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Chapter One

For two years Algeria had been ablaze with revolt and the end

was not yet in sight. Hate engendered hate and the image of freedom

was consumed in the flames of violence.

On May 11, 1957, Algerian rebels attacked and murdered a

French family of five on their farm twelve miles south of Boghari.

On the same day French troops raided the village of Muzy el Gaja

and twenty-two Arabs were killed.

The leader of the National Liberation Front broadcast a speech in

which he accused the French of organizing mass murder.

And on the same day a special meeting of the Cabinet was called

in Paris. The situation was very grave.

On this May 11, 1957, a French Army vehicle was traveling from

Boghari to Algiers. It was a rough road and although the solid Ameri-
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can-built truck could have taken it in its stride, the screams of pain

from the wounded man in the back were beginning to get on the

driver's nerves and he was careful to avoid the worst of the potholes.

The man lay on the bare floor boards, his wrists handcuffed to the

right-hand bench. He was Legionnaire Second Class Jochen Gerber,

generally known as "Le Petit," the Kid.

The thick awning of the truck shielded him from the fierce rays of

the African sun and the movement of the vehicle produced a cooling

breeze, but the sweat from the Kid's fever-ridden body glistened on

his forehead and made the blond hair hang damply over his face. His

shirt was open to the waist and fresh, crimson blood seeped through

the dirty bandage on his chest.

Huddled beside him were Legionnaire First Class Pat Kilby and

Corporal-chef Luigi Locatelli. Pat and Luigi were also handcuffed.

On the opposite bench sat their escort, Sergeant Robert Altmann

of the First Regiment, Foreign Legion. His machine gun lay handy

beside him; not on account of the handcuffed deserters, but as a pre-

caution against an attack by the rebels.

Luigi raised his manacled wrists and rubbed his small mustache with

the back of his hand. "Give us a cigarette, Altmann."

"Sergeant to you," replied Altmann, coldly.

"Oh! I beg your pardon," said Luigi sarcastically. "Monsieur le

sergent, please give a poor prisoner a cigarette."

Altmann shook his head.

"You swine," said Luigi.

Altmann remained silent.

Luigi gave Pat a nudge. "The swine," he said. "When I think of the

fags he got off me in Indochina." He turned to Altmann again:

"I suppose you've forgotten all that?"

Altmann leaned over the driver and shouted, "Drive a bit faster,

if you can."

"We've got a casualty on board," said Luigi. "You've got to drive

carefully with casualties."

"He's certainly in a hurry," said Pat. "He can hardly wait for the
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medal they're going to give him in Algiers. Capturing three desert-

ers!" He jerked his head toward Altmann's colorful row of ribbons.

"That means at least a gold star to go in with the rest of the fruit

salad."

The truck lurched over a series of potholes and at every jolt the Kid

cried out in pain. Altmann glanced at him, then turned away. The red

stain on the bandage seemed to have grown larger.

"Look at the blood!" said Luigi. "It was poor shooting, Sergeant. If

you'd hit him a bit higher, he'd be dead by now and you wouldn't have

any more bother with him."

"Let it go, Luigi," the Kid groaned. "He can't help it."

Pat bent over him. "You're bleeding again, Kid. You're bleeding

like a stuck pig. Let it come, though. Better to bleed to death than be

hanged."

"You won't be hanged, don't worry," said Luigi. "You're going to

be finished off nice and slowly, instead. And they're going to stick me
up against the wall, because I shot that swine Verdoux. Sergeant Alt-

mann will give the order to fire as a reward for his service in the Le-

gion."

The truck jolted over another bad patch of road. The Kid moaned

softly and the chain fastening him to the bench rattled.

Suddenly Altmann knelt beside him and taking a key from his

pocket, unlocked the handcuffs.

"Thanks," the Kid whispered. "Thanks, Sergeant."

"Well, what do you know," sneered Luigi. "The sergeant's turned

into a good Samaritan."

Pat grimaced. "He should hove put him out of his misery. That

would have been more charitable. Hey, Sergeant, why don't you finish

him off? You've got enough bullets and you can get a medal for that,

you know." Altmann could no longer contain his rage. "Hold your

mouth, Kilby," he snarled, his sunburned face dark with anger, so

that even the imperturbable Pat was taken aback at the savage look in

his eyes. But Luigi refused to be intimidated. "Nobody keeps their
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mouths shut here," he shouted. "Not us anyhow. We don't have to any

more. And a swine like you who lets his own friends . .
."

Altmann rammed his fist into Luigi's face, knocking his head
against one of the struts supporting the hood. Luigi pressed his

manacled hands against his mouth, his dark eyes blazing with hatred.

Altmann fell back exhausted onto the bench and stared at the back
of the driver's neck. Dear God, if only this damned, bloody journey

were over.

Luigi licked the blood from his split upper lip and started once

more. "I can't pay you back, Altmann," he shouted. "Maybe someone
else will do it for me. You're a swine. I know that now; but you
weren't always a swine, that's the pity of it."

"For God's sake shut up," the Kid moaned. "Forget it, can't you?"

"Leave it to me, Kid," said Luigi. He suddenly roared at Altmann.
"Take a look at that boy. Nineteen years old and a German like your-

self. And now they're going to beat him to death in the Compagnie
Discipline. Haven't you any feelings? What were you doing when you
were nineteen?"

Pat laughed maliciously. "What do you think he was doing? I'll bet

when he was a baby it was the Legion that gave him his bottle." But
Luigi was serious. "Look, Altmann," he shouted. "When you were

nineteen you couldn't surely have been such a hard-boiled bastard."

He raised his hands, expecting another blow.

But Altmann remained silent. At nineteen? His eyes wandered over

the boy's pitiful body. He was not really small, the Kid, only thin; he

had grown up a little too quickly, but his eyes were gentle and he had

the face of a child. At nineteen, thought Altmann, I looked just like

that. That was . . . yes . . . twelve years ago. In the spring of 1945 in

the Black Forest ... on April 16, to be precise . . . and suddenly he

saw it all again, very clearly, that day in 1945, his nineteenth birth-

day. . . .

He lay on the edge of a wood firing his machine gun. Lofty sprawled

beside him and passed the gleaming ammunition with trembling
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hands. A little farther to the right Unterscharfiihrer Kleiba crouched

behind a tree with his gun trained, and yelled, "Let 'em have it,

Altmann."

A meadow sloped away in front of them, and across it innumerable

dun-colored dots were moving toward them; the French. Or more

precisely, Moroccans and Algerians. "Colored bastards," Kleiba had

said. "Colonial slaves. Rotten, bloody soldiers."

Robert kept his machine gun trained on the advancing horde

and as the trails of shot hit the moist ground, he saw how the pieces

of turf flew into the air and how some of the brown dots fell and lay

still.

The machine gun fired beautifully. He had cleaned it thoroughly

the night before, during the retreat. As he gripped the brown lac-

quered stock lovingly in his left hand, he felt strong and invincible. He
was not afraid. He was defending his homeland and he was ready to

die as the Obersturmfiihrer had so often told him he should be. Meine
Ehre heisst Treue! For Honor and Truth!

Robert suddenly remembered that it was his birthday. I shall die on

my nineteenth birthday, he thought, and he was overcome with sad-

ness. He would have liked to live a few years longer and to have loved

a woman. He had never known what it was to have a woman of his

own, with all that that meant. Yes, he would have liked a little more

time. . . .

The magazine was empty and Lofty pushed another one across.

Robert kept his eyes fixed on the meadow in front of him as he placed

the fresh magazine in position. The brown dots had come nearer and

there seemed to be more of them. What a lot of troops they had.

Then he heard Lofty's shrill voice: "Tanks! Tanks!"

The tanks were pushing their way out of a small coppice; colossal,

yellowish-brown monsters with massive turrets that pivoted menac-
ingly first one way and then the other. There were not many targets

for them there on the slopes of the Black Forest, so they spat their

shells at random toward the woods, and the edge of the forest soon

became one blazing, smoking inferno.
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This is it, Robert thought, but they've still got me to reckon with.

He pressed the butt of his gun more firmly against his shoulder, got

the brown, swarming mass into his sights once again, and taking a

deep breath, pulled the trigger.

"It's the last box," shouted Lofty at his side. "Did you hear that?

The last box." Lofty looked very green in the face. He's scared,

thought Robert. I'm not scared, I'm going to die like the Obersturm-
fiihrer.

"Cease fire," shouted Lofty. "Stop! Can't you hear me?" Robert
felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned round angrily and found the

Obersturmfiihrer crouching behind him. He, too, looked rather green.

"It's over," he gasped. "General order to move out. Machine guns to be
abandoned. From now on it's every man for himself. Got it?"

Robert stared at him uncomprehendingly. "Yes, sir," said Lofty,

with a look of relief on his face. The Obersturmfiihrer gave a twisted

smile. Then he turned and ran off into the wood without looking

back.

At that moment Kleiba crept up. "Come on, my lad," he shouted.

"There's nothing more to be done. Hurry up!" and keeping his head

well down, he too ran off into the forest. Kleiba of all people. The big,

blustering Kleiba who never knew the meaning of fear. Robert looked

for Lofty, but he also was gone.

He was alone. He felt his stomach heave and it suddenly seemed so

hard to have to die. He pulled himself together and looked at his

machine gun with its gleaming barrel. His machine gun! He dropped

to the ground and opening the breech cover, pulled out the firing pin

and pushed it down firmly into the soft earth. He turned the catch

to the right, picked up the red-hot barrel in his handkerchief and threw

it far behind him. Then taking a stick grenade out of his boot, he

jammed it between the breech cover and the magazine and ran after

the others.

Shells were exploding behind him and from overhead came the

boom of artillery fire and the sharp rattle of machine-gun bullets fired

by the French troops in the forest. He ran with the blood pounding
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in his temples and his lungs almost bursting. He ran not so much for

his life, but to escape from this appalling loneliness. He ran until he

heard a human voice once more, and the voice that he heard hit him

like a stone so that he stopped in his tracks.

It was Unterscharfuhrer Kleiba. His large, dirty face peered out from

the edge of a plantation of young firs. Robert had never liked Kleiba's

face very much, but at that particular moment it seemed kind and

even good-looking.

"Come on," shouted Kleiba.

Panting, Robert crept behind him to a small clearing. "Here we

are," said Kleiba, sitting down. Lofty was there too, smoking a ciga-

rette. Robert threw himself down on the soft grass and closed his eyes.

"You can rest a bit now," said Kleiba genially. "We're staying here."

Robert raised his head. "What about the Obersturmfiihrer?"

Kleiba shrugged his shoulders. "He's run for it."

"I've smashed up my machine gun, Sergeant," said Robert.

"To hell with the 'Sergeant.' Kleiba's the name. O.K.?"

Robert noticed with a shock that Kleiba had removed the badges

from his uniform. Only the black collar patches bearing the SS in-

signia were left. "What are we going to do now?" asked Robert.

