 20 February, Henri receives a letter from Lucien Combes.

'Sergeant - sorry, Lieutenant. I've sat the examination. I've passed. I start at the training college in Cahors in September. The principal said my file was "remarkable for a self-taught candidate". I didn't tell him my school was a barn and my teacher was a sergeant in wire spectacles.

I still limp. The doctor says it won't get better. But you don't need to run to teach. You need the head, the heart and the voice - you said so yourself.

Your pupil. Lucien.'

Henri reads the letter in the dugout, in the evening, the cat on the shepherd's knees. He reads it again. Then he hands it to Marcel, who reads it aloud to the whole section, because some news is not for keeping to yourself.

When Marcel has finished reading, the silence lasts three seconds. Then Fayolle says: 'Bloody hell, Sergeant, you've gone and made a schoolmaster.' Marcel says: 'Lieutenant.' Fayolle says: 'Bloody hell, Lieutenant, you've gone and made a schoolmaster.'

The shepherd says nothing. But he takes out of his pocket the drawing Lucien made of the cat, the one Henri found in the dugout last May, and he looks at it for a moment. The drawing is crumpled, stained, but the cat is still there, eyes half closed, tail curled round. The shepherd puts the drawing away and strokes the real cat, which is identical to the drawing and could not care less.

Henri writes in his notebook that evening: 'Lucien has passed. A lad from Gourdon who could not read a year ago will be a schoolmaster. If I die tomorrow, that will be enough. That will justify everything.'



At the end of February, the news from Russia becomes clearer. The Tsar has abdicated. A provisional government has been formed. Russia is in revolution, and nobody knows whether she will go on fighting.

At the same moment, on the other side of the Atlantic, the United States breaks off diplomatic relations with Germany. President Wilson, re-elected in November on the slogan 'He kept us out of war', is changing his mind. German submarines are sinking American ships. Opinion is shifting. America's entry into the war is no longer a question of if. It is a question of when.

Verdier notes in his notebook: 'Both pans of the scales have just moved at once. Russia goes out, America comes in. It is a question of timing. If the Americans arrive before the Germans transfer their divisions from the east, we win. If not, everything will be decided in 1918, and 1918 will be the most dangerous year of the war.'

Henri does not think about 1918. Henri thinks about the coming spring, about the offensive everyone can feel, about the Hindenburg Line waiting, about his men who are growing thin and holding on and do not know why they are holding on but hold on all the same.

On 28 February, in the evening, the shepherd takes the puppy out of his pocket. Not the real puppy - the photograph. He looks at it in the candlelight. Nòu has grown, in the photograph. He is no longer a white ball - he is a young dog, with paws too big for him and ears that flop.

'He'll be good,' says Lacombe.

Henri looks at him. Good. The shepherd speaks of the dog the way a master speaks of a pupil. And Henri understands that the dog is the same thing as Lucien, the same thing as Pélissié, the same thing as Louise's beans - something that grows, something that will be, something that proves the world does not stop.

'He'll be good,' the shepherd says again. And he puts the photograph away.


March 1917



Spring hesitates. It takes a few steps, draws back, comes on again. One day of sun, three days of grey, a flurry of snow that melts as it touches the ground. The trenches swing between mud and frost, unable to choose, like the rest of the world.

Henri is back on the Aisne. The regiment has followed the German withdrawal from the Somme, moving forward cautiously through the devastated ground, clearing mines, probing, advancing. And now they are here, facing the ridge of the Chemin des Dames, facing those positions Henri held in 1914, in 1915, on the French side, and which the Germans have held since, fortified, concreted, dug in. Henri looks at the ridge through his periscope and recognises it - that line of wooded hills overlooking the Aisne valley, the villages clinging to the slopes, the stone quarries whose black mouths pierce the cliff like eyes.

He says to the shepherd: 'I've been here. In '14. We were on the other side.'

The shepherd looks at the ridge and says: 'It's high.'

It is high. That is the problem. Attacking uphill, against entrenched positions, against an enemy who can see you coming - Verdier has written it in his notes, Henri can see it with his own eyes. The ground says everything. The ground says the assault will be a massacre.

The men sense it. Not through orders, which say nothing yet. Through the atmosphere. The troop movements, the concentrations of artillery, the ammunition dumps piling up, the field hospitals being set up. And the rumours, that underground circulation of information which is the army's true nervous system. We'll attack in April. The Chemin des Dames. The breakthrough in forty-eight hours.

Marcel brings the rumour back one evening, after talking to a sergeant from a neighbouring regiment. 'They say Nivelle's promised victory in two days. Two days, Lieutenant. Like in '14. As if we'd learnt nothing.'

Henri does not answer. It is not for him to comment on the high command in front of his men. But his silence says what he does not say, and Marcel hears it.



On 8 March, news arrives that shakes the world without shaking the trenches.

The Russian revolution deepens. The Tsar abdicated on 2 March - the date differs according to the calendar. A provisional government, led by Prince Lvov, takes power. Russia is a republic, or something like one. The French newspapers hail the revolution with an enthusiasm that surprises Henri - the fall of an autocrat ought to please French republicans, and it does, but behind the enthusiasm there is anxiety. Will Russia go on with the war?

The provisional government says yes. Kerensky, the Minister of War, swears that Russia will fight to the end. The Allies breathe again. But Verdier does not breathe again. He reads the reports of the military attachés in Petrograd and sees what the politicians do not want to see - an army falling apart, soldiers fraternising with the enemy, regiments refusing to go up the line. Russia says she is fighting. Russia is fighting no longer.

Marcel reads the news from Russia closely, and Henri watches him out of the corner of his eye. Marcel is a man of the left, a reader of Jaurès, a compositor who dreams of a workers' paper in Toulouse. The Russian revolution resonates in him like a tuning fork. Russian soldiers refusing to fight - is it courage or cowardice? Is it betrayal or clear sight? Marcel does not ask these questions aloud. Not yet. But Henri reads them in his eyes, and he knows that these questions, if they are ever asked in a French trench, will be more dangerous than German shells.



On 12 March, Henri receives a letter from Louise that contains a sentence.

A single sentence, in the middle of an ordinary letter about school, the pupils, the garden she is getting ready for the spring. A sentence slipped in between two others, the way you slip a note into a book.

'I think that I am pregnant.'

Henri reads it again. He puts the letter down. He picks it up. He reads the sentence again. The words are clear, simple, plain. Six words. 'I think that I am pregnant.' Not 'I am pregnant' - 'I think'. Louise's caution, her honesty, her way of never asserting what is not certain.

He sits down in the dugout. The cat is on the shepherd's knees. The candle is burning. Outside, a shell lands two hundred metres away, and the ground shakes, and Henri does not feel it, because the ground is already shaking inside him, with a trembling that has nothing to do with the war.

A child. Perhaps. Probably. Conceived in December, in Figeac, in the room under the eaves, in the sheets that smelt of lavender. A Christmas child, a leave child, a war child. A child that would be born in September, if all goes well, if Louise is well, if the world holds until then.

Henri says nothing to anyone. Not yet. Not until Louise is sure. He folds the letter and puts it in his breast pocket, with the others, and he touches the ring, and the ring is cold and round and certain, and the world has changed in six words.

He writes to Louise that same evening. A short, clumsy letter that circles the six words without repeating them, because repeating them in a trench would sully them.

'Dear Louise. Your letter. The six words in the middle. I've read them ten times. If it's true - and I hope it's true more than I've ever hoped for anything - then everything I've done in this war has a meaning I couldn't see. Take care of yourself. More than usual. More than anything. And tell me soon.'



On 20 March, Louise confirms it. The doctor in Figeac has confirmed it. Three months gone. All is well. The child will be born in September.

Henri reads the confirmation in the dugout, in the evening, and this time he cannot keep the secret. He looks up and the shepherd is looking at him and sees something on Henri's face he has never seen - not a smile, not joy, something deeper, older, something that comes from the species and not the individual.

'Lieutenant?' says Lacombe.

Henri says: 'Louise is expecting a child.'

The silence lasts two seconds. Then Fayolle says 'Bloody hell' with a tenderness the words have never had. Marcel says 'Congratulations' with a gravity Henri has never seen in him. Pélissié says nothing but takes an apple out of his haversack - where that apple has come from in March 1917 is one of Pélissié's mysteries - and sets it down in front of Henri, like an offering.

The shepherd says: 'Boy or girl?'

Henri says: 'I don't know.'

The shepherd nods. 'Same thing. A little one's a little one.'

It is the wisest sentence Henri has heard since the beginning of the war, and it comes from a shepherd who cannot read.



In Lyon, Jeanne learns the news from a letter of Henri's dated 22 March. Her brother is going to be a father. Her brother's wife is expecting a child. Jeanne sits down in her kitchen and stays there a moment, the letter in her hands, with a feeling she takes a while to name. Joy, yes. Joy for Henri, for Louise, for the child to come. But something else too. Something more personal, more painful. The miscarriage in 1913. The belly she never had. The child she never carried.

She puts the letter away and does not cry. The Castayrols do not cry. But she writes Henri a note - not a long letter, a note: 'I'm happy for you. You'll be good parents. The child will be lucky.'

And she writes to Louise, a longer letter, a letter from woman to woman, a letter that does not speak of the miscarriage but carries its shadow, in the advice she gives - eat well, sleep well, don't carry anything heavy, don't stand for too long. The advice of a woman who knows what it is to lose.

Rose, when she hears, says: 'Your brother's making babies in the middle of the war. Good for him. That's thumbing his nose at the Boches.' It is Rose's way of saying that life is stronger than death, and it is the truest way.



The end of March. The offensive is coming and everyone knows it and nobody believes in it.

That is the difference between 1917 and 1914. In 1914 the men believed. They believed in a short war, in a quick victory, in élan. In 1917 they no longer believe in anything - except the evening soup, the morning post and the next relief. Faith has been killed by Verdun, by the Somme, by thirty months of broken promises. Nivelle promises the breakthrough in forty-eight hours. The men listen and shrug. They have heard the same promise from Joffre, from d'Urbal, from Foch. The promise is always the same. So is the result.

Henri feels this disbelief in his platoon the way a schoolmaster feels a class drifting away from him. It is not rebellion - not yet. It is worse. It is indifference. The men will do what they are told to do, they will go over the top, they will fight. But they will not believe it will be any use. And a man who fights without believing is a man who fights by halves.

Marcel asks the question everyone is thinking: 'Lieutenant, is it true Nivelle said forty-eight hours?'

Henri looks at him. 'I don't know what Nivelle said.'

'But you know what you can see.'

Henri does not answer. What he can see is the ridge of the Chemin des Dames, up there, fortified, bristling with machine guns, guns, men waiting for them. What he can see is the ground rising, the wire, the creutes in the cliff that are natural fortresses. What he can see is what Verdier sees in his reports and Nivelle refuses to see in his plans.

He says: 'We'll do our job.'

It is an officer's answer. It is not an answer. Marcel knows it. Henri knows it. But it is the only answer possible in an army where discipline is the last thread holding everything together, and where cutting that thread would be worse than the offensive itself.



On 31 March, Henri writes in his notebook. Not by candlelight this time - by daylight, in a dugout in the second line, with the spring sunshine coming in through the entrance and lighting the page.

'31 March 1917. Louise is expecting our child. The offensive is coming. The two things are true at the same time, and I do not know how to hold them together in my head. On one side, the world beginning - a child, a September, a future. On the other, the world that may end - an assault, a ridge, machine guns.

I am afraid. Not as before. Not afraid of the noise, of the shells, of death. A new fear. The fear of missing. The fear of not being there when the child comes. The fear of never seeing its face.

Before, I held on for Louise. Now I hold on for someone I do not yet know, who has no face, no name, who is an idea in its mother's womb, and that idea is stronger than anything I have ever known.

April tomorrow. The Chemin des Dames. Forty-eight hours, says Nivelle.

Forty-eight hours. We shall see.'

He closes the notebook. The cat jumps onto his knees. Henri strokes it. The cat purrs. The sun warms the entrance to the dugout, and in the distance the ridge of the Chemin des Dames stands out against the blue sky like a clenched jaw.


April 1917



On 2 April, Wilson asks Congress to declare war on Germany. On 6 April, the United States officially enters the war.

The news reaches the front through the newspapers, through the officers, through rumour. Henri reads it in a communiqué pinned up at battalion headquarters. The United States. A hundred million inhabitants. The foremost industrial nation in the world. Factories, steel, oil, money, and men - millions of men who have never seen a trench and who will come.

The reactions are mixed. The staff are jubilant - in theory. The politicians greet the event with grandiloquent speeches on the brotherhood of the democracies. But in the trenches the news is received with a collective shrug. Marcel sums it up: 'That's good. When are they getting here?' Nobody knows. The Americans have no army - not a war army, not a trench army. They will have to be recruited, trained, equipped, shipped over. A year, at the very least. Probably more.

A year. In a trench, a year is an eternity. A year is four seasons of mud, shells, dead men. A year is twelve months of survival to be reckoned, day by day, hour by hour. The Americans will come. But they will come for those who are still alive.

Henri thinks of the child. September. The child will be born before the Americans arrive. It is an absurd calculation, but it is the kind of calculation the war forces on you - you measure time in births, in leaves, in reliefs, because ordinary calendars no longer work.



The offensive is set for 16 April. Everyone knows it. Everyone. The soldiers, the civilians, the newspapers - and the Germans. That is the scandal of the Nivelle offensive: the secret is no secret. The plans have leaked, the orders have circulated, the troop concentrations can be seen from the air, and the Germans have had weeks to prepare. A French prisoner, captured on a patrol, was carrying a detailed operation order. The Germans know where the attack will come, when it will come, and in what strength.

Verdier learns of the leak on 8 April, from a Deuxième Bureau report. He sits at his desk for five minutes, motionless, the report in his hands, and he thinks of all the men who are going to die because an NCO was carrying a paper he should never have carried. Then he gets up and goes to see General Micheler.

Micheler is a tormented man. He commands the Reserve Army Group, the one that is to exploit Nivelle's breakthrough, and he does not believe in the breakthrough. He has said so. He has written it. He has said it to Nivelle's face. Nivelle has not changed his mind. And Micheler, who is a disciplined soldier, is preparing an exploitation he does not believe in, with troops he knows are doomed, under a plan he knows is bad.

Verdier goes into Micheler's office and says: 'General, the enemy knows the plan.'

Micheler looks at him. 'I know, Verdier.'

'We can't attack under these conditions.'

Micheler is silent for a moment. Then he says: 'We shall attack. Those are the orders.'

Verdier goes out. He goes back to his desk. He picks up his fire plans again. He does his job. Because that is what Verdier does - he does his job, even when the job consists of preparing a catastrophe.



On 9 April, the British attack at Arras. It is the diversion, the hammer blow in the north that is meant to pin down the German reserves before the sledgehammer falls in the south. The attack succeeds - the Canadians take Vimy Ridge at last, the ridge the French could not take in 1915, and they take it in a few hours, with an impeccable artillery preparation and superbly trained troops. It is a success. It is a model. And it is useless, because the success at Arras changes nothing about the disaster being prepared further south.

Henri has been in the jumping-off trenches facing the Chemin des Dames since the 10th. His platoon holds a communication trench at the foot of the ridge, between the village of Craonne and the California plateau - names that will become scars in the French memory. He looks at the slope rising in front of him, steep, wooded, bristling with fortified positions, and he does what he has always done before an assault - he prepares his men.

But this time the preparation is different. The men are not the same. Not physically - in their morale. Something has worn away in the preceding weeks, a slow erosion of trust, a crumbling of the inner discipline - not the discipline of gestures, which remains intact, but that of the soul, which is wavering. The men do what they are told. They do not believe that what they are told makes sense.

Henri sees it in Marcel, who has stopped making jokes. In Fayolle, who writes his parents longer letters than usual, as if he wanted to say everything before it is too late. In the shepherd, who strokes the cat with a hypnotic slowness, his eyes elsewhere. Even Pélissié, the imperturbable, has something different in his eyes - not fear, but resignation, that mute acceptance of the inevitable which is the saddest form of courage.

On 15 April, the eve of the assault, Henri assembles his platoon. Thirty men. He looks at them, one by one, and he makes no speech. No words about the country, victory, honour. He says what he always says: 'We stay together. We follow the barrage. We use the ground. And if it all goes to hell, we adapt.'

Then he adds something he has never said before: 'I know what you're thinking. I think the same. But we're going anyway, because to the right and to the left there are men going too, and we don't let them down. Not for Nivelle. Not for France. For them.'

The shepherd nods. That is enough.



16 April 1917, six in the morning. It is raining.

It is raining and it is cold. A late-winter cold, not a spring one, a damp cold that gets into the bones and stiffens the fingers on the rifles. The artillery preparation, which has been going on since the 5th, has been inadequate - too dispersed, too shallow, unable to destroy the creutes, the underground quarries where the Germans are waiting, under cover, untouched, their machine guns ready.

The whistles blow. Henri goes over the top.

He climbs. The slope is slippery, the earth greasy, the shell holes full of water. The creeping barrage is ahead of him, but it is too far ahead - the artillery is moving too fast, the infantry cannot keep up, and the gap between the curtain of fire and the climbing men opens like a wound. And in that wound, the machine guns.

They are everywhere. In the creutes, in the blockhouses, in the intact trenches the bombardment has not touched. The crossfire is instant, total, murderous. Henri throws himself into a shell hole halfway up the slope and shouts to his men to get down. They get down. But some do not get down, because you cannot get down when you are dead.

The March reinforcement, a lad whose face Henri does not yet know, is killed five metres from the jumping-off trench. He has not taken ten steps. Another falls forward, hit in the legs, and slides down the slope like a sledge, and nobody can go and fetch him because the fire is too heavy.

Henri is in his hole. The shepherd is beside him. Fayolle is three metres lower down, in another hole. Marcel is on the right, behind a stretch of wall that was once a house. Pélissié is somewhere - Henri cannot see him.

The assault is stopped. Along the whole length of the front, hundreds of platoons like Henri's are pinned to the ground, halfway up the slope, under the machine guns. The creeping barrage has gone on without them, useless, pounding empty ground a hundred metres higher up. The Nivelle offensive has failed in its first hour.



But Henri does not yet know that the offensive has failed. He knows that he is in a hole, that his men are scattered across the slope, and that he has to do something. The schoolmaster in him thinks. The officer in him decides.

He cannot go up. The ridge cannot be taken, the machine guns cover every metre of ground. He cannot go back down - going back down under fire would be worse than staying. He can wait. Wait for the artillery to come back, for reinforcements to arrive, for something to change. But waiting means dying by inches, because the German shells are beginning to fall on the slope, seeking out the men in their holes.

Henri does the only thing possible. He gathers them. With gestures, with short shouts, crawling from one hole to the next under fire, he gathers his men into a network of linked craters, a semblance of a position, a semblance of a defence. Eight men here. Six over there. Ten further down. Six men are missing at roll call. Six out of thirty. In one hour.

The day lasts a century. The Germans counter-attack at midday, coming down from the ridge, and Henri sees the grey uniforms appear between the shattered trees. His platoon fires. Pélissié fires with his rifle propped on the lip of the crater. The Germans fall back. They will come again. Henri knows it.

At four in the afternoon, a runner arrives, crawling. The order is to hold the positions gained - that is, the shell holes halfway up the slope. There will be no second assault today. Henri reads the order and folds it up without expression.

Forty-eight hours, Nivelle had said. The first hour is gone. Henri's platoon has gained three hundred metres in height and lost six men. It has not even reached the first German line.



On the 17th, the rain turns to snow.

Snow in April. On the bodies, on the wounded, on the living shivering in their holes. Henri has not slept. Nobody has slept. The stretcher-bearers have not been able to get up - the fire is too heavy, the slope too exposed. The wounded from the day before are still there, in the neighbouring holes, and their cries have turned into moans, and the moans have turned into silence, and the silence is worse than the cries.

The assault resumes at nine. Henri goes up with what is left of his platoon - twenty-four men. They advance a hundred metres, take a stretch of German trench, and are thrown out by an immediate counter-attack. They take the trench back. The Germans take it back. It is a mechanical, absurd back-and-forth, a cave-dwellers' fight in holes of mud, with grenades, sometimes with the bayonet, with a savagery that has nothing human left in it.

At midday, Henri loses Marcel.

Not killed. Wounded. A shell splinter in the back, between the shoulder blades, which throws him forward into the mud of the trench. Henri is on him in three seconds. The blood runs, black on the horizon blue. Marcel is breathing - fast, shallow, eyes open, face white. He says: 'Lieutenant.' Henri presses a field dressing onto his back. The splinter is large, deep. The shepherd helps turn Marcel over, prop him against the trench wall. Fayolle calls for the stretcher-bearers with a shout that will not be heard.

Marcel grabs Henri's arm. 'The box,' he says. 'The type.'

Henri understands. The cigar box. The lead type of Le Poilu du Causse. Marcel always carries it with him, everywhere, every time they go up the line, like a talisman. Henri searches Marcel's haversack and finds the box, intact, the little lead blocks lined up in their compartments, every letter in its place.

'Keep it,' says Marcel. Then his eyes close.

He does not die. The stretcher-bearers arrive an hour later, miraculously, by a communication trench nobody knew about, and Marcel is carried away on a stretcher, unconscious, his face turned to the grey sky, the snow melting on his closed eyelids.

Henri puts the cigar box in his own haversack, next to the Montaigne and the Goethe. He will carry it to the end.



On the 18th, the 19th, the 20th, the fighting goes on. The Nivelle offensive is not over - it is not over because Nivelle refuses to admit failure, because the government hesitates to stop it, because the machine once set going does not know how to stop. Local attacks, partial assaults, recaptures, counter-attacks. The Chemin des Dames holds out. The ridge stays German, except at a few points, a few salients won at the price of blood spilt without measure.

The figures for the first week are catastrophic. A hundred and twenty thousand French casualties. For an insignificant gain of ground. The breakthrough in forty-eight hours is a lie that everyone knows and nobody utters.

Henri's regiment is relieved on 22 April. Of the thirty men in his platoon, nineteen are left. Eleven are missing - three killed, seven wounded, Marcel among them, one missing. Eleven in six days. More than a third. And that is the tally of a platoon that got off lightly.

Henri comes down from the Chemin des Dames at nightfall, through the communication trenches, in single file, as always. The shepherd limps behind him. Fayolle walks in silence. Pélissié walks. The cat is in the shepherd's haversack. They pass the men going up, and this time the ritual of passing is different. The men coming down do not speak. But they look at the men going up, and in their eyes there is something the earlier reliefs did not have. Not fear. Anger.



Henri reaches the rear on 23 April, a billet in the Aisne valley. He sits down in a barn, he takes off his boots, he looks at his feet. His feet are white. His hands are shaking. The ring turns on his finger.

He takes out Marcel's cigar box. He opens it. The lead type is there, in order, every letter in its place. A, B, C, D. The alphabet. The beginning of everything. The letters that make words, the words that make sentences, the sentences that make newspapers, the newspapers that make men laugh who no longer laugh.

He closes the box.

The shepherd sits down beside him. The cat lies down between them. The silence is total.

Outside, the spring of 1917 has come, indifferent, scandalously beautiful. The cherry trees are in blossom. The birds are singing. And in the trenches of the Chemin des Dames, men go on dying for a promise that never existed.

Henri does not know it yet, but something has broken. Not in him - in the army. The thread that held everything together, discipline, trust, the mute acceptance of the unacceptable - that thread is snapping. And when it snaps, the sound will be the one nobody wanted to hear.

The mutinies.


May 1917



It begins with a refusal.

Not a shout, not a barricade, not a red flag. A refusal. Simple, bare, spoken by men standing in the yard of a billet, facing an officer who is ordering them back up the line.

'No.'

Henri is not there when it happens. It happens in another regiment, a regiment of the 2nd Colonial Division, on 18 May, somewhere south of Soissons. The men refuse to go up. Not to desert - they do not run away, they do not throw down their arms, they threaten nobody. They say no. They say: we won't go over the top for nothing any more. We'll hold the trenches, we'll defend ourselves if the Germans attack, but we won't go over any more. Not like that. Not for officers who promise the breakthrough and deliver the massacre.

Then it is another regiment. Then another. Then ten, twenty, fifty. In a few days, half the French army is affected. Not a revolt - a movement, vast, diffuse, spreading from billet to billet like a fever. The men do not coordinate, do not organise, have no leaders. They refuse, each in his own way, each with his own words, but the words are the same everywhere: we're done marching.



Henri hears of it on 20 May.

His regiment is still at rest, in a village behind the lines, and the rumour comes in through the cookhouses, the fatigues, those underground channels nothing can block. 'The 128th have refused to go up. The 36th too. And the 17th. And others.' The regimental numbers go round like beads on a rosary, and each number adds a bead to something that has no name but has a shape - the shape of men who have had enough, of exhaustion, of trampled dignity getting back on its feet.

Henri listens. He says nothing. He is an officer. An officer does not approve of a refusal to obey, whatever the reason. That is the rule. That is the oath. It is the thread that keeps the army standing, and if that thread snaps, everything collapses - the defence, the front, the country.

But Henri is also a man. A man who has lost eleven men out of thirty in six days, for three hundred metres of slope, in an offensive the commander-in-chief knew would fail - or should have known. A man who has seen Marcel carried away on a stretcher, his back laid open, the lead type in his haversack. A man who carries a child in his head and a ring on his finger, and who knows that every useless assault is a risk of never seeing that child born.

He says nothing. But he cannot help thinking.

The shepherd does not think. The shepherd senses. And what he senses, in the air of the billet, in the men's looks, in the tone of their talk, is what a shepherd senses when a flock is about to change direction - a nervousness, a tension, a collective movement that starts from nowhere and goes everywhere. Lacombe says to Henri, in the evening, in the dugout: 'It's going to move.'

Henri says: 'I know.'

'And us?'

Henri looks at the shepherd. Us. The section. The platoon. The men he has held together for twenty-eight months, through discipline, through trust, through the evening school and the paper and Fayolle's jokes and Pélissié's cheese and the cat. Will these men refuse too?

'We'll see,' says Henri.



On 25 May, it happens.

The regiment receives the order to go back up the line. Not to the Chemin des Dames - to a neighbouring sector, a 'quiet' sector, to relieve an exhausted regiment. It is not an assault. It is an ordinary relief, the normal rotation of trench warfare. But the words 'going up' have become poison. Going up means dying. Going up means Nivelle. Going up means the promise betrayed.

At ten in the morning, in the farmyard that serves as a billet, the battalion's three companies are drawn up. The battalion commander - the one who signed Henri's marriage leave, the one who read Le Poilu du Causse without batting an eyelid - the commander gives the order to move off.

The first company moves. The second company moves. The third - Henri's - does not move.

Not the whole of the third. A group, at the back of the yard, twenty or so men, recent reinforcements most of them, men who do not have the bonds of Henri's section, who do not have Verdun in their bodies or the Somme in their heads. They are standing, arms by their sides, and they do not move.

A sergeant shouts: 'Forward!' Nobody moves. The sergeant turns to the platoon's lieutenant. The lieutenant turns to the captain. The captain walks towards the group and says, in a calm voice: 'We're going up. It's a relief, not an assault.'

One of the men - a soldier of the class of 1916, twenty years old, his face shut - says: 'We can't tell the difference any more.'

The silence that follows is the heaviest Henri has ever heard. Heavier than the bombardment at Verdun, heavier than the machine guns on the Chemin des Dames. Because this silence is the sound of the army cracking.



Henri is twenty metres away, with his platoon, formed up, ready to move. His men have seen. His men have heard. He feels their stillness - not the stillness of discipline, the stillness of waiting. They are waiting to see what he will do. What Second Lieutenant Castayrol, the schoolmaster, the man who taught them to read, who shared the confit and the cheese, who held Fayolle's hand at Verdun and carried Marcel off the Chemin des Dames - what that man will do.

Henri walks towards the group. Not towards the captain - towards the men. He stops in front of the soldier who spoke, the one from the class of '16. He looks at him. The soldier looks at him. Twenty years old. Hard, tired eyes, eyes that do not ask permission.

Henri does not shout. He does not threaten. He does not talk about discipline, court martial, the firing squad. He says, in a low voice, loud enough for the group to hear: 'I know. We all know. But the lads of the 114th have been in the line for a fortnight and they can't hold on any longer. If we don't go up, they're the ones who cop it. Not Nivelle. Not the generals. Them.'

The soldier does not answer. But his face moves - something changes, a crack in the wall of refusal. Henri goes on: 'I'm not asking you to go up for victory. I'm asking you to go up to relieve them. We go up, we hold, we come back down. That's all.'

The silence lasts ten seconds. Then the soldier picks up his pack. Another picks up his. A third. The group comes apart, slowly, like a knot being pulled loose. The men take their places back in the ranks. The company forms up. The battalion moves off.

The captain looks at Henri. He says nothing. But he nods, once, and Henri knows that the nod holds more than thanks - it holds the recognition that what has just happened is graver and deeper than words can carry.



The regiment goes up the line. Without incident. The relief takes place normally, at night, in the communication trenches, the usual ritual. Henri settles his platoon into the trenches, checks the posts, organises the sentries. Everything is in order. Everything works.

But in the evening, in the dugout, Fayolle says: 'Lieutenant, they were right.'

Henri looks at him. Fayolle has never said anything like it. Fayolle is a soldier, a good soldier, a man who does his job without asking questions, not out of stupidity but out of an inner discipline. And Fayolle has just said 'they were right'.

'About what?' says Henri, though he knows about what.

'About refusing to go up for nothing. Nivelle sent us to the slaughter. Everybody knew it. The generals knew it. And we went up anyway. Why?'

Henri looks for an answer. The old answer - discipline, duty, country - no longer works. It has been worn threadbare by thirty months of broken promises. The new answer - the one he gave in the yard of the billet, the one about the mates you don't let down - is true but incomplete. Because the mates you don't let down are the same mates who die for nothing.

He says: 'Because we haven't found anything better.'

It is a schoolmaster's answer, not a hero's. It is an answer that acknowledges the problem without solving it. And it is the only honest answer Henri has.

Fayolle looks at him and nods. He is not satisfied. But he accepts, because Henri's honesty is the only thing he still believes in.

The shepherd, who has been listening without a word, puts the cat down on the bunk and says: 'When the ewes won't go, it's because they're being led badly. It's not the ewes that are the problem.'

It is the most political sentence Antoine Lacombe has ever spoken, and it says in a few words what Verdier has written in thirty pages of reports.



Nivelle was dismissed on 15 May. Replaced by Pétain. Pétain again. The man of Verdun, the methodical one, the prudent one, the one who counts the shells before he counts the dead. Pétain takes command of an army that is falling apart - forty thousand mutineers by the estimates, perhaps more, spread across fifty-four divisions. Half the French army.

Pétain does two things. The first: he stops the offensives. No more assaults. No more breakthroughs. No more promises. The French army will defend itself, hold its positions, and wait - for the Americans, for the tanks, for the moment. The second: he improves conditions. Leave, cut to almost nothing under Nivelle, is restored and increased. The food gets better. The plonk flows more freely. Rest periods are longer. Reliefs are more frequent. Pétain treats the soldiers as human beings, which is the most revolutionary thing a French general has done since the beginning of the war.

And Pétain does a third thing. He has men shot. Not many - not as many as legend will say. Fifty-four death sentences confirmed and carried out, out of hundreds pronounced. Ringleaders, deserters, examples. Pétain does not want to terrorise the army. He wants to mark a limit. The limit between legitimate refusal and disintegration. Between anger and chaos.

Henri learns of the executions through rumour, like everyone else. A soldier from the neighbouring regiment, shot on 20 May for inciting his comrades to disobedience. Henri does not know the man. He will never know the man. But he thinks of him, in the evening, in the dugout, and he wonders whether the man was right or wrong, and he finds no answer, because there is no answer to that question - there is only the war, which grinds up the men who obey and the men who refuse with the same indifference.

Marcel would have known what to say about it. Marcel would have had the words - the words of politics, of justice, of revolt. But Marcel is in hospital, his back in pieces, and the lead type is in Henri's haversack, and Le Poilu du Causse no longer exists.



In Lyon, the echoes of the mutinies arrive muffled, distorted by the censor. The newspapers publish nothing. But rumours filter through, by way of men on leave, the wounded, the letters the censor misses. Jeanne hears talk of 'disturbances' in the army, of 'movements' in certain regiments. Paul, in a letter at the end of May, writes a sentence the censor has let through, perhaps out of inattention: 'Everyone here's had enough.' Four words that say everything.

Jeanne does not judge. Jeanne is the wife of a worker and soldier and the sister of a schoolmaster and soldier, and she knows that having had enough is not cowardice - it is the sound dignity makes when it has been trodden on too long. She knows it because she has seen it at the factory, in the women who asked for stools and asked for crèches and asked to be paid what they are worth. The same sound. The same refusal.

Rose, when she hears the rumours, says: 'They should've refused sooner.' And Jeanne does not contradict her.



The end of May. Henri writes to Louise. He does not mention the mutinies - the censor would not allow it, and even without the censor he would not. He writes about the child.

'Dear Louise. How are you? How is the little boy - or little girl? Are you getting bigger? Are you eating well? Is your mother looking after you? Is the doctor in Figeac any good? If you have the slightest doubt, go to Cahors, to the hospital. I know it's a long journey, but I'd rather a long journey than a bad doctor.

I've been thinking about names. If it's a boy, I'd like Pierre. If it's a girl, I'd like Marie. But you decide. You're the one carrying. You're the one who chooses.'

Louise replies: 'I'm well. I'm getting bigger. My mother looks after me too much, if that's possible. The doctor in Figeac is a charming old man who says everything is normal. For names - yes to Pierre. For a girl, I'd rather Jeanne.'

Henri reads the reply in the dugout, and his sister's name in his wife's mouth goes through him like a current. Jeanne. Of course. How had he not thought of it?



On 31 May, Henri is on the fire step. The night is mild, the crickets are singing in no man's land, and the front is quiet - quiet as it has never been since the beginning of the war, because Pétain has ordered quiet, and quiet is the first remedy.

The shepherd is beside him. The cat is asleep somewhere. The war goes on, but it has changed its rhythm. The frantic rhythm of the offensives has given way to the slow rhythm of defence, of waiting, of rebuilding. The French army is resting, healing, mending itself.

Henri touches the ring. He touches the cigar box in his haversack. He thinks of Marcel, in hospital. He thinks of Louise, in Figeac, her belly round. He thinks of Lucien, in Cahors, getting ready for the training college. He thinks of Pélissié, who writes fifteen-line letters now. He thinks of the wooden dog in his pocket, and the puppy growing up on the causse. He thinks of Jeanne, in Lyon, fighting for crèches.

The world holds. It nearly did not hold. But it holds.

The shepherd says: 'Lieutenant.'

'Yes.'

'The child. When's it due?'

'September.'

The shepherd nods in the dark. 'Ewes lamb in May. But September's good for children too.'

Henri smiles. The shepherd cannot see it, but he feels it, the way shepherds feel things, through the air that changes round a man who is smiling.

June tomorrow. Summer. Waiting.


June 1917



Pétain repairs.