"Nothing. Take a rest," said Kleiba. He was listening intently. The

firing had slackened and from the distance came the faint sound of

voices shouting and the drone of engines. "We're safer here," he said.

"They'll stay on the roads. They're bloody scared of the woods."

"And what then?" asked Robert. "Do you think we'll find our di-

vision again?"

"Don't you understand?" asked Kleiba. "It's all over. Or do you

think we're still going to win the war?"

"But the Fiihrer . .
." Robert's voice faltered as he saw Kleiba's

pitying smile. Lofty stared indifferently at the end of his cigarette.

Kleiba pulled a dirty map out of his pocket. "Look," he said, point-

ing with his thick forefinger. "We're about here. The forest is big and

they won't find us. We're going to bed down now, see? We'll move on

again tonight."
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"Where to?" asked Lofty.

"First of all we'll need some civvies."

"Werewolves!" cried Robert, reaching for his revolver.

Kleiba spat. "Don't talk such bloody nonsense. We'll wait till it's

dark and then see about getting hold of some clothes. Then we'll

have to go east. Here," his forefinger moved a few centimeters across

the map, "is Freudenstadt. We'll go to ground there for a bit. In a

town like that, a few strangers won't look suspicious. Anyhow, we're

going to need some grub. After that we'll think again . . . compris?"

Lofty nodded.

"All right then. We'll turn in, now."

Robert untied the ground sheet from his pack, rolled himself up in

it, and closed his eyes. He felt safe with Kleiba around. The husky

Unterscharfiihrer had always rather disgusted him; but he was begin-

ning to realize that Kleiba was a good leader and a man who knew
what he wanted.

It was already dark when he was awakened by the damp and cold.

A few stars were shining in the tiny strip of sky above him. In the

distance he heard the thunder of guns.

He turned his head slowly, and then jumped with fright. Kleiba was

squatting on the ground a few yards away from him. In one hand he

held a lighted cigarette lighter, in the other an open penknife. With
great care he was passing the point of the knife through the flickering

blue flame. The meager light played on his broad, coarse face and

threw dancing shadows around his flat nose and puffy eyes, giving

him a crude, subhuman appearance. He v .s stripped to the waist, and

every time he moved, the muscles rippled in his arms and chest. He
raised the knife toward his lips and then held it over the flame once

more.

"What are you doing?" whispered Robert.

Kleiba didn't take his eyes off the point of the knife. "Go back to

sleep."
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Robert propped his head on his arm. "Do you want to set the

forest on fire?"

"No," Kleiba answered. "But you could give me a hand. Come
here." Robert got up and squatted down beside him. The point of the

knife began to glow. "There," said Kleiba. "Hold the lighter a minute,

like that. And hold my arm with your other hand. Very tight, though."

He lifted his arm, but still held the knife blade over the flame. Sud-

denly Robert understood. "Your blood group?"

"Correct," said Kleiba. "Hold tight."

"Why?"
Kleiba grinned. "It's better not to have that mark on you any more.

The French don't much like it, you know."

"Why not? It seems quite sensible."

Kleiba did not answer. "Now," he said. "A bit nearer with the

lighter, I can hardly see—there, that's it." He turned his wrist, and

his biceps swelled up into a hard, tight ball. On the inner side of his

arm the small blue letter B could be clearly seen.

He clenched his strong teeth. "Hold on tight," he jerked out. Then
he put the red-hot point of the knife onto the tattoo mark.

Robert stared at him in horror. The veins bulged in his sturdy throat,

his face muscles twitched, and a sort of bestial moaning came from in-

side his mighty chest. "Stop," whispered Robert. "For God's sake

stop, nobody could stand that."

But Kleiba held the knife firmly pressed against the inside of his

arm.

Robert turned his head away. The revolting stench of burning flesh

stung his nostrils. He held his breath and the lighter fell from his hand.

"O.K.," whispered Kleiba. "You can let go now."

Robert loosed his grip.

"Cigarette," said Kleiba.

Robert pulled out a package of cigarettes and passed it over.

"What have you done with the lighter?"

Robert fumbled for it with shaking fingers, lit it, and held it out to

him.
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Kleiba's face was ashen gray and large drops of sweat hung on his

upper lip. He drew deeply on the cigarette, in quick, desperate gulps.

"Well, it's done," he said. "Christ, that was awful."

He lifted his arm. "Let's have some light."

Robert flicked the lighter once more. Kleiba peered in satisfaction

at the reddish-brown, stinking blemish. "Shall I do it to you as well?"

Robert shook hs head, shuddering. "Why? It isn't a crime to have

your blood group tattooed on your arm."

"No. It isn't a crime, but there are certain people I don't want to

meet with that mark on me."

"What kind of people?"

"Oh, forget it." Kleiba got to his feet and pulled his shirt over his

head. "Wake up Lofty," he ordered. "We've got to get on. I couldn't

sleep, now, anyway."

They got ready to march. Kleiba carried on as though nothing had

happened. Even when he put on his tunic there was nothing in his

movements to show that he had a raw wound on his arm. He was cer-

tainly an amazing fellow, Kleiba; you could have confidence in his

leadership. Perhaps he would take them back to their own troops, and

perhaps—perhaps—the war was not yet lost.

The stars had disappeared behind a gossamer veil of mist and the

forest had become dark and sinister. Artillery fire rumbled in the dis-

tance; and every now and then when they cut across a glade or

clearing, they could see that the eastern sky was blood-red.

"Freudenstadt," said Kleiba, and he sounded almost pleased that

the enemy had now taken the town after putting him, Unter-

scharfiihrer Kleiba, to flight. From then on he said nothing more

but marched grimly onwards, looking neither to left nor right.

For three or four hours they made their way through the darkness

cf the Black Forest. Time and again they had to swerve from their

course to avoid columns of French lorries which rattled through the

night with headlights dimmed.

Kleiba showed no signs of fatigue. He went on in front like the

leader of a wolf pack, always finding new paths that would bring them
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to their destination. Dawn was breaking through the trees when he

finally stopped at the edge of the forest.

"Here we are," he said.

Below them, in a deep, narrow valley, lay an isolated farmhouse.

Dark and silent, it lay huddled between clumps of trees. It was so quiet

that they could hear the rattle of a halter in the cowshed.

"There," whispered Kleiba. "This is just what we want."

He turned his head. "Follow me, at a distance of five paces."

They clambered down the steep slope and made their way cau-

tiously across a wet field toward the house. The black, unfriendly

windows stared out at them.

Kleiba stood at the door, listening. Nothing moved. He threw back

his head and surveyed the wooden front of the house. A white sheet

was hanging out of a half-opened window. "Ah," he murmured, and

drawing his revolver, banged the butt against the door. Robert and

Lofty also drew their revolvers and stood behind him.

Almost at once they heard shuffling footsteps. A light flickered in-

side the house, and a tremulous voice said: "They're here again."

Kleiba sprang to one side and signaled to the others to stand against

the wall of the house.

The door opened and the warm candlelight fell on the worn stone

threshold.

"S'il vous plait, messieurs," the tremulous voice murmured.

Kleiba strode into the doorway. An old man stood there, dressed in

his best black suit. The candle in his hand was shaking.

"You speak pretty good French," Kleiba sneered. "But you needn't

have bothered. You've got it wrong, see. We're Germans."

The old man forced open his red-rimmed eyes. "Oh, I see," he
faltered.

Kleiba interrupted him roughly. "Have the French been here al-

ready?"

"Yes." The old man stared at Kleiba's collar patches. "They've

moved on, but . .
."
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"Good," said Kleiba. "Come in, you two." He pushed Robert and

Lofty inside and shut the door behind them.

"What do you want?" the old man whispered.

"First of all, we want some grub."

The old man turned his head. Behind him stood a gray-haired

woman, also wearing her best clothes. "Go and get something," he

said to her. "Quickly."

The woman disappeared into the gloom, and came back a little

later with a tray. There was a bottle of wine on it, a few glasses, and

some sandwiches. She put the tray down on a small table by the door.

It was as though she had been expecting the three of them for some

time.

Silently Kleiba grabbed the wine bottle, uncorked it, and lifted it to

his mouth.

"There are glasses there," said the woman.
Kleiba put down the bottle, smacking his lips. "Thanks. It tastes as

good this way." He reached for the bottle again and grabbed a sand-

wich. "Come on, lads, dig in."

"Please hurry," said the old man quietly. "It's dangerous for you. At

any moment the French . .
."

Kleiba interrupted him again. "That's all right. We won't bother

you for long ... if you'll help us, that is."

"How?" whispered the old man. "I don't know . .
."

"Quite simple," Kleiba said, with his mouth full. "We've got to

have some civilian clothes. And double-quick, if you please."

The old man looked helplessly at the woman, who stood at his side.

"We haven't anything. Really, we . .
."

"You shut up," Kleiba said to her. He grabbed the old man by the

shoulders and swung him round. "We want three civilian suits,

Grandpa, have you got that? Hell, we haven't any time to waste."

"B-but it can't be done," stammered the old man. "Please, I beg of

you. The French . . . I . . . I . .
."

Kleiba let the man go and drew his revolver. "Now listen," he said
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quietly. "There's a funny-looking bit of sheet hanging outside your

window. You know that's forbidden, don't you? Fiihrer's orders."

The woman went very pale.

"If I remember rightly," Kleiba said, twirling the revolver round and

round on his trigger finger, "the punishment for hanging a white flag

out is death." He stopped twirling the revolver and pushed its muzzle

against the old man's chest. "And any loyal German citizen is per-

mitted to carry out that punishment forthwith."

The old man's emaciated jaw dropped. He tried to speak, but no

words came.

"All right; let's co-operate, then," Kleiba said, grinning. "We'll take

three civilian suits from you, and we'll make out we didn't see that

sheet outside. Is that clear?"

The woman looked at him, with eyes that were full of fear and ha-

tred.

"Wait a moment," she said, and disappeared through the door

again.

The old man tried to go after her, but Kleiba held him back.

"No, you stop here, Grandpa." He reached for another sandwich

and bit into- it with his strong teeth. "And step on it," he shouted

after the woman. "Or there'll be trouble, with that sheet hanging out-

side."

Robert felt his face burning. "For God's sake, Kleiba," he said

quietly. "You can't do this. . .
."

"Hold your mouth," said Kleiba. "And get your things off." He put

his revolver down on the tray and quickly unbuttoned his tunic. The
old man stood trembling, beside him, still holding the lighted candle.

When the woman returned, the three of them were standing in their

shirts and underpants. Kleiba snatched the things out of her hand,

gave them a quick inspection and then held up a blue, chalk-stripe

suit.

"It belongs to my son," murmured the old man.

"All the better," said Kleiba. "It'll do." He threw the rest of the

things over to Robert, who wasted no time in examining them. The
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look on the woman's face made him blush with shame. Quickly he

put on a pair of gray trousers and a patched workman's blouse.

"Ready?" asked Kleiba.