It is the right word - not 'commands', not 'directs', not 'inspires'. Repairs. As a mechanic repairs a machine whose parts are worn but not broken, whose engine is still running but grinding, smoking, threatening to stop. Pétain goes to the billets. He talks to the men. No grand phrases, no rhetoric - facts. Leave will be honoured. The food will be improved. Rest periods will be longer. The offensives are stopped. Nobody will go over the top for nothing any more. We shall wait for the Americans and the tanks.

Henri sees the effects of this repair in his platoon, week after week. The plonk is better - not good, better. The soup has meat in it, not just the idea of meat. Leave comes round regularly, and when leave is promised it is granted, which is a revolution compared with the Nivelle regime. Reliefs are more frequent - six days in the front line instead of ten or twelve. And above all, above all, there are no more attacks. They hold. They defend. They improve the positions. They dig, they concrete, they fortify. But they no longer go over the top against a ridge bristling with machine guns to win three hundred metres that will be lost the next day.

The platoon breathes again. Not all at once - slowly, like a drowned man being brought round. Fayolle starts laughing again. Not the great laughs of before, not a boy's laughs - short, dry laughs, but laughs. Pélissié writes twenty-line letters to his wife now, which is a novel for a man who could not hold a pencil a year and a half ago. The shepherd talks a little more, with his usual economy but without the wall, without that terrible absence of the autumn months. The cat is getting fat, which is the surest sign that things are improving - a cat that gets fat is a cat that eats, and a cat that eats means a billet that works.

But Marcel is missing. His absence is a hole in the section, a hole nobody fills because nobody can replace Marcel - his clear sight, his irony, his gift for naming things, his lead type and his paper that made men laugh who no longer laughed. Henri carries the cigar box in his haversack like an amputated organ. He takes it out sometimes, in the evening, and he looks at the letters, lined up in their compartments, and he thinks of Marcel touching them with his fingertips with the tenderness of a musician for his instrument.

News comes at the beginning of June. Marcel is in a base hospital, near Bourges. The splinter has been removed. The spine is untouched - a miracle, a matter of a centimetre. But the muscles of his back are torn, and Marcel will not be able to return to service. He will be invalided out. He will not be coming back.

Henri reads the news and does not know whether to be relieved or sad. Relieved, because Marcel will live. Sad, because Marcel will not be coming back. Both at once, as always in this war, where every piece of good news carries in it the shadow of a loss.

He writes to Marcel that same evening. 'Dear Marcel. I'm glad you're alive. I'm glad you're not coming back. It's the same sentence and it isn't a contradiction. Your box is with me. The type is waiting. The paper is asleep, not dead. When you start your paper in Toulouse, send me the first number. I'll read it. I promised you I would.'



On 10 June, Henri gets leave.

Three days. He takes the train south with a new urgency - Louise is six months pregnant, her belly is round, the child is moving, and Henri has not seen his wife since December. Six months. Six months of letters, of words, of sentences describing what the eyes cannot see - the belly growing, the morning sickness, the kicks in the night, the tiredness, the waiting. Henri has read all of it in Louise's letters, and he has imagined, and now he is going to see.

He arrives in Figeac on the morning of the 11th. Louise is at the station. And the belly is there.

Henri stops on the platform. He looks at Louise. He looks at the belly. He does not know what to do with his hands, which is absurd for a man who has taken blockhouses with grenades, but a soldier's hands are not a father-to-be's hands, and the two do not work in the same way.

Louise smiles. 'You can touch,' she says.

Henri puts his hand on Louise's belly, there, on the platform at Figeac station, in front of the postmistress and the stationmaster and an old gentleman waiting for the Cahors train. His hand lies flat on the dress, and under the dress there is skin, and under the skin there is someone.

The child moves. Henri feels the movement under his palm - a kick, light, precise, like a tiny fist knocking on a wall. He snatches his hand away, startled, and Louise laughs, and Louise's laugh on the platform at Figeac in June 1917 is the most necessary sound in the world.



Three days in Figeac. Three days of round belly, of kitchen, of slow walks through the streets of the little town - slow because Louise no longer walks as she did, she walks with that gait of a pregnant woman which is a sway, a constant negotiation with a centre of gravity that keeps shifting. Henri walks beside her and matches his step to hers - he who has matched his step to the trench, to the mud, to the slope of the Chemin des Dames now matches it to a woman carrying a child. It is easier. It is infinitely easier.

Louise's mother is transformed. The spare, silent woman has become a spare, busy woman, who cooks, who knits, who prepares. The child's room - the little room next to Louise's, which used to be a box room - has been cleared, cleaned, painted white by Émile one Sunday. A cradle has appeared, lent by a neighbour whose children have grown up. Matinée jackets, swaddling bands, bonnets pile up in a drawer, sewn by the mother and the neighbours and Louise's colleagues at the school, because a child born in wartime is everyone's child.

Henri watches these preparations with a wonder he hides beneath his schoolmaster's reserve. He knows nothing about children. He knows how to teach six-year-olds to read, how to make them recite the departments and their chief towns, how to mark a dictation and explain a fraction. But a baby means crying, milk, sleepless nights, things he has never done. He says to Louise, on the second evening: 'I don't know how you do it.'

Louise looks at him. 'You learn.'

It is a schoolmistress's answer. It is the only possible answer. You learn. As Pélissié learnt to write, as Lucien learnt Montaigne, as the shepherd learnt to survive without his dog. You learn because there is no other choice.



Henri leaves again on 14 June. The platform. The train. The ritual. Louise is there, her belly under her coat, her hands on her belly, and Henri climbs into the carriage and leans out of the window, and he looks at his wife, his pregnant wife, on a station platform in the Lot, in June 1917, and he engraves that image in his memory with the precision of a photographer, because that image is the one that will bring him back.

'You're coming back,' says Louise.

'I'm coming back.'

The train pulls out. Henri sits down. He touches the ring. He touches the cigar box. He closes his eyes. Behind his eyelids, Louise's face, the belly, the kick under his palm. And the train rolls north, towards the war, towards everything that is not a round belly and a smiling woman.



In Lyon, Jeanne is living a June that feels like a victory.

The crèche. It is coming. Not exactly as Jeanne asked for it - not a crèche at the Berliet works, not paid for by the employer. But a municipal crèche, in the Vaise district, open from six in the morning to seven at night, funded by the town hall and the Ministry of Munitions, for the children of women war workers. It is the result of months of petitions, union meetings, reports, pressure. Jeanne did not win it alone - it was the movement, the hundreds of women who asked, demanded, insisted. But Jeanne is part of the movement, and the movement bears her mark.

Rose puts little Jeanne's name down on the first day. Nine months old, round cheeks, the dark eyes of her father the foreman. Rose drops her daughter off at six in the morning and collects her at six in the evening, and in between she works, and in the evening she is tired but she is no longer ruined by the cost of minding. Two francs saved a day. Twelve francs a week. Fifty francs a month. It is the difference between surviving and living.

Rose says to Jeanne: 'It's thanks to you.' Jeanne says: 'It's thanks to us.' The nuance is not modesty - it is precision. Jeanne has learnt figures, reports, procedures. But she has also learnt that nothing gets done alone, that collective victories are the only ones that last, and that 'we' is sturdier than 'I'.

Paul, on leave at the beginning of June - three days, the first since the autumn - sees the crèche. He sees Jeanne taking Rose's little girl there in the morning before the factory. He sees the women dropping off their children, in overalls, in headscarves, their hands still cold from the journey. And he says to Jeanne, in the evening, in the kitchen: 'Was it you did that?'

'I pushed. Others pushed too.'

Paul looks at her. The man who came back from the Argonne, the man who cries out in the night, the man who wrote 'nor the women' in his letter of August 1916 - that man looks at his wife and sees someone he did not know before the war. Not a stranger - a version of Jeanne that was already there but that peacetime kept locked up, and that the war has set free, through absence, through necessity, through the empty space the women have filled.

Paul says: 'When it's all over, it mustn't be lost.'

Jeanne says: 'It won't be lost.'

She says it with the certainty of a woman who knows that some doors, once opened, do not close again. The vote - she still does not have it. Equal pay - she still does not have it. The title of foreman - she still does not have it. But the stools are there. The crèche is there. The stamp is there. And Jeanne is there, standing, with her calloused hands and her head that can reckon, and nobody is going to make her sit down.



At the front, June is quiet. The quietest since the beginning of the war. Pétain is keeping his promise - no offensive. The French army holds, defends, fortifies. The mutinies die down, slowly, smothered as much by Pétain's improvements as by the executions. The army pulls itself together. Not as it was - it will never be as it was again. The thread of discipline has been knotted back together, but it is thinner than before, and everyone knows it.

Verdier watches this convalescence with a technician's eye. He notes the good signs - morale rising, leave working, food improving. And he notes the bad signs - the exhaustion that remains, the numbers melting away, the heavy artillery that is still lacking. He writes in his notebook on 20 June: 'The French army is a convalescent in need of rest. Pétain knows it. He is giving it rest. The question is how long the rest can last. The Germans will not wait for us for ever.'

He thinks of the Americans. The first American contingents land in France in June - a few thousand men, a token, a drop in the ocean of the war. It will take a year for the American army to be ready. A year in which the French army must hold, without attacking, without collapsing, without losing hope.

A year. Henri counts in months, not years. September - the child. October - the relief. November - winter. December - Christmas, leave perhaps. January - two more years to get through. It is the reckoning of a man who measures the future in survival, not in victory.



On 30 June, Henri is in the dugout, the candle lit, the notebook open. The cat is on the knees of the shepherd, who is asleep. Fayolle is asleep. Pélissié is asleep, his slate beside him, a letter under way - he writes in the evening now before he goes to sleep, the way others pray.

Henri writes:

'30 June. Three years of war in two months. Louise is six months pregnant. The child will be here in September. Pierre or Jeanne. A saint's name or a sister's name. Both are good.

Marcel has written to me from hospital. He is better. He says he will walk but will not be able to carry heavy loads. He says he does not need to carry heavy loads to make a newspaper. He is right.

Lucien is preparing for the training college. He sends me essays to correct by post. I correct them in the dugout, in pencil, between two watches. It is absurd and it is normal. It is my life.

Pétain has given us time. I do not know how much. Enough for the child to be born, I hope. Enough for the Americans to arrive, I hope. Enough for this war to end - I no longer hope, I calculate. And the calculation says: not before 1918. Perhaps 1919.

The ring turns on my finger. Three grams. How much does the child weigh? Louise says it moves at night. That it kicks. That it keeps hours. A child that keeps hours. A schoolmaster already.'

He smiles in the dark. The shepherd snores. The cat purrs. The candle smokes.

And summer begins, and the war waits, and somewhere in a haberdashery in the Lot an unborn child kicks inside its mother, and the world holds by that thread too, that tiny thread, that thread of flesh, the strongest of them all.


July 1917



Summer settles in and the war changes its face.

Not on the French front - the French front is motionless, convalescent, held by a Pétain who refuses to move and is right to refuse. But elsewhere. In Flanders, the British are preparing a massive offensive round Ypres - the Third Battle of Ypres, the one that will be called Passchendaele, after a Belgian village that already no longer exists. In Russia, Kerensky launches a last desperate offensive against the Germans, which fails within a week and finishes off the Russian army. And on the Atlantic, the German submarines are sinking ships by the hundred, trying to starve Britain out before the Americans arrive.

Henri knows almost nothing of all this. Henri knows that his sector is quiet, that the soup is passable, that leave comes round, and that Louise is seven months pregnant. His world has shrunk to the size of his trench and his correspondence, and it is enough of a world, a world on a human scale in a war that has lost all human measure.

On 3 July he receives a letter from Louise that makes him laugh - a real laugh, the kind that startles the shepherd and makes the cat look up.

'My dear Henri. Your child has decided my bladder is a drum. It plays the drum at three in the morning, which is no decent hour for a musician. Your mother says you did the same. I'm beginning to understand where your stubbornness comes from.'

Henri shows the letter to Fayolle, who laughs too, and to Pélissié, who does not laugh but whose eyes crinkle, which is the equivalent of a burst of laughter in a man who never laughs. The shepherd asks: 'It plays the drum?' Henri explains. The shepherd nods and says: 'Lambs do the same. They kick.' It is a comparison Louise might find debatable, but in Lacombe's world it is a compliment - lambs that kick are lambs that live.

On 4 July, an American battalion marches through Paris.

On 14 July, the national holiday.

It is the third national holiday of the war, and this one has a particular taste. The Americans are here. Not in numbers - a few regiments, barely formed, landed in June. But they are here, and the women of Paris throw flowers, and the newspapers run headlines on the brotherhood of the democracies, and for one day, a single day, France believes again that victory is possible.

At the front, 14 July is a day like any other, with extra plonk. Henri hands out the extra ration to his platoon and gives a sober toast: 'To the Republic.' The men drink. The shepherd drinks. The cat does not drink but sniffs the wine with a disdain that confirms its standing as the only sensible creature in the regiment.

In the afternoon, Henri does something he has not done for a long time. He sits down in a corner of the second-line dugout, takes out a pencil and paper, and writes. Not a letter - a piece of writing. The first since Le Poilu du Causse went silent. It is not a newspaper article, not an editorial. It is something else, something without a precise form, part testimony and part reflection, about the evening school, about Pélissié, about Lucien, about men learning to read in the trenches.

He writes for two hours, crosses out, starts again, crosses out again. It is not literature - it is a schoolmaster trying to say what teaching means in a world that destroys everything. He does not know who it is for. For Louise, perhaps. For himself, perhaps. For the child who will be born in two months and will one day ask its father what he did in the war, perhaps.

He finishes it in the evening, by candlelight, and folds it into his pocket without reading it over. He will read it later. Or not. Writing is an act, not a result. The act is enough.



On 20 July, the news from Russia comes like a thunderclap.

The Kerensky offensive has failed. The Russian army is disintegrating. Whole regiments are deserting, soldiers are walking home, officers are being lynched by their own men. The revolution is devouring the army from within, and the Germans are advancing in the east unopposed. Russia, the ally, the steamroller, the counterweight that forced Germany to fight on two fronts, is dying.

Verdier reads the reports and does the sum he has been doing since January. If Russia falls, Germany frees fifty divisions, perhaps more. Fifty divisions transferred to the west means a million more men facing the French and the British. The Americans will not be ready before the spring of 1918 at the earliest. So there will be a window - between the fall of Russia and the arrival of the Americans - in which Germany will have numerical superiority in the west for the first time since 1914.

Verdier writes in his notebook: 'The race. Everything comes down to a race. The Germans against time. Us against the Germans. The Americans against distance. Whoever gets there first will win.'

He does not yet know that this race will be run in the spring of 1918, on the plains of Picardy, and that it will be the greatest battle of the war. But he senses it, with the instinct of a soldier who has spent three years reading the future in columns of figures.



At the end of July, something happens to Henri that appears in no report, no communiqué, no official history. Something small, personal, final.

The shepherd receives a letter.

Not a letter dictated to the neighbour, as usual. A letter written by his daughter. His daughter, eleven years old, who has learnt to write at the village school and is writing to her father for the first time.

'Dear Papa. It's me, Madelou. The mistress helped me a bit but it's me writing. Mama is well. The ewes are well. Nòu is big now, he minds the flock with Grandpa. He is white with a black patch on his ear. He is nice but he eats shoes. Mama says you're coming home soon. Is it true? Your Madelou who loves you.'

Henri reads the letter aloud, in the dugout, as he reads all the shepherd's letters. He reads slowly, clearly, in the schoolmaster's voice. And as he reads, he sees Lacombe's face change. Not move - change. As if something under the skin were shifting, something buried for months, since Flòc's death, since the wall, since the silence. Something coming back up.

When Henri finishes reading, the silence lasts five seconds. Then the shepherd says: 'Read it again.'

Henri reads it again. All of it. From the beginning. 'Dear Papa. It's me, Madelou.'

The shepherd listens, eyes closed. The cat is on his knees. The men of the section are there, around him, and nobody moves, because everyone understands that what is happening is sacred, as sacred as a wedding or a birth - a man hearing his daughter's voice for the first time in his life, a written voice, a voice of letters traced on paper by an eleven-year-old hand.

When Henri finishes the second reading, the shepherd opens his eyes. He looks at Henri. And he says something Henri will never forget, something that justifies all the evening schools, all the lessons in barns, all the slates and all the candles:

'Teach me.'



Henri shows nothing. Not in front of the others. But his hands shake a little as he puts away Madelou's letter, and the shepherd sees it, and they both know what has just happened.

That same evening, after the watch, Henri takes out the slate. Pélissié's slate, worn, cracked, bearing the traces of a hundred lessons written and wiped away. He puts it down in front of the shepherd. The shepherd looks at it as he would look at an unfamiliar tool - with respect and suspicion.

'A,' says Henri. And he traces the letter on the slate.

The shepherd takes the chalk. His fingers are thick, calloused, shepherd's fingers that have held newborn lambs and fence posts and a Lebel rifle for three years. The chalk vanishes in his hand. He traces an A. Badly. Enormous. Lopsided. But an A.

'A,' says the shepherd.

Pélissié, writing his letters in his corner, looks up and watches. He says nothing. But in his peasant's eyes Henri sees something like pride - the pride of a man who knows the road can be travelled, because he has travelled it himself.

Fayolle, lying on his bunk, says: 'Welcome to the club, Lacombe.'

The shepherd does not answer. He looks at the A on the slate and he does it again. And again. And the candle burns, and the cat sleeps, and the war waits outside, and in a dugout on the Aisne a shepherd of thirty-seven is learning the first letter of the alphabet, because his eleven-year-old daughter has written to him and he wants to answer her in his own hand.



In Lyon, July brings the heat and a letter from Paul that worries Jeanne.

Paul writes little. His letters are short, factual, a report on his health and a word of affection, nothing more. But the mid-July letter is different. Longer. Darker. Paul talks about tiredness - not physical tiredness, that he never mentions, but the other kind, the kind that has no name, the kind that makes the days all alike and the future a blank wall with no door.

'I don't know any more why I'm here. Before, I knew. For France, for you, for the lads. Now I'm here because I'm here, and that's the only reason. The Stéphanois says the same. We do what we do, we do it well, and we wait. But wait for what?'

Jeanne reads the letter three times. She recognises the words - they are the same as the words of the women at the factory when tiredness takes them, when the days are too long and the meaning too short. The exhaustion of the why. The weariness of no longer knowing what the effort is for.

She does not know what to answer. Words of comfort are worn out, promises are empty, and Jeanne is not a woman to say things she does not mean. She writes what she has: the facts. The crèche that works. Rose and little Jeanne, who are well. Henri and Louise, waiting for the baby. The stools in the shop. The production figures. The stamp with her name on it.

She writes him the world as it is, not as it ought to be. And at the end she adds: 'You ask me wait for what. Wait to come home. Wait to find me again. Wait to see everything we've built while you were fighting. That's not nothing, Paul. That's not nothing at all.'

She posts the letter and walks to the tram in the July evening, and Lyon is hot and bright and full of women in overalls coming home from the factory, and Jeanne is one of them, and she walks with them, and they are not nothing.



On 31 July, Henri is in the dugout. The candle. The notebook. Night writing.

'31 July 1917. The shepherd is learning to read. He has got to E. A, B, C, D, E. Five letters in ten days. It is slow. It is immense. The hands that hold the chalk are the same hands that kill men and stroke a cat. Everything is in those hands. The whole war. The whole peace.

Louise is entering her eighth month. The child moves a great deal, she says. Especially at night. An insomniac, like its father. Pierre or Jeanne. September.

Marcel has written to me. He leaves hospital next month. He is going to Toulouse. He already has premises for his paper. He says he will call it La Voix du Midi. He says the first number will carry a subtitle: "Founded in a trench". I think he is joking. With Marcel, I am never sure.

The war waits. It waits for the Americans. It waits for the tanks. It waits for the Germans to move. Everyone is waiting. And while we wait, the shepherd learns E, and the child kicks, and somewhere in Toulouse a compositor is looking for premises for a paper.

That is the war in July 1917. Waiting. And in the waiting, life growing.'


August 1917



The shepherd has got to M.

Thirteen letters in five weeks. It is slower than Pélissié, slower than Lucien, slower than the charcoal-burner from Souillac with his owl spectacles. But it is Lacombe, and Lacombe learns the way he does everything - with the stubborn slowness of a man who has spent his life following ewes across a causse where nothing is hurried, where time is measured by the seasons and not by clocks, where the grass grows when it wants and the cheese ripens when it ripens.

Henri has adapted his method. With Pélissié he used the slate and the chalk, the classic Boscher method, syllables, a straight line of progress. With the shepherd, that does not work. Lacombe does not think in lines. He thinks in circles, in cycles, in returns. He needs to touch the letters, to feel them under his fingers, to tie them to concrete things. So Henri has invented a system. He carves the letters on pieces of wood - little squares of ash the shepherd whittles himself - and Lacombe handles them, lines them up, combines them. It is a shepherd's alphabet, an alphabet of wood and hand, and the shepherd learns with his fingers as much as with his eyes.

M matters. M is the first letter of Madelou. When Lacombe traces the M on the slate - a lopsided M, shaky, too big, but an M - he looks at the letter with an intensity Henri has never seen in any of his pupils, neither at Labastide nor in the trench. This M is the beginning of his daughter's name. This M is the door.

Pélissié, who has now mastered joined-up writing and reads the paper slowly and carefully but without a mistake, watches the shepherd's progress with the distant kindness of an elder. One evening he sits down beside Lacombe and shows him how to form the A without lifting the chalk - a trick Henri taught him a year ago. The shepherd accepts the advice without a word, which is his way of saying thank you. Two peasants from the causse, one from Saint-Céré and one from Rocamadour, bent over a slate in a dugout on the Aisne, in August 1917. Verdier, if he saw it, would not know what to do with it in his tables. It fits in no column. It has no figure. And yet it is the most important thing happening in that trench.



Louise is entering her ninth month.

Her letters have changed their rhythm. Shorter, further apart - not because she likes writing less, but because her body is taking over, because the belly is heavy, because her nights are broken up by the little drummer's blows, because the August heat over the Lot is crushing for a woman carrying a child of eight and a half months. She writes sitting in the yard behind the haberdashery, in the shade of the fig tree, with a cushion at her back and a glass of water within reach.

'My dear Henri. I'm enormous. It's the only word. Enormous. I can't see my feet any more. My mother says it's normal. The doctor says it's normal. Everything is normal, apparently, except that I don't recognise myself in the mirror and climbing the stairs in the shop takes five minutes.

School starts again in three weeks and I shan't be able to go back. The inspector has granted me leave, grudgingly, because maternity leave for a schoolmistress doesn't really exist in the regulations - the regulations were written by men who've never carried a child, which explains a great deal about the regulations.

Émile will take my class in September. He still limps but he teaches well, and the children love him because he tells funny stories. Not as funny as yours, he says. I think he's exaggerating.

The school garden is ready for the autumn. The tomatoes have done well, the beans too. Marthe Bouyssou, you remember, the one who pulled a face over the radish - she's thirteen now and she wants to be a schoolmistress. I told her it was possible. I told her it was the finest job in the world. I didn't lie.

Come back soon. Your child is waiting for you. And so am I.'

Henri receives the letter on 8 August, in the dugout, and he reads it twice, and the second time he stops at 'she wants to be a schoolmistress' and stays a while with the sentence, as you stay with a glass of good wine, turning it, tasting it. Lucienne who draws. Lucien who will be a schoolmaster. Marthe who wants to be a schoolmistress. The seeds. The seeds he planted, that Louise watered, that are growing in the Lot while the war destroys the north of France. Seeds are stronger than shells. It is an absurd thought, and it is the most solid truth Henri knows.



15 August, the Assumption. The front is quiet. Henri has given half his platoon the afternoon off - no fatigues, rest in the second-line dugouts, the plonk a little more generous than usual. It is the Pétain method applied to a single platoon - treating men as men, not as matériel.

In the afternoon, in the barn that serves as a rest billet, Henri does a strange thing. He takes out Marcel's cigar box, opens it, and looks at the lead type. Then he takes out some paper, some ink he has found at the depot, and he sets type. Letter by letter, word by word, by hand, without a press, laying the type on the inked paper and pressing with the back of a spoon. It is makeshift, slow, clumsy - Henri is no compositor, his hands do not know Marcel's movements. But the letters are there, and the words take shape, and after three hours Henri has set one page.

Le Poilu du Causse. Number 16.

A single article, signed 'H.C.': the piece he wrote in July, the one about the evening school, about men learning to read in the trenches. Ten copies, printed with a spoon, illegible in places, smudged with ink. Ten copies that look like nothing and are everything.

He hands the copies out in the evening. The men read - those who can read, and those who are learning read what they can. Pélissié deciphers the whole article, slowly, his finger under the lines, and when he has finished he looks up and says to Henri: 'It's true, what you write.' The shepherd cannot read the article yet, but he holds his copy in his hands and looks at it with the same intensity he brings to the wooden letters. Fayolle reads aloud for those who cannot, and his voice carries through the dugout, clear, steady, the voice of a man of twenty-two reading a text about men learning to read, and the circle closes.

Henri sends a copy to Marcel, in Toulouse, with a note: 'Number 16. No press. No compositor. Lead type and a spoon. You'd have done it better. But you weren't here, so I did it.'

Marcel will reply three weeks later: 'I cried reading it. Not from emotion. From the typography. It's the worst setting I've ever seen. But the text is good. Keep the box. One day we'll do another one together.'



In Lyon, August is the month of heat and anxiety.

Jeanne thinks of Louise. She thinks of the child about to be born, of her brother at the front, of the distance between father and child - four hundred kilometres of trenches, roads, trains. She wrote to Louise in July offering to come to Figeac for the birth, but the factory will not let her go in September. Production is up, and the manager will not replace his head inspector for a birth that is not hers. Jeanne insisted. The manager refused. The figures, this time, are working against her.

Rose said: 'Let it go. Your sister-in-law's got her mother, her brother, the midwife. She doesn't need you there. She needs to know you're holding on here.' Rose has the cutting clear sight of women who have given birth alone, without a husband, without a sister, with a neighbour and a clean sheet. Jeanne hears the lesson and does not go.

But she makes up a parcel. A parcel from Lyon to Figeac, with everything she can find - matinée jackets, swaddling bands, a bonnet knitted by Germaine, her workmate from the Limousin, a wooden rattle turned by a man in the shop who makes toys on Sundays, and a note: 'For Pierre or Jeanne, from an aunt who is waiting for you. Welcome to the world, little one.'

The parcel leaves on 20 August. It will reach Figeac before the child.



On 20 August, Verdier witnesses an event that does not make the front pages but that counts.

The French attack at Verdun. Not a great offensive - a limited operation, carefully prepared, carried out by the Second Army in the sector of the Mort-Homme and Hill 304. The objectives are modest, the means considerable, the preparation impeccable. It is the Pétain method brought to perfection - a short assault, on a narrow front, with crushing superiority in artillery, limited objectives, and an immediate halt once the objectives are reached. No breakthrough, no promise, no forty-eight hours. Just one blow, clean, precise, and then stop.

The operation succeeds. Completely. The positions are taken in a few hours, with moderate losses, and the Germans do not take them back. It is the proof that the French army can still attack - provided it does not attack the way Nivelle did.

Verdier reads the report on the operation with a feeling he has not often had in this war - satisfaction. Not joy - the technical satisfaction of a man who sees that the methods he has been urging for three years are working at last. The creeping barrage has worked. The limited objectives have worked. The coordination has worked. Everything he has written in his notes, his reports, his notebooks, is there, proven, confirmed, in the chalk of Verdun.

He writes to Madeleine that evening, a letter unlike the others. He writes about the operation - without classified details, without figures. He writes about method, about rigour, about what it means to do things properly. And he adds, in the middle of a paragraph about artillery, an unexpected sentence: 'Tell Pierre his father is doing useful work. For the first time, I believe that is true.'



The end of August. The child is coming.

Henri counts the days. Not the days of the war - Louise's days. The birth is expected in the second week of September. The doctor in Figeac says all is well. Louise's mother says all is well. Louise says all is well. Everyone says all is well, and Henri, in his trench, four hundred kilometres away, cannot check, cannot touch, cannot see, and helplessness is a more refined form of torture than shells.

He has applied for leave in September. The battalion commander has passed it on. The answer has not come. Henri waits, as he waits for everything in this war - with a patience that is not patience but the absence of any alternative.

On 25 August he writes Louise a letter that is not a letter but a secular prayer, the prayer of a man without God addressing the only power he believes in - life.

'Dear Louise. I may not be there when the child comes. If I'm not there, know that I'll be there all the same - in your head, beside you, my hands on your hands. I don't believe in God, you know that. But I believe in you. And I believe in this child I haven't seen yet and already love the way you love the things you've built together - with certainty, without conditions.

Call him Pierre if it's a boy. Jeanne if it's a girl. Tell the child its father is a schoolmaster. Not a soldier. A schoolmaster. That's the word I want it to hear first.'

Louise receives the letter on 2 September. She puts it away in the drawer of her bedside table, under the book by Francis Jammes she sent Henri three years ago, the one with which it all began, the one that travelled from Figeac to Labastide-Murat in a white envelope and held three lines and a poem and the future.



On 31 August, the shepherd writes his first word.

Not a whole word - a name. Five letters, lined up on the slate, in the navvy's handwriting that is his, each letter as big as a fist. M-A-D-E-L. Henri corrects him - the last two are missing. O-U. Lacombe wipes it all out and starts again. M-A-D-E-L-O-U. Seven letters. His daughter's name. Written in his own hand. For the first time.

The shepherd looks at the word on the slate. He says nothing. He looks. The cat, on his knees, looks too, with that perfect indifference of cats to human achievements.

Then Lacombe takes a sheet of paper, Henri's pencil, and copies the word out. Slowly. Laboriously. Each letter like a step on a mountain path. M-A-D-E-L-O-U.

Below the name he adds, letter by letter, sweating, another word Henri has not dictated, a word he has put together on his own, in his head, assembling the wooden letters one by one.

P-A-P-A.

Henri looks at the paper. Madelou. Papa.

He says nothing. There is nothing to say. He folds the paper and gives it to the shepherd, and the shepherd puts it in an envelope, and Henri writes the address, and tomorrow the vaguemestre will carry off the second letter of Antoine Lacombe's life.

The first said 'Madelou'. The second says 'Papa'.

It is the same letter.


September 1917



The leave comes through on the 3rd.

Henri reads it in the communication trench, between two sentry posts, standing in the mud, the paper in one hand, his rifle in the other. Four days. From 8 September. Grounds: imminent birth. The battalion commander has written in the margin, in his own hand: 'Granted. Good luck, Castayrol.'

Henri puts the paper away and carries on with his round. He says nothing. Not yet. He finishes his watch, goes back to the dugout, sits down, and only then does he say: 'I've got the leave.'

The shepherd looks at him. 'The child?'

'The child.'

Fayolle says: 'Hop it.' As if Henri could leave on the spot, as if the war were an office you walk out of by putting down your pen. But the meaning is there - hop it, go, run to the place where life is beginning, and leave us here with death, we'll manage, we always have.

Henri gets ready to leave. He hands the platoon over to Sergeant Lavigne, a solid NCO who came in with the spring reinforcements, who is not worth the shepherd but will do. He hands the shepherd over to the shepherd - Lacombe needs nobody to look after him. He hands the cat over to the shepherd too, which is an act of faith as much as an order. And he hands Marcel's cigar box over to Fayolle, because Fayolle is the only one he trusts enough to handle the lead type without losing any.

On the evening of the 7th, the eve of his departure, Pélissié comes to find Henri in the dugout. He has something in his hand - a sheet of paper folded in four, covered in his slow, careful handwriting. Henri unfolds the paper. It is a letter. Not a letter for his wife - a letter for Henri's child.

'Dear little one. You don't know me. I'm a soldier who can't write very well. It was your father taught me. Your father, he's a good man. Be like him. Signed: Pélissié, Jean-Pierre, private, 7th Infantry Regiment.'

Henri looks at Pélissié. Pélissié looks at him with his peasant's eyes, without expression, without expectation. He has written what he had to write. He has handed it over. That is all.

Henri puts the letter in his breast pocket. He says: 'Thank you, Pélissié.' It is not enough and it is all he can say, because what has just happened goes beyond words - a man who could not write eighteen months ago has written a letter to a child not yet born, and that letter is the proof that the world can be saved, one word at a time.



On the morning of 8 September, Henri leaves.

The train, the roads, the south. France in September, golden, harvested, the vines bowed under the grapes and the orchards heavy with apples. Henri crosses this land of plenty with the eyes of a man who comes from a land of mud, and the beauty is a pain and a promise, as it always is.

He reaches Figeac late on the evening of the 9th. The station is almost empty. Louise is not on the platform.

It is Émile who is there. Émile, Louise's brother, the schoolmaster from Capdenac, the one who started it all with a letter and a book. Émile with his limp and his smile, a smile a little too broad to be merely a smile of welcome.

Henri stops. His pack slides off his shoulder.

'Louise?' he says.

Émile says: 'She's well. Everyone's well.'

'The child?'

Émile's smile grows broader still, and Henri understands, all at once, like a silent detonation, like a shell that makes no noise.

'It's a girl,' says Émile. 'Born this morning. Three kilos two hundred grams. All's well.'



Henri does not remember the way from the station to the haberdashery. He must have walked, he must have gone up the street, pushed open the door, climbed the stairs. He does not remember. What he remembers is the door of Louise's room, open, and the light of the oil lamp, yellow, soft, and Louise in bed, her hair loose on the pillow, her face pale and luminous, her eyes shadowed and her eyes alive, and in her arms a bundle of linen with a face showing.

Henri stops on the threshold. He cannot move. His legs, which climbed the slope of the Chemin des Dames under the machine guns, which ran through the mud of the Somme, which held at Verdun for eight days - his legs refuse to go forward.

Louise sees him. She smiles. 'Come here,' she says.

Henri goes forward. Three steps. He sits down on the edge of the bed. He looks at the bundle. The face. A tiny face, crumpled, red, with closed eyes and a mouth making fish movements. Eyelashes. Eyebrows. Dark down on the scalp. Fingers - fingers so small they seem impossible, fingers clutching at nothing.

'Jeanne,' says Louise.

Jeanne. The girl is called Jeanne. Like the sister. Like the aunt who works at the Berliet works and fights for crèches and stools and the dignity of women. Like Rose's little girl with her nine months and her round cheeks. Jeanne.

Henri holds out his hands. Louise lays the child in them. The weight is inconceivable - three kilos, nothing, a feather, a breath, and at the same time the heaviest weight Henri has ever carried, heavier than the thirty-kilo pack, heavier than the rifle, heavier than the war.

The child opens her eyes. Blue eyes, blurred, that see nothing yet, that do not see the face of this thin man in horizon blue holding her in his calloused hands, but that sense him, perhaps, that sense the warmth and the smell and the trembling.

Henri is trembling. His hands are trembling. Hands that have not trembled since the Marne, hands that threw grenades without trembling, hands that held the pencil to write letters and correct exercises and trace letters on a slate. His hands are trembling because they are holding their reason for being, and a reason for being is a weight nothing prepares you to carry.

Louise's mother stands in the doorway, behind Henri. She says nothing. She watches her son-in-law hold her granddaughter, and on her spare, abandoned woman's face something changes - not a smile, not tears, something older, deeper. The satisfaction of seeing that the thread goes on. That the line holds. That a man is holding a child and the child is alive and the world has not stopped.



Three days in Figeac. Three days with Jeanne - little Jeanne, who must now be told apart from big Jeanne, the one in Lyon, the one with the stamp and the stools. Henri spends those three days in a state he has never known - a mixture of terror and happiness that will not come apart, that forms a new alloy, a metal he did not know existed.

He learns the movements. Holding the head. Changing the napkin. Rocking - that movement of the body which is not learnt but found again, as if the body knew how to rock before the mind learnt it. At night, when the little one cries, Henri gets up, picks her up, settles her against his shoulder, and walks up and down the room, three steps one way, three steps the other, humming something that is not a song but a sound, a low drone, and the child calms down, and Louise sleeps, and Henri walks in the dark with his daughter on his shoulder and the world has shrunk to this room, these three steps, this sound.

On the second day he sits in the yard behind the haberdashery, the little one in his arms, and talks to her. Not in baby talk - as a schoolmaster. He shows her the fig tree. 'That's a fig tree. Ficus carica. It makes figs. Figs are purple when they're ripe, and sweet. You'll eat them when you've got teeth.' The child sleeps against his chest, indifferent to the fig tree and to botany, and Henri goes on talking because talking to children is what he knows how to do, and this child is the first he has talked to not as a master but as a father.

Louise watches him from the window, leaning against the frame, still weak, still pale. She watches her husband telling their daughter about a fig tree, and she thinks of the Francis Jammes letter she sent three years ago to the schoolmaster she did not know, Émile's schoolfellow who was said to be a good sort. She regrets nothing. It is the rarest feeling of 1917 - to regret nothing.



On the third day, Henri takes out Pélissié's letter. He gives it to Louise. Louise reads it. 'Your father, he's a good man. Be like him.' Louise looks up, the letter in her hand. 'Is it the shepherd?'

'No. Pélissié. A farmer from Saint-Céré. He couldn't write a year and a half ago.'

Louise looks at the letter. The slow, careful handwriting, the letters a little too big, the spelling almost perfect. She puts the letter in the drawer of the bedside table, with the Francis Jammes and Henri's letters, and she says: 'We'll keep it for her. For when she's grown up.'

Henri nods. For when she's grown up. It is a sentence that takes a future for granted, and the future is the bravest thing anyone can take for granted in September 1917.



On 12 September, Henri leaves again.

It is the hardest departure. Harder than the others, harder than all the others. Because this time he is not leaving only Louise - he is leaving Jeanne. Little Jeanne, three days old, who does not yet know the world exists and will not know her father has gone, and whose ignorance is at once a grace and a cruelty.

Henri bends over the cradle. The child is asleep, fists clenched, mouth half open. He looks at her and engraves. Every feature, every fold, every eyelash. He engraves like a man taking a photograph with his eyes, because photographs are dear and eyes are free.

He kisses Louise. He shakes the mother's hand. He goes down the stairs. He goes out into the street. He walks towards the station.

He does not look back. Not because he does not want to - because he cannot. Looking back means seeing the bedroom window, and behind the window the cradle, and in the cradle the child, and the child is everything, and everything is too much for a man walking towards the war.

At the station, he gets on the train. The train pulls out. Figeac disappears. The causse slides past. And Henri sits in the compartment with his pack, his haversack, the cigar box, the Montaigne, the Goethe, the wooden dog, the ring on his finger, and in his breast pocket something new - a photograph. Louise had the Figeac photographer come that very morning, and the photograph is there, in his pocket, against his heart. Louise sitting, the little one in her arms, in front of the haberdashery. The fig tree showing at one side. The mother in the shadow, standing behind, straight as a post.

Henri touches the photograph. He touches the ring. He touches the wooden dog. His breast pocket is a country.



On 14 September, Henri is back. The trench, the mud, the noise - the same noise, always the same noise, which never stops. The shepherd greets him with the cat and a single word: 'Well?'

Henri takes out the photograph. He shows it. The shepherd looks. The men of the section look, one by one, as the photograph passes from hand to hand in the dugout. Louise, the little one, the fig tree, the haberdashery. Life.

The shepherd says: 'She's beautiful.' He does not say which - the woman or the child. It is the same thing.

Fayolle says: 'She's got your nose, Lieutenant.' Henri does not know whether it is a compliment or a condolence, and the laugh that follows is the laugh of the whole section, the laugh of men who have just seen the proof that the world goes on.

Pélissié says nothing. But in the evening he asks Henri whether the letter arrived. Henri says yes. Pélissié nods and goes back to his slate.



Henri pins the photograph up in the dugout, next to Lucienne Marty's drawing and the children's drawings from 1914. Louise, little Jeanne, the fig tree. A child's sun beside a woman's face. Before and after. The beginning and the beginning.

The shepherd looks at the photograph and says: 'Lieutenant.'

'Yes.'

'M. I know it.'

Henri looks at him. The shepherd's eyes are clear, clearer than usual, and in those eyes there is something that has not been there for months - direction. A purpose.

'I want to write to Madelou. Not just her name. A letter. Before Christmas.'

Henri calculates. Three months. Lacombe has got to M, to simple syllables. Three months to go from M-A-D-E-L-O-U to a whole letter. It is tight. It is possible. For a man who has learnt to survive Verdun, the Somme, the Chemin des Dames, learning to write a letter in three months is a reasonable aim.

'We'll get there,' says Henri.

The shepherd nods. The cat purrs. The candle burns. And in Henri's pocket, against the ring and Pélissié's letter, the photograph of his daughter, three days old, three kilos two hundred grams, blue eyes that see nothing yet but will see everything.


October 1917



The shepherd has got to R.

Twenty letters of the alphabet in two months. The pace has picked up - not because Lacombe has got quicker, but because he has understood the system. The letters are no longer arbitrary drawings to be memorised one by one - they are parts of a mechanism, like the parts of a fence or the knots of a net, and once you have understood the mechanism, the parts fit together. The shepherd thinks like a shepherd, and Henri teaches like a shepherd - every letter is an animal, every syllable is a fold, every word is a flock.

The wooden letters are worn down by Lacombe's fingers. Henri has carved new ones, smaller, more precise. In the evening, in the dugout, the shepherd lines up his letters on the bunk the way a child plays with bricks, except that this child is thirty-seven years old, has hands that have killed men, and a cat on his knees.

Pélissié watches Lacombe's progress with a satisfaction he does not show but Henri can guess at. Pélissié writes without mistakes now - letters of twenty-five, thirty lines to his wife, in which he tells of the trench with the precision of an official report and the dryness of a man who does not know how to embellish. 'It rained. The soup was cold. The cat caught a rat. The second lieutenant got a photo of his daughter.' It is raw literature, unadorned, and Henri, who sometimes reads over Pélissié's shoulder with his permission, finds these letters truer than anything he has read since the war began.



In Russia, everything is collapsing.

The news comes in scraps, confused, contradictory. Lenin's Bolsheviks are gaining strength. Kerensky's provisional government is tottering. The Russian army is no longer fighting - soldiers are deserting by whole regiments, walking home, taking the trains, occupying the stations. The peasants are sharing out the great landowners' estates. The Eastern Front is dissolving like sugar in water.

Verdier follows the Russian death throes with the cold attention of a surgeon watching a patient die. Every Russian division that dissolves is a German division freed for the west. The calculation is simple and terrifying. At least forty German divisions will be transferred to the west by the spring. Forty divisions means five hundred thousand men. Five hundred thousand more men facing an exhausted French army and a British army bled white by Passchendaele.

Passchendaele. The other catastrophe of October. The British offensive in Flanders, launched in July, has turned into a nightmare of mud that outdoes anything the Somme produced. The British are advancing a few hundred metres a week, over ground that is no longer earth but soup, under rain that never stops. The losses are appalling. The village of Passchendaele, the objective of the offensive, will be taken on 6 November, after three and a half months of fighting, for a gain of eight kilometres. The cost: two hundred and fifty thousand men. British, Canadians, Australians, New Zealanders. The children of the Empire, drowned in Belgian mud.

Henri knows almost nothing of Passchendaele. His sector on the Aisne is hundreds of kilometres from Flanders, and news of the British front arrives filtered, vague, distant. But he sees the trains of wounded passing through the stations behind the lines, when he is at rest, and the khaki uniforms tell a story he knows by heart. The same mud. The same shells. The same bodies.



On 7 October, Henri receives a letter from Jeanne. Not his daughter - his sister. Big Jeanne, the one in Lyon.

Jeanne has heard about the birth. Henri wrote to her from Figeac on 11 September, a quick note: 'It's a girl. Jeanne. Three kilos two hundred grams. All's well. You're an aunt and a godmother.' The word 'godmother' had not been discussed - Henri decided it alone, on the train back, with the certainty of things that go without saying.

Jeanne's reply has taken three weeks - civilian post is slow, slower than the army post, which is one of the paradoxes of this war. Jeanne writes:

'My dear Henri. Your letter came one evening when I was tired, and I read it standing in the kitchen and then I sat down, which I never do, as you know. A girl. Jeanne. My name on a baby. It's the loveliest and the most unfair thing you could have done to me - lovely because it's lovely, unfair because now I'm going to cry every time someone says "Jeanne" and it's her and not me. I'm joking. Half joking.

Godmother. I accept. Tell Louise I accept and that I'll come and see my goddaughter as soon as the factory lets me go, which means probably never, but I'll go all the same.

Paul is pleased for you. He said: "Your brother, a father. Who'd have thought it." That's his way of being moved.

Rose said: "Another Jeanne. We'll end up forming a union." That's her way of being pleased.

Love to you. Give Louise a kiss. Give the little one a kiss from me. Tell her her aunt is waiting for her. Tell her her aunt has a stamp with her name on it and a stool with no back and a fight that isn't over. Tell her all that. She won't understand. She'll understand later.'

Henri reads the letter and puts it in his pocket with the others, and his pocket is an archipelago, every letter an island, and the islands make a country.



Mid-October. The everyday war takes over again after the lull of the summer. The Aisne front has come back to life - no offensive, but trench raids, local attacks by a company or a battalion to improve the positions. Pétain is testing his troops. He wants to know whether the French army can still attack - not a great offensive, not a Chemin des Dames, but limited, methodical operations, as at Verdun in August.

Henri's regiment takes part in a raid on 15 October. Objective: a German salient threatening the battalion's right flank, a bulge in the enemy line from which flanking fire comes. The operation is carefully set up - four days of preparation, aerial reconnaissance, a detailed fire plan, limited objectives, a withdrawal planned once the salient is taken. It is pure Pétain - modest, precise, economical.

Henri leads his platoon in at four in the morning, in the dark, without a preliminary barrage - a silent raid, with grenades and knives, the oldest and most terrifying form of war. The men crawl forward across no man's land, cut the wire with shears, and slip into the German trenches before the enemy wakes.

The salient is taken in twenty minutes. Three Germans killed, eight prisoners, a machine-gun nest destroyed. Henri's platoon has no one killed. One wounded - a September reinforcement, a grenade splinter in the forearm, nothing serious.

The shepherd took part in the raid. His thigh slows him down, but in a night raid silence counts for more than speed, and silence is Lacombe's mother tongue. He slid into the trench like a fox into a henhouse, without a sound, and did his job with the cold competence of a man who would rather be elsewhere but knows that 'elsewhere' does not exist.

When they get back, the battalion commander congratulates Henri. 'Well led, Castayrol. Nobody killed.' Nobody killed. It is the highest compliment of the war in 1917 - not ground won, not prisoners, not glory. Nobody killed.



In Lyon, October is the month Paul comes home on leave.

Five days. It is the first long leave since the summer, and Paul arrives at Perrache on a Tuesday evening, the 16th, with a pack too light and a face too thin. Jeanne is waiting for him. She sees him get off the train and she recognises him - not as in July 1916, when he was a ghost. Paul is still thin, still marked, but he is here. Present. In his eyes, something that looks like will.

They go home to Vaise. Paul eats. Paul sleeps. The first day belongs to the body - the body finding its bearings again, finding the bed, the warmth, the absence of danger. The second day belongs to the mind - Paul talks. Not about the war, not yet. About afterwards. About what he will do when he comes back. The union. The factory. Rights.

On the third day, Paul does something he has never done. He goes with Jeanne to the factory. Not inside - to the gate. He waits for her in the morning where she gets off the tram, he watches her go in with the other women, he sees the line of overalls converging on the Berliet gates, and he stands on the pavement, cap in hand, and he watches.

In the evening he says to Jeanne: 'I saw.'

Jeanne says: 'Saw what?'

'All of it. The women going in. The women coming out. The factory running. I saw what you do. What all of you do.'

He does not say thank you. It is not one of Paul's words. But 'I saw' is more than thank you. It is recognition. The man who sees what the women do, at last, after three years of war and two years away, the man who looks and understands.

On the fourth day, they go together to the municipal crèche in Vaise. Rose leaves little Jeanne there in the mornings, and Jeanne wanted Paul to see. Paul looks at the children, the cradles, the women dropping them off, the women collecting them. He looks at little Jeanne and he says: 'You lot did this.'

'We pushed,' says Jeanne.

Paul nods. And in that nod Jeanne sees something she has never seen in her husband - not admiration, not respect, something rarer: acceptance. Acceptance that the world has changed, that women have changed, that his wife has changed, and that the change is not a threat but a victory.

On the fifth day, Paul leaves. The station, the platform, the train. The ritual. But this time, as he is about to get into the carriage, Paul turns round and says to Jeanne: 'When I come home, you're the one teaching me.'

'Teaching you what?'

'The union. How you do it. The figures, the reports, all that sort of thing. I was a factory hand. You've turned into something else. I want to learn.'

The train whistles. Paul gets on. Jeanne stays on the platform and watches the train go, and something in her that has been tight for three years loosens a notch. Not completely. One notch. Enough to breathe.



At the end of October, the news from Russia turns dramatic. The Bolsheviks are preparing their coup. Lenin, back from exile, is pushing for insurrection. Kerensky's government is clinging on, but everyone can see it is finished. The question is no longer whether Russia will leave the war, but when.

Henri watches these events from afar, with the distance of a man whose world has shrunk to the size of his platoon, his letters, his daughter growing up in Figeac without him. He knows the fall of Russia will change everything. He knows the Germans will come west with all their strength. He knows 1918 will be the year of truth. But this knowledge is abstract, distant, like storm clouds on the horizon. What is concrete, what is real, is the shepherd's slate, Pélissié's letter, the photograph of Jeanne in his pocket, the cat purring.

31 October, evening. The dugout. The candle. The shepherd is tracing words on the slate - not names this time, whole words. 'Ewe.' 'House.' 'Little.' Henri corrects, guides, encourages. The wooden letters are lined up on the bunk, and the shepherd touches them with his fingertips before he traces them, as if checking their shape with his skin before trusting them to the chalk.

Henri watches him and thinks of his daughter. Jeanne is seven weeks old. Louise writes that she smiles - not a real smile, a reflex, but a smile all the same. That she holds her head up. That she looks at the fig tree through the window with eyes that are beginning to see.

The shepherd traces 'maison' on the slate. M-A-I-S-O-N. Six letters. A word that holds everything - the walls, the roof, the wife, the children, the dog, the flock. The world before. The world after.

Henri says: 'That's good.'

The shepherd says: 'It's not enough. I want to write the letter.'

'Christmas,' says Henri. 'We said Christmas.'

The shepherd nods. Two months. Two months to go from words to sentences, from sentences to the letter. It is tight. It is the same kind of reckoning as Verdier's reckonings - tight but possible, if all goes well, if nothing breaks, if the war leaves them the time.

If. Always if.


November 1917



Russia falls.

On 7 November - 25 October by the Russian calendar, and history will keep both dates, as if time itself could no longer count - the Bolsheviks seize power in Petrograd. The Winter Palace, seat of the provisional government, is stormed by Red Guards and the Kronstadt sailors. Kerensky flees. Lenin proclaims the power of the soviets. And the new government's first decree is a decree on peace - immediate peace, without annexations or indemnities, the peace Jaurès dreamt of and Lenin imposes with the brutality of a man who does not dream.

The news crosses Europe in a few hours. In Paris, there is consternation. The Russian ally no longer exists. The Eastern Front is going to disappear. German divisions are going to pour into the west. Everything Verdier has been calculating for months becomes reality, all at once, like a dam giving way.

Verdier receives the news in his office on the morning of the 8th, in a telegram from General Headquarters. He reads the telegram, puts it down, takes out his map of the Eastern Front, and draws a cross on it. The Eastern Front is dead. Then he takes out his map of the Western Front and begins to calculate. Forty German divisions available for transfer. Perhaps fifty. Time needed for the transfer: three to four months. The first German reinforcements will reach the west in February. The bulk will be in place in March, in April at the latest. The German offensive will come in the spring. It is a mathematical certainty.

And the Americans? Verdier consults the reports. A hundred thousand Americans in France in November 1917. Badly trained, badly equipped, with no experience. It will take a million to tip the scales. A million men cannot be trained in three months. The American army will not be operational until the summer of 1918 at the earliest.

The window. Verdier sees it taking shape on his map like a crack in a wall. Between the spring, when the Germans will attack with their regained superiority, and the summer, when the Americans will be ready, there will be three, four, perhaps five months in which France and Britain will stand alone against the greatest concentration of forces Germany has ever deployed in the west.

He writes in his notebook on 8 November: 'Critical window: March to July 1918. If we hold, we win. If we do not hold, we lose everything. It is as simple as that. The whole war, three and a half years of blood, will come down to these few months.'



At the front, the news of the Russian revolution has a strange effect. Not fear - ambivalence. The men in the trenches know that the fall of Russia is bad news militarily. But the men in the trenches are also factory hands, peasants, clerks, and the Russian revolution speaks a language they understand - the language of those who have had enough, who refuse to die for leaders who do not die, who want peace and bread and dignity.

Marcel would have known what to think. Marcel would have had the words, the framework, the analysis. Marcel is in Toulouse, his back in pieces, in premises in the rue des Filatiers where he is setting up his paper. Henri receives a letter from him on 12 November, the first in two months.

'Dear Lieutenant. The Russian revolution - what do you make of it? I think it proves Jaurès was right - the people can stop the war. The Russians have done it. The question is at what price, and whether the price will be worth it. Lenin isn't Jaurès. Jaurès believed in democracy. Lenin believes in power. It's not the same thing.

La Voix du Midi comes out on 1 December. First number. Four pages. I've found a second-hand press and an apprentice who knows nothing but wants to learn. He reminds me of someone. Me, maybe.

Keep the box. One day you'll give it back and we'll have a drink.

Your compositor. Marcel.'

Henri reads the letter and smiles. Marcel is alive, Marcel is thinking, Marcel is setting up his paper. The world goes round. And the question Marcel asks - the Russian revolution, what do we make of it? - is the question nobody asks aloud in the trench and everybody asks in silence.



Henri does not ask the question. Not of his men, not of himself. He does not have the luxury of political thought - he has the luxury of survival, which is luxury enough. But he sees. He sees the looks that change when Russia is mentioned. He sees the murmuring in the cookhouses, the conversations that stop when an officer goes by. He sees the crack from May that has not entirely closed, in spite of Pétain, in spite of the leave, in spite of the rest. The French army is holding, but it is holding the way a cracked glass holds - as long as nobody knocks it.

Fayolle asks the question one evening, in the dugout, with the directness of a lad of twenty-two who does not know how to beat about the bush. 'Lieutenant, if the Russians have stopped the war, why not us?'

The silence in the dugout is total. The cat raises its head. The shepherd opens his eyes. Pélissié stops writing.

Henri looks at Fayolle. He sees the face of this lad who was twenty when he came in as a reinforcement in September 1914, who killed a man at twenty, who has been through Verdun and the Somme and the Chemin des Dames, and who is now twenty-two with the eyes of a man of forty. Fayolle is not speaking to provoke. He is speaking out of exhaustion.

Henri chooses his words. Every word counts. One word too many and discipline cracks. One word too few and trust breaks.

'Because the Germans are in France. Not in Russia. If we stop, they stay. And they stay in our country.'

Fayolle thinks about it. It is a simple argument, an argument about ground, not politics. The Germans are in France. Ten departments occupied. Lille, Laon, Saint-Quentin, Cambrai. French towns under the German boot. French civilians under German administration. If the army stops, they will not leave. If the army stops, they will stay, and France will be cut in two, and what is left of France will no longer be France.

Fayolle says: 'And when the Americans get here?'

'When the Americans get here, we'll finish it. Together. And we'll go home.'

'When?'

Henri does not lie. He does not know how to lie, and he does not want to lie, and he cannot lie to a man who has trusted him for three years. 'I don't know. Next summer, perhaps. The autumn. I don't know.'

The shepherd, who has been listening without a word, speaks up. His voice is low, slow, with the accent of the causse. 'When the wolf's about, the ewes don't run off. They huddle up. The wolf's here. We huddle up.'

It is the shepherd's answer. It is not politics. It is instinct. And instinct, in this war, is worth more than all the analyses.

Fayolle says nothing more. The dugout returns to its usual silence. The cat settles down again. Pélissié goes back to his writing. The crack has not disappeared. But it has not widened. Not tonight.



In Lyon, November brings the cold and a fight Jeanne did not expect.

The Berliet management announces a reorganisation of the shops. Three inspection shops merged into two. Posts abolished. And Jeanne's post - head inspector of Shop C - is on the list.

Not a dismissal. A 'redeployment'. She is offered a post as an ordinary inspector in the new merged shop, at the same pay but without the title, without the responsibility, without the stamp. A step backwards. An erasure.

Jeanne receives the news one Tuesday morning, in a note from the deputy manager. She reads the note standing in the corridor of the offices, and something in her stiffens - not anger, not fear, something harder, colder. The certainty that what is happening is not a reorganisation but a retreat. The men are starting to come back - the men invalided out, the lightly wounded found other work, the men recalled to the factories. And every man who comes back is a woman's post that disappears. It is not put like that. It is put in terms of 'rationalisation' and 'skills'. But the mechanism is clear.

Jeanne goes to see Rose. Rose says what Jeanne is thinking: 'They're getting shot of us. We ran their factory for three years and now the men are coming back, we're out.'

Jeanne is not going anywhere. She asks for a meeting with the deputy manager. She brings her figures - three months of production reports, error rates, comparisons between shops. She puts the figures on the desk and says: 'Shop C has the best quality rate in the works. If you abolish the head inspector's post, you lose the system that gets those results. It's not me you're losing. It's the method.'

The deputy manager looks at the figures. He knows the figures. He knows Jeanne is right. But the figures are not the only factors - there is company policy, pressure from the men's unions who want their posts back, the government preparing for the return of the demobilised. Jeanne is fighting against a current, and the current is stronger than the figures.

The post is abolished on 25 November. Jeanne is redeployed as an ordinary inspector. Same pay, same work, no title. The stamp disappears. The blue rubber 'J. Castayrol' is put away in a drawer in the offices, and Jeanne watches it disappear with a sharp awareness that the stamp is more than a stamp - it is a name, an existence, proof that she was someone.

Rose says: 'It's the start. When the war's over, they'll sack the lot of us.'

Jeanne says nothing. She thinks of what Paul said in October: 'When I come home, you're the one teaching me.' She thinks of the stools, the crèche, the fights won. And she thinks of the fights lost, this one, the stamp, the title, the place. And she knows Rose is right - when the men come back, the women will be pushed back. Not all of them. Not everywhere. Not without a fight. But the movement will be there, powerful, inevitable, carried by a world that is not ready for women to be anything other than what they were before.

She writes to Henri: 'They've taken my post away. Not my work, my post. The title, the stamp. I'm an inspector again, like before. It doesn't matter. It does matter. I don't know how else to put it.'

Henri receives the letter on 5 December. He reads it and understands, with the precision of a man who has seen captured positions retaken by the enemy, that Jeanne has just lost a piece of ground. Not the war. A piece of ground. And pieces of ground can be taken back.

He replies: 'What's been learnt can't be unlearnt. What's been done can't be undone. They can take away the stamp. They can't take away what you know, what you are, what you've proved. The stamp will come back. Maybe not the same one. Maybe not in the same place. But it'll come back.'



On 20 November, the British do something that changes the war.

At Cambrai, on a ten-kilometre front, four hundred and seventy-six British tanks, three hundred and seventy-eight of them Mark IVs, attack the German lines without an artillery preparation. It is the first massed tank attack in history. The tanks advance in formation, crush the wire, cross the trenches, and the infantry follows, shielded by the steel monsters. In a few hours the British break through the Hindenburg Line to a depth of eight kilometres - the deepest breakthrough since the Marne.

The bells ring in England. For the first time since the war began, the bells ring for a victory. But the victory does not last. Reserves are lacking, tanks break down, and the Germans counter-attack on 30 November and take back half the ground won. Cambrai ends in a draw.

Verdier reads the reports on Cambrai with feverish intensity. Three hundred and seventy-six tanks. The Hindenburg Line broken. In a few hours. Without an artillery preparation. It is the proof. The proof that tanks can break the front, that the trench is not invincible, that steel can beat concrete. The proof that the war can change its nature.

He writes in his notebook: 'Cambrai proves everything I have been writing for two years. The tank is the decisive weapon. Not these tanks, too slow, too fragile. The tanks to come. Faster, more reliable, in greater numbers. A thousand tanks on a twenty-kilometre front, with the infantry behind and the artillery overhead and the aeroplanes in front. That is victory. Not courage. Steel.'

He adds, underneath: 'But we must hold until the tanks are here. And holding means surviving the spring of 1918.'



The shepherd has got to sentences.

Short, simple, clumsy sentences. 'The dog is white.' 'The house is big.' 'Madelou is pretty.' Each sentence is a world, each word a step along a path Lacombe travels with the stubborn slowness that is his nature and that nothing - not the war, not the shells, not tiredness - can speed up. Henri does not speed it up. He knows, with a schoolmaster's instinct, that every man has his own pace and that forcing the pace breaks the momentum.

On the evening of 28 November, the shepherd writes his first sentence without help. Henri is not in the dugout - he is at battalion headquarters, in a meeting with the battalion commander. When he comes back, the shepherd is sitting on his bunk, the slate on his knees, the cat beside him. The slate bears a sentence of six words, traced in lopsided, enormous letters that spill over the frame.

'I am thinking of you Madelou.'

Henri looks at the slate. The shepherd looks at him. His eyes are clear, clearer than they have been for months, and in those eyes there is the same thing that was in Pélissié's eyes when he wrote his first letter, the same thing that was in Lucien's eyes when he read Montaigne - pride. Not vanity. Pride. The pride of a man who has done something difficult and knows he has done it.

Henri says: 'It's nearly Christmas. You'll be ready.'

The shepherd nods. 'I'll be ready.'

Fayolle, lying on his bunk, says: 'Bloody hell, Lacombe, you can write.' The shepherd does not answer. But the cat purrs, which is answer enough.



30 November. The dugout. The candle. The notebook.

'30 November 1917. Nearly three and a half years. The year is ending in ruins and promises. Russia has fallen. The Americans are coming. Cambrai has shown that tanks can break through. The shepherd is writing sentences. My daughter is nearly three months old. Louise is holding on. Jeanne is holding on, in spite of the lost stamp.

December tomorrow. Christmas. The shepherd has told me he will be ready. Ready to write a letter to his daughter. Eleven years old, Madelou. Eleven years old, and her father has never written to her. Tomorrow, or next month, or at Christmas, he will write to her. In his own hand. With his shepherd's handwriting, his shepherd's words, his shepherd's tenderness.

And I, what shall I write to my daughter, when she can read? What shall I tell her about this war? I do not know. Perhaps nothing. Perhaps I shall show her Marcel's cigar box, and Lacombe's wooden letters, and Lucienne's drawing, and Pélissié's letter, and I shall say to her: there. That is what men did in the mud. Not killing. Not destroying. Learning. Writing. Drawing. Holding on.

That is what your father did in the war. He kept school.'


December 1917



The shepherd writes his letter on 19 December.

Not on the 24th, not at Christmas - six days before. Because the shepherd is ready six days before, and when the shepherd is ready, he sees no reason to wait. Lacombe's patience is boundless when he is learning, and nil when he knows.

It is evening. The dugout. The candle. The cat is asleep. Fayolle is on watch. Pélissié is writing his own letter in his corner, with the ease of a man who has travelled the road and no longer looks back. Henri sits facing the shepherd, the slate between them, the paper beside it, the pencil laid down.

The shepherd picks up the pencil. Henri says nothing. No instructions, no guidance. Lacombe knows what he wants to write. He has composed it in his head for weeks, word by word, sentence by sentence, with the same method he used for his wooden letters - put together, check, put together again. The letter is written in his head before it is written on paper. The paper is the last stage, not the first.

He writes. Slowly. Every letter traced with a care that makes the candle shake, because the shepherd presses on the pencil as if he were carving in stone, and the table shakes, and the candle shakes, and the shepherd's shadow on the wall of the dugout is huge, bent, intent.

Henri watches. He does not correct. Not this time. This letter is Lacombe's, not the schoolmaster's. The mistakes will stay. The clumsiness will stay. The truth will stay.

The shepherd takes forty minutes. Forty minutes for twenty-three words. Then he puts down the pencil, blows on the paper the way you blow on an ember, and hands it to Henri.

Henri reads.

'Dear Madelou. Its Papa who writes. I think of you and of Mama and of the ewes. Is Nòu big? I loveyou. Papa.'

Twenty-three words. Not a sentence more. Not a word too many. The handwriting is that of a man who learnt to form his letters at thirty-seven, in a trench, between two bombardments, with a shepherd's fingers and a soldier's pencil. The letters are too big, uneven, leaning every which way. The apostrophe in 'It's' is missing. The m of 'Mama' looks like an n. 'Love you' is written as a single block, the seven letters welded together, as if the words refused to be separated.

Henri looks at the letter. He looks at the shepherd. Lacombe is waiting, his eyes on Henri, with that mute expectation which is the pupil's before the master, and also the father's before the witness - look, this is my child, tell me it is good.

Henri says: 'That's good, Lacombe.'

The shepherd takes the letter back. He folds it. He folds it again - in four, in eight, in sixteen, until it is a little square of paper that fits in his palm. Then he unfolds it, folds it again normally, in three, and puts it in the envelope Henri has got ready. Henri writes the address. The shepherd looks at the address and recognises it - not all the words, not yet, but the name of the village, and his wife's name, and those letters he knows the way he knows the stars above the causse.

The vaguemestre will take the letter tomorrow. It will reach Rocamadour on the 26th or 27th. Madelou will read it. She may recognise her father's handwriting, or she may not, because her father's handwriting has only existed for three months and Madelou has never seen it. But she will read 'Papa' at the bottom of the letter, and that word she will recognise.



Henri does not sleep that night. Not because of the noise - the sector is quiet, the artillery silent, the winter night deep and cold. He does not sleep because something has been completed, and completions, like births, keep you awake.

The shepherd of Rocamadour can write. Antoine Lacombe, thirty-seven, shepherd on the Causse de Gramat, private in the 7th Infantry Regiment, man of silence, man of hands, man of beasts - Antoine Lacombe can write his daughter's name and the words 'I love you'. Three years of war to get to this. Three years of mud, blood, shells, lice, rats, dead men, and at the end of those three years a man writes to his daughter for the first time in his life.

Henri thinks of all the pupils he has had. The children of Labastide-Murat, the ones who sat their leaving certificate in June 1914, Lucienne Marty and her pencil, Fernand Lavergne and his accents. Pélissié and his slate. The charcoal-burner from Souillac and his owl spectacles. Lucien Combes and his Montaigne. And now Lacombe, the last, the slowest, the most unlikely, the finest.

He opens his notebook and writes, in almost total darkness, by the light of a candle end:

'19 December. Lacombe has written his letter. Twenty-three words. It is the shortest letter in the world and the longest to write - thirty-seven years to learn, three months to trace. I have never taught anything more important. Not grammar, not history, not arithmetic. A father's words to his daughter. That is all. That is everything.'



Christmas 1917. The fourth.

Henri has no leave. The September leave used up his entitlement for the year, and Christmas leave is rare - the army is wary of troop movements on the roads, crowded stations, late returns. Henri spends Christmas in the trench, with his men, for the fourth time.

But this Christmas is different from the others. Not because the war is gentler - it is not. Not because there is more hope - there is not. Different because Henri is a father, and little Jeanne is three and a half months old, and in Henri's pocket there is a photograph of her that Louise sent in November, a photograph in which the little one has her eyes open and gazes at the lens with that gravity of babies who seem to contemplate the world with the wisdom of those who know nothing about it yet.

On the evening of the 24th, the platoon is at rest, in the second line. The dugout is heated by a makeshift stove - a pierced tin drum, fed with wood and coal, which smokes and heats badly but heats. Henri has received a parcel from Louise - confit, walnuts, a cake, and a tiny piece of knitting, a white matinée jacket knitted by Louise's mother, which the little one has worn and which smells of milk and lavender. Henri holds the matinée jacket in his hands and lifts it to his face and breathes in, and the smell is a door opening onto a world four hundred kilometres away.

He passes the jacket to the shepherd. Lacombe takes it, looks at it, sniffs it, and passes it to Fayolle. The thing goes round the section, from hand to hand, the way the photographs go round, the way the letters go round, and every man holds this little thing of white wool that is proof that a child exists and the world has not stopped.

Pélissié holds the jacket longer than the others. He looks at it with his peasant's eyes, and Henri sees something in those eyes he has not seen before - tenderness. Pélissié has two children, back there on the causse, and he has not seen them for months, and this matinée jacket that is not his children's is his children's all the same, because all the children of the war are the same children, and matinée jackets are universal.

Christmas dinner is modest. Louise's confit, a tin of bully beef made better, fresh bread that has arrived by some miracle, plonk, and the cake. Henri cuts the cake into equal portions - one per man, sixteen portions, no favourites. The cat is given a piece of confit and accepts it with the condescension that is its trademark.

After the meal, Henri does something he has not done for a long time. He reads aloud. Not a letter, not an article - a piece of writing. The piece he wrote in July, the one about the evening school, the one he printed in number 16 of Le Poilu du Causse. He reads it in the dugout, by the glow of the stove, and the men listen, and the piece is about them, about Pélissié, about Lucien, about the charcoal-burner, about Lacombe, about the school in the barn, the letters on the slate, the words growing in the mud.

When he finishes reading, nobody speaks. The silence is that of men who have just heard something true and have no need to comment on it. Then the shepherd says, in his low voice: 'That's us, that is.'

That is all. It is enough.



In Lyon, Jeanne spends her fourth Christmas of the war.

The same ritual as the year before - Rose, the children, Marie, Germaine, the chicken, the wine, the candles. But the circle has grown. There are two Jeannes at the table now - big Jeanne and Rose's little one, who is fourteen months old and walks holding on to the chairs and says 'Mama' and 'no' and nothing else, which is vocabulary enough to rule the world. Rose's eldest boy is seven and goes to school and asks questions about the war, which Rose answers with her usual frankness: 'Your father died in the war. War is wicked. Eat your soup.'

Jeanne has had news of Paul - a card dated 18 December, the signature, the army stamp. Alive. The word that is enough and not enough. Paul is somewhere in the north, she does not know where, and the threat of the spring weighs on her without her being able to name it. She knows, by instinct, from rumour, from the talk at the union, that the Germans are preparing something big. Everyone knows. No one says it.