"Ready," said Lofty with his mouth full. He wore an outfit similar

to Robert's, except that the trousers were far too short for him. Kleiba

snatched the ground sheet from his pack and put it under his arm. He
put away his revolver, and bowing ironically to the woman, said,

"Much obliged, I'm sure." Then he gave a kick to the pile of uniforms

lying on the floor. "You'd better burn these before the French get

back." He took the last sandwich from the tray and shoved it into his

pocket. "Come on, lads. And don't forget your ground sheets." Then
without a word of farewell, he left the house.

Robert bent down to get his ground sheet. As he unstrapped it,

the woman knelt beside him with a stony expression on her face, and

started gathering the uniforms together. "I'm awfully sorry," Robert

faltered. "But there's nothing else for it. We're on the run, you see."

"Yes, yes," said the woman. "Hurry up, then. The French . .
."

Robert stood up. "You'll get the things back of course. Or we'll send

you the money. Thank you very much for them."

The woman looked up at him, and suddenly she smiled. "That's

all right," she said. "Now, off you go."

"Thank you," he said once again, and ran out of the house.

It was light now. He could see Kleiba, in his blue suit, standing at

the edge of the forest, frantically beckoning to him. He would have

preferred to go on without Kleiba; but at that moment he heard the

noise of motor engines and strange voices shouting. A tremor of fear

ran through him, and he raced across the wet field and up the slope.

"You fool," hissed Kleiba. "You bloody fool. Jawing away to those

old people. Get in there, you idiot." He pushed him in among the

pine trees. Lofty, in his short trousers, was leaning against a tree, shak-

ing with fright.

"They're coming. Look out, they're coming."

"Shut your trap," said Kleiba. "Come on, get moving." He started

off once more, in a silent, wolf-like manner. He had lost all resem-
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blance to a soldier. In his stylish suit with the wide trousers and pad-

ded shoulders and devoid of collar and tie, his appearance was more

that of an escaped convict. Dear God, thought Robert. What can I

look like? Presumably, not very different from Kleiba. . . .

Once again Kleiba found a safe hide-out among the fir trees, and

throwing himself on the ground, he lit a cigarette. "We've been

lucky," he said, grinning feebly. He unfolded his ground sheet and

rolled himself up in it. "We'll stop here till it's dark." Robert lay down
silently beside him, and fell into a deep, exhausted sleep.

When he awoke, Kleiba was towering over him, breathing heavily.

His blue suit was crumpled and dirty. He dug Robert in the ribs with

his foot.

"Get ready," he said softly.

"What's the matter?" Robert asked. "Where have you been?"

Kleiba sat down beside him. "I've been nosing around a bit. I met a

man from Freudenstadt. The position is that the French have been in

there since yesterday, and it looks like a mess. Half the town is on fire.

But that's all the better for us; we'll be less conspicuous. They need

people to help put the fires out, and nobody will bother to ask for our

papers or anything. Out here it's dangerous. I ran into a motorized

unit, and they went after me as though I were a fox. With machine

guns, too. I ask you. . . . Come on, get ready, lads. This evening we'll

be in Freudenstadt, and then we'll be all right for a bit." He took out

his revolver and threw it into the undergrowth. "Chuck yours away as

well."

Robert stared at him, stupefied. "What? Throw away the only gun

I've got? I'm not that crazy!"

Kleiba spat. "All right, keep it. But you'll have to go on alone. If

they catch you carrying a gun, as a civilian, you've had it."

Lofty flung his revolver away as though it were red-hot.

"How do you know that?" asked Robert, stupidly.

Kleiba narrowed his eyes. "I told you, I met a man from Freu-

denstadt. Get going."

Robert took out his revolver. He dropped the magazine onto the
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ground and trampled it into the wet moss, then threw the gun up in a

high arc over the tops of the young fir trees.

"O.K.," Kleiba said.

"Have you got any grub," Lofty asked.

"No. Are you hungry? You should have been a bit quicker grabbing

some bread at the old folks' this morning." Lofty sniffed the air discon-

tentedly,
i

"Freudenstadt tonight," said Kleiba, full of optimism, as they

started on their way.
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Freudenstadt was on fire and the dying city made an awe-inspir-

ing sight as the livid flames soared into the night sky. Robert had

never before seen anything so terrible. This was a town in his own

homeland and he could only watch helplessly as the enemy troops

swarmed through the ruins, indifferent to the fires, except where

their light was of use to guide them in their search for loot.

Neither he nor Kleiba nor anyone else could divert the drunken

conquerors from their barbaric feast.

Robert clutched Kleiba's arm. "Listen," he said. "Do you hear

that?"

Kleiba's soot-blackened face reflected the red glow from the flames.

His alert eyes missed nothing, but his expression was hard and im-

passive. "What?"

"That screaming," said Robert, his voice faltering. The shrieks of
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women could be heard above the crackle of the flames and the coarse

laughter of the drunken soldiers.

Kleiba did not reply. He was staring intently at a house from which

beds, pillows, boxes, and various other pieces of furniture were being

hurled through the windows onto the street below.

"Kleiba," said Robert urgently. "They've got hold of the women.
Our women." Robert was only nineteen and had never been in love,

but the words "our women," came naturally to him at that moment.
Kleiba was not listening. "Yes," he said without taking his eyes

from the house. A girl rushed through the doorway followed by a

couple of soldiers hot on her heels. The macabre pursuit continued

down the street and Kleiba's gaze followed it until the figures vanished

behind a heap of smoking ruins. "They're showing us, chum," he said.

"Yes, they're certainly showing us."

Robert saw a sudden gleam of brutal satisfaction in Kleiba's face.

He was perplexed and appalled. Had the man gone mad? He glanced

at Lofty, wondering if he had noticed it too. But Lofty's sallow face

showed nothing but terror.

"Let's go," said Kleiba. "We must find somewhere to sleep. I don't

fancy spending another night in the open."

They picked their way past the scattered corpses and the piles of

wrecked furniture, and gave a wide berth to a group of colored

soldiers gathered round a piano. The piano stood in the middle of the

street. One of the soldiers was savagely striking the keys, while his

companions bawled out the words of a foreign song and beat time

with the bottles they held in their hands.

"Hey."

Kleiba stopped and turned in his tracks and Robert drew closer to

him as three of the Negroes approached with their machine guns at

the ready.

"What did I tell you," said Robert. "If only we had our revolvers,

we . .
." He was struck dumb at the sight of Kleiba raising his hands

and grinning amicably at the three soldiers.

"For God's sake, Kleiba . .
." but he got no further, for the men

i
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had come right up to them and their leader began to address them

with a torrent of words and threatening gestures. Robert did not

understand one word of what he said.

"Nix compris, messieurs," said Kleiba, raising his hands a little

higher.

The Negro tried again. There were two golden chevrons on his

arm and he was obviously quite sober.

"Lofty," said Kleiba. "You know French. What's he want?"

Lofty stood behind him. His hands were clasped on his head as

though he expected a blow. "He says we must go home," he stam-

mered. "There's a curfew for Germans."

"Oui," said Kleiba politely. "Tout de suite, monsieur." Then he

turned and bolted through the nearest doorway, followed by Lofty,

his hands still clasped on the top of his head.

The Negro then turned to Robert, pressing the muzzle of his gun

against his chest. "Allez."

"Oui," said Robert and he, too, made off down the street toward

the doorway through which Kleiba and Lofty had vanished. An un-

canny silence followed him as he went, and on reaching the entrance

he breathed a sigh of relief.

The house had been completely gutted by shellfire. He ran across a

courtyard and through a small back garden, until he heard Kleiba

calling. He was beckoning to him from the doorway of a shed. "Here,

man. Quick."

The shed had been badly knocked about. The roof had been

smashed by a shell and the door was gone. The light from a burning

building fell through the shattered glass of a window at the rear and

threw a red, flickering glow on a jumble of discarded furniture and

broken garden tools.

Kleiba at once started to rummage around. He discovered a tat-

tered mattress and a few ragged blankets. "Fine," he said. "Everything

here. Free lighting and sleeping accommodation and even an emer-

gency exit." He tore the blankets in pieces and examined them care-
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fully, then took the best for himself and threw the rest across to Lofty.

He spat into his hands. "Come on, lads. Let's tidy up a bit. We want

some room to lie down. Lofty, you get the window open. We must

keep the emergency exit clear." Lofty obeyed.

Kleiba kicked aside an old armchair, grabbed a twisted iron bed-

stead, and pulled it into shape again and then turned to Robert.

"What are you staring at? Is there something wrong with me? Come
on, give me a hand with this."

Robert pulled himself together and did as he was told.

Kleiba snorted. "I suppose you're mad with me because I stuck my
hands up for the French just now?"

Robert remained silent.

Kleiba laughed softly. "Look, chum. There's no point in playing

the hero at this moment. Our time will come and then you'll get

plenty of opportunity." He inspected his handiwork. "And so will I,"

he added with relish. "You can count on that."

The corner by the window had now been cleared. Kleiba spread out

his blanket and arranged a piece of mattress for a pillow. "Get your

heads down, lads."

Lofty and Robert sprawled on the floor beside him. "What's the

next move?" asked Lofty.

Kleiba frowned. "This'll do us for tonight. Perhaps for longer. We'll

see how it goes. I'll scout around tomorrow. It'll all look different in

the daylight."

Lofty suddenly gripped Kleiba's shoulder. "Listen!" He was trem-

bling with fright.

A babble of voices came from the ruined house; soldiers' boots

stamped across the courtyard and a scream split the night.

Robert, drowsing, woke with a start, stiff with terror. Again there

came a woman's cry, high-pitched and filled with despair.

The noise grew louder and the laughter of foreign soldiers now

mingled with the woman's screams.

Through the oblong opening of the doorway Robert stared at
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the scene with shocked eyes. It was not a woman but a young girl, with

long, blonde hair that fell round her shoulders. She was held fast by

two Moroccans, who were dragging her toward the shed. Behind them

appeared three more soldiers, sinister shapes armed with rifles and

machine guns. The light from the flames flickered across their dark

faces.

Robert sprang to his feet. With one bound he reached the pile of

garden tools and seized a broken potato hoe. But Kleiba was at his

side in an instant. "Are you mad?" he whispered. "Quick, we must

make a bolt for it."

Robert did not hear him. He was staring at the girl's flowing blonde

hair. A brown hand was pressed against her mouth, stopping her

screams. "Come on, Sergeant," said Robert hoarsely. "We can go for

them together. We've got to."

But Unterscharfuhrer Kleiba gripped him firmly. "You bloody fool.

You keep clear of this, if you please. Quick. Scram."

Robert tore himself free and turned on him. Kleiba's broad face

loomed above him in the darkness. "Kleiba," he whispered. "Can't

you see what they . .
."

The girl was crying again now. They had dragged her up to the

doorway.

"Idiot," hissed Kleiba. "You hopeless idiot." He turned away and

leaped to the window. "Come on, Lofty. Quick." He swung himself

over the sill and Lofty followed.