What she does say is something else. After the meal, when the children are asleep and the women are still round the table, Jeanne talks about the stamp. About the lost post. About what it means - not for her alone, but for all the women who took up posts during the war and will lose them when the men come back. Rose listens, Germaine listens, Marie listens. And the conversation that follows is perhaps the most important conversation of Jeanne's war - not a speech, not a manifesto, just five women round a table, in a kitchen in Vaise, talking about what they will not let go.

Rose says: 'The vote.' Jeanne says: 'The pay.' Germaine says: 'The right to work without asking permission.' Marie says: 'The crèche.' And the fifth woman, a neighbour from upstairs, a widow of forty who has never opened her mouth in public in her life, says: 'Respect.'

The word drops onto the table like a coin. Respect. It is the word that holds all the others - the vote, the pay, the work, the crèche. Respect for the women who kept the country standing while the men defended it. Respect for the women who ran the factories, fed the children, nursed the wounded, carried the dead. Respect for the women who will not be going back to the wash-house.

Jeanne does not put it in those terms. Jeanne does not make speeches. But she writes to Henri on 26 December a sentence that sums it all up: 'We won't go back. Whatever they do, whatever they say, we won't go back.'



Verdier spends Christmas alone.

Not by choice - by duty. The staff does not take 25 December 1917 off, because the Germans do not take it off either, and the reports keep coming in, and every report confirms what Verdier already knows: the spring offensive is coming. It is coming with the certainty of sunrise. German divisions are pouring in from the east, the trains are running day and night on the lines through Belgium and the north of France, and the aerial photographs show concentrations of artillery beyond anything yet seen, even at Verdun.

Verdier works on 25 December. He revises the defence plans, checks the fall-back positions, calculates the reserves needed. He does what he has been doing for four years - he prepares. But this time he is preparing something different. He is not preparing a French offensive. He is preparing the defence against the greatest offensive Germany has ever launched.

He writes to Madeleine on Christmas evening. A short letter, a little less empty than the ones before. He asks after Pierre - fifteen now, his map still on his bedroom wall. After Marguerite - twelve, who wants to be a nurse, which terrifies Verdier though he does not say so. And he adds a sentence he has never written: 'Next year will be difficult. But it may be the last. Tell the children. Not the "difficult". The "last".'



31 December 1917. The fourth New Year of the war.

Henri is in the dugout. The last dugout of 1917. The last candle of 1917. The last notebook opened in 1917.

He writes:

'31 December. Summing up. Alive. Married. A father. Louise is well. Jeanne - the little one - is growing. Jeanne - the big one - is fighting. Paul is holding on. The shepherd has written his letter. Pélissié writes novels. Fayolle still laughs. Marcel is making a newspaper in Toulouse. Lucien will be a schoolmaster.

Losses for the year: the Chemin des Dames, the dead of April, Marcel wounded, many men's faith. Gains for the year: a daughter, a shepherd's letter, proof that men can learn anywhere, any time, even in the mud.

1918 will be the year of truth. The Germans will come. The Americans will come. Will they both arrive at the same time? No. The Germans first. We shall have to hold. Hold again. Hold always.

The ring on my finger. The photograph in my pocket. Marcel's box in my haversack. The shepherd's wooden letters in the ammunition box. Lacombe's wooden dog in my pocket.

Three grams of gold. Twenty-three words on a sheet of paper. A baby who smells of lavender. A cat that purrs. Those are my weapons. They will be enough.'

He blows out the candle. The shepherd is asleep, the cat against his chest, the letter to Madelou somewhere in a mailbag between the Aisne and the causse. The ring turns on Henri's finger in the dark. And 1918 begins, the last year of the war, but nobody knows it yet.

Nobody knows it. Everyone hopes it.


1918



January 1918



The coldest winter of the war.

That is what the men say, and men remember winters the way peasants remember harvests - precisely, selectively, infallibly. The thermometer drops to minus fifteen in the trenches of the Aisne, which means the water freezes in the water bottles, the Lebel's mechanism jams unless it is oiled every two hours, and the sentries' feet turn into blocks of pain after thirty minutes on watch. Henri cuts the watches to one hour. The company officer protests - the regulations say two hours. Henri says: 'The regulations haven't got their feet in the trench.' The company officer is a lieutenant of twenty-three, arrived in October, who was not at Verdun, not on the Somme, not on the Chemin des Dames, and who looks at Second Lieutenant Castayrol with that mixture of respect and irritation young regular officers feel towards old officers from the line. The lieutenant gives way. The watches go to one hour.

The cold changes men. Not in their courage - in their bodies. Faces hollow, hands crack, bronchitis sets in. Fayolle is coughing again - the cough that has been his since 1914, which comes and goes with the seasons like a tide, and comes back every winter a little stronger, a little deeper. Henri listens to him cough in the night and thinks he ought to be evacuated, that the cough will kill him if the shells do not, but evacuating Fayolle means losing Fayolle, and losing Fayolle means losing a piece of the section, and the section is the only thing holding everything else together.

The shepherd does not suffer from the cold. Or if he does, he does not show it. The winters of the Causse de Gramat have armoured him - the mistral, the snow, the nights out with the flock. Lacombe wraps the cat in his greatcoat, against his belly, and the cat accepts the indignity with the resignation of animals who know that survival comes before pride.



The shepherd writes.

It is the new thing in January 1918 - Lacombe writes. Not only letters to Madelou, not only words on the slate. He writes. Every evening, when the fatigues are done and it is not his watch, he takes the pencil, the paper, and he traces words. Slowly, laboriously, with the blacksmith's application that is his. Lists, at first - the names of the ewes, the jobs on the farm, the things he will do when he gets home. Then sentences - scraps of thought, observations, fragments.

One day Henri finds, lying on the shepherd's bunk, a scrap of paper Lacombe has forgotten. Five lines.

'The cat is asleep. The second lieutenant is writing. Fayolle is coughing. Outside it is cold. It is the war.'

Henri reads the five lines and puts them back exactly where he found them. He says nothing to the shepherd. But in the evening he writes in his notebook: 'Lacombe writes things he shows nobody. Not letters - thoughts. The shepherd of Rocamadour thinks on paper. It is the most unexpected thing in this war, and this war has produced a great many.'



The threat is taking shape.

Everyone can feel it now - not only the staff officers, not only Verdier and his calculations. The men in the trenches feel the change. The night patrols bring back clues - German positions strengthened, new wire, dugouts shored up. The German artillery is more active, not in volume but in precision, as if it were ranging, as if it were taking its bearings. And the prisoners talk - prisoners always talk, mostly without meaning to, through a word, a look, a nervousness that gives them away.

Henri questions a prisoner on 15 January. A Saxon corporal, twenty-five, his face grey with tiredness, taken in a night raid. The questioning is brief - Henri is not in intelligence, he asks the basic questions, the name of the unit, its strength, the reliefs. The Saxon answers mechanically, in German, and Henri understands one word in three. But he understands the word 'Frühling' - spring. And he understands the word 'Angriff' - attack. And he understands the Saxon's look when he says those words - a look that is not fear but certainty.

In the evening Henri takes the Goethe out of his haversack. The German book, picked up in a dugout in October 1915, which has travelled with him for more than two years. He holds it in his hands and looks at the Gothic letters he cannot make out, and he thinks of the Saxon of twenty-five, who perhaps reads the same Goethe, and who knows that the spring will bring the attack, and knows it with the same resignation with which Henri knows the spring will bring the defence.

He puts the Goethe down beside the Montaigne. Two books. Two languages. Two sides. The same winter.



In Lyon, January is the month of restrictions.

The ration cards arrive. Not strict rationing yet - that will come in 1918 - but the first cards for bread, sugar, fats. Each family is issued a book of coupons, and each coupon entitles the holder to a fixed quantity. Bread is limited to three hundred grams a day per person. Sugar to five hundred grams a month. Some days there is no meat to be had, and when there is, it costs twice what it cost in 1914.

Jeanne does the accounts. Her housekeeping accounts, which are as exact as her inspector's accounts, because the same rigour applies to bolts and to lentils. The wages hold. Not generously, not comfortably, but they hold. Jeanne eats less than before - not by choice, by arithmetic. When it is a choice between coal and meat, you choose coal, because cold kills more surely than hunger.

Rose is in the same position, only worse. Three children, one wage, prices rising. Bertrand the foreman gives a hundred francs a quarter for little Jeanne - it is regular, it is not enough, it is what he can do. Rose does not ask for more. Rose asks for nothing. It is Jeanne who does Rose's accounts, on Sundays, at the kitchen table, with the same pencil and the same paper as for the dispatch notes at the factory. Rose's accounts do not balance. They have not balanced for months. Rose fills the gap by skipping meals - every other day she has no supper, she gives her share to the children, and she goes to bed on an empty stomach.

Jeanne finds out in January, by chance, dropping in on Rose one evening. Rose is sitting in her kitchen, the children in bed, in front of a bare table. No soup, no bread, nothing. Jeanne says: 'Aren't you eating?' Rose says: 'Not hungry.' Jeanne looks at her. Rose holds her gaze. They have known each other for nearly three years now, and lies do not pass between them.

Jeanne goes home, takes some bread, some cheese, a pot of soup she had made for the next day, and comes back to Rose's. She puts it all on the table. Rose says: 'Jeanne...' Jeanne says: 'Eat.' In Henri's voice, the sergeant's voice, the second lieutenant's, the schoolmaster's. The voice that does not argue.

Rose eats. And Jeanne sits down opposite her and does not eat, because the soup was for tomorrow and tomorrow Jeanne will manage. The women of 1918 always manage.

From that day on, Jeanne and Rose pool their meals. Not officially, not with a contract - with a kitchen agreement, a women's agreement, a survival agreement. What Jeanne has, Rose has. What Rose has, Jeanne has. Rose's children eat at Jeanne's table two evenings a week. Jeanne eats at Rose's on Sundays. It is saucepan socialism, without theory, without a flag, and it works better than all the systems men have invented in books.



Verdier no longer sleeps.

Not the sleeplessness of before - the kind from the start of the war, the kind with figures going round in his head. Another sleeplessness, deeper, calmer. The sleeplessness of a man who sees the storm coming and knows he can do nothing but check the shutters.

The Deuxième Bureau reports are now unequivocal. Germany has transferred thirty-three divisions from east to west since November. More are following. By the spring, the German army will field a hundred and ninety-two divisions on the Western Front, against a hundred and fifty-six for the Allies. Numerical superiority is on the German side for the first time since the Marne.

But where will they attack? That is the question that keeps Verdier awake. Not Lorraine - too heavily fortified. Not Verdun - too costly, the Germans have learnt that. Not the Aisne - too little strategic gain. Artois? Picardy? Flanders? Verdier spends his nights over the map, with his coloured pencils, his reports, his aerial photographs. He draws axes, calculates distances, weighs possibilities.

The answer emerges little by little, like a photograph in a developing bath. Picardy. The junction between the French army and the British army. The weak point - the point where two armies meet is always the weak point, because coordination between two commands is more fragile than coordination within one. The Germans know it. They will strike there, at the joint, to split the Allies, drive the British back to the sea and the French back to Paris.

Verdier writes a report on 20 January. It is the most important report of his career - twenty pages, maps, calculations of force, a conclusion that admits of no appeal: 'The main German offensive will fall on the Saint-Quentin-La Fère sector, at the Franco-British junction, probably in March or early April. The forces engaged will be of the order of sixty to eighty divisions. The artillery preparation will be of the hurricane type - short, massive, with intensive use of gas. The objective will be the separation of the Allied armies and the capture of Amiens.'

The report goes up the chain. Pétain reads it. Pétain agrees - he has reached the same conclusions. But Pétain cannot concentrate all his reserves in Picardy, because Germany might also attack in Champagne, or in Lorraine, or everywhere at once. The defence must be elastic, the reserve central, the response rapid. Those are words. The reality is that the French army is spread over hundreds of kilometres and cannot be strong everywhere.



On 25 January, Henri receives news from Louise that makes him smile in the middle of the winter.

'My dear Henri. Your daughter is four months old and has decided that the neighbour's cat is the most interesting thing in the world. She follows it with her eyes with a concentration that reminds me of you marking exercise books. She doesn't talk yet, of course, but she makes sounds like "ga" and "beu", which isn't Montaigne but it's a start.

My mother is mad about her. That's the only word. My mother, who has never shown a feeling in her life, who has never told me she loved me, who has a heart as dry as the causse in August - my mother takes Jeanne in her arms and sings her songs. Songs. My mother sings. If you'd told me that three years ago, I'd have sent for the doctor.

School has started again. Émile has given me back my class, in good order, with a note: "Your pupils are insufferable and magnificent." It's the best description of a class I know.

Lucienne Marty has sent a drawing for the little one. A cat. Another cat. But what a cat - fine lines, precise, alive. The cat looks as though it's moving on the paper. I've pinned it up over the cradle. Jeanne looks at it and says "ga". I think it's a compliment.'

Henri reads the letter in the dugout, and the smile that rises is a father's smile, a smile he did not know before September and discovers each time with the same astonishment. Verdun the cat, the trench cat, is lying on the shepherd's bunk and looking at him with the sovereign indifference that is its way of being in the world. Henri wonders whether the neighbour's cat and the trench cat are of the same breed, and whether the cats of the whole world have made a secret pact to be the only sensible creatures in this war.



At the end of January, the atmosphere changes.

It is imperceptible to those who are not paying attention, but Henri pays attention. The orders are changing - more work on defences, fewer offensive drills. Fall-back positions are prepared, the second lines strengthened, the ammunition dumps buried deeper. The French army is getting ready to take a punch. The word is not said, but the actions say it.

The battalion commander calls his officers together on 28 January. In a farm cellar, around a map, he sets out the situation with a frankness the officers of 1914 would never have had. 'The Germans are going to attack in the spring. We don't know exactly where. We must be ready for anything - hold our positions, fall back if necessary, counter-attack if possible. The orders will come. In the meantime, prepare your men.'

Prepare your men. Henri goes back down into the trench and looks at his men. Twenty-eight, with the autumn reinforcements. The shepherd, Fayolle, Pélissié - the old hands, the indestructibles. And the others, the reinforcements of 1917, lads of twenty most of them, who were not at Verdun, not on the Somme, who know the trench but not the assault, who know how to hold on but not how to take a punch.

How do you prepare men to take the biggest punch of the whole war? Henri does not know. He does what he knows how to do - he organises, he checks, he teaches. The fall-back positions. The signals. The drill for a massive bombardment. The movements that save lives - get down, crawl, breathe through cloth when the gas comes. The gas masks - every man has one now, a rough-and-ready device but an effective one, which has to be put on in six seconds, eyes shut, in the dark, under shellfire.

The shepherd practises with his gas mask with the same care he puts into everything. Six seconds. Five. Four. The cat, terrified of the mask, refuses to go near Lacombe when he is wearing it, which is the shepherd's only defeat of the war.



31 January 1918. The last evening of January. The dugout, the candle, the notebook.

Henri does not write in his notebook that evening. He looks at the photograph of Jeanne, the little one, in the candlelight. The blue eyes beginning to see the world. The round, serious face, not smiling in the photograph because babies do not smile for photographers, but smiling, back there in Figeac, at the neighbour's cat.

He touches the ring. He touches the cigar box. He touches the wooden dog in his pocket. His talismans. His weapons.

The shepherd is asleep, the cat against his chest. Fayolle coughs in his sleep. Pélissié is asleep, the slate beside him, a letter under way, always a letter under way. The reinforcements are asleep, huddled together, young, thin, unknowing.

Outside, the January cold bites into the ground, and somewhere to the east, in German barracks nobody can see, divisions are assembling, trains are loading, guns are rolling west. The spring is coming. The attack is coming. Everything is coming.

Henri closes his eyes. He thinks of Louise, in the room above the haberdashery, little Jeanne in the cradle beside her, the neighbour's cat curled up on the doormat. He thinks of the fig tree in the yard. Of the beans that will come up in May. Of the bridge at Capdenac. Of the blue dress.

He thinks: I will come back. I will come back because I have promised, and I keep my promises, and someone is waiting for me who says 'ga' to a cat.

The shepherd snores. The cat purrs. The candle dies. And the longest year of the war begins in the dark.


February 1918



Madelou's letter arrives on the 3rd.

Not a letter dictated to the neighbour, not a letter with the schoolmistress's help. A letter from Madelou to her father, in answer to her father's letter. And in that letter, a sentence that does something to the shepherd which Henri has never seen a shell, an assault, a battle do in three and a half years.

'Dear Papa. I read your letter. It was you that wrote it. Mama was crying.'

The shepherd listens to Henri read the words - he cannot yet read fast enough to make them out on his own, but he hears them, and hearing is enough. 'Mama was crying.' Three words. Lacombe's wife, who has run the farm and the flock and the children for three and a half years, who never complains, who dictates her letters to the neighbour because the shepherd could not read and who has never said the shepherd could not read - that woman cried when she saw her husband's handwriting for the first time.

Lacombe says nothing. He takes the letter from Henri's hands, folds it, and puts it in his breast pocket - the same pocket in which Henri keeps the photograph of Jeanne and the ring and the wooden dog. The pocket of sacred things. The pocket of proofs that the world exists.

In the evening, the shepherd takes out the slate. Without Henri asking, without instructions, without a lesson. He writes. Not a letter to Madelou - not yet, he will write one on Sunday. Something else. The same kind of fragments Henri came across in January, those scraps of thought Lacombe traces in his navvy's handwriting. Henri does not look. He pretends to be marking an essay from Lucien Combes - the fourth he has received in the post, this one on 'the role of the school in society', a training-college subject Lucien handles with a maturity that astounds Henri. But out of the corner of his eye he sees the shepherd's fingers on the chalk, and he sees the words taking shape, and he does not read them, because the words are not for him.

What Lacombe writes, Henri will learn only later. Much later. When the shepherd gives him the exercise book - a schoolchild's exercise book bought at the depot, blue cover, lined pages - into which, over months, he will have copied the thoughts he first traced on the slate. A shepherd's thoughts. A soldier's thoughts. A man's thoughts.

'The ewes know when a storm is coming. They lie down. Men do not lie down. That is why they die more.'

'The cat is the only one who does what he wants. Everybody obeys except the cat.'

'The second lieutenant says reading is freedom. It is true. But writing is something else. To write is to exist.'



Mid-February. The tension rises like a fever.

The signs multiply. The aerial photographs show massive movements behind the German lines - columns of lorries, trains, bivouacs. The wireless listening posts pick up increased traffic. The prisoners confirm it: the offensive is coming. March. Perhaps late March. The Saint-Quentin sector.

Henri is not at Saint-Quentin. He is on the Aisne, fifty kilometres further south. But the Aisne is preparing too - because nobody knows whether the attack will not also strike here, or here and there at once, or anywhere along the seven hundred kilometres of front. Uncertainty is as much the Germans' weapon as their guns.

The defence works intensify. Henri has fall-back positions dug, support trenches, deep dugouts. Deep - Verdier's word, the word Verdier has been repeating since 1914. Dig deep, like the Germans. Three metres, four metres. Logs, sheets of corrugated iron, earth on top. Not concrete - there is no time for concrete, no means. But depth, thickness, protection.

The men dig. It is what they have been doing for three and a half years - digging. Digging trenches, digging communication trenches, digging graves. The spade is as much the tool of this war as the rifle. Pélissié digs the way he does everything - without a word, with the efficiency of a machine. The shepherd digs in spite of his thigh, more slowly than before, but with the stubbornness that is his mark. Fayolle digs and coughs, sweat on his forehead, short of breath. Henri watches him cough and promises himself he will have him evacuated before the offensive. He promises himself and knows he will not do it, because Fayolle will refuse, as the shepherd has always refused.



On 20 February, Verdier does something he has never done. He disobeys.

Not a spectacular disobedience, not a refusal of orders. Something more discreet, and more dangerous perhaps. He sends a copy of his January report - the one predicting the German offensive on Saint-Quentin - straight to Clemenceau.

Clemenceau has been prime minister since November 1917. At seventy-six, the Tiger at last has the power he has coveted since the war began. He governs with the brutality that is his nature, arrests defeatists, censors pacifists, backs Pétain, and tells anyone who will listen that France will not give way, that victory will come, that anyone who talks of a negotiated peace is a traitor. It is excessive, it is unjust, and it is exactly what France needs in February 1918 - a man who refuses to bend.

Verdier does not know Clemenceau personally. He sends him the report through a civilian friend, an engineer in the Ponts et Chaussées who knows the prime minister's private secretary. It is irregular. It goes against the chain of command. It could bring sanctions. Verdier does it anyway, because he knows Pétain has read the report and agreed with it, but that Pétain is not concentrating his reserves, and that if Clemenceau does not push, nobody will.

The report reaches Clemenceau's desk on 22 February. Clemenceau reads it. Clemenceau reads everything. And Clemenceau does what Clemenceau does - he summons, he questions, he decides. He summons Pétain, he questions Pétain, and Pétain confirms it: the offensive will come in Picardy, probably in March. Clemenceau asks: are the reserves in place? Pétain says: not entirely. Clemenceau says: see to it.

Verdier will never know whether his report changed anything. Decisions on that scale are the product of dozens of reports, dozens of conversations, dozens of pressures. But he has done what he had to do. He has passed the information over the wall. For the first time in four years, someone has read his note.



In Lyon, February brings news Jeanne was not expecting.

Paul is wounded. Again.

The letter arrives on the 15th - not from Paul, from the hospital. A printed form, filled in by hand: 'Private Vauterin, Paul, class of 1903, was admitted on 10 February to field hospital no. 34 with a shell-splinter wound to the left arm and left shoulder.' The left arm. The left arm again. The same arm as in 1916. As if the war had a preference, a favourite target, a grudge.

Jeanne reads the form in the kitchen at Vaise. She reads it again. She puts it down on the table. She stays motionless for a moment, hands flat on the table, and she listens to the silence of the flat, which is the silence of absence, the silence of all the nights without Paul, all the mornings without Paul, and that silence is so old now that it has become part of the walls.

She does not cry. She calculates. A field hospital means behind the front, far from the shells. If the arm is hit but nothing else, Paul will live. Paul will be sent to the rear. Paul may be invalided out this time - two wounds to the same arm, the muscles torn twice, the bone perhaps damaged. Invalided out. The words that were a terror in 1914 and a lifeline in 1918.

She writes to Henri: 'Paul's wounded. The left arm, again. Not serious according to the form. I'm waiting for news.' Then she goes round to Rose's and says the same thing, and Rose says: 'The left arm's the right one. It's the one you give.' Rose has the bitter wisdom of widows who measure wounds against death, and for whom a damaged arm is a victory.

Three days later, a letter from Paul arrives. Not a form - a letter, written with the right hand, in the slanting script she has known since the first wound. 'My shoulder's a mess. The arm too. The doc says I'm done. Invalided out. Coming home.'

Invalided out. Coming home. Four words that are the end of Paul's war, not the end of the war, but the end of his own war, and Jeanne reads those four words and puts the letter down and puts her hands over her face and stays like that, sitting in the kitchen at Vaise, her hands over her face, for a whole minute, and what she does behind her hands is nobody's business.



Henri learns of Paul's wound from Jeanne's letter, on 22 February. Then, two days later, of his discharge. Paul is coming home. Paul is out of the war. Henri receives the news in the dugout, between two watches, and he feels what Jeanne felt - the brutal, animal relief of knowing that a man of his family has come out of the machine alive.

He writes to Paul - the first letter he has written directly to his brother-in-law since the war began. A short letter, from second lieutenant to private, from man to man.

'Dear Paul. Glad you're out. The shoulder will mend, or it won't, but you're alive and you're going home and you'll be with Jeanne again and that's what matters. When you're on your feet, look after my sister. She needs you more than she lets on. And tell her from me that she's the strongest woman I know, and that includes a fair few soldiers.

Your brother-in-law. Henri.'

Paul will receive the letter in hospital, at Bourges, his arm in a sling, his shoulder bandaged. He will read it with his right hand, and he will smile, and the Stéphanois in the next bed - the Stéphanois who is wounded too, a bullet in the leg, nothing serious - the Stéphanois will say: 'Good news?' And Paul will say: 'My brother-in-law. He's all right.' And the Stéphanois will say: 'The one who keeps school?' And Paul will say: 'The one who keeps school.'



At the end of February, the days grow longer and the fear grows longer with them.

Henri knows the offensive is coming. Not from staff reports - from the body. Soldiers' bodies know, as animals' bodies know, when danger is near. The men sleep less, eat less, talk less. The shepherd strokes the cat more slowly, with movements that are farewells said over and over. Fayolle coughs and no longer laughs. Pélissié writes longer letters - thirty lines, forty, as if he wanted to say everything before it is too late.

Henri prepares. Methodically, calmly, with the rigour of a schoolmaster preparing for an examination. The positions, the orders, the fall-backs. The gas masks. The grenades. The ammunition. The dressings. Everything in its place, every man at his post, every movement planned. He cannot foresee the unforeseeable - the exact direction of the attack, the weight of the bombardment, the spot where the first shell will land. But he can prepare his men to react, to adapt, to survive. It is what he has been doing for four years. It is all he knows how to do.

On 28 February, the last day of the month, Henri writes to Louise. Not a long letter - he no longer has time for long letters. A note. A single paragraph.

'Dear Louise. Spring is coming and it will bring hard things, I can't tell you more. Know that I think of you and Jeanne every minute of every day, and that the thought is my dugout. Stronger than concrete. Deeper than the trenches. Give the little one a kiss from me. Say "ga" to her from me. And wait for me.'

Louise receives the letter on 8 March. She reads it in the haberdashery kitchen, the little one on her knee, and she understands what Henri does not say - that something is coming, something big, and that Henri is afraid, and that Henri's fear is his way of saying he cares about life more than ever.

She does not answer straight away. She takes the little one in her arms, goes out into the yard, sits down under the bare fig tree, and stays there a while, the child against her, her eyes on the black branches waiting for the spring. Then she goes in and writes a word - a single word, on a postcard, like the first time, like the 'yes' from the bridge at Capdenac.

'Always.'

The card reaches the front on 16 March. Henri reads it in the dugout and puts it in his pocket. Not the breast pocket - that one is full. His trouser pocket, against his thigh, against his skin. 'Always.' One word. Six letters. The weight of the world.

On 18 March, the German artillery begins ranging fire on the British positions north of Saint-Quentin. Verdier reads the reports and knows it will not be long. Three days, perhaps. Perhaps less.

The spring of 1918 is coming. And it is coming with everything.


March 1918



On 21 March 1918, at twenty to five in the morning, six thousand German guns open fire at once on a seventy-kilometre front.

It is the greatest bombardment in history. Greater than Verdun, greater than the Somme, greater than anything the war has produced in four years. High-explosive shells, gas shells, smoke shells, mixed in a scientifically measured cocktail - the gas first, to blind and choke, the high explosive next, to destroy, the smoke last, to cover the infantry's advance. Five hours of bombardment. A million shells. The earth itself seems to rise and not come down again.

Henri is not in the zone of impact. He is on the Aisne, fifty kilometres to the south. But he hears it. At twenty to five in the morning, in the dugout, the shepherd is the first to open his eyes - animal instinct, the kind that senses danger before the mind is awake. Then Henri hears it. A continuous rumble, low, deep, coming from the north and not stopping. Not an ordinary bombardment - an endless roll of thunder, without a pause, without a breath. The ground shakes. The walls of the dugout tremble. The candle, which nobody has lit, would be no use - the noise says everything.

Henri gets up. He goes out of the dugout. The night is black, cold, starry overhead, but to the north the horizon is flickering, orange and white, like a storm that never stops, and the rumble fills the air with the density of a liquid.

The shepherd is behind him. Lacombe looks north and says what there is to say: 'This is it.'

This is it. The offensive. The one Verdier predicted, the one everyone has been waiting for, the one that comes with the pent-up weight of fifty German divisions freed from the Russian front. Germany is staking everything. All it has - the men, the guns, the ammunition, the new tactics, the storm troops trained for months - is thrown into this attack. If it succeeds, the war is over. If it fails, Germany will have nothing left.



At twenty to ten, the German infantry emerges from the fog.

A natural fog, thick, heaven-sent - nature offers the Germans what their plan had not provided for. The Sturmtruppen, the elite storm troops trained in infiltration tactics, advance in small groups, bypass the strong positions, slip through the gaps, outflank the defenders. This is no longer the war of 1914 - lines in close order, the frontal assault. It is a new war, fluid, fast, deadly. The Germans have learnt too. They have learnt from Verdun, from the Somme, from Cambrai. They have invented something - the war of movement in a landscape of trenches.

The British army, Gough's Fifth Army, takes the full force of the blow. The lines crack. Not at one point - along the whole front. The forward trenches are overrun within hours. The support positions are bypassed, cut off, reduced. Communications are cut. Command loses touch with its units. It is chaos - the same chaos as in August 1914, but the other way round. This time it is the Allies who are falling back.

The British fall back eight kilometres on the first day. Then ten. Then fifteen. In three days the Fifth Army no longer exists as a coherent force. The units fight their way back, in isolated groups, without orders, without contact, with an individual courage that cannot make up for the collective collapse. The Germans are advancing at a speed nobody has seen since the Marne - twenty kilometres a day, thirty in places.

Verdier lives through the first day in a state he does not recognise - not fear, not excitement, something between the two. His predictions are coming true, point by point, hour by hour. Saint-Quentin, the Franco-British junction, the attack in strength, the fog of gas, the storm troops. It is all there, exactly as in his January report. He was right. Being right is no use when the shells are falling.

At headquarters, it is controlled panic. The reports come in - fragmentary, contradictory, terrifying. The British are falling back. The Germans are advancing. The junction between the Allied armies is threatened. If the Germans take Amiens - the railway junction, the logistical lung - the French and British armies will be cut off from each other. The British will be driven back to the sea. The French will be driven back to Paris. It is Schlieffen again, four years on, by another road.



On 23 March, Henri gets the order.

The regiment is to move north, urgently, to plug the gap. The lorries arrive in the night - Berliets, Berliets again, as at Verdun - and the men climb aboard in the controlled disorder of an emergency move. Henri loads his platoon into two lorries. The shepherd climbs in last, the cat in his haversack, the ash stick in his hand. Fayolle coughs as he climbs in. Pélissié wedges himself into a corner without a word.

The lorries drive north, through the night, on roads choked with columns converging from everywhere - artillery, cavalry, infantry, supply trains, ambulances. Everyone is going the same way. Towards the hole. Towards the gap. Towards the place where the British are falling back and the Germans are advancing.

And in the other direction, on the same roads, the refugees. The civilians fleeing. Women, children, old people, with carts, handcarts, bundles. Henri sees them from the back of the lorry, in the glare of the headlamps, faces white with tiredness and fear, and he remembers August 1914, the columns of Belgians on the roads of the retreat, and he understands that the war has come full circle.

The shepherd looks at the refugees and says nothing. But his hand tightens on the cat's haversack, and Henri sees it tighten, and he knows what the shepherd is thinking - ewes when they bolt, ewes when the wolf is behind them, and the shepherd running to gather them in.



On 24 March, the regiment goes into action.

Not in a trench - there are no trenches any more. The Germans have gone past the fortified lines, they are in open country, in a landscape of fields and villages the war had not yet touched, intact villages, with walls standing and roofs and windows, and that normality is stranger than the usual devastation. Henri is fighting in a country that looks like peace.

The platoon is deployed in defence across a road, at the entrance to a village whose name Henri does not keep - a Picardy village, brick houses, a church, a café with its sign still up. The Germans come from the east, in columns, in the open, and Henri opens fire with his men from the windows of the houses and the low garden walls. It is a war he does not know - not the trench, not the communication trench, not the mud. The war of movement. The war of August 1914, but with the weapons and the experience of 1918.

The Germans are stopped. Not by Henri's platoon alone - by the resistance that is organising itself everywhere, at a thousand points, chaotically but effectively. French units come up from the rear, slot into the holes, plug the gaps. The British, those who are left, those who were not overrun, fight with the fury of men with their backs to the wall. And the Germans, for all their élan, are beginning to stretch - the supply lines are getting longer, the reinforcements are not arriving fast enough, the storm troops are advancing but the heavy artillery is not keeping up.

It is the same problem as in 1914, in reverse. The attacker is advancing too fast for his supplies. The Germans are discovering what the French discovered on the Marne - that the war of movement has its own limits, and that the greatest of those limits is the empty belly of a soldier who has marched thirty kilometres.



On 26 March, something happens that saves the war.

At Doullens, in the town hall of a small town in Picardy, the Allied leaders meet in haste. Poincaré, Clemenceau, Pétain, Haig, Foch, Milner. The crisis is a matter of survival. The British want to fall back towards the sea, to protect the Channel ports. The French want to fall back towards Paris, to cover the capital. The two movements diverge. If each pulls his own way, it is the end.

Clemenceau decides. With the brutality that is his nature and that is, on this 26 March 1918, the only thing that can work. He imposes Foch as coordinator of the Allied armies. Not a council, not a committee - a command. One man to coordinate the French, the British, and soon the Americans. One man to decide where to put the reserves, where to hold, where to give ground.

Foch accepts. Haig accepts, because he has no choice. Pétain accepts, with the reserve that is his but with the discipline that is also his. And from 26 March, for the first time in the war, the Allied armies have a single leader.

Verdier hears of Foch's appointment in the evening. He knows Foch - everyone knows Foch, the former commandant of the École de Guerre, the theorist of the offensive, the man of the Marne who said: 'My right is broken, my left is falling back, situation excellent, I am attacking.' Foch is everything Verdier is not - flamboyant, instinctive, optimistic. But Foch has something the others do not: the ability to see the whole. Not one front, not one army - the whole. And the whole, in March 1918, is the only thing that counts.

Verdier notes in his notebook: 'Foch supreme commander. It is the right choice or the wrong one. Probably both. But it is a choice, and in a crisis a choice is better than indecision.'



Henri fights for eight days.

Eight days of fighting in open country, from village to village, from road to road. It is not the trench - it is movement, falling back, counter-attacking, constant improvisation. Henri discovers that he is good at it. Not because he is brave - he is brave, but everyone is brave, bravery sets nobody apart after four years. Because he is adaptable. The schoolmaster who adapted his lesson to each pupil, the sergeant who adapted his trench to each piece of ground - the second lieutenant adapts his defence to each situation. A low wall here. A ditch there. A house turned into a strongpoint. A wood turned into an ambush.

The shepherd is in his element. Open ground, movement, space - it is his world, the world of the causse, the world of the shepherd walking with his flock. Lacombe hardly limps any more, the adrenaline has wiped out the pain, and he moves through the Picardy landscape with a fluency the trench never allowed him. The cat, for its part, hates it. The cat is a trench animal, a creature of routine, and movement terrifies it. It stays buried in the haversack, ears flat, and comes out only at night.

Fayolle fights. He coughs and he fights. On the 27th, during a counter-attack, Henri sees him running beside him, rifle in hand, mouth open to breathe because his lungs are no longer enough, and he runs all the same, and he fires, and he advances, and Henri thinks that Fayolle is the bravest man he knows, not because he is not afraid but because he is fighting with a body that is betraying him.