Robert found himself alone. He grasped the heavy steel hoe more

firmly in his right hand. One against five. Kleiba! Unterscharfuhrer

Kleiba! Together we could have done it. You with your bull's strength.

Why have you left me in the lurch, Kleiba?

There they were. Two of them had dragged the girl onto the

ground, while the others danced around them with drunken yells.

They were far too busy with the girl to notice the small, youthful

figure poised near the pile of junk with the broken hoe in his hand.

They were very drunk, and the girl's cries were driving Robert mad.
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At last he could bear it no longer and he rushed at them blindly.

"You swine. You dirty swine. Let her alone."

A shot rang out. Something hit him in the arm and he felt a dull

blow on his head as though he had been hit with an iron club. His

legs folded beneath him and he knew no more.

He awoke with a splitting pain in his head and neck. He opened

his eyes and stared at the broken roof above him. Through a shell

hole he caught a glimpse of the night sky, ruddy and blurred with

smoke. "Kleiba," he murmured, "Unterscharfiihrer Kleiba."

There was no answer.

He tried to get up but a stab of pain shot through his left arm. He
put his hand to the wound and found it was wet and clammy. His

glance fell on a broken bottle that lay in a pool of wine. The sickly

stench of fermentation stuck in his nostrils and the wine looked like

spilled blood.

Then he saw the girl.

She lay doubled up a few paces from him, sobbing fitfully, with

her face buried in her hands. The reflection from the fires still played

on her blonde hair.

The sight of her brought everything back to him. He had wanted to

rescue her, but he had failed. Instead he had got a bullet in his arm and

a blow on his skull. By his side lay the useless potato hoe with the

broken handle.

He said softly, "I am sorry. I wanted so badly to help you."

She took her hands quickly from her face and stared at him with

large eyes.

"Oh! It is . . . you." She propped herself up on her hands. "Are

you . . . badly wounded?"

He shook his head. The pain was overpowering and every moment
was torture. "And you?" He flushed at the thought of what they had

done to her and added quickly, "You must go home. At once. Do you

live near here?"

"Yes," she whispered. "I must go home."
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'Til take you there. Can you walk?"

She did not hear him. She was staring over his shoulder with dilated

eyes and open mouth.

He followed her gaze. A huge Moroccan stood in the doorway. He
gripped a door post with each hand and a machine gun dangled at his

chest. Then his moist underlip suddenly protruded in a grin as he slid

softly, like a great cat, toward the girl.

Robert's brain instantly became clear. He reached for the hoe and

was on his feet in a flash. He raised his arm and struck. There was a

dull thud and the soldier half turned, his soft, animal eyes fixed in

astonishment on Robert, then he fell to the floor without a sound.

Robert dropped the hoe, and bending over the girl, lifted her to

her feet. "We must get out of here," he whispered. "Where do you

live?"

The girl gave a quick, dazed look at the lifeless body at her feet, and

then seizing Robert by the hand, she ran from the shed.

They clambered over a fence and a heap of smoking rubble and

then raced through a doorway and across a small square, stumbling

over a couple of drunken soldiers in their headlong flight. At last they

came to a narrow, ruined street.

The girl stopped in front of a small shop, which had had its windows

smashed to pieces.

"Is this it?" he asked.

She did not answer, but beat against the door with her fists. "Fa-

ther," she cried. "Mother. Open the door."

The door was flung open and a man and a woman stood in the dark

passage. The girl threw herself at the woman, who took her in her arms

and at once burst into tears. "My child," she cried. "What on earth

has happened? Your face . . . and look at your blouse." She closed her

eyes. "Oh God," she wailed. "I warned you a hundred times not to go

out alone. . .
." She turned to her husband. He was much smaller

than his wife and he could only stand there helplessly at her side. "Oh
God," the woman repeated, and then her eyes fell on Robert. "Who
is that?"
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The girl still clutched her tightly. "He came to my help. ... I

was . .
."

"She must go to bed," said Robert. "She is . . . the Moroccans . .
."

He could not bring himself to tell them what had happened to their

daughter. The woman asked no more questions, but taking the girl by

the shoulder, led her toward a narrow staircase. But the girl had come
to the end of her strength. "Quick. Help me," cried the woman.
"Can't you see what's happened?"

The little man pulled himself together. "Yes, yes," he said, and

pushed Robert toward a small door. "Go in there." Then he went

over to his wife and together they took the girl upstairs.

Robert found himself in a narrow little room, lit by a solitary green

lamp hanging from the ceiling. Its cheerfulness seemed out of place in

that grim town. A large display stand containing picture postcards,

which had obviously been salvaged from the debris of the shop, stood

incongruously on a cupboard. He examined the faded pictures of the

Black Forest and Freudenstadt. It must have been a fine town once,

with its church and market square, and its old German timber-framed

houses with their curiously shaped gables. Visit Freudenstadt, the

health resort in the Black Forest

Robert listened to the voices upstairs. Through the open doorway

he could hear the girl moaning. "Yes, Anneliese," said the woman's

voice. "You're safe at home now. Try and sleep, child. . .
." An-

neliesel Her long fair hair and large, childlike blue eyes gave her an

ethereal quality that made Robert feel she belonged to another world.

There was a sound of footsteps on the stairs and the little man en-

tered the room. He cautiously closed the door, and throwing back his

head, looked at Robert with a curiously dreamy expression in his eyes.

"It's shocking," he said.

Robert was silent.

"You . . . you saved my daughter," said the little man. "I want to

thank you."

Robert did not know how to reply. Besides, he had not saved her.

The little man extended his hand. "Born," he said.
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Robert bowed awkwardly. "Altmann."

"Where did you find Anneliese?"

"I don't know. A few streets away, in a shed."

"It's shocking," repeated Herr Born. He was silent for a while.

Then he pulled up a chair. "Please sit down." Robert sat down, plac-

ing his hands on his knees.

Herr Born looked at him critically. "Are you hurt? There's some

blood on your forehead."

"It's not much." Robert suddenly felt very tired; the pain in his

head and in his arm was becoming unbearable.

Herr Born took a bottle from the cupboard and filled two glasses.

The bottle was almost empty and he took care not to spill the smallest

drop. "Kirsch," he said with forced gaiety. "Real Black Forest stuff."

He lifted his glass. "Prosit. May we soon see the end of all this." The

kirsch worked on Robert like a charm. The pain in his head subsided

and a pleasant warmth penetrated his body.

"You're a soldier?" asked Herr Born.

"Yes."

Herr Born studied the toes of his shoes, then, bending his head to

one side, listened intently. From the room above came the faint sound

of weeping. For a little while there was silence between them, broken

only by the thin wail from upstairs.

"Army or Air Force?" he asked at last, in an effort to take his mind

off his daughter.

"Neither. Active SS."

The glass in Herr Born's hand shook slightly. He placed it on the

table. "I would be glad to help you . .
." he began in a low voice.

Robert looked at him expectantly.

"But," Herr Born continued, "I'm afraid it can't be done." I do

not need his help, thought Robert. If I could only lie for an hour on

the couch over there.

"Have you got a gun?"

"No."

"Hmm." Herr Born played with his glass.
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Should I ask him if I could just lie down on the couch, Robert won-

dered.

"There's a collecting point for prisoners of war near here," said Herr

Born. "Over in the Hotel Waldeck."

"I'm not going there."

Herr Born looked at him anxiously. "A billeting officer called here

the other day. If anyone were to find you here . .
." Good God! I

only want an hour's sleep, thought Robert, and he said diffidently,

"Would you mind if I lay down for a few minutes?"

Herr Born's face at once wrinkled up, as though he would burst into

tears. "Please," he said. "I beg you. I beseech you."

Robert rose to his feet in alarm.

"I can't do anything for you," continued Herr Born, in a scared

voice. "Really I can't. It wouldn't be any good. If the French were to

find you here . .
."

"I'll go then," Robert murmured.

Herr Born seized his hand and shook it warmly. "I will never forget

what you have done for us, never. I am so sorry. . . . See that you

get home quickly. You'll be all right, I'm sure. You're still so young."

He steered him gently through the door.

A renewed outburst of weeping came from the room, the same high-

pitched, desperate crying that Robert had first heard in the shed.

He swung round, but the door closed behind him and he heard the

bolt being pushed home.

He turned and walked away, picking a path uncertainly across the

rubble. His head was hurting him again and a sharp stab of pain shot

through his arm. He felt sick and at the next corner he paused. I'll

just slip into one of these houses, he thought, and lie down and sleep.

I'm all out. Tomorrow when this damned pain in my head has gone,

I'll be able to work out some plan.

The street was deserted. The French were doubtless all asleep

after their drunken orgy. No, there was someone over there, coming

straight toward him. Three men, wearing steel helmets.

"Halt. Don't move."
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He stood still.

"Hands up."

He hesitated. He had never yet put his hands up for anyone.

"Hands up." The command, spoken in German, was stern and

threatening.

Oh, well. What the hell did it matter. He made an effort to raise his

hands, but his left arm hung limp at his side. He felt a throbbing pain

in his head. The three Frenchmen became blurred and then dissolved

before his eyes. A merciful darkness descended on him.

The French patrol gathered around the civilian who had so abruptly

and unexpectedly collapsed in front of them.

"He's tight," said one of them. "Better leave him there, Sergeant.

He'll sleep it off."

The sergeant flicked on his torch. "He's not tight. He's fainted.

Here, lift him up."

"What do we want with a damned Jerry, Sergeant. We've got

enough wounded of our own."

The sergeant frowned and then glanced towaid the third man, a

coffee-colored Algerian. The expression in the Algerian's dark eyes was

gentle and co-operative. "Take a look at him," said the sergeant. "I

bet he got that crack on his skull from one of ours."

"So what?" said the first soldier.

"We'll get him to the M.O., Major Pelegrin. He's just round the

corner."

The Algerian nodded agreement.

"What a fuss about nothing," said the other.

"Come along. Make it snappy," the sergeant commanded. Together

they bent over the unconscious man and lifted him up.

The medical officer, Dr. Pelegrin, was sitting in his billets sharing a

bottle of wine with Lieutenant Duval. In spite of his uniform and the

many ribbons on his chest, Dr. Pelegrin, at the age of forty-three,

looked every inch a civilian. The bald patch, the thin wisp of hair, and

the spectacles set at an angle on his nose all suggested the solid coun-

B
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try doctor rather than a medical officer serving with a colonial regi-

ment.

His guest, on the other hand, with the quite ordinary name of

Duval, was an altogether different type of fellow: young, smart, and

ambitious and, in addition, filled with a burning hatred of the Ger-

mans. But in spite of these differences, Duval had a soft spot for the

doctor, for Pelegrin was an intelligent and well-educated man, whose

conversation he greatly enjoyed. At that particular moment, however,

Duval did not seem to be enjoying the conversation at all. Dr. Pele-

grin had just remarked, "It's a scandal the way our troops are behaving,

and it brings dishonor on our country." At which Duval had grown

very red in the face and exclaimed, "For heaven's sake, Doctor, look at

the matter objectively," and "You can't make an omelette without

breaking eggs," and "The men fought splendidly, but they're like

children. What does it matter if a few of these Nazi women lose their

innocence—if indeed they ever possessed it." He said, "Tomorrow,

or perhaps the day after, it will all flare up again. Then who knows

how many will be slaughtered. These Germans should be made to

realize that they have lost the war." And when the medical officer

shook his head in disapproval, Lieutenant Duval shouted in disgust,

"What about Lidice? And Oradour? To say nothing of all the other

atrocities perpetrated by these Huns."

A sudden knock on the door excused the doctor from replying. A
medical oiflerly stood outside. "A casualty, sir. A German civilian. The

patrol found him."

"Tell him to come in."

"He's unconscious, sir."

Dr. Pelegrin rose to his feet. "Take him into the dressing station."

"Yes, sir."

Lieutenant Duval was still shaking with rage. "The Germans have

a hospital too, doctor. Tliey ought to deal with their own casualties.

Why don't you stay here and answer my questions."

Pelegrin adjusted his spectacles. "You heard that the man's un-
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conscious. Besides, I am a doctor and the nationality of my patients is

a matter of indifference to me."

"I wouldn't lift my little finger to help these criminals."

Pelegrin made no reply. He took a white overall from the cupboard

and pulling it over his uniform, went across to the dressing station.

If the truth were known, Dr. Pelegrin was delighted that the un-

conscious man had been brought to him at that moment. This Duval

got a bit on his nerves with his excited chatter. Perhaps he would now

leave him in peace and continue his drinking in the officers' mess.

But Lieutenant Duval had no such intention. He loved his arguments

with the eccentric doctor; besides, the doctor's wines were of excel-

lent quality. He emptied his glass and forgetting his indignation for

the time being, jammed on his cap and followed him out of the room.

The German civilian lay on a table spread with a white sheet. His

forehead was caked with blood and his thin nose threw sharp shadows

across his sunken cheeks. Dr. Pelegrin ran the tips of his fingers care-

fully over the wounded man's scalp.

"What's the matter with him?" asked Duval.

Pelegrin peered shortsightedly over the top of his spectacles. "He's

had a fearful crack on his skull. Considerable local abrasion and prob-

ably concussion as well."

"I expect he was trving on some of his insolence," said Duval.

"These swine are unbelievably arrogant. I knew the type during

the occupation: young and impudent and always after the girls."

"And the girls after them," said Pelegrin caustically.

"Only the whores," replied Duval angrily, but without much con-

viction.

The doctor turned to the orderly: "Catgut, needle, penicillin pow-

der, bandages." He worked with speed and precision and Duval, who

was always glad to watch an exhibition of surgery, observed him with

keen interest as he stitched up the wound. He was not, however, pre-

pared to abandon his pet theme. "In the concentration camps," he

said, "they made the most horrible experiments on the prisoners, with-

out using anesthetics. Did you know about that?"
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"Yes," said the doctor, as he finished the stitching. "But this one

doesn't look as though he's been a guard in a concentration camp."

Duval lit a cigarette. "You can never tell. I once saw a member of

the Gestapo who had the face of an archangel."

"My dear Herr Duval," said Dr. Pelegrin irritably, "could you not

refrain from talking like this, at any rate while I am occupied with

this young man?"

Duval smiled. "If you insist." He peered into the unconscious man's

face. "All the same, I'd like to know his record. These Germans are all

potential criminals."

But Dr. Pelegrin had noticed the blood on the man's upper arm

and he was no longer listening. "Take off his jacket," he said to the

orderly. "And his shirt, too." Then, lifting the smashed arm, he felt

the bone and examined the wound. "Hm. A clean hole. He's lucky.

Iodine," he ordered. "And get an antitetanus injection ready."

"One moment, Doctor." Duval's voice had suddenly become harsh

and charged with emotion.

"What's the matter?"

"I congratulate you, Herr Doctor."

"On what?"

"You've made a fine haul."

Dr. Pelegrin still did not understand.

Duval pointed to the man's arm. "Do you see that? The little blue

A above the wound?"

"Oh that. A tattoo mark . .
."

"The blood group, Doctor," said Duval.

"How do you mean? Ah ... the blood group. That's interesting."

Duval slowly rose to his feet. There was an expression of triumph on

his face. "Under the circumstances, very interesting, Doctor. Don't

you know what that mark signifies?"

Pelegrin shook his head. "I haven't the faintest idea."

"SS, Doctor," said Duval and he seemed to grind the two letters be-

tween his white teeth. "SS!" He drew deeply on his cigarette and
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blew a cloud of smoke upwards against the glaring electric bulb sus-

pended over the operating table. Then with an appraising glance at

the unconscious man, he said with relish: "Mon cher ami. You will

learn. You will certainly learn."
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Four weeks later Robert arrived at the camp and during this time

he had already learned a great deal. A Maquisard, armed with a chair

leg, had struck him several times on his wounded arm, after it had

been freshly bandaged by a sympathetic medical orderly. His shirt

and boots had been taken away, leaving him only his old coat and

trousers. He had seen the guards spit in the ration of watery soup, for

which he had waited all day. He had been locked into a goods truck

with a crowd of other prisoners and left for forty-eight hours in a

siding.

At the railway station in Rheims a young woman had handed him a

piece of bread, and a colored soldier had thrown him a packet of black

tobacco, but he had only a vague recollection of the others he had met

on his journey.

He now wore a pair of dilapidated shoes held together with pieces
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of string, which a Maquisard had literally thrown in his face. The
wound in his arm had almost healed and his head hurt him only when
he was hungry or if he attempted to concentrate. He had given up

trying to concentrate since it only made him more confused, but he

had no remedy against starvation. That lay in God's hand—if indeed

there were a God.

He had acquired a few words of French, but they were certainly

not of a kind to make him appreciate the beauty of that language.

Ferme ta gueule—sales boches—salaud—bande de voleurs—je vais te

faire chier. And always merde, merde, merde! He had learned one

solitary expression of tenderness: pauvre gar^on. The words had been

said by the young woman at the railway station in Rheims. She had

said them only once, but he remembered them far more clearly than

any of the abuse and invective which assailed his ears throughout the

day.

He was like a young, unkempt puppy, for whom no one had a kind

word: clumsy and unsure, full of bewilderment, perpetually hungry

and always in terror of some new and incomprehensible punishment.

And like a puppy, he stumbled through the gate of the camp, with a

bang in the ribs from a rifle wielded by a ragged Maquisard wearing

a blue, white, and red band on his arm.

He was faced by a seething mob of over ten thousand hungry down-

and-outs. Their uniform was gray or navy blue and, stripped of their

military splendor, they had lost even that faint aura of heroism which

sometimes comes from dirt and sweat and fresh-spilled blood. Scraggy

necks sprouted from greasy open collars. Ragged beards hid emaciated

cheeks. Wolfish glances stared at him out of deep, sunken eyes. In the

background loomed the somber rectangles of forbidding huts, like

coffins hurriedly knocked together; between them were pitched a few

low tents and then, as far as the eye could reach, were countless fox-

holes, dug in the ground without system or plan, inadequate and

archaic, as though the place were a nature reserve for anthropoid apes

that had been brought there from some foreign land.

Over all this desolate scene stretched the smiling May sky of France,
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reaching beyond the crude shapes of the wooden watchtowers to the

yellow fields and hazy blue woods and the dark-green hedges of spring.

Robert, like a whipped puppy, did not see the sky. He was hungry

and overwhelmed by the motley crowd which surrounded him. Where
would he sleep in such a place? To whom could he turn for help?

There were no longer any badges of rank or distinction, no masters

and no friend, or at least none that he could recognize in that tangled

mass of humanity. He lowered his eyes to the hard, trodden ground

and wandered uncertainly through the camp. He stumbled between

long lines of closely built huts and peered through the nailed-up

windows, but the windows were blind and it was dark inside.

At the far end of this grim alley his way was barred by a fight which

had broken out among the prisoners. He stood and watched in be-

wilderment. He had no idea what it was about—a piece of bread per-

haps, or a place in one of the huts—but the sight of this brawling mob
exerted a curious attraction over him. Here was life once more; the

excitement of physical exertion and the thrill of attack. He felt that he

had rediscovered all that he had lost in the last four weeks.

He heard the shrill blast of a whistle and harsh words of command.
Robert's eyes were full of eager anticipation as six burly guards

stormed past him in wedge-shaped formation and hurled themselves

into the scrimmage. A riot squad. So there was discipline even in this

place. He forced his way into the middle of the struggle. Strength and

discipline. There was consolation in that. But he had no time to pon-

der over such pleasant thoughts, for at that moment he was knocked

aside by a heavy blow in the stomach which brought him vomiting to

his knees.

He lay face downward on the ground. There was a burning pain in

his stomach and the tears spurted from his eyes. The noise of battle

faded away. The curses, the insults, and the clatter of flying feet. He
wanted only to lie there and never get up any more.

"Well I'll be damned. It's Altmann."

That voicel
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"How the devil did you get here? Good God. What a joke."

Robert lifted his head painfully. A broad, stubbly face was leaning

over him, the lips parted in a grin that revealed strong, discolored

teeth. It was a frighteningly ugly face, but to Robert at that moment,

it seemed unbelievably beautiful. Unterscharfuhrer Kleiba.

"Sergeant," he stammered. "Sergeant."

"Stop your trap," said Kleiba. "My name's Fritz. Fritz Miiller. Got

it?"

Robert nodded.

"Get up," said Kleiba. "You can't lie around here."

Robert got to his feet and seizing Kleiba's great fist, shook it vio-

lently.

Kleiba gave an awkward grin. "How long have you been here?"

"I've only just come."

Kleiba whistled through his teeth. "You've been running around

outside all this time! Good for you. They snapped me up the very

next day."

"What happened to Lofty?"

"He's dead. He got killed almost at once." Kleiba showed no de-

sire to give any further details about Lofty's fate. He threw an

appraising glance at Robert. "You've got thinner." Kleiba too had

lost weight. The skin was stretched tightly across his prominent cheek-

bones and there were dark rings beneath his sharp eyes. He no longer

wore the stylish, striped suit, but an old pair of drill trousers and a

discarded French uniform jacket on which the letters PG had been

painted in white. "They took the suit from me straight-away, the hood-

lums," he said and spat on the ground. "Never mind. Our turn will

come." He slapped Robert on the shoulder. "Well, take care of your-

self," he said and turned to go.

"Kleiba!"

"What?" Kleiba went right up to him. "Fritz. Fritz Miiller's my
name. Have you got that straight at last?"

"Yes. But where shall I go?"
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"You'll have to scout around. There's no room in the huts, they're

all full."

"Kleiba."

"What?"