Pélissié kills. It is the right word - Pélissié kills with the same efficiency he brings to ploughing a field, without visible emotion, without hesitation, with the precision of a marksman who knows what his rifle can do. The officers have noticed him again. But nobody offers to make him a sniper any more. It is understood that Pélissié does not hunt. He defends himself.



On 28 March, the German advance slows. Not all at once - gradually, like a river spreading out across a plain. The storm troops are exhausted, the supply lines are too long, and the Allied reserves are arriving - French divisions from the south, British divisions from the north, and the first American units, still green, still inexperienced, but there. The line steadies. Not solidly yet - it sways, it gives in places, it holds in others. But it does not break.

Amiens is saved. The junction holds. The Allied armies are not cut off from each other. Foch has held the line, not by genius but by doggedness - by throwing every available reserve into the gap, by refusing to give up Amiens, by bellowing 'no more falling back' at anyone who wants to fall back.

Henri is relieved on 30 March. His platoon has lost seven men in eight days - four killed, three wounded. Seven out of twenty-eight. A quarter. The heaviest toll since the Chemin des Dames. But the old hands are there. The shepherd, Fayolle, Pélissié. All alive. The cat too, shaken, filthy, thin, but alive.



In Lyon, Jeanne lives through the eight longest days of her war.

The newspapers say almost nothing - the censorship is total, stricter than ever. But rumours get through, as always, through the stations, the hospitals, the leave cut short. The Germans are attacking. The British are falling back. The French are going up the line. The front is broken. Paris is threatened.

Paul is in Lyon, in hospital, his arm in a sling. He reads the communiqués with the eye of a soldier who knows how to read between the lines. 'Our troops are resisting doggedly on new positions.' New positions - that means falling back. Doggedly - that means losses. Paul knows. And Paul is helpless, pinned to a hospital bed with an arm that no longer works, while his comrades are fighting.

Jeanne goes to see him every evening after the factory. She climbs the hospital stairs on tired legs, sits on the edge of the bed, and holds Paul's right hand - the only hand that works. They do not talk about the offensive. They do not talk about Henri, who is somewhere in the north, in the furnace. Often they do not talk at all. They hold hands, and the silence between them is no longer the silence of absence - it is the silence of presence, the silence of two people who are together in fear and have no need to say so.

On the evening of 28 March, Paul says: 'It'll hold.' It is not a question. It is a soldier's certainty, founded on nothing but instinct and experience. 'The Boches are stretched. They're going too fast. It'll hold.'

Jeanne squeezes his hand. She does not know whether Paul is right. But she knows that Paul needs to be right, and she knows that needing to be right is sometimes the only thing that separates hope from despair.



On 31 March, Henri writes in his notebook. Not in a trench dugout - in a barn behind the lines in Picardy, lying on the straw, the cat asleep on his chest.

'31 March 1918. They came. They came with everything they had, and they did not break through. Not yet. Not here. Not us. The line holds. Foch holds. We hold.

Seven men lost. Seven names in the notebook. Seven families who will receive a printed form with the words "died of wounds" or "killed in action" or "missing in action". Seven men who were here ten days ago and are here no longer. The world is lighter by seven men and heavier by seven absences.

The shepherd is alive. Fayolle is alive. Pélissié is alive. The cat is alive. I am alive. Louise has sent me a word - "always". Six letters. The weight of the world.

The Germans will come again. Not here perhaps, but somewhere. They have other blows to strike. But the first blow was not enough. And the Americans are coming. I have seen them, on the roads, in columns, lads of twenty who look like our lads of twenty in 1914 - the same eyes, the same ignorance, the same absurd courage. They will learn. They will pay the price of learning, as we paid it. But they are here. And when they are ready, it will be over.

When. Not if. When.'

He closes the notebook. He touches the ring. He touches the photograph in his pocket. Little Jeanne, six months old, who says 'ga' to a cat. The world he is fighting for is a world of 'ga' and cats and ripe figs on a wall in Figeac. It is a tiny world. It is the only world worth having.

The shepherd snores. The cat purrs. The straw smells of straw and not of death. And somewhere, in the March dark, the front holds.


April 1918



The Germans are back.

Not in Picardy - in Flanders. On 9 April, Ludendorff launches his second offensive, on the Lys, between Armentières and Ypres, against the British and the Portuguese. The Portuguese Expeditionary Corps, two ill-equipped, ill-trained divisions, placed in a secondary sector because nobody believed the Germans would strike there, is swept away in a few hours. The gap is open. The Germans pour through it.

Henri is not in Flanders. He is still in Picardy, in a stabilised sector, consolidating the positions held at the end of March. But the echoes reach him - the communiqués, the rumours, the troop transfers. The war has become a series of battering-ram blows that Germany delivers at different points on the front, each time with massive force, each time hoping for the breakthrough. Picardy in March. Flanders in April. Where next? The Aisne? Champagne? Nobody knows. Everyone is waiting for the next blow.

On 11 April, Haig issues an order of the day that will go down in history. 'Every position must be held to the last man: there must be no retirement. With our backs to the wall and believing in the justice of our cause each one of us must fight on to the end.' Backs to the wall. The British have their backs to the wall, and so do the French, and Haig's words cross the lines and the languages and reach Henri's trench through an English newspaper that a liaison officer has left at battalion headquarters.

Marcel translates. Not Marcel himself - Marcel is in Toulouse, with his paper. But Henri has kept Marcel's reflexes, that habit of reading the papers with a critical eye and a pencil in hand. 'With our backs to the wall' - the phrase is strong, almost beautiful, and it tells a truth the communiqués hide: the Allies are at the edge. If one more blow gets through, if one more sector gives way, everything collapses.

The shepherd, when Henri sums up the situation for him, says: 'The wolf's circling. He's looking for the weak spot.' Henri looks at him. That is exactly it. The wolf is circling. He has struck in Picardy, he is striking in Flanders, and he will strike somewhere else, and each time the flock has to huddle up, re-form, plug the hole. And each time the flock is a little thinner, a little more tired, a little closer to the limit.



The Battle of the Lys goes on until the end of April. The British hold. Ypres holds - Ypres, Ypres again, the town that is the symbol of Britain's whole war, the town defended since 1914, the town for which hundreds of thousands of men have died. The Germans advance fifteen kilometres, take Armentières, threaten the Channel ports, and then stop. Once again the same pattern - the attacker stretches, wears himself out, loses his momentum. Once again the tactical breakthrough fails to become a strategic victory.

Verdier watches from his staff post and notes: 'Second offensive. Same result. Significant territorial gain, strategic result nil. The Germans are gaining ground but not winning the war. And each offensive weakens them as much as it weakens us. The difference: we have the Americans behind us. They have nothing behind them.'

That is the fundamental calculation of 1918. The attrition is mutual, but the reserves are not. Germany is burning its last divisions. The Allies are burning too, but behind the Allies there is an ocean, and on the other side of the ocean there are a hundred million Americans and the world's leading industrial power. Time is working against Germany. Every day that passes without a decisive breakthrough is a day won by the Allies. Every American division that lands in France changes the balance. The sand is running through the hourglass, and it is running the wrong way for Ludendorff.



Henri spends April in Picardy, in a sector that is being fortified. No more fighting on the move - they are digging again, laying wire, rebuilding trenches. Position warfare comes back into its own, for a while, while Ludendorff prepares his next blow.

It is a strange month, suspended between two storms, and Henri uses it as he uses everything - to prepare, to organise, to teach. The evening school starts again. Not in a barn this time - in a second-line dugout, by candlelight, with the slate and the wooden letters. The shepherd is making progress. He reads simple sentences now, slowly, following with his finger, mouthing each word under his breath. The morning paper - the official communiqué pinned up at battalion headquarters - is his reading exercise. Henri watches him make out the words, one by one, with the patience of a man who has spent his life waiting for ewes to graze, and he thinks that this patience is the most underrated virtue of the war.

Pélissié no longer needs lessons. Pélissié reads and writes fluently. He has even begun reading Henri's Montaigne, which astonishes everyone except Henri, who knows that the peasants of the Lot have a concrete, direct intelligence that grasps Montaigne better than many men of letters, because Montaigne writes like a peasant - from experience, not from theory.

Pélissié puts down the Montaigne one evening and says: 'He says every man carries in him the whole form of the human condition.'

Henri looks at him. 'Yes.'

Pélissié thinks about it, for a long time, with the slowness that is his. Then he says: 'Even us.'

'Us most of all,' says Henri.



On 15 April, Henri receives a parcel from Louise. Not a parcel of food - a parcel of words. Louise has gathered her pupils' drawings, the ones from the term, and she sends them to Henri with a note: 'For your men. The children made them for the soldiers. Marthe Bouyssou has drawn a cat. I wonder why.'

Henri opens the parcel in the dugout and spreads the drawings out on the bunk. Suns, houses, flags, flowers. Drawings by children of six, seven, eight, done in coloured pencil on exercise-book paper. And Marthe Bouyssou's cat - a grey cat, with one eye shut and a torn ear, which looks so exactly like Verdun the cat that the shepherd leans over and says: 'That's him.'

It is not him - Marthe Bouyssou has never seen Verdun the cat. Louise must have described the cat in a letter, and Marthe drew from the description, and the result is a miracle of transmission - from Louise's words to Marthe's pencil, from Figeac to the trench, a cat that travels by letter and arrives intact.

Henri pins the drawings up in the dugout, as in 1914, as in 1915. Children's drawings on the timber walls, among the splinters and the nails. The yellow sun of 1914 is still there, in his memory, the first drawing, a Labastide-Murat child's. And now Marthe Bouyssou's cat, 1918. Four years between the two. Four years of war, and children still draw suns and cats.



In Lyon, April brings Paul home.

Not the soldier's homecoming - the man's. Paul leaves hospital on 5 April, his left arm in a sling for the last time. The doctor has said what there was to say: the arm will work, but not as it did. The biceps is destroyed, the shoulder is stiff, the strength will not come back entirely. Paul will be able to work - not as a fitter, not with metal, not at the forge. Some other work. Office work, perhaps. Work with his head.

Paul goes home to Vaise. He pushes open the door of the flat he has not really lived in since August 1914 - four years away, broken up by leaves and hospitals, four years in which Jeanne has lived alone within these walls and made them hers. Paul comes in and looks around him. The kitchen is the same and not the same. The furniture is the same, but there are new things - a union calendar on the wall, a pile of dispatch notes on the table, an account book beside the stove. Jeanne's traces. The traces of a woman who has lived.

He sits down at the table. Jeanne is at the factory. Paul is alone in the flat, for the first time in four years, and the silence is no longer the silence of absence - it is the silence of return, a full, heavy silence that holds everything that has changed and everything that will have to be learnt again.

In the evening, Jeanne comes home. She opens the door and sees Paul sitting at the table, and for a second she does not understand, because Paul at the table in the evening light is a picture from before, a picture from 1914, and pictures from before no longer exist. Then she understands. Paul is here. Paul has come home. Not on leave - home.

'You're here,' she says.

'I'm here,' says Paul.

It is the same exchange as Henri and Louise's, on the platform at Figeac, in December 1916. The same words. The same weight. But Jeanne and Paul's words carry something different - not the promise of the future, but the reckoning of the past. Four years of war. A broken arm. A woman transformed. A couple who will have to reinvent themselves or lose each other.

Paul knows it. Jeanne knows it. They eat their soup in silence, and the silence is the first word of their new life.



The days that follow are an apprenticeship. Not the apprenticeship of reading, as for the shepherd - the apprenticeship of living together. Paul and Jeanne have to learn all over again how to live together, and it is harder than anyone imagines, because living together means sharing a space, habits, decisions, and Jeanne has got used to deciding alone, and Paul has got used to deciding nothing at all.

The first conflicts are tiny. Paul leaving his things on Jeanne's chair. Jeanne putting Paul's tools in the wrong drawer. Paul wanting to eat at six, Jeanne not getting home until seven. Surface friction, hiding deeper faults - Paul who no longer knows where his place is, Jeanne who will not give up hers.

Rose, when Jeanne tells her about it, says: 'It's normal. My husband, if he'd come back, it'd have been the same. You've lived four years without each other. It takes time to make room again.' Rose has the wisdom of widows who look at other people's happiness with the clear sight of those who no longer have it.

The turning point comes on 20 April. Paul goes with Jeanne to the union. Not because she asks him to - because he asked her, in October, on the station platform: 'You're the one teaching me.' Jeanne takes him at his word. She takes him to the meeting of the women's section, one Tuesday evening, in the hall of the Bourse du Travail. Paul is the only man. Forty women and one man with his arm in a sling, sitting at the back of the hall, listening.

He listens to women workers talk about pay, working conditions, crèches, dignity. He listens to women who have kept the factories, the transport, the public services running for four years, and who know they will be sent home when the men come back. He listens and says nothing, because he has nothing to say, because anything he could say would be out of place, and the silence of a man who is listening is sometimes the most useful thing a man can offer.

In the evening, in the kitchen, he says to Jeanne: 'I understand now.'

'Understand what?'

'Why you're fighting.'

It is Paul Vauterin's second turning point. The first was the letter of 1916, the one that said 'nor the women'. The second is this April evening in 1918, in a kitchen in Vaise, when a wounded factory hand tells his wife, a factory hand herself, that he understands why she is fighting. Not for herself alone. For all of them.



On 30 April, Henri writes to Louise. The routine of letters, the thread tying Figeac to Picardy, the umbilical cord of paper and ink.

'Dear Louise. Spring is here and the war goes on but I'm alive and the men are alive and the cat is alive, which sums up the situation. Our daughter is seven months old and I haven't seen her grow, and that's the one wound of this war I'll never heal.

Your pupils' drawings are pinned up in the dugout. Marthe Bouyssou's cat is the masterpiece of the collection. The shepherd says it's the spitting image of Verdun. The shepherd also says he'll read Madelou's next letter on his own, without my help. I believe him. I watched him read the communiqué this morning, slowly, with his finger, and when he'd finished he said: "That's a load of balls." It's Antoine Lacombe's first piece of literary criticism, and it's perfectly just.

I love you. I'm coming back.'

Louise receives the letter on 8 May, in the school playground, under the fig tree, which has leaves now, and little Jeanne is on her knee pulling at the leaves, and Louise reads the letter and laughs as she reads the shepherd's literary criticism, and little Jeanne laughs too, because her mother's laughter is the funniest thing in the world.

Somewhere in Picardy, somewhere in a dugout of timber and earth, a schoolmaster second lieutenant touches his wedding ring, and a shepherd strokes his cat, and a peasant reads Montaigne, and the war waits for its next blow, and the world holds.

Through letters. Through drawings. Through words on a slate. Through women in factories. Through children in schools. Through cats in haversacks. Through everything that appears in no communiqué and yet is the only reason the communiqué exists.

The world holds.


May 1918



The third blow falls on 27 May.

Not in Picardy. Not in Flanders. On the Aisne. On the Chemin des Dames. The very place where Henri fought a year earlier, the very place where Nivelle promised the breakthrough in forty-eight hours and delivered the massacre. The Germans strike where nobody expects them - or rather where everyone expected them without believing it, because the Chemin des Dames is a defensive sector, a strong position, a place where worn-out divisions have been sent to rest.

But Henri is no longer on the Aisne. Henri is in Picardy, a hundred kilometres to the north. And it is that distance that saves him.

On 27 May, at one in the morning, four thousand German guns open fire on the Chemin des Dames. The bombardment lasts two hours and forty minutes - short, intense, devastating, by the method the Germans perfected in March. At twenty to four, the infantry comes out of the fog of gas. The Allied lines - exhausted French and British divisions, put in this 'quiet sector' to recover - are overrun in a few hours. The Germans cross the Aisne, cross the Chemin des Dames, and burst into the valley of the Vesle. In one day they advance twenty kilometres. It is the greatest single day's advance since 1914.

Henri hears the news on the 28th, from a communiqué read out in haste at battalion headquarters. The Aisne. The Chemin des Dames. The names fall on him like stones - the Boyau du Rat, the Place du Marché, the Café de la Paix, the trenches he held in 1914 and 1915, the communication trenches where he learnt the war, the dugouts where he slept against the shepherd, the fire steps where he stood watch for months. All of it has fallen in a few hours. All of it is German again.

The shepherd sees Henri's face and understands. 'The Aisne?' Henri nods. The shepherd says nothing. There is nothing to say. The Aisne is a piece of their history, a piece of their flesh, and that piece has just been torn away.



The Germans advance for a week. They cross the Vesle and reach the Marne - the Marne, the river of 1914, the river of the miracle. On 3 June they are at Château-Thierry, eighty kilometres from Paris. Eighty kilometres. It is the shortest distance between the German army and the capital since September 1914.

Paris is under fire. Not from aeroplanes - from a monstrous gun, the 'Pariser Kanone', the Paris Gun, which fires shells a hundred and twenty kilometres. Parisians hear the explosions without knowing where they come from. The exodus begins again - the stations are packed, the roads south choked. The government considers leaving for Bordeaux, as in 1914. Clemenceau refuses. Clemenceau will not leave. Clemenceau says: 'I will fight in front of Paris, I will fight in Paris, I will fight behind Paris.' And this time that sentence, that brutality, is exactly what is needed.

Verdier lives through the last days of May in a state of cold tension that he masters by method - his calculations, his maps, his reports. The German offensive is dangerous, but Verdier sees something Ludendorff perhaps does not. The Germans are stretching. Again. As in March, as in April. They are advancing too fast, too far, into a salient that keeps lengthening and whose flanks are vulnerable. And every day that passes, the Americans are arriving - ten thousand a day now, by ship, at Brest, at Saint-Nazaire, at Bordeaux. Ten thousand a day. The sand is running.



Henri is not committed to the battle of the Aisne. His regiment stays in Picardy, in reserve, ready to be thrown in any direction. The waiting is unbearable - worse than fighting, because fighting takes up the body and waiting takes up the mind, and the mind is more dangerous ground than no man's land.

The men read the communiqués and fall silent. The Aisne. The Marne. Château-Thierry. Names they know, places where some of them fought, trenches they dug with their own hands. Fayolle, who was on the Aisne from September 1914 to April 1915, looks at the map in the communiqué and traces the front line with his finger. His finger passes over the spot where the Boyau du Rat used to be, and he says: 'We dug that trench in two days. October '14. The second lieutenant was a corporal then.'

Henri looks at him. Fayolle has a memory. Fayolle has the memory of the whole war, buried under the cough and the tiredness, intact. He remembers the Boyau du Rat, and the Place du Marché, and the first Christmas, and the truce that was not a truce. He remembers everything, which is a burden, but also a proof - the proof that these things existed, that these places were held, that these men lived.

The shepherd does not look at the map. He reads the communiqué - he reads now, with the slowness that is his but without help, without Henri's finger under the lines. He reads 'our troops have withdrawn to new positions' and says, with the same literary criticism as in April: 'That's a load of balls.' Then he adds, more quietly: 'They're on the Aisne.' And in his voice there is the same weight as in Henri's, because the Aisne is their river, their ground, their first front.



But at Château-Thierry, something happens that nobody expected - or rather that everyone expected without believing it.

The Americans fight.

The US 2nd Division, including a brigade of Marines, is thrown into the battle at the beginning of June, west of Château-Thierry, in Belleau Wood. The Marines advance against the German positions with a bravery that verges on recklessness - they attack across open ground, upright, like the French of 1914, like the British of 1 July 1916. They take terrible losses. And they do not fall back.

Belleau Wood will become the founding myth of the American army in France. Three weeks of fighting for a square kilometre of forest. The Marines learn there what the French learnt in 1914 and the British in 1916 - that courage is not enough, that machine guns have no respect for bravery, and that modern war is a matter of tactics as much as of will. But they learn fast. Faster than anyone had hoped. And above all, they are here. They are here, with their fresh divisions, their new ammunition, their enthusiasm intact, and every American division that goes into the line is a division that changes Verdier's calculation.

Verdier notes, on 6 June: 'The Americans are fighting at Belleau. Bravely, badly, effectively. They are making the same mistakes we made in '14. But they have what we did not have in '14: an experienced ally behind them who knows how to survive. And they have the numbers. My God, they have the numbers.'



In mid-May, before the blow of the 27th, Henri receives a letter from Lucien Combes.

'Lieutenant. The training college is wonderful. I read, I write, I do arithmetic, I do science, I do history. History above all. The history master talks about the Revolution and I understand things I didn't understand before, about liberty and equality and fraternity. Words that are carved over the doors of town halls and that people read without seeing, and that I see now, because I've seen what happens when they don't exist.

My leg is better. I still limp but less. The doctor says it's the best I can hope for. I told him I'd hoped for worse and got better, and he didn't understand.

Lucienne Marty has written to me. She's in Cahors too, at the art school. We see each other on Sundays. She draws all the time, everywhere, on everything - café tablecloths, the margins of newspapers, the backs of envelopes. I think she's a bit mad. I think it's necessary.

Your former pupil. Lucien.'

Henri reads the letter in the dugout and folds it and puts it away and thinks two things at once. Lucien studying history at the training college in Cahors. And Lucien seeing Lucienne Marty on Sundays. The former soldier who read Montaigne and the former pupil who drew faces in a single line. Two seeds planted in the Lot, one by Henri, the other by Louise, and the two seeds have found each other.

Henri smiles. The shepherd sees the smile and says: 'The lad?'

'The lad. And the lass.'

The shepherd asks for no details. He understands, with a shepherd's instinct, that when a lad and a lass find each other, it is the right order of things.



In Lyon, May brings Paul's return - not the physical return, that has been done since April, but the return to life. Paul starts work.

Not at the factory - his arm no longer allows it. At the union. The secretary of the metalworkers' section, an old militant, himself invalided out, is looking for someone to keep office hours, write up the minutes, file the papers. Paul puts himself forward. He can read, write, reckon. He knows the shops, the trades, the demands. And he has an arm in a sling that says better than any speech where he comes from and what he has given.

He starts on 6 May. Two francs a day - less than the factory, less than Jeanne, but it is a wage, and above all it is a place. Paul sits down behind a desk, with a file and a pencil, and he does what Jeanne did at the factory - he learns. The files, the texts, the negotiations, the procedures. Labour policy, agreements, settlements. It is a world he knew from outside - the world of trade unionism, of assemblies, of meetings. Now he knows it from inside, with its papers and its compromises and its slowness, and he discovers that changing the world is desk work as much as platform work.

Jeanne sees him change. Not physically - Paul is still thin, still marked, his arm still stiff. But something in his eyes has lit up again, something that went out in the trench and that the union office is rekindling. Paul has a reason to get up in the morning. Not the war - work. Not survival - meaning.

In the evenings they have supper together. For the first time in four years, Paul and Jeanne have supper together every evening, at the same table, in the same kitchen, and the frictions of April are easing, slowly, replaced by a new routine, clumsy, groping, but a routine. Paul talks about the union. Jeanne talks about the factory. They trade figures, names, situations. They are not the same couple as in 1914 - they are a couple of 1918, formed by the war, deformed by absence, re-formed by return.

One evening, Paul says to Jeanne: 'When the men come back, they'll want the women's jobs back. The union will have to choose.'

'Choose what?'

'Whether it stands up for all the workers or only the men.'

Jeanne looks at him. Paul holds her gaze. It is the Paul of 1918, the one who listened to the women at the union, the one who said 'I understand now'. And it is also the Paul of before, the militant, the trade unionist, but a trade unionist who has widened his field of vision to take in the half of humanity he did not see before.

'And what will you choose?' Jeanne asks.

Paul does not answer at once. Then he says: 'All.'

It is a word. A single one. Like Louise's 'yes', like Louise's 'always', like the shepherd's 'Papa'. The words that matter are always short.



The end of May. The German offensive on the Aisne has broken through, the Germans are on the Marne, Paris is threatened, and the world seems to be at the edge of the abyss. But Henri is in Picardy, out of the way of the blow, and he uses the respite to do what he always does - hold on, prepare, teach.

The shepherd now reads the communiqué on his own every morning. It has become his ritual - he gets up, goes to battalion headquarters, makes out the communiqué pinned to the wall, and comes back to the dugout with his reading of the world. His reading is a shepherd's - direct, without nuance, without illusion. 'They've taken Soissons.' 'The Americans are at Château-Thierry.' 'It's holding.' Three sentences. The most honest summary of the situation Henri hears all day, because the shepherd does not know how to lie and the communiqués know how to do nothing else.

On 31 May, in the evening, Henri writes in his notebook.

'31 May 1918. The Aisne has fallen. The Marne is threatened. Paris is threatened. And yet I am calm. Not the calm of resignation - the calm of calculation. The Germans strike hard but they do not break through. They advance but they do not win. And every day the Americans arrive. Ten thousand a day. The sand is running. It is running the right way.

The shepherd read the communiqué this morning. He said: "They're on the Marne. That's where we stopped them the first time." He is right. That is where we stopped them in September 1914. And that is where we shall stop them again.

I do not know when. I do not know how. But I know. The shepherd knows. Fayolle knows. Pélissié knows. The cat knows, but the cat does not care.

Summer is coming. Summer will be decisive. And we shall be there.'


June 1918



The German offensive on the Aisne is running out of breath.

As in March, as in April, the same pattern - the lightning advance of the first days turns into slow progress, then into stagnation. The Germans are on the Marne, at Château-Thierry, but they do not cross the river. The salient they have made is deep, dangerous, impressive on the map - and vulnerable. A salient is a pocket whose flanks are exposed, and Foch looks at the flanks with the eyes of a man who has waited all his life for this moment.

But Ludendorff has not finished. On 9 June he launches a fourth offensive - between Montdidier and Noyon, in Picardy, to try to join the March salient to the May salient, to make a continuous front that would take in Paris. This time the attack falls on the French sector - fresh divisions, well prepared, the same hurricane bombardment, the same storm troops.

Henri is in Picardy. His regiment is in reserve, twenty kilometres behind the point of impact. On the morning of 9 June the rumbling starts again - the rumbling he now recognises the way you recognise the voice of a familiar enemy. The shepherd opens his eyes. The cat flattens itself at the bottom of the haversack. Fayolle coughs and gets up. Pélissié picks up his rifle.

The regiment goes up the line on the 10th, urgently, in lorries driving through the night in the dust and the noise. Henri settles his platoon in a half-ruined village, facing the German advance, and prepares the defence. It is the war of movement again, the one he learnt in March - no trenches, no communication trenches, houses, walls, ditches, anything that can stop a bullet and shelter a man.

But this time something is different. The Germans are tired. Henri sees it in the rhythm of the attack - slower than in March, less coordinated, with pauses the storm troops of March never took. The Sturmtruppen are worn out. Four offensives in three months have devoured Germany's best troops, the ones that cannot be replaced, the veterans, the specialists, the men who knew how to infiltrate and outflank. Their replacements are younger, less trained, less willing. Henri sees it in their eyes when he takes them prisoner - the same eyes as the French reinforcements of 1916, the eyes of men who did not choose.

The Noyon offensive is stopped in three days. On 12 June the French counter-attack with tanks - Renault FTs, the new French light tanks, fast, nimble, nothing like the British monsters of Cambrai. The tanks burst out of the woods at dawn, in swarms, and the Germans fall back. It is the first time Henri has seen tanks in action, and the sight astounds him - these little steel boxes moving across the fields, crushing the wire, crossing the ditches, and behind them the infantry advancing upright, shielded, alive.

The shepherd looks at the tanks with a peasant's distrust of machines. 'Do they break down?' he asks. Henri says: 'Often.' The shepherd nods. 'But when they work, they work.' It is the most favourable criticism Antoine Lacombe has ever passed on a mechanical object.



The fourth German offensive has failed. In four days. It is the shortest of the four, the weakest, the least dangerous. The Germans no longer have the strength to break through. The momentum is broken. The elite divisions are decimated. The replacements are not a match for the originals. And the Americans are arriving, ten thousand a day, twenty thousand some days, a steady flood that changes the equation with the regularity of a rising river.

Verdier reads the reports on the Noyon offensive and writes in his notebook on 13 June: 'Fourth attempt. Fourth failure. The Germans no longer have the means to break through. Each offensive weakens them further. The window is closing. If they did not win in March, they will not win. The question is no longer whether we shall hold. It is when we shall counter-attack.'

When. Not if. The same word Henri wrote in March. Two men who do not know each other think the same thing, in the same words, from different trenches and different offices. The war makes minds converge the way it makes suffering converge.



Henri spends the rest of June in a stabilised sector between Montdidier and Noyon. The platoon lost three men in the fighting of the 10th to the 12th - one killed, two wounded. The dead man is a March reinforcement, a lad of nineteen whose mother's first name Henri did not know. He writes it in his notebook with the others, in the list that grows longer, the litany of names that is his reckoning of the war.

The old hands are alive. All of them. The shepherd, Fayolle, Pélissié. The cat. The core holds. The core has held for four years, and the core will hold to the end, because the core is harder than the war, because the bonds that tie these men to one another are forged in an alloy nothing can break - not shells, not tiredness, not fear, not time.

Fayolle is coughing less. The spring has done him good, as every spring does, and Henri clings to this seasonal improvement in the hope that the summer will stretch the respite. Fayolle is twenty-three. Twenty-three years old and four years of war. More war than peace in his adult life. Henri looks at him and wonders what Fayolle will become afterwards - if there is an afterwards, if Fayolle will know how to live in a world without trenches, without the section, without the shepherd and the cat and the constant noise that has become his silence.

Pélissié writes. Always. In the evening, the slate, the pencil, the letter. But Pélissié writes something else now, besides the letters to his wife. He writes lists of the things he will do when he gets home. Practical, concrete lists - mend the byre roof, buy a second cow, rebuild the garden wall, prune the almond trees. A peasant's lists, lists of life. Henri sees them on the slate in the morning, before Pélissié wipes them off, and he reads them the way you read a poem - with the feeling that every line is an act of faith.



On 18 June, Henri receives a letter from Marcel.

'Dear Lieutenant. La Voix du Midi exists. Six numbers, a modest print run, a microscopic readership. But it exists. A workers' paper in Toulouse, founded by a compositor who took a splinter in the back on the Chemin des Dames. The subtitle really is "Founded in a trench". I wasn't joking.

The first article in the first number was about women in the factories. I interviewed women workers at the Toulouse powder works. They told me things the papers don't tell - the pay, the conditions, the accidents. The accidents above all. Powder works blow up. Not often, but when they do, it's women who die. Women making the shells the men fire. The circle is complete.

Your sister Jeanne - you've told me about her. The Berliet works, the union, the stools. If she ever wants to write - an account, a story, anything - La Voix du Midi will print it. Tell her.

Your compositor. Marcel.

P.S. The second number carried a poem by Fayolle. The one he published in the first Poilu du Causse, in June 1915. I've kept it all this time. It's still just as bad. I printed it anyway. Soldiers' bad poems are worth more than civilians' good ones.'

Henri reads the letter and laughs at the postscript. Fayolle, when Henri tells him that his 1915 poem has been printed in a newspaper in Toulouse, blushes. A man of twenty-three who has been through Verdun and the Somme and the Chemin des Dames, blushing because his poem has been printed. Henri finds it magnificent.



In Lyon, June brings news Jeanne and Paul were not expecting.

Jeanne is pregnant.

It is the local doctor who confirms it, one morning in the second week of June. Jeanne comes home from the surgery and sits down in the kitchen and stays there a moment, her hands on her belly, her eyes on the window. Five years. Five years since the miscarriage of 1913, five years of silence, five years of an empty belly. And now, in this kitchen in Vaise, in this war that will not end, in this world that is burning, life.

She does not tell Paul straight away. She waits for the evening, for supper, for the moment when they are sitting face to face, in the routine they have rebuilt. Paul eats with his right hand - he will always eat with his right hand now, the left arm is no more than an accompaniment, a counterweight, a memory of what it was. Jeanne puts down her spoon and says: 'Paul.'

He looks up.

'I'm pregnant.'

The silence lasts three seconds. Paul's spoon stays in the air, halfway between the plate and his mouth. Then he puts it down. Slowly. He looks at Jeanne. His eyes - the soldier's eyes, the wounded man's eyes, the eyes of the man who cries out in the night - his eyes change. Something old lights up in them again, something from before the war, before the trenches, before everything.

'True?' he says.

'True.'

Paul gets up. He comes round the table. He kneels beside Jeanne, takes her left hand in his right, and rests his forehead against Jeanne's belly, and stays there, his forehead against her belly, and Jeanne lays her hand on Paul's head, and they stay like that, in the kitchen at Vaise, in June 1918, for a minute that holds everything - the miscarriage, the absence, the war, the return, and now this, this impossible thing, this necessary thing, this thing that comes exactly when it must come, that is to say when nobody was expecting it any more.

Rose, when she hears, says: 'Bloody hell, Jeanne.' It is the tenderest expression in Rose Vigier's vocabulary.

Henri, when he learns of it from a letter of Jeanne's dated 20 June, reads the sentence three times. 'I'm pregnant. Paul and me. For January.' Then he shows the letter to the shepherd. The shepherd reads the sentence - slowly, with his finger, but he reads it alone. And he says: 'That's good.' Then he adds: 'January. It's cold, to be born in.' Henri says: 'Jeanne has always liked the cold.' It is not true - Jeanne hates the cold. But the sentence makes the shepherd laugh, and the shepherd's laugh is so rare that Henri would say it a hundred times over.



On 30 June, Verdier writes a report that is not like the others.

It is not an analysis, not a forecast. It is a proposal. Verdier proposes a plan for a counter-offensive.

Not a limited counter-offensive, not a raid - a general counter-offensive, coordinated, using everything the Allied armies have learnt in four years. Massed tanks - hundreds of Renault FTs, in swarms, without an artillery preparation so as to keep surprise. Aircraft overhead - reconnaissance and bomber squadrons blinding the enemy and shielding the advance. Artillery behind - the creeping barrage perfected, keeping pace with the infantry metre by metre. And the infantry itself, trained in the new tactics, advancing in groups, outflanking, infiltrating - the same tactics as the German Sturmtruppen, but turned against their inventors.

The report runs to thirty pages. It is the work of Verdier's whole war - four years of notes, calculations, ignored reports, lessons learnt in blood, condensed into thirty pages that say: this is how we win. Not when - how.

Verdier passes the report on. He does not know whether anyone will read it. He does not know that Foch is thinking the same thing at the same moment, that the plans taking shape at supreme headquarters match his report line for line, that this is the convergence of minds that have seen the same things and drawn the same conclusions. He does not know. He does his job.



On the evening of 30 June, Henri is in the dugout. The candle is burning. The cat is asleep. The shepherd is writing in his blue exercise book. Fayolle is asleep and not coughing. Pélissié is writing to his wife.

Henri touches the ring. The photograph. The cigar box. The wooden dog. His pocket is a world. His notebook is open.

'30 June 1918. Four years of war tomorrow. Four years. How do you say four years? I do not know. It is longer than training college, longer than military service, longer than anything I have lived through. And shorter, in a way, because the days are all alike and memory squeezes them together.

Jeanne is pregnant. My sister. A child for January. A war child, like my daughter. The children of the war will be a generation apart - born in the noise, carried in fear, brought into the world by women who kept the country standing. Those children will be different. I do not know how. But different.

The summer will be decisive. Everyone says so. Everyone feels it. Germany has struck four times and has not broken through. The Americans are coming. The tanks are coming. Foch is preparing something. I can feel it in the orders, in the movements, in the air. Something is coming. Something different.

Four years. The shepherd can read. Pélissié writes lists of things to do when he gets home. Fayolle has a poem printed in a newspaper. Marcel has his paper. Lucien will be a schoolmaster. Lucienne draws. Marthe Bouyssou wants to be a schoolmistress. The cat is fat.

Four years, and life has grown in every crack of the destruction. Like the poppies in no man's land. Like the beans in Louise's garden. Like the child in Jeanne's belly.

Life is more stubborn than death. It is the only lesson of this war. The only one worth having.'


July 1918



Ludendorff strikes one last time.

On 15 July, at midnight, the German artillery opens fire in Champagne and on the Marne. It is the fifth offensive, the last, the one Ludendorff calls the Friedensturm - the peace offensive, because he still believes one last blow will be enough. Fifty-two German divisions attack on an eighty-kilometre front, from Château-Thierry to the Argonne.

But this time the Allies know.

Not by intuition - by intelligence. German prisoners taken on the 14th have talked. The hour of the attack, the sector, the method. Pétain has had time to prepare a defence in depth - the front lines are almost emptied, the troops pulled back to the second and third positions, and when the German bombardment falls on the forward trenches, it falls on trenches that are almost empty. The Germans fire a million shells at ghosts.

Henri is not in Champagne. He is still in Picardy, in reserve. But he hears it - all France hears it, on this 15 July, the rumbling coming from the east. The shepherd opens his eyes in the dark of the dugout and says: 'Again.' Henri says: 'The last.' He does not know why he says it. He feels it, with the certainty of the body that four years of war have honed to a cutting edge. The last. Because the Germans have nothing left after this. Because the sand has almost run out.

East of Reims, the Germans are stopped dead. The defence in depth works. The German infantry advances into emptiness and runs into the second position, intact, manned, murderous. The German losses are appalling. The assault divisions, the last of them, the survivors of March and April and May, are crushed against a wall they did not expect.

West of Reims, on the Marne, the Germans manage to cross the river. They establish bridgeheads on the south bank. But the resistance is ferocious - French divisions, American divisions, even Italian divisions fight side by side in the vineyards of Champagne, and the Germans cannot widen their bridgeheads. In three days the offensive is stopped. Everywhere. Along the whole front.

Ludendorff has played his last card. It was not enough.



And on 18 July, the answer.

Foch strikes. Without warning. Without an artillery preparation. At dawn, in the fog, on the western flank of the Marne salient, between Soissons and Château-Thierry. Two hundred and fifty-five Renault FT tanks, a hundred and twenty-three Schneider tanks and a hundred or so Saint-Chamond tanks come out of the woods and advance in swarms on the German lines. Behind the tanks, the infantry - French divisions, American divisions, Moroccan divisions. Aircraft fly over the battlefield, machine-gunning the roads, bombing the reserves. It is the war Verdier dreamt of in his reports - tanks, aircraft, artillery, infantry, all together, coordinated, synchronised. Twentieth-century war being born in the wheatfields of Picardy.

The Germans are taken by surprise. For the first time in the war, it is they who are surprised. No bombardment beforehand to warn them. No visible concentration of troops. Just the tanks, appearing from nowhere, crushing the wire and the machine guns and advancing, and behind them the men advancing, and the German front cracking.

The advance is eight kilometres on the first day. The Marne salient begins to shrink. The Germans fall back. For the first time since March, it is the Germans who fall back.

Verdier is at headquarters when the reports come in. Eight kilometres. Four hundred and fifty tanks. Total surprise. He reads the figures and something happens that he had stopped expecting - a feeling. Not joy, not triumph. Relief. The relief of a man who has waited four years for the machine to work, and sees the machine working at last. The tanks have broken through. The infantry has followed. The aircraft have covered them. The creeping barrage has kept pace. Everything has worked. Everything he wrote, noted, proposed, calculated - everything has worked.

He sits at his desk and stays motionless for three minutes. Then he opens his notebook and writes a single line: '18 July 1918. It worked.'



Henri goes into action on 20 July.

His regiment is sent in as reinforcements into the salient, to widen the breach opened on the 18th. It is the war of movement again, but a war of movement that goes forward instead of back. Henri leads his platoon across a landscape that is no longer a trench landscape - open fields, villages, roads. And everywhere the signs of the German withdrawal - abandoned positions, burnt-out dumps, spiked guns, columns of prisoners walking to the rear, hands on their heads, faces grey.

Henri looks at the prisoners. Lads, most of them. Eighteen, nineteen, twenty. Germany has sent its last children, and its last children have the eyes of men who know it is over. Not over today, not over tomorrow. But over. The certainty is in their eyes as it is in Henri's, but the other way round - they see defeat, he sees victory.

The platoon advances five kilometres on the 20th, three on the 21st, two on the 22nd. The German resistance stiffens - the rearguards fight doggedly, with machine guns and artillery, to cover the withdrawal of the main body. Every village is a battle, every wood an ambush, every crossroads a trap. Henri loses two men on the 21st - reinforcements, new faces he has not had time to know. The notebook grows longer.

The shepherd advances with his stick and his cat and his throbbing thigh. He limps more than before, the fatigue of the march waking the old wound, but he advances, because Lacombe always advances, because the flock is ahead and the shepherd follows the flock. Fayolle marches without coughing - the dry Picardy summer is good for his lungs, and the adrenaline does the rest. Pélissié marches the way he does everything, in silence, rifle on his shoulder, eyes on the ground.

On 23 July, they enter a village the Germans have just left. The houses are standing, the shutters closed, the streets empty. No civilians - they have gone or are hiding. Henri pushes open the door of a house and goes in. A kitchen. A table. Plates. A pot of jam, open, half eaten - the Germans ate the French jam before they left. It is a tiny, absurd detail, and Henri notes it in his notebook because the half-eaten jam says more about the war than all the communiqués in the world.

The shepherd comes in behind him. He looks at the kitchen, the table, the plates. And he says something he has never said in four years of war: 'It looks like home.'



At the end of July, the Marne salient is gone. The Germans are driven back beyond the Vesle, then the Aisne. Soissons is liberated. Château-Thierry is liberated. The Marne is French again. And the movement does not stop - Foch pushes, everywhere, all along the front, with attack after attack that leaves the Germans no time to regroup.

The Second Battle of the Marne is the decisive victory of the war. Not the last battle - there will be others, for four more months. But the battle that breaks the German mainspring, that turns the momentum, that turns defence into attack and attack into retreat. After July 1918, the Germans do nothing but fall back. Slowly, fighting, inflicting losses. But falling back.



In Lyon, July brings heat and nausea.

Jeanne is two months pregnant and the factory is an oven. Forty degrees in the shop, metal dust sticking to the skin, the smell of grease turning the stomach. Jeanne grits her teeth and works, because that is what she does, because she does not know how to do otherwise, because stopping means losing her place and her place is all she has.

Rose keeps an eye on her. Rose has the eye - the eye of women who have carried children and recognise the signs. The pallor, the more frequent pauses, the hand that rests on the belly without thinking. Rose says nothing to the others - it is Jeanne's secret, and women's secrets are kept between women. But on Sunday, when Jeanne comes to eat at Rose's with little Jeanne, who is twenty-one months old now and runs everywhere, Rose says: 'You've got to slow down.'

Jeanne says: 'I can't.'

Rose says: 'You can. You've got to. You're not twenty-five any more, Jeanne. And the factory doesn't give a damn about your belly.'

Jeanne does not slow down. Not yet. But she adjusts - her movements, her postures, her pauses. She drinks more water. She eats at midday, which she did not always do. She sits on her stool - the stool she won in 1916, the stool of the tiny victory - and lets the stool carry what her legs no longer can.

Paul, in the evenings, watches her with a worry he does not show but she can guess at. Paul, who has seen men die, who has seen bodies come apart, looks at Jeanne's belly with the same fear Henri feels before the shells - the fear of losing the one thing that matters.

He says nothing. He cooks. It is new - Paul cooking, with his right hand, clumsily, simple dishes, soups, omelettes. He cooks because Jeanne comes home worn out and cooking is the only useful thing a man with a broken arm can do for a pregnant woman working ten hours a day. It is a domestic revolution, silent, without speeches, without theory. A man makes the soup. The world changes.



On 31 July, Henri writes to Louise from a billet behind the lines, somewhere between Soissons and Compiègne. The platoon is at rest, after ten days of fighting. Seven men lost in July. Seven more for the notebook. But the old hands are there. All of them. Always.

'Dear Louise. It's turning. I can't tell you more, but it's turning. For the first time in four years, we're going forward. Not a few metres - several kilometres. The Germans are falling back. I see their abandoned positions, their guns left behind, their prisoners walking to the rear. And in their eyes I see something I've never seen before - defeat. Not ours. Theirs.

I don't know when it will end. But it will end. The end is in the air the way spring is in the air in March - you can't see it yet, but you can feel it.

Little Jeanne is ten months old. My sister Jeanne is expecting a child in January. Lucien is preparing for the training college. Lucienne draws. Pélissié reads Montaigne. The shepherd can read. Marcel has a paper. Fayolle has had a poem printed. The cat is fat and ungrateful.

Do you see? Do you see what has grown while the world was burning? That's what we'll bring home. Not medals, not stripes. Seeds. Seeds that have grown in the mud and will grow again, afterwards, in peacetime, in our school garden, in your pupils' beans, in Lucienne's drawings, in Pélissié's letters, in the shepherd's exercise book.

I love you. I'm coming back. And this time, when I say it, I believe it.'

Louise receives the letter on 8 August, under the fig tree at the haberdashery, little Jeanne on her knee. The figs are almost ripe. The sky is blue. And somewhere, on the other side of France, the war is turning.


August 1918



On 8 August, the British army attacks at Amiens.

It is Foch's blow - the real one, the great one, the one that changes everything. Four hundred and fifty tanks, two thousand aircraft, British, Australian and Canadian divisions, thrown forward in the morning fog on a twenty-kilometre front, without an artillery preparation, with total surprise. The Germans are crushed. In a few hours the front is broken to a depth of twelve kilometres. Whole divisions are captured. Fifteen thousand prisoners on the first day. Four hundred guns taken.

Ludendorff will call 8 August 'the black day of the German army'. Not because of the losses - Germany has had worse losses. Because of what the losses mean. Units surrendering en masse. Soldiers refusing to go up the line. Reinforcements greeted with shouts of 'blacklegs' and 'war-prolongers' by their own comrades. The German army is cracking from within, as the French army cracked in May 1917, and that crack is the true sign of the end.

Verdier reads the reports of 8 August with a calm that surprises his colleagues. No excitement, no triumph. The calm of a man who has watched the solution take shape for years and sees it applied at last. Massed tanks. Surprise. Coordination. It is all there. Everything he wrote.

He notes in his notebook on 8 August: 'Amiens. Four hundred and fifty tanks. A breakthrough twelve kilometres deep. Ludendorff will say it is a black day. He is right. But for us it is the first white day in four years.'



Henri goes into action on the 10th.

Not at Amiens - further south, in Picardy, in a French offensive supporting the British blow. Foch gives no respite. He strikes everywhere, one sector after another, switching sectors, preventing the Germans from concentrating their reserves. Every blow tells, every blow drives them back, and together they make a general withdrawal the Germans can no longer stop.

Henri advances. The word, after four years of 'hold', 'dig', 'resist' - the word 'advance' has a taste the men are discovering with an awed astonishment. We are advancing. We are marching east, not west. The villages we pass through are not villages we are abandoning - they are villages we are liberating. And in the liberated villages, there are people.

Henri enters a small Picardy town on 12 August with his platoon. The Germans left it in the night, in a hurry, leaving behind crates of ammunition, field kitchens still warm, German newspapers from that morning. And on the doorsteps, the civilians. Women, old people, children. People who have lived four years under occupation, four years of requisitions, forced labour, curfew, hunger. People who watch the French soldiers come into their village with eyes Henri cannot describe - not joy, not yet, something before joy, an amazement, a disbelief, as if freedom were a wild animal you dare not approach for fear it will run away.

An old woman comes out of her house, goes up to Henri, and touches his sleeve. The second lieutenant's star, the horizon-blue cloth. She touches it the way you touch a relic, to make sure it is real. Then she says, in a voice rusty with silence: 'Is it over?'

Henri looks at her. He would like to say yes. He cannot. 'Not yet, madame. But soon.'

The old woman nods. She does not cry. She is past the age of tears, or perhaps she has shed them all in four years. She goes back into her house and shuts the door, and Henri stays in the street with that question - 'Is it over?' - ringing like the first word of a new world.

The shepherd comes into the village behind Henri. He looks at the houses, the people, the street. And he says, with the wonder of a shepherd finding a lost pasture again: 'There's hens.' There are hens. In a farmyard, hens pecking, indifferent to the liberation, to the war, to everything. Hens. The shepherd looks at them as he would look at his ewes, with a peasant's tenderness for farmyard animals that survive everything. Verdun the cat, in the haversack, puts its head out and looks at the hens with professional interest, which Lacombe tempers with a 'You stay put.'



The advance goes on. Not at the speed of March - the French army is tired, the men are thin, the ranks thinned out. But the advance goes on, slow, methodical, irresistible. Village after village, wood after wood, river after river. The Germans fight their way back with the energy of despair - dogged rearguards, machine guns in every bell tower, traps at every crossroads. Every kilometre costs men. Henri knows it. Every kilometre of freedom is paid for at the same price as every kilometre of mud, and the notebook grows longer.

On 15 August, the Assumption, Henri loses a man.

Not a reinforcement. Not a new face. Fayolle.

It is a mortar splinter, at the entrance to a village, as the platoon advances along a road lined with poplars. The mortar bomb lands ten metres from Fayolle, and the splinter takes him in the chest, on the left side, where the lungs are already damaged by four years of coughing, by the bronchitis of 1914, by the dysentery of 1916, by everything this twenty-three-year-old body has endured since it left the Lot in September 1914.

Fayolle falls. Henri is on him in five seconds. There is blood everywhere - black, thick, pumped out by the heart that is still beating. Fayolle's face is white, his eyes are open, and he looks at Henri with an expression Henri recognises, because he has seen it a hundred times - the expression of a man who knows.

'Sergeant,' says Fayolle. Not Lieutenant. Sergeant. Henri's rank when Fayolle arrived, the rank of their first meeting, the rank of the beginning.

Henri presses the dressing onto his chest. The blood soaks through the cloth, through his fingers, runs into the dust of the road. The stretcher-bearers arrive. They take Fayolle, lift him, lay him on the stretcher. Fayolle grabs Henri's hand - like the carpenter from Cahors in August 1914, as all the wounded grab the nearest hand, because a hand is the last link with the world.

Henri holds Fayolle's hand. The shepherd is behind him, motionless. Pélissié is behind him, motionless. The cat is somewhere, invisible. The stretcher-bearers carry Fayolle away, and Henri lets go of the hand, and the hand falls back onto the stretcher, and the stretcher moves off along the road, between the poplars, and Henri stands in the dust with Fayolle's blood on his fingers.

The shepherd puts his hand on Henri's shoulder. The same hand Henri put on Lacombe's shoulder when Flòc died. The same gesture, reversed. The shepherd says nothing. There is nothing to say.

Henri will not know for five days. Five days of advancing, of fighting, of liberated villages, of old women touching his sleeve, five days with Fayolle's blood dried under his nails, in the creases of his hands, which he does not wash because washing means wiping away. And on the fifth day the runner arrives with the message. Fayolle is alive. Evacuated. The splinter pierced the left lung, the one that was already not working very well, and the surgeon has operated, and Fayolle is alive.

Alive. With one lung gone. At twenty-three.

Henri sits down against a wall and closes his eyes. The shepherd is beside him. The cat is on the shepherd's knees. Pélissié is standing a little way off, rifle on his shoulder, on sentry, because Pélissié keeps watch when the others no longer can.

'He's pulling through,' says Henri.

The shepherd says: 'I know.' As if he had always known. As if Fayolle's death were an impossibility the shepherd had refused in advance, by the strength of a shepherd's will that does not lose its beasts.



In Lyon, August brings heat and hope.

The communiqués have changed their tone. No more 'our troops are resisting doggedly' - now it is 'our troops are advancing', 'our troops have liberated', 'our troops have captured'. The words of victory, cautious still, measured, but the words of victory all the same. Jeanne reads the communiqués at the factory, during the break, and the women read with her, and for the first time in four years their faces are not shut as they read. Something opens. Not a smile - not yet. An easing. A loosening of the jaws. The end is in the air.

Paul reads the communiqués at the union, with a soldier's eye. He says to Jeanne one evening: 'They're falling back. For real. It's not a tactical withdrawal like in '17. They're falling back because they can't hold any more.' And in Paul's voice Jeanne hears something she has not heard since August 1914 - not joy, not yet, but the possibility of joy. The idea that joy might come back. One day. Soon.

Jeanne is three months pregnant. Her belly does not show yet, but her body knows - the morning sickness, the tiredness in the evening, the breasts that ache. Paul still does the cooking, with his right hand, with a skill that improves week by week. His soup has become edible. His omelettes are almost good. Jeanne does not tell him, because Paul does not need compliments - he needs to know his wife is eating, and she eats.

Rose, when she sees Jeanne at the factory, says: 'You're getting bigger.' Jeanne says: 'Does it show?' Rose says: 'To me, yes. To the others, not yet. But it will.' It will. And when it does, Jeanne will have to choose - go on working or stop, keep her place or lose it, the wage or the belly. The choice all the women of 1918 make without anyone making it easier for them.



At the end of August, Henri writes to Louise. Not from a dugout - there are no more dugouts, no more trenches. From a billet, in a liberated house, sitting at a real table, on a real chair, with a real roof over his head. He writes with a pen found in a drawer of the house's study - a civilian pen, a peacetime pen, not a trench pencil.

'Dear Louise. Fayolle is wounded. Alive, but wounded. The lung. He won't be coming back. He's the last of the first - the last man who arrived in September 1914 and was still with me. There's the shepherd and Pélissié left. Three, out of the thirty who went up in August '14. Three.

I can't think about it. If I think about it, I stop, and I can't stop, because the men need me to keep walking and to walk in front.

But I can tell you something else. We're advancing. We're liberating villages. And in the villages there are people who look at us as if they'd forgotten we existed, and who touch us to make sure we're real. And the hens peck in the yards. And the shepherd looks at the hens with a shepherd's eyes, which means with love.

Little Jeanne is eleven months old. In a month it'll be her first birthday. I'll try to be there. I'll try. It's the only word left - try. Not promise. Try.

Give her a kiss. Tell her the cat is fat and ungrateful and the hens are alive and the figs will soon be ripe on the yard wall. Tell her her father is coming home.'



31 August, evening. A billet in Picardy. A house with a roof. The shepherd is sitting in the kitchen, the cat on the table, and he is writing. In his blue exercise book. Henri sits opposite him, notebook open, the civilian pen in his hand.

They write at the same time, in silence, the shepherd and the schoolmaster, each in his own book, each with his own words. Two men writing in a Picardy kitchen, in August 1918, while the war draws back. Pélissié is asleep in the next room, the slate propped against the wall, a finished letter in its envelope, ready for the vaguemestre.

The shepherd looks up from his exercise book and says: 'Lieutenant.'

Henri looks up.

'When are we going home?'

It is the first time in four years the shepherd has asked the question. Not 'are we going home' - 'when'. The question holds its own answer. We are going home. That is certain. The only unknown is the when.

Henri says: 'Soon.'

The shepherd nods. He lowers his eyes to his exercise book and goes back to his writing. Henri lowers his eyes to his. And in that kitchen, in that house, under that roof that does not leak, at that table that does not shake, two men are writing towards the same thing - the end, home, the return.

The cat purrs on the table, between the two books. Outside, the August night is warm and silent, and the front is ten kilometres to the east, and it is moving away.

Moving away.


September 1918



Little Jeanne is one year old.

On 9 September, in the yard behind the haberdashery in Figeac, under the fig tree heavy with ripe fruit, Louise puts a cake on the table - a prune cake, the same as at the wedding, made by Louise's mother with the flour they can find and the sugar they can no longer find. One candle. Just one. Little Jeanne sits on her grandmother's knee and looks at the flame with huge eyes, blue, serious, Henri's eyes behind Louise's features.

Henri is not there.

He is somewhere in Picardy, a hundred kilometres north of Paris, and he is advancing. The whole French army is advancing. The British are advancing. The Americans are advancing. All along the front, from the sea to the Vosges, the Allies are pushing, and the Germans are falling back, and the movement is that of a rising tide that nothing can turn.

Henri knows it is his daughter's birthday. He knows because he wrote the date in his notebook, ringed in pencil, with a word - 'Jeanne, 1 year'. And on 9 September, marching along a Picardy road between two liberated villages, he takes the photograph out of his pocket and looks at it. The photograph from December 1917, Louise and the little one in front of the haberdashery. The little one was three months old in the photograph. She is twelve months old now, and Henri does not know what she looks like at twelve months, because he has not seen her since September 1917, since the leave for the birth, since the room under the eaves and the fig tree and the 'ga' to the cat.

A year. His daughter is a year old and he does not know her one-year-old face. It is the wound he told Louise about in August - the one wound of this war he will never heal. Lost time. Stolen months. The first steps he did not see, the first words he did not hear, the first laughs he did not bring about. That time will not come back. You cannot make up a child's first year. It happens once, and if the father is not there, it happens without him.

Henri puts the photograph away and marches on. The shepherd is behind him, the cat in the haversack, the ash stick striking the ground at every step. Pélissié is beside him, silent as always. The reinforcements follow - new men, faces Henri has known for a few weeks, a few months, no more. The section of 1914 no longer exists. The shepherd and Pélissié are the last. Fayolle is in hospital, one lung gone. Marcel is in Toulouse, his back in pieces. The others are dead, or wounded, or scattered among the hospitals and depots behind the lines.

Three. Out of thirty. Three men still standing, after four years.



The September advance is different from August's. Slower, harder, costlier. The Germans have fallen back to the Hindenburg Line - the line Verdier studied in 1917, that masterpiece of fortification, the deep trenches, the reinforced concrete, the belts of wire fifty metres wide. The Hindenburg Line is the last rampart. If it falls, nothing is left standing behind it, and the Germans know it, and they defend it with the energy of a last stand.

Foch wants to break it. Not to go round it, not to besiege it - to break it, in one blow, along the whole front, with everything he has. French, British, Americans, Belgians, all together, at the same time, so that the Germans cannot shift their reserves from one sector to another. It is the final offensive. The last. The one that will end the war or will not.

Verdier works day and night. The plans for the offensive have been converging on his desk for weeks - the axes of attack, the artillery concentrations, the tank movements, the barrage timetables. It is the most important work of his career, the work of his whole war, and Verdier does it with the icy rigour that is his nature, knowing that every figure in his tables is a man, and every error in his calculations is a death.

He is forty-six. He was forty-two when the war began. Four years of his life - four years of notes, reports, notebooks, files that fill a whole shelf. Four years spent calculating the war, measuring it, weighing it. And now, perhaps, ending it.



On 12 September, the Americans attack on their own for the first time.

At Saint-Mihiel, south of Verdun, Pershing's First American Army launches an offensive against a German salient that has existed since 1914 - four years. Half a million Americans, fifteen hundred aircraft, two hundred and sixty-seven tanks. The attack succeeds in thirty-six hours. The salient is wiped out. Sixteen thousand prisoners. It is a modest victory beside the giant battles of the Somme or Verdun, but it is an American victory, the first, and it tells the world that the American army has arrived.

Henri takes no part in Saint-Mihiel. He is in Picardy, facing the Hindenburg Line, and he is preparing the assault. The assault that will come at the end of September, the beginning of October, the one that will break the line or will not.

He prepares as he has always prepared - the positions, the objectives, the orders. But the preparation of September 1918 is different from all the others, because for the first time Henri is preparing an assault believing it can succeed. Not hoping - believing. Belief has come back, slowly, village after village, kilometre after kilometre, carried by the advance, by the prisoners, by the eyes of the old women who touch his sleeve, by the German withdrawal that no longer stops.

The shepherd feels it. The shepherd feels everything. One evening, in the billet, he says to Henri: 'This is the last time we go up.' It is not a question. It is a shepherd's statement, founded on instinct and observation and that animal wisdom worth all Verdier's reports.

Henri says: 'I think so too.'

Pélissié, writing in his corner, looks up. He looks at Henri, he looks at the shepherd, and he says - Pélissié who never says anything, Pélissié who speaks with his hands and his rifle and his slate - he says: 'All the better.'

It is the longest thing Pélissié has said since the taking of the German trench in September 1914. Three words. Four years between them. And the three words say everything.



In Lyon, September brings the turning point Jeanne was dreading.

Her belly shows. Not much - four months, a discreet bump under her work overall, which her belt still hides. But Rose sees it, and what Rose sees, others will soon see. And when the others see, the questions will come. And after the questions, the decisions.

Jeanne has not told the management she is pregnant. Not out of concealment - out of calculation. She knows what will happen when she tells them: she will be redeployed, put in a 'suitable' post, her responsibilities cut, and perhaps, probably, eased out. Not brutally - with the words of solicitude. 'For your own good, Madame Castayrol.' 'In your condition, Madame Castayrol.' The words of kindness that hide the words of power: you are no longer useful, go home, your belly has no place here.

Paul says: 'Tell them. Before they see it.'

Jeanne says: 'If I tell them, they'll sack me.'

'They can't sack you. You're pregnant.'

'They can redeploy me. Put me on sweeping. Cut my pay.'

Paul looks at her. He knows factories. He knows bosses. He knows Jeanne is right. And he knows too that silence does not protect - it postpones. The belly will grow. The secret will come out. And when it comes out, the management will have one more argument: she lied to us.

Jeanne thinks about it for a week. Then she goes to see the deputy manager. The one with the figures, the one with the heating, the one with the two days' leave for Henri's wedding. She goes into his office and says: 'Sir, I'm four months pregnant. I'm carrying on working. My output hasn't dropped. Here are the figures for August.' She puts the figures on the desk. The figures are good. The figures are always good, because Jeanne is Jeanne and figures are her weapon.

The deputy manager looks at the figures. He looks at Jeanne. He says: 'Congratulations.' Then he says: 'How long will you be able to carry on?'

'Until I can't.'

'And when you can't?'

'I'll stop.'

'And afterwards?'

'I'll come back.'

The deputy manager looks at her. He knows that 'afterwards' is a complicated word in 1918. Afterwards, the men will come back. Afterwards, the women will leave. Afterwards, Jeanne may no longer have a post. But the deputy manager is a practical man, and an inspector who produces figures like these is not easily replaced.

'All right,' he says. 'We'll see.'

We'll see. The watchword of the war. Jeanne comes out of the office and does not crow. She has won time, not the battle. The time may be enough. It may not.



On 26 September, the general offensive begins.

It is Foch's final blow. All along the front, from north to south, the Allied armies attack at the same time. The Americans in the Argonne, the French in Champagne, the British in Artois and Picardy, the Belgians in Flanders. A million men on the move. Thousands of tanks. Thousands of aircraft. The creeping barrage across hundreds of kilometres. It is the greatest military operation in history, and it falls on a German army that no longer has the means to resist everywhere at once.

Henri attacks on 29 September, in the Saint-Quentin sector, facing the Hindenburg Line. The creeping barrage thunders ahead of him, the tanks advance, the infantry follows. It is the same ballet as in July, the same ballet as in August, but perfected, refined, run in. The French army of September 1918 is a war machine of a precision the French army of August 1914 could not have imagined - and that precision has been paid for with four years of blood.

The Hindenburg Line holds out. It holds out because it was built to hold out, because the concrete is thick and the machine guns many and the defenders desperate. But it gives way. In places, in pieces, one blockhouse after another, one fortified village after another. The tanks go where the infantry cannot. The artillery crushes what the tanks cannot. And the infantry goes into the holes the tanks and the artillery have opened, and it holds, and it advances.

Henri leads his platoon through a network of concrete-lined trenches that looks like what he has seen from the other side for four years - the deep dugouts, the bunks, the shelves. He goes into a German dugout and finds the same scene as in October 1915 - the abandoned book, the family photograph turned face down, the cracked mirror. The same objects, the same lives, the same waste. But this time Henri does not stay. He goes through and on.

The shepherd goes through behind him, the cat in the haversack, the ash stick beating on the concrete. Lacombe looks at the German dugouts and says: 'They had it better than us.' It is true. The Germans always had it better - deeper dugouts, thicker concrete, better-built trenches. And it was not enough. Better was not enough, because better does not count when the numbers change, when the Americans arrive by the million, when the tanks arrive by the hundred, when time is playing against you.

The Hindenburg Line is broken on 5 October. Not everywhere - in several sectors, enough for the line to be no longer a line but an archipelago of isolated positions the Allies go round and reduce one by one. Behind the Hindenburg Line there is nothing. No second line, no fall-back position. Open ground. The plain. And beyond the plain, Germany.



Verdier watches the Hindenburg Line fall on his map, sector by sector, like a crumbling wall. He takes out the red pins - the German positions - and puts in blue pins - the Allied positions. The blue ones advance. The red ones fall back. The map changes colour, day after day, and the movement cannot be reversed.

He writes in his notebook on 5 October: 'The Hindenburg Line is broken. There is no line behind it. Germany has no fortified position left between the front and the Rhine. It is over. Not today, not tomorrow. But it is over. The question is no longer military. It is political. When will the Germans ask for an armistice?'

When. The same word. The only word left.



On 30 September, Henri is at rest. Two days. Two days in a liberated village, with a roof, a table, hens in the yard. The shepherd is sitting outside, the cat on his knees, and the black Picardy mongrel - a stray that has followed the platoon since August, a thin, stubborn animal Lacombe has adopted without saying so - lying at his feet.

Henri sits down beside the shepherd. They look at the yard, the hens, the dog, the cat. The September sun is gentle, the light is golden, and the noise of the front is far away - so far away you could forget it, if you did not know it was there.

The shepherd opens his blue exercise book. He writes. Henri does not look - he has learnt not to look, to respect what is written in the shepherd's book. But Lacombe tears out the page and hands it to Henri.

Henri takes the page. He reads.

'The second lieutenant says reading is freedom. To write is to exist. But to go home is to live. Soon.'

Henri folds the page and puts it in his pocket. Against the ring. Against the photograph. Against Pélissié's letter. Against the wooden dog. Against everything.

The shepherd goes back to his exercise book and writes something else, which Henri will not see. Something for Madelou. Something for his wife. Something for the puppy Nòu, who is a dog now, a real patou, guarding the flock on the Causse de Gramat while his master guards the men in the mud of Picardy.

The cat purrs. The dog sleeps. The hens peck. And the front draws back, and the war is ending, and the shepherd writes.


October 1918



Germany is cracking.

Not only the army - the country. The news that filters through the lines, from prisoners, from captured newspapers, from wireless intercepts, paints the picture of an empire falling apart. Hunger. The Allied naval blockade, four years of blockade, has emptied the granaries, the market stalls, the bellies. German civilians eat sawdust bread and swedes and nothing else, and German children are dying of malnutrition, and German women queue in grey streets outside empty bakeries. Influenza. A monstrous pandemic, the Spanish flu, which has been sweeping the whole world since the spring, kills soldiers and civilians by the million, and strikes Germany harder than the Allies, because starving bodies resist less than fed ones. And politics. The Kaiser is tottering. The German socialists are demanding peace. The sailors at Kiel will soon refuse to put to sea. Soldiers' and workers' councils are forming in the industrial towns.

Henri knows almost nothing of this. Henri knows that the Germans are falling back, that the prisoners are younger and thinner every day, and that in the abandoned positions there is less and less equipment and more and more letters. Letters from mothers, wives, sisters, which all say the same thing in German - come home, we're hungry, it's over. Henri cannot read German, but he recognises the words. The words of the end are the same in every language.

The Goethe is still in his haversack. The book picked up in 1915 in a dugout on the Aisne, which has come through Verdun, the Somme, the Chemin des Dames, Picardy. Henri takes it out sometimes and looks at the Gothic letters, and he thinks of the man who owned the book, a German soldier who read Goethe in a trench, and he wonders whether the man is alive, and whether he has a wife, and whether he has a child, and whether his child is a year old like little Jeanne.



The advance goes on, but it has changed its nature. It is no longer the fluid war of movement of August - it is a methodical progress, village by village, river by river, against a German rearguard fighting with the doggedness of men who have nothing left to lose but time. Every day the rearguards win is a day's respite for Germany, a day of negotiation, one more day before the collapse. The Germans are no longer fighting for victory. They are fighting for the negotiating table.

Henri advances. His platoon, down to twenty men with the August and September reinforcements, moves through a changing landscape - devastated Picardy gives way to land less touched, villages less destroyed, fields still farmed. And civilians, more and more civilians, liberated every day, coming out of their houses like moles from their runs, blinking at the light, at the blue uniforms, at a freedom they do not yet dare believe in.

On 8 October, Henri enters a village with a school.

A school. With its walls, its roof, its yard, its covered playground. The shutters are closed, the windows broken, the yard overgrown with weeds. But the walls are standing, and the door opens when Henri pushes it, and he goes into a classroom he recognises at once, because all the classrooms of the Republic look alike - the blackboard, the rows of desks, the dais, the map of France on the wall. The map is torn. The desks are overturned. Someone - the Germans, probably - has used the room as a store, and there are empty crates left, bits of telephone wire, a boot with a hole in it.

Henri stands in the middle of the room and looks. It is the first classroom he has seen since Labastide-Murat, since August 1914. Four years. Four years without a blackboard, without desks, without chalk, without children. Four years in which he has taught all the same - in barns, in dugouts, on slates, with wooden letters, to shepherds and peasants and lads of sixteen. But not in a classroom. Not here. Not like this.

The shepherd comes in behind him. He looks at the room and says nothing. But he sees Henri's face, and what he sees on Henri's face is something he has never seen there - not sadness, not joy. Longing. The schoolmaster's longing for his class, the shepherd's longing for his flock, a man's longing for what he is when the war is not bending him out of shape.

Pélissié comes in next. He looks at the overturned desks, the blackboard, the torn map. And he says, in his peasant's voice that wastes no words: 'It'll need putting right.'

Henri looks at him. Pélissié is not talking about the school. Pélissié is talking about everything - the school, the village, the country, the world. It'll need putting right. The programme for after the war in four words, spoken by a man who could not read two years ago.

Henri sets a desk upright. Then a second. Then a third. The shepherd understands and helps him - a shepherd's hands setting desks upright the way they set fallen lambs back on their feet. Pélissié picks up the torn map of France and lays it on the schoolmaster's desk. In five minutes the room is in order. The desks are in rows. The blackboard is blank but standing. The map is crumpled but there.

Henri sits down on the schoolmaster's chair, behind the desk. He looks at the empty room. The desks are waiting for children. The blackboard is waiting for chalk. The map is waiting for lessons.

He gets up and goes out. There is a war to finish.



On 10 October, Henri writes Louise a letter that is perhaps the most important of all.

'Dear Louise. I saw a school today. An empty school, damaged, in a liberated village. I went in and I put the desks back in place. It's a foolish thing to do, a useless thing - the children won't be back tomorrow, the village has barely been liberated, the war goes on. But I put the desks back in place, and the shepherd helped me, and Pélissié picked up the map of France.

That's what I'll do, afterwards. Put the desks back in place. Not the same desks, not the same school - but the same act. Put right what has been destroyed. Stand up again what has been knocked down.