"I just don't lcnow. . .
." Robert looked at him entreatingly. He did

not want to ask him, but Kleiba was the only person at that moment

who could help him a little.

Kleiba hesitated for a moment. Then he said, "Oh well. Come
along with me. I can probably find a place for you. One of our mob
left the day before yesterday. Better to have you than a stranger. But

let me tell you this: if you go off on your own as you did that time in

Freudenstadt, you'll get into trouble. Come on." After they had gone

a few paces, he halted once more. "And there's something else, Alt-

mann. Listen carefully. They have not identified me yet. They've

stuck me in here on suspicion. Because of the fresh scar on my arm;

you know what I mean? They don't believe it was a piece of shrapnel.

I'm called Fritz Muller and don't forget it. I was a corporal in the

124th Battalion of the Army Medical Corps. You and I met each

other for the first time in this camp. You know nothing more about

me. Compris?"

"Yes."

"Good. Let's go."

Kleiba was once more the leader of the pack. He forced his way

cleverly through the crowd of gray, anonymous figures and Robert

trotted after him like a dog. There was a pain in his stomach and his

head had begun to hurt him again, but there was a feeling of security

once more in his lonely, young heart.

Kleiba led him across the dreary camp to the fence on the farther

side. A foxhole. One of many. The entrance was roofed with a few old

pieces of cardboard. Inside the hole lay a ragged barefooted figure.

Kleiba pointed toward the fence. "That wire marks the boundary.

You're not allowed beyond that. They'll shoot you on sight." He bent

over the hole. "Heinrich."
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The figure stirred and a matted head appeared from under the card-

board. A pair of dark, melancholy eyes stared at Robert.

"A pal of mine," said Kleiba. "Altmann's the name. Robert Alt-

mann. He was with me in the Medical Corps. And this is Heinrich

Czerwonsky. An old friend. Move over, Heinrich."

The melancholy eyes suddenly became hard and hostile. "There's

no room here."

"You bastard," said Kleiba. "There's always room for a pal. Get

over, damn your eyes."

Czerwonsky glanced spitefully at Kleiba, then moved aside and

became lost once more in his thoughts.

Kleiba gripped Robert's arm. "Have they registered you yet?"

"No."

"They will. When they find you, you must act stupid. Fake some-

thing up when they ask for your unit."

"But they've got my pay book."

A pitying look came over Kleiba's face. "I believe you really are a

bit soft in the head."

"Why? They must know I was in the SS. Anyway the war's over."

"Stop talking such tripe." Kleiba pointed to an empty jam tin.

"They give us something to eat in an hour's time."

"Something to eat," mocked Czerwonsky from down in the hole.

"Well, call it water with a few potatoes in it. They say it's soup. It's

doled out to us over there by the latrine. Do you see the latrine?"

"Yes."

"You won't need it much. Only for a piss. You've got to get there

early. Tell them there are four of us, see? Czerwonsky, me, you, and

Loeffler."

"Who's Loeffler?"

"He had your place. He kicked the bucket yesterday; but they

haven't noticed it yet. So it's grub for four, get it? I must be off now; I'll

have to tell the section leader you're here and there are a lot of other

matters to attend to as well. I'll be back in an hour. Heil."

Kleiba gave Robert a friendly pat on the arm and departed. He
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walked with a slight stoop, his eyes on the ground. He skipped between

the foxholes, stopped for a moment to pick something up, and then

vanished among the seething mob behind the latrine. Robert cau-

tiously descended into the hole and dropped down beside Czer-

wonsky.

"How do you do."

Czerwonsky made room for him. "Have you got any tobacco?"

"No."

"Then leave me in peace."

Robert clasped his knees, threw back his head, and stared outside.

From this angle he could only see the dusty, cracked edge of the fox-

hole and beyond it the blue, cloudless May sky. If only he could sit

there forever. Never to have to look at anything else. Only the sky.

For weeks on end the sky stretched like a blue vault over the cheer-

less camp beneath it. Each morning the sun rose behind the latrine

and smilingly illuminated this collection of anthropoids, who had

crept at night into their holes for warmth. It rose higher and laughed

down at the organized confusion that milled around in the huge

barbed wire enclosure. Yes, this half-starved, tattered community had

actually organized itself. It was really astonishing. The sun glanced

at the wasted corpses, which were carried each day to the camp gate.

It neither averted its gaze, nor felt any shame. It had already seen

so much. Then, smiling once more, it climbed down the sky to sink

behind the headquarters buildings beyond the fence, from where this

desolation was directed in accordance with the rules and regulations,

or perhaps only in accordance with the whim of the commandant.

Kleiba stood silhouetted like a troll against the western sky. "What
weather," he said. "We haven't had a May like this for years."

Kleiba's figure had filled out again and it seemed as though he must
flourish on the substance of his two companions, whose condition had

steadily deteriorated as the days went by. For this reason he frequently

gave them his share of the watery soup and often brought them a
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piece of bread or a few shreds of tobacco. He was always on the move.

He had recently joined the grave-digging company, which marched out

of camp every day under guard. "Corpse-disposal squad," he said,

and gave an account of the new Moroccan company of guards, who
had replaced the vicious Maquisards. "Good fellows, these Negroes,"

he said approvingly. "I never thought the bastards could behave so

decently." The grave-diggers got extra rations and Kleiba had, of

course, made friends with one of the colored guards. A man like Kleiba

could be trusted to take care of himself.

"We're on the make," he said with a grin.

At night the three lay close to each other for warmth. This bodily

warmth that they gave to each other was perhaps the only thing that

bound them together; for it was just as much a necessity for them dur-

ing the night as were the thin soup and miserable slices of bread dur-

ing the day.

As the days passed by, the sad and dejected Czerwonsky had sunk

even deeper into his melancholy.

"He won't last much longer," said Kleiba. "He's got no resistance.

But we," he added, "we'll pull through all right."

Czerwonsky would often talk in his sleep. It was uncanny to listen

to him. Always about a woman and a child. It appeared that both were

dead, for Czerwonsky's babbling invariably ended in an unhappy sigh.

Kleiba never heard him, since he always fell into a deep, sound

sleep. On one occasion, however, he woke when Czerwonsky called

his name. "Kleiba," he cried. "Not the child. Not the child, Kleiba, do

you hear? You can't do that."

Kleiba got up and stretching across Robert, gripped Czerwonsky by

the chest and shook him. "Hold your mouth, idiot," he roared.

"What's up? What's up?" stammered Czerwonsky.

"I told you to shut your mouth," Kleiba said sternly. "You were

driveling in your sleep and disturbing everyone else." He gave Czer-

wonsky a punch that knocked his head back against the wall of the

dugout. Then he curled up and went to sleep once more.

"What did I say?" asked Czerwonsky softly when Kleiba was asleep.
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"You talked about a child," answered Robert in a whisper. "Is it

your child?"

Czerwonsky did not reply. Afterward, when he was asleep again, he

began to weep. Robert put a hand on his shoulder and let it lie there.

At last Czerwonsky lay quiet.

Robert thought: if only I had been killed that day, on my birth-

day. . . .

On the following day a rumor was spread through the camp. It had
the dark and sinister name of Oradour. It crept through every hut and

tent and seeped into every foxhole; it stroked the ears of the hungry

and the fever-ridden and the dying and it grew bigger and stronger as

it fed on the imaginations of the prisoners.

When Kleiba first heard it, his face became ashen pale. Then he
went off whistling, his sharp eyes scanning the ground.

Oradour? Robert had never heard the name. "What is this Ora-

dour?" he asked Czerwonsky. But the latter nervously twisted a ciga-

rette between his fingers and did not answer.

"What's all this about Oradour?" he asked Kleiba on his return.

Kleiba perched himself on the edge of the hole. "Oradour? It's a

French village. It was a partisan hide-out behind our lines. We smoked
it out, naturally. A perfectly normal reprisal action. Now they want to

take their revenge." Czerwonsky was staring at him with burning eyes

as he spoke. "I want you a moment," Kleiba said to him.

Czerwonsky hesitated.

"Well, are you coming?"

"What do you want me for?" asked Czerwonsky.

"You'll soon see."

"About the . . .
?"

"You'll soon find out."

Czerwonsky turned his thin, hawklike head toward Robert. "It was

no normal reprisal action," he said in a voice that was unusually loud

and clear. "It was a shocking and cowardly . .
." He got no further.

Like a flash Kleiba leaped into the hole and crashed his clenched
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fist into his face. A far lighter blow would have been suEcient for

Czerwonsky, and he collapsed at once without a sound. Robert

gaped in dismay at the helpless bundle at his feet.

"Leave him alone," said Kleiba hoarsely. "He'll come round. Enemy
propaganda has made a good job of him. Come outside with me a

moment."

They went a little way from the hole and Kleiba laid a friendly

arm on Robert's shoulder. "Now listen to me," he said quietly. "This

Oradour business was all perfectly above board. There may have been

one or two fellows who overdid it a bit. That does sometimes happen

in wartime. But now, because they're the victors, they want to take

their revenge. They say they're going to slaughter the whole divi-

sion."

"Our division?"

"Yes. Just because this thing was carried out by a few of our men."

"And you?"

Kleiba evaded the question. "Listen," he said. "They've already

started to interrogate people. If they discover that you were with

the division, you've had it."

"But I had nothing whatever to do with . .
."

"That's all the bloody same to them. You know the line you've got

to take. And as regards me, I hope I've not got to tell you again: I'm

a corporal in the Medical Corps, do you understand?"

"Yes."

"And don't pay any attention to Czerwonsky's drivel. He's com-

pletely lost his nerve. Never was much good. He's a ruddy danger,

that man. He'd play on your feelings without you noticing it." Kleiba

felt in his pocket and conjured up a piece of chocolate and half a

packet of tobacco. "There you are."

"Thanks."

"Give him a bit, too. It'll bring him to his senses."

"O.K. I will."

Kleiba was gazing dreamily at the red glow of the sunset. "Say

—

have you ever heard of the Legion?"
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"No. What sort of a Legion?"

"The Foreign Legion. They've been talking about it a lot lately.

They want soldiers. Men with battle experience." He grinned. "The
question is, are we just going to sit here and die off one at a time,

or are we not? See?" Kleiba turned on his heel and went off in the

rays of the setting sun that bathed the dirty, gray desolation in a

merciful, violet light. He had his own sources of information that

would tell him all he wanted to know about the Legion.

When Robert returned to the hole, Czerwonsky was crouched with

his back to the wall, staring apathetically in front of him. Robert

squatted down beside him. "I've got a bit of tobacco, would you

like some?"

Czerwonsky snatched at it greedily, rolled a cigarette with his

crooked fingers, and inhaled the smoke deeply into his lungs. In

the glow of the cigarette Robert could see the bloody marks that

Kleiba's fist had left on the thin bridge of his nose.

"What happened at Oradour?" asked Robert.

Czerwonsky gave a nervous glance toward the entrance of the hole.