I won't be the same schoolmaster as before. The man who taught at Labastide in 1914 no longer exists. In his place there's a man who has seen what I've seen, who knows what I know, who carries what I carry. That man will teach differently. I don't know how yet. But he'll teach, because that's what he is, and the war hasn't changed that. The war has changed everything else - the body, sleep, the hands, the eyes. Not that. Not what matters.

Ask for my transfer to Figeac. Do the papers. Get the class ready. Get the garden ready. Get the beans ready. I'm coming home.'



In Lyon, October brings the round belly and the flu.

The Spanish flu strikes France as it strikes the world - in waves, blindly, massively. The factories slow down, the shops empty, the women workers fall ill by the dozen. At Berliet, Shop C loses a third of its hands in two weeks. The women who are left do the work of those who have gone, and Jeanne, five months pregnant, works twelve hours a day to make up for the absent.

Rose falls ill on 12 October. Fever, cough, aches. The flu. Jeanne finds her in the evening in her flat, in bed, burning, unable to get up, the three children round her - the eldest boy of eight, the second, a girl of five, and little Jeanne of twenty-two months. Jeanne takes the children. She takes them home, puts them in her own bed, and goes back to Rose's with water, broth, damp cloths. Paul, at home, looks after the children with his right hand, with the clumsy skill he has acquired cooking - children are not so very different from omelettes, they need gentleness and patience and not too much heat.

Rose gets better. Not at once - two weeks of fever, sweating, coughing, two weeks in which Jeanne goes back and forth between the factory, her flat, Rose's flat, the crèche, the market, the shopping. Two weeks that wear her out more than anything she has done since the war began, because the tiredness of the pregnancy is added to the tiredness of the work, which is added to the tiredness of nursing, and the sum is beyond what a human body can carry.

On 20 October, Jeanne collapses. Not dramatically - she sits down on a chair in the shop and cannot get up again. Her legs do not answer. Her eyes blur. Rose, just back at work, pale but on her feet, sees her and says to the foreman: 'She's going home.' The foreman does not argue. Rose takes Jeanne home by tram, gets her up the stairs at Vaise, puts her to bed, and stays beside her until Paul gets back from the union.

Paul looks at Jeanne lying there, her round belly under the blanket, her face grey, her eyes closed. He sits on the edge of the bed and takes her hand. Paul's right hand, the only one that works, round Jeanne's left hand, the one that held the calipers, the one that signed the dispatch notes, the one that held the stamp.

'Stop,' says Paul. Not a question. An order. The first order Paul has given Jeanne since the war began.

Jeanne opens her eyes. 'If I stop, I lose my place.'

'If you carry on, you'll lose the little one.'

The little one. The child in her belly. The January child. Paul is right and Jeanne knows it, and knowing it is a defeat, because stopping means giving in, falling back, handing over ground that was won. But the ground won is worth nothing if the child does not come.

Jeanne stops. On 25 October she informs the management that she is taking her leave. The deputy manager does not protest. He has the Shop C figures, he has Jeanne's belly, he has the flu cutting down his workforce. He says: 'Come back when you can.' It is more than Jeanne hoped for. It is less than she deserves.

Rose says: 'You did what had to be done.' Jeanne does not answer. What had to be done - it is the phrase the women of 1918 use when they have no choice and act as if they had.



At the end of October, the news from the front comes thick and fast.

Austria-Hungary asks for an armistice. The Ottoman Empire asks for an armistice. Bulgaria signed in September. Germany's allies fall one after another, like dominoes, and Germany is left alone, surrounded, starving, sick with influenza and defeat.

On 26 October, Ludendorff is dismissed. The Kaiser sacrifices him, too late, as Joffre was sacrificed in 1916, as Nivelle was in 1917. Generals pay for the wars they have lost, and soldiers pay for the wars they have been made to fight.

Verdier learns of Ludendorff's fall from a telegram and notes in his notebook: 'Ludendorff dismissed. The end is near. The German political structures will not hold. The armistice is a matter of days or weeks.'

Then he adds, underneath, in a slower hand: 'Four years. Four years to come to this. Millions dead for a map that will look like the map of 1914, with a few lines moved. All that for this. No - not all that for this. All that so that it never happens again. That is what we shall say. That is what we shall hope. That is what we shall have to believe, because the alternative is unbearable.'



Henri is still in the line, in the north of Picardy, on the edge of Belgium. The advance is continuous now, three, four, five kilometres a day, because the Germans no longer resist as they did - the rearguards are thinner, the counter-attacks rarer, the surrenders more frequent. The front is dissolving slowly, like a crust of ice in the sun.

On 30 October, Henri enters a Belgian village. Belgium. Four years after the invasion, French soldiers are entering Belgium, and the Belgians are at the roadside, and they are crying, and they are laughing, and they are holding out flowers and bread and bottles, and the French soldiers take the flowers and the bread and the bottles, and Henri looks at these people welcoming them like saviours and thinks of August 1914, of the columns of Belgian refugees fleeing the other way, and the circle closes.

The shepherd comes into the village with the cat and the black mongrel and his ash stick, and a little Belgian girl of four or five comes up to him and touches the cat in the haversack, and the shepherd bends down and takes the cat out and puts it in the little girl's arms, and the little girl laughs, and the cat does not scratch.

Pélissié watches the scene without a word. But in the evening, in the billet, he writes his wife a letter that begins: 'Dear Marie. Today I saw the end.'



31 October 1918. The last month of the war but one. Henri is sitting in a Belgian house, at a table that is not his, with a white tablecloth an old woman has laid for the French soldiers, and coffee that is not coffee but is hot. The shepherd is opposite him, the blue exercise book open. Pélissié is in the corner, the slate put down and not used - he no longer needs the slate, Pélissié, he writes on paper now, like everyone else.

Henri opens his notebook. The list of names. The dead, the wounded, the missing. Four years of names. He does not count them - counting them would reduce them to a figure, and every name is a face, a story, a world.

He turns the page. A blank page. He writes:

'31 October 1918. The end is near. I can feel it in the air, in the eyes of the German prisoners, in the Belgians' flowers, in the shepherd's step, which limps less when he walks east. The end is near and I dare not believe in it, because believing in the end means lowering your guard, and lowering your guard means dying at the last moment, and dying at the last moment is the cruellest thing in this war.

So I do not believe. I march. I check the rifles, the grenades, the dressings. I do my job. To the end. To the last day. Until they tell me it is over, and the silence comes back, and the silence is a real silence, not the absence of noise between two shells, but the silence of peace.'

The shepherd closes his exercise book. The cat is asleep. The black mongrel is asleep. Outside, the Belgian night is cold and starry, and the front is a few kilometres away, and it is moving away still, and it will move away again tomorrow, and the day after, and the day after that.

November tomorrow.


November 1918



The first days are the most dangerous.

Not because the fighting is heavier - it is lighter, day by day, the German resistance crumbling like a sand wall in the rain. But because the end is visible, tangible, within reach, and men who can see the end begin to think about afterwards, and a man thinking about afterwards is a man who hesitates a second too long before getting down, who raises his head a centimetre too high above the parapet, who slows a step too many crossing a crossroads. Death in the last days is the most obscene, because it is the most avoidable, and yet it is not.

Henri knows it. He tells his men so, in the schoolmaster's voice that repeats an instruction for the hundredth time: 'We carry on as before. Rifles clean, heads down, eyes open. We let nothing slip. Nothing. Not now.'

The shepherd nods. Lacombe has never let anything slip in his life. Not with the ewes, not with the cat, not with the letters of the alphabet. The shepherd is a man of constancy, and constancy is the virtue that saves when all the others waver.

Pélissié nods too. Pélissié will let nothing slip because Pélissié does not know how. He is a man of one speed, his own, and that speed does not change with circumstances. Pélissié will do the same thing on the last day as on the first - he will march, he will fire if he is fired on, he will write his letter in the evening, and he will sleep with the slate beside him, the slate he no longer needs but keeps like a talisman, as Henri keeps the wooden dog and the cigar box.



On 3 November, Austria-Hungary signs the armistice. The Habsburg Empire, six hundred years of history, collapses in a week. The peoples go their separate ways - the Czechs, the Hungarians, the Yugoslavs, the Poles. The map of Europe is being redrawn at the speed of an earthquake, and frontiers that have held for centuries burst like seams under the strain.

The same day, the German sailors at Kiel mutiny. They refuse to put to sea for a last naval battle the admiralty has ordered - a useless, suicidal battle, designed to save the honour of the fleet. The sailors have no wish to die for the honour of the admiralty. They form soldiers' councils, take control of the town, and within a few days the revolt spreads to Hamburg, to Bremen, to Munich, to Berlin. Germany is in revolution.

Henri hears the news from the communiqués, from newspapers that arrive a day late, from the rumours going round the billets. The news is so enormous, so fast, so unbelievable, that the men do not know what to do with it. An empire falling. Sailors in revolt. Kings abdicating. The world of 1914, the one that started the war, that world of crowns and thrones and dynastic alliances, is dying, and it is dying faster than the men in the trenches.

Marcel would have known what to make of it. Henri thinks of Marcel, in Toulouse, at his press, who must be setting the biggest headlines of his life as a compositor. He imagines the lead type lined up in the composing stick - A-R-M-I-S-T-I-C-E - and he smiles, because Marcel has been waiting four years for that word, and that word Marcel will set with love.



On 7 November, the advance speeds up. The Germans hardly resist any more. Units surrender by whole battalions, grey men, exhausted, starving, who raise their hands without being asked and walk to the rear with the relief of men for whom the war is over, over at last, whatever shape the end takes.

Henri advances into Belgium, towards Mons - Mons, the town where the British fought for the first time in August 1914, and where the British will fight for the last time in November 1918. The circle. Always the circle.

On 8 November, Germany sends its plenipotentiaries. A train crosses the lines, in the forest of Compiègne, and men in civilian clothes get down onto a makeshift platform, in a clearing, and sit down facing Foch in a dining car, and the negotiations begin. The armistice. The terms. The end.

Henri does not know the negotiations are taking place. He knows something is happening because the orders are changing - they are still advancing, but cautiously, keeping risks down, avoiding needless engagements. The high command knows. The high command is protecting what is left. Every death, now, is one death too many.

On 9 November, the Kaiser abdicates. Wilhelm II, the German emperor, whose portrait hung in German classrooms as Marianne's hung in French ones, Wilhelm II goes into exile in the Netherlands, and Germany becomes a republic, as Russia has become a republic, as Austria has become a republic. The world of kings is collapsing.

Henri hears of the abdication on the 10th, from a communiqué read aloud at battalion headquarters. The men listen. Nobody reacts. It is too big, too far away, too abstract. The Kaiser is a name, a face in the newspaper cartoons, not a real man. What is real is the November cold, the Belgian mud, the noise of the guns growing fainter but not stopping. Not yet.



10 November. The last day but one.

The fighting goes on. That is the cruellest part of the end - the fighting goes on while everyone knows the armistice is being signed, while the plenipotentiaries are in the carriage at Compiègne, while the terms are almost settled. The fighting goes on because the armistice is not signed, and as long as it is not signed, war is war, and orders are orders, and shells make no distinction between the last day and the first.

Henri advances. The platoon passes through a Belgian village, the last village before the front line, and behind the village there is a wood, and in the wood there are Germans, a rearguard, a machine gun, men who have not been ordered to surrender and are still firing because the order is to fire.

Henri stops. He looks at the wood. The machine gun is three hundred metres away, in a hole, behind a barricade of felled trees. The fire is sporadic, badly aimed - the gunners are tired or inexperienced or both. Henri could attack. He has the men, the grenades, the experience. He could take that position in an hour, perhaps less.

Or he could wait.

Wait. The word that war does not know, the word that is the enemy of the offensive, the word Joffre and Nivelle and all the generals of élan cursed for four years. Wait. Do not attack. Do not take risks. Do not lose one more man for a wood that will be French tomorrow, or the day after, without a single drop of blood being shed.

Henri looks at the shepherd. The shepherd looks at the wood. The shepherd says: 'We wait.'

Henri does not answer at once. He is an officer. An officer does not take his orders from a private soldier, even if that soldier is Antoine Lacombe, even if that soldier is the shepherd of Rocamadour. But an officer listens, and what Henri hears in the shepherd's voice is not cowardice - it is wisdom. The wisdom of a man who has survived four years and refuses to die for a wood on the last day.

Henri sends a runner to the battalion commander. The message: 'Enemy position identified. Propose to bypass and wait. Request instructions.' The runner comes back an hour later with the answer: 'Bypass. Do not engage. Hold your position.'

Hold your position. Do not engage. Pétain's words, not Nivelle's. The words of prudence, not of élan. The words that save.

Henri goes round the wood. The platoon settles on both flanks, at a distance, out of range of the machine gun. And they wait. The wood is there, with its Germans, and the platoon is there, with its Frenchmen, and nobody fires, and night falls, and the cold rises, and the shepherd takes the cat out of his haversack and puts it on his knees, and the cat purrs.

Nobody sleeps that night. Not because of the danger - there is hardly any danger left. Because of the waiting. The waiting for something nobody dares name, for fear of making it vanish.



11 November 1918.

At five in the morning, in the carriage at Compiègne, the German plenipotentiaries sign the armistice. The ceasefire will take effect at eleven o'clock. Six more hours of war. Six hours in which men will die, because the news takes time to come down, because some commanders want one last blow, because the machine does not know how to stop all at once.

Henri hears the news at half past six, from a runner who comes running up, out of breath, red in the face, shouting before he even reaches battalion headquarters: 'The armistice! The armistice is signed! At eleven it's over!'

The men hear. They hear the word. Armistice. They hear it and do not move. Not a shout, not a gesture, not a movement. They stay still, standing or sitting, where they are, and the word floats in the cold November air like a bubble that might burst if anyone touches it.

Henri looks at his men. Twenty faces. The shepherd, sitting against a tree, the cat in his arms. Pélissié, standing, rifle on his shoulder, eyes on the wood where the Germans still are. The reinforcements, the new men, who have only a few months of war behind them and do not know what the word means to those who have four years.

Henri says: 'We wait for eleven o'clock. Nobody moves. Nobody fires. We wait.'

They wait.



The hours are the longest of the war. Longer than the nights at Verdun, longer than the days on the Somme, longer than the waiting before the Chemin des Dames. Because these hours are the last, and the last hours are eternal.

The shepherd strokes the cat. A mechanical movement, regular, like the pendulum of a clock. The cat purrs. The black mongrel lies beside him, head on its paws, eyes half closed.

Pélissié sits down. It is the first time Henri has seen Pélissié sit down on duty. Pélissié, who never sits, who is always on his feet, on sentry, rifle ready. Pélissié sits down against the wall of a Belgian house, puts his rifle beside him - not on his shoulder, beside him - and takes his slate out of his haversack. The slate. The one from the beginning, from the evening school, the one bearing the traces of a hundred lessons. He lays it on his knees and looks at it.

Henri watches Pélissié looking at his slate, and he understands that the slate is not a tool - it is a piece of the road, a piece of the journey between the man who could not write and the man who writes thirty-line letters and reads Montaigne. The slate is the proof that the road exists.

At ten o'clock, the shepherd says: 'One hour.'

At half past ten, the guns fall silent. Not all of them - there is still firing, far off, to the north, commanders who want their last salvo, their last shell, their last mark in history. But in Henri's sector the guns fall silent, one by one, like candles being blown out.

At a quarter to eleven, the silence is almost complete. A silence Henri has not heard since August 1914. Not the silence of the pause between two bombardments. Silence. Real silence. The kind that waits for nothing. The kind that simply is.

At five to eleven, Henri stands up. He looks at his watch. The hands are going round. Every second is a step. Every step is a man who will not die.

At one minute to eleven, the shepherd stands up too. Pélissié stands up. The men stand up. Twenty men on their feet, in line, facing east, towards the wood where the Germans still are, and the silence is total, and the world holds its breath.

Eleven o'clock.



The sound of bells.

Somewhere, in a Belgian village, a bell rings. Then another, in another village. Then another. The bells of Belgium ring for the armistice as they rang the tocsin in August 1914, but the sound is different - not the knell, not the alarm. A clear, pure sound that rises into the cold November air and says a single word in every language in the world.

Over.

Henri stays standing, the watch in his hand, his eyes on the hands passing eleven and going on round, and the hands go round in a world that is no longer at war, and that world is the same world as before but it is another world, and Henri knows it, and he does not know what to do with it.

The shepherd is beside him. Lacombe has put the cat down and the cat walks through the wet November grass with the dignity of an animal that has never understood why humans make so much noise. The black mongrel raises its head towards the bells and pricks up its ears.

Pélissié is motionless, the rifle beside him, the slate in his hands. He looks at the slate and he looks at the sky and he looks at Henri, and across his peasant's face passes something that might be a smile, if Pélissié's muscles still knew how to smile.

Nobody shouts. Nobody sings. Nobody cries. Not yet. The shouts, the songs, the tears will come later, in the hours and days that follow, when the news has had time to sink in, to work its way into the bones and the muscles and the brain, to undo the knots that four years of war have pulled tight. For now there is only the silence, and the bells, and the men standing there not knowing what to do with their hands.

Henri puts his watch away. He looks at the shepherd. The shepherd looks at him. And between them passes something that is not a word, not a gesture, not a look - something older than all that, something that is the recognition of two men who have been through hell together and are out on the other side, standing, alive, with a cat and a slate and a blue exercise book and a wooden dog and a cigar box and a wedding ring weighing three grams.

Henri says: 'Lacombe.'

The shepherd says: 'Lieutenant.'

Then the shepherd does something he has never done. He holds out his hand to Henri. Not a salute - a handshake. A shepherd's hand, thick, calloused, which has held lambs and rifles and a pencil and the wooden letters of the alphabet. Henri takes it. The schoolmaster's hand, thin, ink-stained, which has held exercise books and grenades and a cigar box and the forehead of a dying man.

They shake hands, once, hard, and let go.



In the wood, the Germans come out. One by one, hands raised, faces grey, eyes full of something like the relief of condemned men who have been reprieved. There are seven of them. Seven men with a machine gun, who held that wood through the last hours of the war, and who put down their weapon and raise their hands and walk towards the French.

Henri watches them come. He says nothing. He gives no order. The seven Germans come up to the French platoon, and nobody raises a rifle, and nobody shouts, and the bells are still ringing.

One of the Germans - a corporal, about thirty, with broken spectacles mended with wire, like Henri's - stops in front of Henri and looks at him. They look at each other. Two men in uniform, two enemies, two schoolmasters perhaps - the mended spectacles, the inky hands, who knows. The corporal says a word in German that Henri does not understand, and Henri says a word in French that the corporal does not understand, and the two words are probably the same word.

The shepherd produces the cat from nowhere - nobody saw it get back into the haversack - and puts it down on the ground, between the two groups, the French and the Germans, and the cat looks at one lot, looks at the other, and sits down exactly in the middle, and begins to lick its paw, with that perfect indifference that is the only wisdom the war has not destroyed.

One of the Germans laughs. A Frenchman laughs. Then another. And the laughter rises, slowly, not a laugh of joy, not a laugh of triumph, a laugh of release, the laugh of men who have carried too heavy a load for too long and put it down, at last, and find that their shoulders are still there under the weight.



In Lyon, the bells are ringing too.

Jeanne is at home, in the kitchen at Vaise, her five-month belly under her dress, when the bells begin. She is sitting at the table, a bowl of soup in front of her, and she hears the bells, and she does not understand at once, because bells ring for many reasons - masses, funerals, weddings, the hours. Then the neighbour upstairs knocks on the ceiling - three knocks, the signal - and Jeanne gets up and opens the window.

The rue de la Claire is full of people. Out from everywhere, from the houses, the workshops, the shops. Women mostly - the men are at the front, or in hospital, or at the union, and it is the women who fill the street, in overalls, in aprons, their hands still dirty from the workshop or the kitchen, and they look at one another, and they say nothing, and then someone says the word, the word everyone is waiting for, and the word passes from mouth to mouth like a flame.

'The armistice.'

Jeanne stays at the window. She puts her hands on her belly. The child is there, in her belly, the January child, Paul's child, the child of afterwards. And the war is over. The war that took Paul and gave him back broken, the war that took Henri and has not yet given him back, the war that took Rose's husband and will never give him back, the war is over.

Paul arrives forty minutes later, out of breath, the arm in its sling jolting as he runs. He has run all the way from the Bourse du Travail, his right hand holding his cap, his left hand holding nothing because it can no longer hold anything. He comes into the flat, sees Jeanne at the window, her belly round, her hands on her belly, and he stops.

'It's over,' he says.

'It's over,' she says.

They look at each other. No embrace, no shout. They look at each other like two survivors of a shipwreck finding each other on the beach, soaked, exhausted, unable to believe that the ground under their feet is ground and not water. Then Paul crosses the kitchen and takes Jeanne in his arm - his right arm, the only one - and holds her, and she holds him, and the belly between them is hard and round and alive, and the bells are ringing.

Rose arrives an hour later, little Jeanne on her hip, the two older ones by the hand, her face wet with tears she does not recognise as her own. Rose who never cries, Rose who buried her husband without a tear, Rose who gave birth alone and worked alone and lived alone - Rose is crying on the stairs at Vaise, and Jeanne opens the door and takes her in her arms, and the two women stand there, in the doorway, with the children between their legs and Jeanne's belly between them, and they cry together, without a sound, without a word, the way you cry when it is over and only now begin to measure what 'over' means.

What 'over' means is that Rose's husband will not come back. Never. Peace does not give back the dead. Peace gives back the living, and the living will have to live with the dead, and the dead will not go away because the bells are ringing.



Henri does not write in his notebook on 11 November. Not that evening, not the next day. He will not write for a week. The notebook stays shut, in the haversack, beside the cigar box and the Montaigne and the Goethe, and Henri does not open it, because the words are not there yet, because silence is the only language that fits what has just happened.

What he does, on the evening of 11 November, is write to Louise. A letter. The last letter of the war. On paper found in the Belgian house, with the civilian pen, by the light of a lamp that is not a candle but a real lamp, with a shade, in a room that has a ceiling and walls and a window with curtains.

'Dear Louise. It's over.

I don't know what else to write. It's over. The bells rang at eleven and the world stopped and started again at the same time. The men are standing. The shepherd is standing. Pélissié is standing. The cat is fat and alive. And I'm standing, with your ring on my finger and the photograph of our daughter in my pocket and the sound of the bells in my head.

I don't know when I'll be home. Soon. Days, weeks - I don't know. But I'll be home. This time, when I say I'll be home, it isn't a promise any more. It's a fact. I'll be home because the war is over and nothing can stop me coming home now.

Get the garden ready. Buy some bean seeds. And tell little Jeanne her father is coming home, for real, not on leave, not for four days - for ever.

For ever. It's the first time I've written those words in four years. For ever.

I love you. I'm coming home.

Henri.'


December 1918



Henri does not go home straight away.

That is the cruelty of the end - the war is over but the soldiers do not go home. The French army is occupying the Rhineland, controlling the liberated territories, handling the prisoners, dismantling the positions, clearing the roads, clearing the fields of mines. And above all, the army cannot demobilise four million men in a week. There has to be an order, trains, depots, papers. The machine that mobilised France in a fortnight in August 1914 will take months to demobilise it, because the machine works better for war than for peace, because war is a mechanism and peace is chaos.

Henri is in Belgium, in a billet near Mons, and he waits. Waiting for peace is different from waiting in war - it has none of the tension of danger, none of the urgency of survival. It has something else, more insidious: emptiness. The emptiness of days without shells, without watches, without fatigues that matter. The emptiness of men who look at one another and no longer know what to do with their hands, their eyes, their time. Four years of life compressed, concentrated, reduced to essentials - survive, eat, sleep, hold on - and suddenly space opens up, and the space is dizzying.

Henri organises. That is what he does - it is what he has always done. He organises the billet, the fatigues, the watches - yes, the watches, because discipline does not die with the war, and men with nothing left to do are men who fall apart. And he starts the evening school again.

Not out of necessity - out of instinct. The men need to learn, not because they need to know, but because learning is the opposite of destroying, and after four years of destruction men need the opposite. Henri teaches in the billet's mess hall, with a real blackboard, real chalk, and pupils who are no longer soldiers on borrowed time but soldiers waiting to become men again.

The shepherd comes every evening. Lacombe finished the alphabet long ago, he reads fluently now - not fast, not easily, but fluently, which means he can read a letter from Madelou without help, which was the aim, which was the whole aim. And yet he comes. He comes because the evening school has become his place, his ritual, his hour of peace in a life of war, and the end of the war does not change the need for the ritual. He sits at the back of the room, the cat on his knees, the blue exercise book open, and he writes while Henri teaches. He no longer writes letters, he no longer writes lists. He writes something nobody reads but himself, something that has no name and is part diary, part confession, part song.

Pélissié comes too. He is reading the Montaigne now, all of it, slowly, chapter by chapter, and in the evenings he asks Henri questions, a peasant's questions about a philosopher's texts, and the questions are better than the answers, and Henri knows it, and Pélissié knows it too.



On 10 December, Henri receives a letter from Fayolle.

Fayolle is in hospital in Cahors, transferred from the north. One lung gone, a scar running from his collarbone to his side, and a cough - still the cough, his companion for four years, but a one-lung cough now, drier, shorter, more final.

'Lieutenant. I'm in Cahors. It's the first time I've been this close to home since '14. From my window I can see the Pont Valentré and the Lot. The Lot is green, it's winter, and the walnut trees have lost their leaves. It's exactly the way I remembered it. I thought I'd forgotten, and I've forgotten nothing.

The doctor says I'll live. Not long perhaps - one lung is one lung, and it's doing the work of two. But I'll live long enough to have a drink with you on the place Gambetta, if you come through Cahors.

I don't know what I'll do. I can't be a vine-grower with one lung - the work's too hard, the slopes too steep. I don't know how to do anything else. But I know how to tell jokes, and jokes don't need lungs.

Your man. Fayolle.'

Henri reads the letter and puts it in his pocket, the pocket that is a country, an archipelago, a world. Fayolle is alive. Fayolle can see the Lot from his window. Fayolle is telling jokes. The world holds.

He replies that same evening: 'Dear Fayolle. The drink on the place Gambetta - consider it booked. I've owed you one since September '14 - four years late, the service is slow. As for a trade, we'll see. A man who can make other men laugh in a trench can make anyone laugh anywhere. It's a rare gift. Don't lose it.'



On 20 December, the demobilisation order comes through for the oldest classes.

Henri is not in the oldest class - he is in the class of 1910, twenty-eight years old. The oldest go first - the territorials, the reservists, the men of forty with farms, shops, workshops waiting for them. The shepherd is in the class of 1901. He is thirty-seven. He is going.

Henri learns of it on 21 December. Lacombe's demobilisation order, signed, stamped, dated. 'Private Lacombe, Antoine, class of 1901, is demobilised with effect from 23 December 1918. Discharge depot: Cahors.'

Two days. Two days and the shepherd will be gone. Two days and the man who slept against Henri in the trenches of the Aisne, who crawled beside him under the machine guns of Notre-Dame-de-Lorette, who held at Verdun and on the Somme and on the Chemin des Dames, who learnt to read in a dugout by candlelight, who wrote twenty-three words to his daughter, who wept for a dog and purred for a cat - that man will be gone.

On the evening of the 21st, in the mess hall of the billet, Henri and the shepherd sit facing each other, for the last time. The cat is between them, on the table, asleep. The black mongrel is lying under the table. Pélissié is in a corner, the slate on his knees out of habit.

Henri does not know what to say. He has spent four years finding the right words - words for his pupils, words for his soldiers, words for Louise, words for Jeanne. And now, facing the shepherd, the words will not come.

It is Lacombe who speaks.

'Lieutenant.'

'Yes.'

'I wanted...' The shepherd stops. He searches, with the slowness that is his nature, for the exact word, the right word, the word that wastes nothing. 'You taught me to read.'

'Yes.'

'That's not nothing.'

'No.'

'I'll read Madelou's letters. I'll write to her. Every week. She'll have her father's letters.'

'Yes.'

'And the book...' The shepherd hesitates. He takes the blue exercise book out of his haversack. The book he has carried for months, the book in which he writes his shepherd's thoughts, his fragments, his words of silence. He puts it on the table, in front of Henri.

'Keep it,' says Lacombe.

Henri looks at the book. He does not touch it. 'It's yours.'

'It's thanks to you. Keep it. Show it to your daughter. Show her what a shepherd can write when a schoolmaster teaches him.'

Henri picks up the book. He opens it. The pages are covered in Lacombe's handwriting - that navvy's handwriting, enormous, lopsided, alive. Sentences. Thoughts. Words that have no form but have force, the raw force of a man who has found language after thirty-seven years of silence.

Henri closes the book. He puts it in his haversack, beside the cigar box, the Montaigne, the Goethe. His haversack is a library. The most unlikely library in the world - a French philosopher, a German poet, lead type, and a shepherd's exercise book.

'Thank you, Lacombe.'

The shepherd nods. Then he does something he has done only once before, on 11 November. He holds out his hand. Henri takes it. They shake hands, once, hard, for a long time.

The cat opens one eye, looks at the two men, and closes it again.



On 23 December, the shepherd leaves.

He leaves in the morning, with his pack, his ash stick, and the black mongrel following him. Not the cat. Verdun the cat stays with Henri. The shepherd decided it - he did not say so, he did it, putting the cat down on Henri's bunk on the morning he left, with a final gesture that admits no argument. The cat is the shepherd's gift to the schoolmaster, the last, the most precious. The cat that came through the war, the cat that did Verdun and the Somme and the Chemin des Dames, the cat that purrs when the shells fall and sleeps when the bells ring.

Henri walks the shepherd to the lorry that will take him to the station. The lorry is full of demobilised men, tired faces, packs between their knees, men going home. The shepherd climbs in, settles himself, puts down his pack. The black mongrel jumps in after him. The driver starts up.

Henri is standing in the road, and the lorry pulls away, and the shepherd does not look back - not out of indifference, out of nature. The shepherd does not look back because the shepherd always goes forward, and what is behind is behind, and what is ahead is the causse, and the ewes, and Madelou, and Nòu the dog, and the wife who cried when she got his letter.

Henri stays in the road until the lorry has gone. Then he goes back to the billet, and the cat is on his bunk, and the cat looks at him with the expression of one who has changed masters and knows it, and accepts it, because cats are the only creatures who know how to change worlds without losing their dignity.



Christmas 1918. The fifth. The first of the peace.

Henri spends it in the billet, with Pélissié and the others, without the shepherd. It is a strange Christmas - not a war Christmas, not yet a peace Christmas. A Christmas in between, suspended between two worlds, with plonk and bully beef and no prune cake because Louise's mother is not there to make it.

Pélissié takes a cheese out of his haversack. Ewe's-milk cheese from Saint-Céré, sent by his wife in a parcel. The same cheese Pélissié gave Henri for his wedding, two years before. Henri cuts it with his knife and hands it round, and the men eat ewe's-milk cheese on Christmas Eve, and the cheese tastes of the causse, of stone and thyme and wind, and Henri thinks of Lacombe, who may be home at this very moment, at Rocamadour, with Madelou and his wife and Nòu and the ewes, and that thought is the loveliest thing of this Christmas.



In Lyon, the first Christmas of the peace is the Christmas of rebuilding.

Paul is there. His arm in a sling, but there. Jeanne is there, seven months pregnant, sitting on the stool - a stool, always a stool, the furniture of her war. Rose is there, with the three children, little Jeanne, who is two now and says 'Mama', 'no', 'cat' and 'more', which is vocabulary enough to lead a life.

The chicken is on the table. The wine is on the table. The candles are on the table. And the chairs are occupied by women and a man and children, and Jeanne looks at the table and thinks of the first time, in 1915, when she had Christmas Eve supper alone, and then with Rose, and then with Marie and Germaine, and the table has grown every year, and now the table is full.

Paul gives a toast. With his right hand, glass raised, his voice a little hoarse - the trench voice, the one that will never quite go away. 'To those who aren't here.'

Silence. Glasses raised. Rose's husband, who is not here. The men from the factory who are not here. The nameless faces of the communiqués, the 'killed in action', the 'missing in action', the 'died of wounds'. All those who are not at this table and will be at no table. Never again.

Then Paul says: 'And to those who are.'

The glasses touch. The glasses ring. And the sound of the glasses is the sound of peace - small, clear, fragile, final.



31 December 1918. The last day of the year of victory.

Henri is in the Belgian billet, the cat on his knees, the notebook open. For the first time since 11 November, he writes.

'31 December 1918. The war has been over for fifty days. Fifty days of silence. Fifty days without shells, without watches, without the noise. The silence is the greatest change. Greater than peace, greater than victory. The silence.

The shepherd has gone. He is at home, at Rocamadour, with his ewes and his daughter. He can read. He can write. He has a blue exercise book he gave me and a dog called Nòu and a daughter called Madelou and a wife who cried when she saw his handwriting.

Pélissié is still here. He is waiting for his demobilisation. He reads Montaigne in the evenings and writes to his wife and whittles bits of wood with his knife. He will soon be back on his causse, and he will find his ewes and his farm again, and he will be the same man as before but not the same, because a man who can read Montaigne is no longer the same man, even if he makes the same movements and ploughs the same fields.

Fayolle is in Cahors. He is waiting for me on the place Gambetta with a drink. Marcel is in Toulouse, with his paper. Lucien is at the training college. Lucienne draws. Little Jeanne is a year and three months old. Big Jeanne is expecting a child in January. Paul is home.

And I am in a billet in Belgium with a cat and a cigar box and a shepherd's exercise book and a Montaigne and a Goethe and a ring weighing three grams and a photograph of my wife and my daughter and a wooden dog in my pocket.

I am going home soon. I do not know when. Soon. And when I get home, I shall put down my pack, take off the uniform, and go to the school. My wife will be beside me. My daughter will be in the playground. And I shall pick up the chalk, and write on the blackboard, and the children will read, and life will begin again.

That is all. It is enough. That is all.'


1919



January to March 1919



Jeanne's child is born on 14 January, at three in the morning, in the flat at Vaise.

Not in hospital - at home. Because Jeanne said she would give birth at home, in her own bed, in her own house, in the place she has kept standing for four years, and nobody argues with a decision Jeanne makes, not any more. The midwife is there, a small, spare woman from the district who has brought half of Vaise into the world and is moved by nothing. Rose is there, in the kitchen, with the three children asleep on blankets on the floor. And Paul is there.

Paul is sitting in the passage, on a chair, his right hand on his knee, his left hand motionless in a sling he no longer wears but whose posture he keeps - the arm bent, the elbow against his side, the wounded man's reflex. He hears Jeanne. He hears the cries, the breathing, the silences between the cries. He does not move. There is nothing he can do. A man who has survived Verdun and the Somme and the Argonne can do nothing when his wife is giving birth, except sit on a chair in a passage and wait.

At three in the morning, a different cry. Smaller. Shriller. The cry of a being who did not exist a minute ago and exists now, who takes up space and sound and air, and who tells the world he is here.

The midwife opens the door. 'A boy.'

Paul gets up. He goes in. Jeanne is in the bed, soaked, emptied, alive. And in her arms, the boy. Red, crumpled, furious, fists clenched like his mother's, mouth open like his father's when he shouted in the trench. A boy of the peace, conceived in the war, born into the silence.

Paul sits on the edge of the bed. He looks at the boy. The boy is howling. Paul reaches out his right hand and touches the baby's forehead, a light brush of his fingers, and the boy falls silent. One second. Two. Then he starts crying again, because day-old babies do not stay quiet for long, even for their fathers.

Jeanne says: 'He's called Henri.'

Paul looks at her. They had not talked about it. Not about the name. Paul had assumed a family name - his father's, perhaps, or Jeanne's father's. But Jeanne has chosen, and Jeanne has chosen her brother's name, the schoolmaster, the soldier, the man who taught her that figures are a weapon and that women will not go back.

Paul nods. 'Henri.' He tries the word, tastes it, weighs it. 'Henri Vauterin.' His brother-in-law's name on his son. It is an honour and it is a debt, and Paul accepts both, because debts between men who have come through the war are not repaid - they are carried.

Rose comes into the bedroom with coffee. She sees the baby, she sees Jeanne, she sees Paul, and she says: 'Another one.' Then she smiles, and her smile says what her words do not - another child, another living soul, another thumb of the nose at death.



Henri learns of his nephew's birth from a letter of Jeanne's dated 16 January. He is still in Belgium, still waiting to be demobilised. The cat is on his knees, Pélissié is beside him, and Henri reads the letter aloud, because good news is for sharing.

'My dear Henri. You're an uncle. A boy, born on the 14th at three in the morning, three kilos four hundred grams, all's well. He's called Henri.'

Henri stops. He reads the name again. He looks at Pélissié. Pélissié looks at him. 'She's named him after you,' says Pélissié, with the factual precision that is his mark. Henri says nothing. He reads the letter again. 'He's called Henri.' His sister has given her son his name. The schoolmaster's name, not the soldier's. The name of the man who kept school in the mud.

He writes to Jeanne that same evening. Not a long letter - he does not need long letters with Jeanne. The Castayrols do not write each other long letters.

'Dear Jeanne. Thank you for the name. It's a lot. It's too much. It's right. Give little Henri a kiss from me, and tell him his uncle will teach him to read, and his aunt in Figeac will teach him beans, and that the world he's been born into is a better world than the one we lived in, because we wanted it better, and wanting is already half the way there.'



February. Demobilisation goes on, slowly, by classes, by length of service. Henri waits. He waits with the patience he does not have - Henri is not patient, Henri is methodical, which is different. He organises the waiting as he organised the trench - the evening school, the fatigues, the cleaning, the discipline. The discipline of peace is harder than the discipline of war, because war provides its own reason for obeying - survival - and peace provides none.

Pélissié leaves on 5 February. Class of 1910 like Henri, but longer in service, and demobilisation takes length of service into account. Pélissié gets his order one morning, reads it slowly - he always reads slowly, but he reads - and comes to find Henri.

'It's my turn, Lieutenant.'

Henri looks at Pélissié. Jean-Pierre Pélissié, a peasant from Saint-Céré, who spoke nothing but patois, who could neither read nor write, who came through the whole war without saying more than ten words a day and who now writes thirty every evening. The man who killed without hesitating and reads Montaigne without flagging. The man who wrote a letter to a child that was not his own and gave ewe's-milk cheese for a wedding.

Henri does not know what to say. He said goodbye to the shepherd in December, and that was already beyond words. Saying goodbye to Pélissié is beyond beyond.

Pélissié solves the problem. He takes the slate out of his haversack. The slate. The one from the beginning, from the first lesson, cracked, worn, grey with chalk, bearing the ghosts of a thousand words wiped away and written again. He puts it on the table, in front of Henri.

'For the little one,' he says. 'When she learns.'

Henri picks up the slate. It weighs nothing. It weighs everything. It is the heaviest object of the war, heavier than the rifle, heavier than the shells, because this object transformed a man, and transforming a man is the heaviest thing one man can do for another.

'Thank you, Pélissié.'

Pélissié nods. He picks up his pack, his rifle - for the last time - and goes out. He does not shake Henri's hand. It is not in his nature. He goes out, and as he goes he touches the door frame, a peasant's gesture, the gesture you make on leaving a house you have lived in - you touch the wood of the door to tell the wood you are leaving.

Henri stays standing with the slate in his hands. The cat jumps onto the table and sniffs the slate, and the slate smells of chalk and sweat and the trench and patience, and the cat loses interest because cats are not sentimental.

March 1919. The order comes.

'Second Lieutenant Castayrol, Henri, class of 1910, is demobilised with effect from 15 March 1919. Discharge depot: Cahors.'

Henri reads the order in the mess hall of the Belgian billet, standing, alone. No shepherd, no Pélissié, no Fayolle, no Marcel. Alone. With the cat and the cigar box and the Montaigne and the Goethe and the slate and the blue exercise book and the wooden dog and the ring and the photograph.

He packs his kit. The last packing. Everything that is left of four and a half years of war - the objects, the memories, the weight. The pack is light. A few kilos of cloth, paper, wood, lead. A few kilos that weigh a life.

The cat poses a logistical problem. You cannot demobilise a cat. There is no form for cats, no movement order, no travel warrant. Henri puts the cat in the shepherd's haversack - the haversack Lacombe left behind, worn, holed, smelling of wool-grease and cheese - and the cat accepts it, because the cat has always accepted the haversack, and the haversack is its world as Henri's pocket is his.

On the morning of 15 March, Henri climbs into the lorry. The last lorry. The drive to the station, the train, France sliding past. But this time in the other direction. Not north, not towards the front. South. Towards the Lot. Towards Figeac.



The journey takes two days. Troop train to Paris, the Gare du Nord, the Métro, the Gare d'Austerlitz, the civilian train south. Henri crosses Paris in uniform, the haversack on his shoulder, the cat inside it, and the Parisians look at him without seeing him, because soldiers in uniform are everywhere and Parisians stopped looking at them months ago. The war is over, the soldiers are coming home, it is normal, and what is normal is invisible.

On the train south, Henri sits by a window. The landscape slides past - the Beauce, the Berry, the Limousin, the Quercy. The fields are ploughed, the farms are standing, the rivers are flowing. The south of France has not been touched by the war - not a shell, not a trench, not a village destroyed. It is an intact country, a country at peace, and Henri looks at it with the eyes of a man coming back from a destroyed country, and the beauty is a violence, as on every leave, but this time the violence is final, because this time it is the last.

The train slows down. The cliffs of the Lot appear, white, sheer, with holm oaks clinging to the slopes. The Lot, below, green and slow. The poplars still bare - it is March, the spring is hesitating. And the station. Figeac station. The platform. The lamp.

Henri gets down from the train. The cat stirs in the haversack. The air is cold, damp, it smells of river and stone. Henri puts his pack down on the platform and looks.

Louise is there.

She is at the end of the platform, standing, in her coat, and beside her a little girl holding her hand, a little girl of eighteen months, with dark curls and blue eyes, Henri's eyes, looking at the train with the gravity of children who do not yet understand but can feel.

Henri walks towards them. His steps ring on the empty platform. Louise does not move. Little Jeanne does not move. The cat does not move. The world does not move. And Henri walks, and every step is one step less between war and peace, between absence and presence, between the man he was and the man he will be.

He stops in front of Louise. He looks at her. She looks at him. Eighteen months since the last time. Eighteen months in which the little one has learnt to walk, to talk, to live, and Henri has seen none of it, and that none is a hole in time he will never fill.

Louise says: 'You're here.'

Henri says: 'I'm here.'

Then he crouches down. Little Jeanne looks at him. She does not recognise him - how could she, she has seen him only once, at three days old, and babies of three days remember nothing. She looks at him with the careful wariness of children faced with strangers, and Henri is a stranger to his own daughter, and it is the last wound of the war, and it is the first wound of the peace.

'Jeanne,' says Henri. 'It's Papa.'

The little girl looks at him. She looks at her mother. She looks at the man crouching in front of her, this thin man in a blue uniform with mended spectacles and wet eyes. And she does something no book on teaching foresees and no schoolmaster can teach - she reaches out her hand and touches Henri's face, with her fingertips, as the old Belgian woman touched his sleeve in August, to make sure it is real.

Henri takes his daughter's hand in his. The hand is tiny. The hand is warm. The hand is alive.

The cat comes out of the haversack and jumps down onto the platform, and little Jeanne lets go of Henri's hand and says her first word to her father: 'Cat!'

Henri laughs. Louise laughs. And the cat of the war meets the daughter of the peace on a station platform in the Lot, in March 1919, and the world begins again.


April 1919 to December 1920



Henri takes off the uniform the day after he gets home.

He folds it and puts it away in a trunk that Louise's mother has brought up from the cellar, and he closes the lid. The horizon-blue greatcoat, the trousers, the boots, the second lieutenant's star. He keeps the mended spectacles, because he has no others. He keeps the ring, because it is not something you put away. And he keeps the haversack, because the haversack holds Marcel's cigar box, the shepherd's blue exercise book, Pélissié's slate, Lacombe's wooden dog, the Montaigne, the Goethe, Pélissié's letter for Jeanne, the photograph, the notebook. The haversack is a museum. The museum of a war, carried on one man's shoulder.

The cat takes possession of the haberdashery within twenty-four hours. It is a cat that has lived for four years in holes and haversacks, and a haberdashery with a counter, shelves, a stove and a fig tree in the yard is a palace beyond its wildest ambitions. It settles on the counter, between the reels of thread and the boxes of buttons, with the sovereignty that is its nature, and Louise's mother watches it settle and says nothing, which is her way of accepting.

It takes little Jeanne three days to tame her father. Three days of wary looks, of hands held out and drawn back, of suspicious silences. On the first day she cries when Henri picks her up. On the second day she accepts his arms but turns her head towards Louise, towards the face she knows. On the third day she touches his spectacles, takes them off, puts them back, and laughs. The spectacles are the bridge. The spectacles mended with wire, the ones that came through the war, the ones that saw Verdun and the Somme and the Chemin des Dames - the spectacles make a little girl of eighteen months laugh, and the laughter is the door, and the door is open.



April. Henri reports to the schools inspectorate in Cahors.

He goes into the inspector's office - not the same inspector as in 1914, that one died at Verdun - and he puts on the desk his demobilisation papers, his schoolmaster's file, and his application for a transfer to Figeac.

The new inspector is a man of fifty, invalided out with a knee wound, still in mourning for his son, killed in Champagne in 1915. He looks at Henri's file - the service record, the citations, the ranks. Schoolmaster in 1914, second lieutenant in 1918. The school at Labastide-Murat, then the trench, then Verdun, then the Somme.

The inspector says: 'You want Figeac.'

'My wife teaches there. My daughter lives there.'

The inspector nods. He signs the transfer. It is the simplest and the most immense thing anyone has ever signed for Henri - a paper saying that Henri Castayrol is schoolmaster at Figeac, boys' school, with effect from 1 May 1919.

Henri comes out of the office with the paper in his hand, and he walks through the streets of Cahors, and he passes the Pont Valentré, and he thinks of Fayolle, who can see that bridge from his hospital window, and he tells himself he will go and see him, that evening, on the place Gambetta, with a drink.



He goes.

Fayolle is sitting outside the café, thin, pale, hollow-chested, but sitting, alive, a glass of white wine in front of him. He sees Henri coming and gets up - slowly, with a grimace, because getting up is an effort when you have only one lung. They look at each other. Eight months since 15 August 1918, since the mortar splinter on the road in Picardy.

Fayolle says: 'Lieutenant.'

Henri says: 'It's over, Fayolle. Henri.'

Fayolle smiles. Fayolle's smile is the same as in 1914 - the smile of the lad from Puy-l'Évêque, the one who killed a man at twenty and had a poem printed at twenty-three. The smile has survived everything.

They drink. White Cahors wine, dry, cool, tasting of stone and sun. They do not talk about the war. They talk about what is coming. Fayolle does not know what he will do - he cannot work the vines, not with one lung, and he knows nothing else. Henri says: 'You know how to make people laugh.' Fayolle says: 'That's no trade.' Henri says: 'We'll see.'

On his way out of the café, Henri passes the school in Cahors, the one where Lucien Combes is preparing for the training college. He does not stop. Not yet. He will come back. But through the open ground-floor window he sees a blackboard and desks, and he thinks of the school in October 1918, the overturned desks he set upright, and he knows the desks are standing here, and the desks are standing everywhere, and that that is victory - not the flags, not the parades, not the speeches. The desks standing.



May 1919. Henri walks into his classroom.

The boys' school in Figeac, rue Émile Zola. Two classrooms, a yard, a covered playground, a garden behind. Louise's garden - the bean garden, the one where Marthe Bouyssou saw the first leaf come up. The garden is on the other side of the wall, in the girls' school, and Henri can see it from the window of his own classroom, and the view of his wife's garden from the window of his classroom is the exact geography of his life afterwards.

Thirty-two pupils. Boys from six to thirteen, sons of peasants, shopkeepers, craftsmen, factory hands. Boys whose fathers have come back - not all of them. Some fathers will never come back, and the sons of those fathers have a look Henri recognises, the look of children who know something children should not know.

Henri stands in front of the blackboard, chalk in hand, and he looks at his pupils, and his pupils look at him, and the silence of that first minute is the most important silence of his life - more important than the silence of 11 November, more important than the silence of the end. Because this silence is a beginning. The silence before the first sentence, before the first lesson, before everything that is to come.

He raises the chalk. He writes on the board. Not a grammar lesson, not a dictation, not a date in history. Three words.

'Reading, writing, arithmetic.'

Then he turns to his pupils and says: 'That's what we're going to do. The rest is detail.'

A boy in the third row puts up his hand. 'Sir, were you a soldier?'

Henri looks at the boy. Seven years old, freckles, a look that gives nothing away. The son of a dead man, probably, or of a wounded one, or of one who came back. 'Yes.'

'What was it like?'

Henri thinks. Not for long - four years of thinking have prepared him for the question.

'It was the reason you have to learn to read.'

The boy does not understand. He will understand later. A schoolmaster's answers are made for later.



The summer of 1919 passes in the light of the Lot.

Henri teaches. Louise teaches. Little Jeanne goes to the crèche in the mornings and to her grandmother in the afternoons, and the cat sleeps on the haberdashery counter, and the figs ripen on the yard wall, and the beans grow in the school garden.

On Sundays, Henri and Louise go up onto the causse. They walk along the dry-stone paths, between the junipers and the holm oaks, with little Jeanne on Henri's shoulders - the shoulders that carried the thirty-kilo pack and the Lebel rifle and the weight of thirty men. The little one weighs ten kilos. It is the gentlest weight Henri has ever carried.

One Sunday in June they go to Labastide-Murat. Henri shows Louise the school. His first school, the one with the frozen inkwells and the narcissi on the desk. The temporary master has gone, and a new schoolmaster has been appointed to the post, a young man of twenty-two, invalided out with the after-effects of polio, who had not had time to take his certificate before the war ended. Henri watches him teach through the open window, the way Verdier watched battlefields through the windows of his command posts, and he thinks: that's good. The baton has been passed. The school goes on.

They go to the Delpechs'. Old Delpech is dead - not from the war, from age. The Delpech boy is nineteen and runs the farm with his mother and his sisters. Delpech the father has come back, one arm gone, and works as best he can. Henri eats the Delpechs' soup, the Delpechs' cheese, the Delpechs' bread, and the earth of the causse is under his feet, and the sky of the causse is over his head, and the world is where it belongs.



In July, Henri goes to Rocamadour.

Not for the pilgrimage - for the shepherd. He takes the train to Gramat, then walks. Eight kilometres across the causse, in the July heat, the haversack on his shoulder and little Jeanne in the arms of Louise, walking beside him. The cat has stayed in Figeac - the cat does not walk on the causse, the cat is a haberdashery animal.

Lacombe's farm is at the end of a dirt track, between two dry-stone walls, with a roof of stone slabs and a wooden gate. The ewes are in the pasture, two hundred white ewes on the short grass of the causse, and among them a white dog, big, massive, with bright eyes - Nòu. The dog sees Henri coming and barks, a deep patou bark, and the shepherd comes out of the house.

Lacombe has changed. Not for better, not for worse - into something different. The shepherd of the trench has become the shepherd of the causse, which is the same thing and not the same thing. His face is smoother, his shoulders lower, his limp the same. But his eyes are different - more open, more present, rid of the wall that closed them for months in 1916.

The shepherd looks at Henri. He looks at Louise. He looks at little Jeanne. Then he says: 'Come in.'

Lacombe's wife is in the kitchen - a small, dark, silent woman, like her husband in her silence and unlike him in her hands, which are not a soldier's hands but a shepherd's wife's hands, just as hard, just as calloused, but differently. And Madelou is there. Eleven years old, black plaits, her father's eyes but with her mother's light in them. Madelou, who received her father's first letter, the one with the twenty-three words, the one that made her mother cry.

Henri smiles at the girl. 'You're Madelou.'

The girl looks at him with the wariness of children of the causse, who do not give their trust to the first comer. 'You're the second lieutenant.'

Henri smiles. 'No. I'm the schoolmaster.'

Madelou looks at her father. The shepherd nods. 'He's the one who taught me.'

Madelou looks at Henri again, and this time her eyes change - not trust, not yet, but curiosity. The man who taught her father to read. The man who turned a mute shepherd into a man who writes in a blue exercise book. The man of the wooden letters.

They eat together. Confit, cheese, bread, walnut wine. Lacombe's kitchen is small, dark, warm, and it smells of wool-grease and wood smoke and curds. Henri recognises the smells - not the same as the trench's, and yet related, because country life and war life are cousins in their hardness and their simplicity.

The shepherd does not say much. He never has, and peace has not made him talkative. But he shows. He shows the flock, the dog, the farm. He shows the blue exercise book - a second one, bought in Gramat, in which he goes on writing, in the evenings, by the lamp, a shepherd's thoughts that need no reader to exist.

When it is time to go, Lacombe walks Henri to the gate. They walk side by side, as in the communication trench, the shepherd a little behind, out of habit. At the gate, Lacombe stops and says: 'Lieutenant.'

'Henri.'

The shepherd does not correct himself. For Lacombe, Henri will always be the second lieutenant, as for Henri Lacombe will always be the shepherd, and those war names are their true names, truer than their Christian names, because they were earned in the mud.

'Thank you,' says the shepherd.

It is the third time Lacombe has thanked Henri. The first for Madelou's letter, the second for the exercise book. The third is the last, and it holds the first two, and everything else.

Henri sets off for home. The causse is white under the July sun, the crickets are singing, the junipers smell strong. Little Jeanne is asleep in Louise's arms, and Henri walks beside his wife, and the world is a dry-stone path between two walls, and the path goes somewhere, and somewhere is good.



The autumn of 1919 brings the first elections after the war. The 'horizon-blue' Chamber - ex-servicemen deputies, men in uniform or in mourning, voting the laws of reconstruction. Women do not vote. Jeanne does not vote. Rose does not vote. The women who kept the country standing for four years do not vote, and the injustice is so enormous it becomes invisible, like things too big to be seen.

Jeanne says nothing. Jeanne picks up little Henri - eight months old, chubby, noisy, Paul's image with Jeanne's eyes - and she goes to the union, and she carries on. The stamp has gone, the title has gone, the factory has replaced her with a man who does the job less well and is paid more. But Jeanne is at the union, with Paul, and together they do what Paul said they would do - they fight. For pay. For conditions. For crèches. For the vote.

The vote will come. Not straight away - in 1944, twenty-five years later, a quarter of a century of waiting, another war to get there. But it will come. And when it does, Jeanne will remember the stamp and the stools and the crèche at Vaise, and she will know that seeds take time to grow, but that they grow.

Rose is still working in a factory - not Berliet, which has let most of the women go. Another factory, smaller, making machine parts. Worse paid. Less respected. Rose does not care. Rose has three children, one wage, and an anger that is intact, and Rose's anger is an engine that never stops.

Fayolle dies on 3 October 1919.

The flu. The third wave, the one that has been sweeping France since the winter, the one that kills the weak and the damaged, the one that finishes the work the war began. Fayolle, with his one lung, has nothing to fight it with. The good lung, the one that was doing the work of two, becomes inflamed, fills up, stops. Three days of fever, in the hospital in Cahors, the same hospital where he was treated for the splinter from the Somme. Three days, and it is over.

Henri learns of it by telegram, on 4 October, at the school in Figeac. He is marking dictations when the postman comes into the yard. Henri takes the telegram, reads it, reads it again. Then he puts his pencil down on the desk, gets up, and goes out into the yard. He stands under the covered playground, arms by his sides, and he looks at the wall of the girls' school, Louise's wall, and he does not see the wall. He sees a lad of nineteen coming up as a reinforcement in September 1914, already coughing, who had killed a man and came to tell his corporal with white eyes. He sees the lad who told the shepherd jokes, one a night, thirty-one in October, to get him out from behind the wall. He sees the man running along the road in Picardy in August 1918, his mouth open to breathe, one lung and running all the same.

Louise finds him in the yard ten minutes later. She sees his face and does not ask. She takes the telegram he is still holding, reads it, and says: 'Fayolle.' Henri nods. Louise says nothing more. She puts her hand on Henri's arm and stays there, standing beside him, under the covered playground, while the children play in the next yard and the world goes on.

Henri writes to the shepherd that same evening. Three lines. 'Lacombe. Fayolle is dead. The flu. The funeral is on the 6th at Puy-l'Évêque. Come if you can.'

The funeral takes place on a Monday, in the rain.

The cemetery at Puy-l'Évêque is on the hill, above the Lot, with the vines all round and the river below. A village cemetery, small, crowded, where the dead know one another as the living do, by name and by land. Fayolle's parents are there - the father a vine-grower, the mother in black, people of the Lot, taciturn, upright, burying their son who came back from the war to die at home.

Henri is there, in civilian clothes, without braid, without star. Louise has stayed in Figeac with the little one.

And the shepherd is there. Lacombe has come from Rocamadour, on foot probably, with his ash stick and his limp and a black suit that does not fit him because suits never fit shepherds. He stands at the edge of the grave, his face shut, his hands on his stick, and he says nothing, and he does not cry, because the shepherd does not cry, except for a dog, once, in a trench.

And Pélissié is there. Come from Saint-Céré, in a suit as well, a peasant's Sunday suit, clean and stiff. Pélissié who does not speak, who has never spoken, who has always let others speak for him. Pélissié stands on the other side of the grave, facing the shepherd, and between them is the hole, and in the hole the coffin, and in the coffin a man of twenty-four who made people laugh who no longer laughed.

The curé says the words. The earth falls on the wood. Fayolle's mother makes a sound Henri knows - the sound of the Pradel mother at Capdenac-Gare, in 1915, the one Louise heard and that made her step back in fear. The sound of mothers. The one sound the war cannot drown.

After the service, Henri, the shepherd and Pélissié stay. The others have gone, the family, the curé, the neighbours. The three of them stay in front of the fresh grave, in the rain that does not stop, and the silence between them is the silence of the section, the silence of the trench, the silence of men who have no need to speak because they have shared something words cannot carry.

The shepherd says: 'He told such bad jokes.'

Pélissié says: 'Yes.'

Henri says: 'The worst.'

And that is Fayolle's funeral oration - three sentences, eight words, spoken by three men standing in the rain of the Lot, above a green river, in a vine-growers' cemetery, for a lad of twenty-four who survived Verdun and the Somme and the Chemin des Dames and Picardy and a mortar splinter in the lung, and did not survive the flu. Because the war does not end when the bells ring. The war ends when the last wounded man dies of his wounds, and Fayolle had been wounded since 1914, since the first cough, since the first winter, and the flu only finished what the mud began.

They go down the hill together, the three of them, without speaking. At the foot of the hill the road divides - Henri towards the station, Lacombe towards the causse, Pélissié towards Saint-Céré. They shake hands. Once. Hard. And they go their separate ways, and the rain falls on the Lot, and the Lot flows towards the Garonne, and Fayolle stays on the hill, above the vines, for ever.



In December 1919, Henri receives a letter from Verdier.

He does not know Verdier. He has never heard the name. The letter arrives at the school in Figeac, addressed to 'Second Lieutenant Castayrol, Henri, formerly of the 7th Infantry Regiment', and it comes from Paris.

'Sir. You do not know me. I am Major Verdier, formerly a staff officer. I have read, in the primary teachers' review, a piece signed with your name, on teaching in the trenches. It moved me more than I can say.

I spent four years writing reports that nobody read. You spent four years teaching in conditions nobody could imagine. We fought the same war, you and I, each at our post, each with our tools - mine were figures, yours were letters. The letters were of more use.

I am writing to thank you. Not in the name of the army, not in the name of France - in my own name. Thank you for teaching men to read in the mud. It is the most useful thing that was done in this war, and I say so knowing whereof I speak.

Major Étienne Verdier.'

Henri reads the letter in the school yard, under the covered playground, during break. The children play around him, shout, run, jostle one another. Henri reads the letter of a man he does not know, a man who spent four years making calculations nobody listened to, and who is thanking him, and the thanks cross distance and time and ranks and hierarchies and arrive in the yard of a school in Figeac where a schoolmaster is holding a letter and watching children play.

He does not reply at once. He replies in January 1920, a short, courteous letter that says what matters: 'Major. Thank you for your words. The figures were of use too. Without your calculations, more of us would have died. Letters and figures are not enemies. They are the two legs of the same march. Yours sincerely, Henri Castayrol, schoolmaster.'



1920 unfolds like a first year of true peace.

Not the peace of the treaties - the Treaty of Versailles was signed in June 1919, and its clauses are already contested, and the seeds of future wars are already planted in its articles, but nobody sees that yet, or those who see it are not listened to. The peace of 1920 is the peace of every day, the peace of gestures found again, the peace of ordinary things becoming ordinary again after being impossible.

Henri teaches. That is the word that sums up 1920 - teaches. He teaches in Figeac, in his classroom, with his thirty-two boys, and he teaches as he has always taught, with rigour and tenderness, with the exacting standards of a man who knows what ignorance costs. But he teaches differently too. The war has changed the way he sees. The object lessons are not the same - when Henri talks about the geography of France, he sees the trenches under the hills and the cemeteries under the fields. When he talks about history, he knows that history is not a book but an abyss, and that dates are scars. When he gives dictation, he thinks of Pélissié tracing his first letters on a slate, and of Lacombe writing 'Madelou' with a shepherd's fingers, and the dictation becomes something else - not an exercise, an act of faith.

Louise teaches on the other side of the wall. The bean garden lies between them, and sometimes, through the window, Henri sees Louise in her yard, among her girls, and Louise sees him in his yard, among his boys, and they smile at each other over the wall and the beans, and that smile is the sum of their life.

Little Jeanne turns two in September 1920. She walks, she runs, she talks - not much, but well. She says 'Papa', she says 'Maman', she says 'cat', she says 'mamé' for her grandmother, and she says 'kool' for school, because school is the place where her parents disappear in the morning and reappear in the evening, and a place as magical as that deserves a word.

The cat is growing old. Verdun the cat, war hero, survivor of four fronts, is now a fat grey tom who sleeps on the haberdashery counter and no longer chases rats. Louise's mother feeds him chicken livers and scraps of confit, and the cat accepts these tributes with the dignity of a veteran.



Lucien Combes passes out of the training college in June 1920. First of his year. Henri learns the news from a letter from Lucien, the last of a long series, which says simply: 'Lieutenant. It's done. Schoolmaster. Like you.' Henri shows the letter to Louise, and Louise smiles, and Henri pins the letter to the wall of his classroom, beside Lucienne Marty's drawing, the one of the cat, and beside Pélissié's slate, which he has set on the shelf like a trophy, like a proof.

Lucien is appointed to Gourdon, his home town. He will teach where he was born, where he grew up unable to read, where he lied about his age to go to war, where he came back with a leg that no longer bends and a bloodstained Montaigne in his haversack. He will teach the children of Gourdon what a sergeant taught him in a barn in Picardy - that reading is freedom, and that to write is to exist.

Lucienne Marty is still drawing. She has finished at the art school in Cahors and gone on to the École des Beaux-Arts in Toulouse - the door Henri swore to open in 1914, the one Louise set ajar in 1916, which has now swung wide open. Lucienne draws faces, landscapes, animals. She draws the causse with a precision that hurts, because the causse under her pencil is so true you can hear the crickets and smell the thyme. One day her drawings will hang in galleries. Not straight away - later. Seeds take time.

Marcel publishes La Voix du Midi. The paper has grown - eight pages now, a print run of two thousand, a readership of factory hands and schoolmasters and trade unionists across the south-west. Marcel writes, sets, prints, distributes, with his back throbbing on rainy days and his hands that have never forgotten the lead. The subtitle has not changed: 'Founded in a trench.'

Fayolle lies on the hill at Puy-l'Évêque, above the vines, and his laughter is missed. It is missed at the café where he would have told his jokes, at the post office where he would have worked, at the bar where he would have had his drink. He is missed the way only people are missed who filled a room just by walking into it. The flu did what the shells did not, and Henri carries that injustice the way you carry a splinter that cannot be taken out - lodged too deep, too close to the heart.

Pélissié has gone back to his causse. He ploughs, he sows, he harvests. He has bought the second cow, mended the byre roof, rebuilt the garden wall, pruned the almond trees - every line of his 1918 list, ticked off, done, one by one, with the patience of a man for whom lists are promises and promises are acts. He still writes to his wife - pointless letters, since she is beside him, but letters all the same, left on the kitchen table in the morning, because writing has become his language of love, and Pélissié's love goes by written words as much as by spoken ones.

And the shepherd writes. Nobody knows except Madelou, who finds the blue exercise books in her father's cupboard, and reads them in secret, and discovers that her father - her silent father, her father of stone and wind - has an inner world made of words, of sentences, of thoughts that belong to him alone. One day Madelou will bring the exercise books to Henri, and Henri will read them, and Henri will understand that the most important thing he did in the war was not holding a trench or taking a blockhouse or leading an assault. It was putting a pencil in a shepherd's hand.

In March 1920, Henri receives a letter from Fayolle's mother. Not the mother at the cemetery, not the woman in black making the sound of mothers - another woman, a woman of paper, a woman writing official words because someone has told her official words must be written. Fayolle's mother is asking Henri for a certificate. A statement that her son was wounded in action, that the mortar splinter of 15 August 1918 destroyed his left lung, that the flu that killed him a year later killed a man already broken by the war. Fayolle's mother wants her son's name on the memorial.

The war memorial at Puy-l'Évêque is being built. Every commune in France is building its own, at this very moment, everywhere, in every village, on every square, in front of every town hall. Memorials of stone and marble, with names carved in them, and every name is an administrative battle as much as a bereavement - because 'Mort pour la France' is an official designation, a stamp, a form, and forms know nothing of destroyed lungs or flu that finishes the work of shells.

Henri writes the certificate that same evening, at the kitchen table in the haberdashery, while little Jeanne sleeps and Louise marks exercise books on the other side of the table. He writes as he knows how to write - with precision, with rigour, with the cold anger of a schoolmaster filling in a form on which a man's memory depends.

'I, the undersigned, Castayrol, Henri, second lieutenant in the 7th Infantry Regiment, certify that Private Fayolle, André, under my command from September 1914, was seriously wounded on 15 August 1918 by a mortar splinter which perforated the left lung, requiring surgery and resulting in the permanent loss of the use of the said lung. Private Fayolle served with courage and devotion through four years of campaigning, taking part in the battles of the Marne, Verdun, the Somme, the Chemin des Dames and Picardy. His death, which occurred on 3 October 1919 as a result of influenzal pneumonia, is the direct consequence of the weakening caused by his war wound.'

He signs. He seals. He sends.

The designation 'Mort pour la France' is granted in June 1920, after three months of files, of papers passed back and forth, of forms and stamps. André Fayolle's name is carved on the war memorial at Puy-l'Évêque, between a Dumas and a Garrigues, on the white stone, facing the vines, above the Lot.

Henri does not go to see the memorial. Not straight away. He will go one Sunday in the autumn, alone, without Louise, without the little one. He will stand before the stone and read the names, one by one, and he will find Fayolle's, and he will stay there a while, his hands in his pockets, the wooden dog against his thigh, and he will think of a lad of nineteen who was coughing when he came into a trench on the Aisne in September 1914, and who told bad jokes, and who laughed with one lung, and whose name is now in the stone, which is the only immortality the Republic offers its dead.

December 1920. The last month of the sixth year.

Henri is in the yard of the school in Figeac, on a December afternoon, cold and clear, the sky blue over the roofs. Break is over, the children have gone back in, and Henri is alone in the yard, standing by the wall between the boys' school and the girls' school. On the other side of the wall he can hear Louise's voice giving the lesson, a clear, steady voice, the voice of a schoolmistress telling her pupils that five threes are fifteen, and the girls' voices repeating it, and the sound of shoes on the floorboards, and the scrape of a chair.

Henri leans against the wall. The stone is cold under his hand. The wall is solid, old, built to last. On the other side, Louise. On this side, his pupils. And between the two, the garden, where the bare bean poles are waiting for spring.

He thinks of all those who are not here. Of the names in the notebook, that litany of the dead that does not fade and never will. Of the carpenter from Cahors, the first, the one from August 1914, who talked about his fiancée and died in four minutes. Of Lieutenant Marsal, who read Stendhal. Of the law student from Montauban. Of the barber's assistant from Brive. Of the charcoal-burner from Souillac, who saw letters for the first time through his owl spectacles. Of Brousse, the farmhand who pretended he could not read. Of all the reinforcements of all the autumns and all the winters, the faces that came and went, the names he entered in his notebook with the date and the place, and which are now names on memorials, in villages, all over France.

He thinks of Fayolle, at the post office, with his laughter and his one lung.

He thinks of those who are here. Of the shepherd, on his causse, with his ewes and his exercise books. Of Pélissié, on his farm, with his letters and his Montaigne. Of Marcel, in Toulouse, with his press and his back. Of Lucien, in Gourdon, in front of his blackboard. Of Lucienne, in Toulouse, at her easel. Of Jeanne, in Lyon, with Paul and little Henri and Rose and the crèche and the union and the anger that does not go out. Of little Jeanne, inside the haberdashery, with the cat and her grandmother and the reels of thread.

He takes the wooden dog out of his pocket. The patou the shepherd carved in October 1916, in a dugout on the Somme, with a knife and a piece of ash. The dog is worn by four years in a pocket, polished by Henri's fingers, smooth as a pebble. Henri turns it in his hand. The paws, the muzzle, the tail. Flòc. The dead dog. The dog that kept the shepherd alive, whose death nearly lost him, and whose wooden memory travelled from the Somme to Belgium, from Belgium to the Lot, from war to peace.

Henri puts the dog back in his pocket. He looks at the sky. The December sky over Figeac, blue and cold, immense above the roofs, the same sky as in 1914, the same as in 1918, the same as in 1920. The sky does not change. People change. Children grow up. Shepherds learn to read. Schoolmasters learn to live. Women learn that they are standing. Cats learn to grow old. And the beans wait for spring, because beans always wait for spring, and spring always comes.

Henri goes back into his classroom. Thirty-two faces raised towards him, thirty-two pairs of eyes, thirty-two futures. He picks up the chalk. He turns to the blackboard.

And he does what he has always done, what he will always do, what he was born for and what he survived for.

He teaches.
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