"He's gone," said Robert. "You can tell me. I won't repeat it."

Czerwonsky fixed his dark eyes on Robert. "It doesn't matter if

you do repeat it. Everyone knows about it anyway."

"But what happened? What is it that they all know?"

Czerwonsky half closed his eyes and then began to recite in a

soft voice:

"It was a day just like this. We were driven up to this village. It

was a pretty little place, very peaceful. The leading column first

cordoned off all the roads and paths and then the others fetched

everyone out of the houses: men, woman, and children. The men
were herded into a couple of huts and the women and children were

put into the church. The Sturmbannfiihrer then ordered us to search

the place. We found nothing. No weapons, no explosives, absolutely

nothing. So they slaughtered the men in the huts. With machine

guns and automatic rifles. Every one of them."

"Did you do this too?" asked Robert in a shocked voice. Czerwon-
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sky did not reply, but the fingers holding his cigarette began to

tremble violently.

"What happened then?"

"Then—when I thought it was all over, then . . . thev brought

a case full of incendiary bullets and flares and smoke bombs into the

church. Then they set the place on fire."

"And what about the women?"
"They were in the church. They screamed as though they had

gone mad. Like cats. And the children . . . my God!"

"Where was Kleiba?" asked Robert.

"Kleiba was there, too. And when the church was alight, the women
tried to escape through the windows. They were still screaming. Like

cats, I tell you. And our men stood outside and shot them down,

as though they were animals. One woman got through a window in

front of where I was standing. She was alreadv half choked with

the smoke and she'd tied a small child onto her back. She let her-

self fall onto the grass and when she got up someone shot her in

the face with a machine gun. She collapsed with her face all covered

in blood and then he fired again—at the child."

"Was that Kleiba?" whispered Robert.

"I . . .1 don't know. I couldn't bear it anv longer and I ran away.

When I was out of the village a young man came up to me with

his hands above his head. I let him go."

"And what happened to you?"

"I just fell on rav face and cried. Then Kleiba came along."

"Was he your superior?"

"Yes. Afterward they promoted me to Unterscharfiihrer. Immedi-

ately afterward, you see. A few weeks later, during the invasion, I

got wounded and had to leave the division. But it didn't made any

difference. I still belong to it. As you see." He made an odd sweeping

movement with his hand. "We've been thrown together once more.

Then at night ... it all comes back again." Robert could scarcely

distinguish the words. "They come back again . . . screaming like

cats." He took a final pull at the damp cigarette, almost burning his
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fingers. "You know, Altmann," he whispered, "you can go on killing

and killing . . . again and again . . . but they all come back." He
suddenly broke off and stared outside.

Kleiba was there, his huge, shadowy figure outlined against the

silky gray of the evening sky. "Are you still driveling?" he demanded

in a menacing voice.

Czerwonsky cowered on the ground, nervously pulling his torn

jacket across his chest.

"No," said Robert. "He was telling me about his home."

"Home? You can forget all about that, Czerwonsky. We're not

getting home as fast as all that. They're interrogating us tomorrow

morning."

Czerwonsky had laid his head against the clay wall. Robert heard

him draw a quick breath, but he could no longer distinguish the

expression on his face.

Kleiba slid nimbly into the hole and squatted down close to the

other two. "Listen carefully, Heinrich," he said quietly. "You know

very well what this interrogation's all about. I don't care a damn
what you say about yourself, but one word about me and you're fin-

ished." He raised his hands so that only his great fists could be seen

against the evening sky. "One word about me and I'll tear you to bits."

There was no reply from Czerwonsky.

"Good God, Kleiba," said Robert in an attempt to pacify him.

"What on earth's the matter?"

Kleiba turned on him. "My name is Fritz Miiller," he said in an

amicable tone that did not conceal the threat behind it. "And I was

a corporal in the 124th Company of the Medical Corps."

"Compris," said Robert.

"Good. And now as regards you, my lad, you're for interrogation

tomorrow as well. Tomorrow or the day after."

It was Robert's turn to be silent.

Kleiba leaned back comfortably. "I wore a belt once. Round this

stomach. And there was a pretty little saying engraved on the buckle.

'For honor and truth.'

"



Chapter Three 51

Czerwonsky began to laugh softly. "For honor and truth," he

sniggered. "It didn't go much further than that. It didn't include

love ... or compassion . . . or . .
."

His snigger died into a gurgle as Kleiba's hands closed round his

throat. "This saying," snarled Kleiba, "this saying goes for us now.

For our lot anyway." He loosed his grip on Czerwonsky.

"Got it?"

"Oh certainly," gasped Czerwonsky. "You needn't worry your head

about that."

"That's all right then," said Kleiba with satisfaction. He took a

cigarette from his pocket, a splendid, fat, machine-made cigarette,

and lit it. By the faint light of the match Robert saw the tiny beads

of sweat glistening on his forehead. Then the flame died.

"Well, that's that," said Kleiba. "We'd better get to sleep now.

We'll need clear heads tomorrow."

But on the following day Czerwonsky needed his head no more.

He lay sprawled on his back between the boundary wire and the

fence and gazed with unseeing eyes at the blue sky above him. He
had a small, round hole in his forehead which could be seen even

from a distance. There were other bullet holes, too, but they were

concealed beneath the ragged jacket.

In the middle of the night he had climbed over the wire and had

rushed at the fence in the full glare of the searchlights. The camp,

already uneasy over the Oradour threat and the rumor about the

Foreign Legion, immediately broke into an uproar at the sound of

the firing.

The French let Czerwonsky's body lie by the fence for a few hours

as a warning to other potential escapers. The wretched Czerwonsky,

however, had never wanted to escape, but only asked for what he

had now been given: a merciful bullet through his tormented brain.

"He wouldn't have lasted much longer, anyway," said Kleiba. "He
wasn't quite right in the head." He lit a cigarette and went off to the
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interrogation hut without Czerwonsky, but his step was not quite as

confident as usual and his face was very white.

In two hours he was back again. Robert sat listlessly in the hole

and gave him an inquiring glance. He dared not ask what had hap-

pened. Since the previous evening he had not addressed a single

word to Kleiba; but now he was filled with anxiety.

Kleiba settled himself comfortably on the ground, his legs dangling

in the hole. "Corporal Miiller of the Medical Corps back from inter-

rogation," he said, with a grin.

Robert could no longer contain his curiosity. "Come on. Tell me
how it went."

Kleiba deftly rolled himself a cigarette with his fat fingers. "Fine,"

he said and blinked in the dazzling sun. "I shall have to get used

to the heat now. A hundred and twenty degrees is not unusual in

Africa."

"For God's sake! Tell me about it," cried Robert.

"There's not much to tell. In four weeks' time I shall be a soldier

once more. La Legion Etrangere."

"What's that mean?"

"The Foreign Legion. The finest soldiers in the world. I'll be there

in four weeks at the latest." He scratched the dirty stubble on his

chin. "And you, my lad," he said gaily, "you are coming with me."

Robert shook his head.

"Good God, Altmann," said Kleiba. "You're a fool if you don't

come. A bloody fool, I tell you. With our training we're a valuable

commodity—and of the best quality, too. We're indispensible to

them."

Robert stared at his dirty hands.

"Africa," Kleiba repeated. "Just think of it. Away from all this

muck. The beginning of a new life." He closed his eyes in enjoy-

ment. "Wine to drink, as much as you can put away, and everything

else that a decent soldier needs."

Robert lifted his head and stared past Kleiba at the miserable

turmoil of the camp. A decent soldier? He no longer believed in
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decent soldiers. Often he doubted whether there was any decency

in men at all. Since the Czerwonsky affair, he had thought a lot

about himself and men and about God, if there were a God. He
looked at Kleiba. "I'm not coming."

Kleiba spat on the ground. "You'll have second thoughts about

that, my lad," he said.
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Three days later Robert found himself in the interrogation hut

on the other side of the wire. There were five men seated round

a table; two officers and three civilians. "Your name?" one of the

civilians asked in fluent German.
"Robert Altmann."

"Where was your home?"
"Stettin."

"Another SS criminal," the man remarked to his colleagues, who
nodded gravely.

"I was with the active SS." said Robert.

"Really?" said the man coldly. "Do you imagine they weren't crim-

inals, too?" Then he added quickly, "What division?"

Robert remembered Kleiba's warning and his heart beat faster.

"Prinz Eugen," he lied.
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The man looked at him with suspicion. "I want the truth," he

snapped. "You were one of the Oradour murderers and you'd better

admit it."

"No," cried Robert. "That's not true. I heard about Oradour for

the first time a few days ago. You've got to believe me. . .
."

The man cut him short with a movement of his hand. "There's

no point in lying. We've got your pay book and that gives us your

division." He pulled Robert's pay book out of his pocket and with

a dramatic gesture flung it on the table.

His pay book! If only he had taken Kleiba's advice and thrown

it away. Kleiba was always right in such matters. "But you've got to

believe me," cried Robert in despair. "A year ago I wasn't even with

the division. I was still a recruit in the reserves. Then I went home
on leave and it wasn't till after that that I was .?nt to the division.

You can ask my mother . .
." he faltered. The word mother had

an unnatural ring in that place. The man casually flicked the pages

of the pay book and looking at Robert said slowly, "We can't ask

your mother. She is dead. Didn't you know that? The Russians

surrounded Stettin and destroyed it completely. No one survived."

Robert felt giddy and the man's face began to swim before his

eyes. It's this damned lack of food, he thought. I'll pass out in a

minute.

"Sit down." The interrogator's voice was quite gentle now and

seemed to come to him from a great distance. "There's a stool over

there in the corner. We've still got quite a lot to talk about."

Robert groped his way to the stool and sat down.

The Frenchman, who spoke such excellent German, lit a cigarette.

He was an educated man and he realized that this boy would give

him very little trouble. There would be no need to discuss the merits

of Algerian red wine or the brothels of Sidi-Bel-Abbes. An entirely

different approach was required. "Now look," he said, in a friendly

voice. "You're still young and you probably never realized what you

were doing when you joined the SS. Personally, I believe you when

you say you never took part in these crimes. But what's the good of
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that? In Germany they're shooting every SS man they can get their

hands on. Here we're a bit more humane. But even so, there's trouble

in store if the Surete get hold of you. You've heard of the Surety

I suppose?"

Robert shook his head. He had never heard the word before.

"The Secret Police," the man went on. "Gestapo, if you prefer it.

As I said, you'll not get much sympathy from them. You can expect

to be given anything from ten to twenty years' imprisonment." He
paused for a moment to allow the words to sink in and then con-

tinued quietly, "But there's still a chance for you. We're giving you

the opportunity to prove yourself. As a free man with the same
rights as everyone else. You can join the Foreign Legion. By be-

coming a member of this distinguished Corps Elite you can do your

bit toward repairing the misdeeds of the SS. At the end of five

years your criminal past will be obliterated and you can return to

your country with honor. France is a generous nation." He raised

his head and smiled at Robert. "There, what have you got to say

to that?"

Robert thought of his home. He thought of his mother and his

little sister Sabine, and of the picture of his father that hung in the

sitting room, draped with the black, white, and red ribbon of the

Iron Cross. Now they are all dead, he thought. There's no one left.

The officer glanced at his watch. "There's not much time young
man." He brought the palm of his hand down on a piece of paper

lying on his desk. "Here is the list of volunteers. If you sign it, we
need say nothing more. But if you don't . .

." He left the last

sentence unfinished.

Robert wiped the sweat from his face. Five years in the Foreign

Legion and then everything forgotten. But he had done nothing.

Then he remembered Czerwonsky and how the officer had said that

they were shooting all the SS men. With an effort he rose to his feet

and went over to the table, where someone pushed the list and a pen

toward him.

Robert saw a long row of names with two blank spaces at the
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end. On the last line but one he wrote with a shaking hand: Robert

Altmann, born on April 16, 1926, in Stettin.

The interrogator looked round at his colleagues and smiled. That's

how it's done, gentlemen, he seemed to say. The friendly touch. See

how well it works with this type. The harmless-looking man in the

civilian clothes was in fact one of the most efficient members of the

Surety.

"Good," he said to Robert. "You can go now. You'll be hearing

from us in due course."

As Robert stepped outside into the dazzling sunshine, he closed

his eyes and leaned for a moment against the tarred timbers of the

hut. He laid his head in the crook of his arm and, clenching his

teeth in despair, let the tears flow unchecked.

In Hanover, at about the same hour, Frau Elisabeth Altmann

stood talking to an official of the Housing Department. Little Sabine

tugged impatiently at her hand, for they had been waiting in the

stuffy hall for over two hours.

Frau Altmann was thin and pale and badly dressed, but then so

was nearly everyone in Germany in 1945.

"The room that we have assigned to you," the official was saying

in an angry voice, "will have to be sufficient for yourself and your

daughter. There are plenty of refugees who are far worse off than you."

"I am not complaining of the room," Frau Altmann replied. "I

am only telling you that it's too small. When my son comes back,

and I'm expecting him every day . .
."

"We'll talk about it again then, when he comes," the official in-

terrupted her impatiently and began to arrange some forms in a

folder.

"And supposing he arrives this evening? Is he to spend the night

with that rabble in the station shelter?"

"What makes you think he'll come tonight? Has he written to tell

you he's coming? What's the name of his unit?"
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"He was on the western front when I last heard from him," said

Frau Altmann and then added hesitantly, "with the active SS."

The man closed the folder with a bang and turned his gray, ill-

shaved face toward her. "I see. He was SS?"

"Yes, SS," said Frau Altmann. "You needn't look at me like that.

I know what you're thinking. But my son had nothing to do with

those things that people are always talking about. Absolutely nothing.

He did his duty like every other soldier."

The man shrugged his shoulders, and picking up another appli-

cation form, began to study it. There was something about the way

in which he did this that aroused Frau Altmann's indignation. "Yes,

SS," she repeated. "I can't do anything about it. It was no fault of

mine, nor of his. He wasn't yet eighteen when he joined up. He
was top of his class in school and the best at games and they told

him that the SS always took the best. God knows, I would have

been happier to see him in an ambulance unit. He was going to

study medicine. But he wouldn't listen to me; a youngster of seven-

teen can't be expected to listen to his mother. If my husband had

still been alive he would have argued him out of it, but he was killed

in 1942." She looked defiantly at the official. "I'd like to know what

you were doing at that time."

A flush spread over the man's gray face and he raised his eyes

from the application form. "There is no need to make personal

remarks. I am not blaming you. I am only saying that when your

son comes back, we'll find a place for him. At present no one can

tell when that will be."

"You mean that he won't come back at all, because he was in the

SS?"

"Nonsense," the man murmured and then added brusquely, "Good-

by. The next please."

Frau Altmann bit her lips in despair and left the room with Sabine

at her side.

When they were in the street once more, Sabine said, "He doesn't

like us, Mummy. Let's go and find someone else."
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"Oh, we're all the same to him, child. He must see hundreds of

us every day, all wanting a better place."

"But he said that Robert wouldn't come back."

"No, he didn't say that."

"Where is Robert, then?"

"I don't know. Perhaps he's a prisoner."

"Is the SS something bad, Mummy?"
Frau Altmann hesitated a moment. "I know one thing for certain

and that is that Robert is good."

"Then I know he'll come back."

"Of course he will, Sabine," Frau Altmann replied.

When Robert returned from his interrogation he found Kleiba

lying stripped to the waist in the sunshine, carving a spoon out of

a piece of wood. "Well?" said Kleiba, without raising his head. Robert

sat down beside him and watched him for a while, Then he said,

"I'm coming too."

"That's good. I knew you would in the end."

"But it's not for the reason you imagine," said Robert.

Kleiba went on chiseling at his spoon.

"I'm not coming because I'm afraid or because I've got a bad con-

science or because . .
."

x "Who's got a bad conscience?"

"You have."

Kleiba blew a few shavings from the spoon. "A rotten piece of

wood. My conscience is as clear as a whistle."

Robert stared at Kleiba's muscular neck. Had Czerwonsky been

telling the truth? Yet how could anyone who had the blood of a

woman and a child on his hands sit there calmly and talk like that?

Perhaps Czerwonsky had really gone mad. "I'm coming because I

can't go back to Germany anyway. And because . . . my mother is

dead. And my sister, too."

"How do you know that?"

"They told me. Stettin was completely destroyed by the Russians.
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No one came out alive. And I know my mother would never have

left Stettin."

"They're probably right," said Kleiba, after a slight pause. "They
know every damn thing." He held up the spoon and examined it

carefully. Then he put it in his pocket and got to his feet. "Look,

chum," he said in a friendly tone. "You're going to the Legion and

I'm going to the Legion. The reasons don't matter. The main thing

is that we're going to get out of here." He gave Robert an appraising

look. "Now we've got to see that you get a bit more flesh on your

bones, else you won't survive the journey." He slapped Robert's

shoulder. "Well, what do you know, Altmann. In four weeks we'll

be soldiers again."

Kleiba kept his word. He did all that he could to help Robert

regain his strength and every day brought him some extra little piece

of food. Robert never knew how he managed to do it and Kleiba

never told him. "That's nothing to do with you," he would say. "Here

you are, just eat it."

A remarkable change had come over Kleiba. He was always well-

shaved, although how he got hold of a razor blade was a complete

mystery. Every morning he brushed his well-worn uniform jacket

as though he might at any moment be summoned into the presence

of General de Gaulle. He no longer slept as soundly as before, es-

pecially when the four weeks began to draw to an end. He woke
at the slightest noise and at once began to talk about his future in

Africa. Every day he would come back from his rambles with some

fresh information about the Foreign Legion and gradually he be-

came as knowledgeable about it as he was about the SS. "My God,

Altmann," he said. "If only it comes off."

The four weeks became six and the six weeks turned into ten. Life

in the camp went on as usual, and there was a slight improvement

in the food. "My God, Altmann, if only it comes off." Kleiba re-

peated the refrain again and again, obsessed with an hysterical fear

lest his name had been struck off the list or lest the whole business
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about the Legion had been just a dirty trick on the part of the

interrogating officer.

A fresh rumor had now been spread to the effect that those who
had signed on for the Legion were to be handed over to the Russians.

When Kleiba heard about this, his broad face became pale. "Rub-

bish," he growled. "What are these scaremongers going to think up

next?" But his cigarette trembled between his fingers and his glance

wandered uneasily in the direction of the barbed-wire fence.

During the night it began to drizzle and Kleiba crouched beneath

the miserable roof of the foxhole with a tattered ground sheet draped

over his shoulders, smoking incessantly. Robert woke and propped

himself on his elbow. "Why can't you sleep?"

"It's the rain," Kleiba answered.

"You've got the wind up about something," Robert said.

"Don't talk such bloody nonsense. I've never been frightened in

my life." Then he bent over toward Robert. "Do you think that it

was all a trick about the Foreign Legion?"

"Couldn't say."

"It wasn't a trick," Kleiba said. "It'll come off. It's bloody well

got to come off, do you hear?"

But nothing happened. August went by and then September and

their miserable troglodytic existence continued without any notice-

able change. The interrogations also went on and fresh commis-

sions of inquiry constantly visited the camp. Kleiba, however, still

maintained he was Corporal Muller of the 124th Battalion of the

Army Medical Corps and no one had so far found any evidence

to dispute it.

The death rate among the prisoners continued to rise, too. Autumn
turned into winter and the foxholes became sodden with rain and

wet snow and gave practically no protection to the men who lived

in them. A few dirty blankets were distributed around the camp,

but they had no effect on the death rate, which actually reached its

highest figure on Christmas Day. The majority of the victims were
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young men, and it was largely due to Kleiba's efforts that Robert

managed to survive the winter.

Kleiba went on with his job of removing the corpses from the

camp. He had grown more philosophical, but had lost none of his

old energy and he still carefully cultivated his friendship with the

Moroccan guards. In March he was appointed leader of the grave-

digging squad and his influence and connections were thereby con-

siderably increased.

The rains of April now lashed the barbed-wire fence around the

camp. Robert was twenty years old, a year older than when he had

first arrived.

There were rumors that the people in Germany were as badly off

for food as the prisoners themselves and there were sinister reports

concerning war criminals; otherwise, however, very little news pene-

trated into the camp and there was no more talk about the Legion.

Then in June, exactly a year after Robert's first interrogation, some-

thing happened which no one, least of all Kleiba, expected. A well-

nourished individual came out of the orderly room with a long list

of names in his hand. "Muller and Altmann to report with all their

gear at the gate early tomorrow morning."

"What's that you said?" cried Kleiba. "What's it all about?"

The fellow shrugged his shoulders.

Kleiba pulled a cigarette out of his pocket. "Here, have this—

a

tailor-made. Now what's the story? Where are we off to?"

"I think it's something to do with the Legion," said the man
as he went on his way with the list in his hand.

Kleiba drew a deep breath. His face, which at first had gone pale,

now flushed a deep red. "Hey, you," he shouted at the retreating

figure. "Is that true? Is that really true?"

It was indeed true. The incredible news spread through the camp
like a forest fire and was confirmed from many different sources.

Kleiba was beside himself with joy. He disappeared into the dug-

out and started collecting his things together, although the whole

lot could almost have gone into one of his pockets. "Tomorrow,"
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he said to Robert, "tomorrow we start a new life. Heaven knows

we've waited for it long enough. They're certainly going to rub

their eyes when they see Corporal Fritz Miiller coming along. We'll

show them a thing or two, won't we, my lad?"

Robert had no idea what Kleiba meant but he nodded his head

in agreement and smiled. He, too, was gripped with excitement at

the thought of the new life which would begin tomorrow.

Twelve hours later one hundred and fifty emaciated figures were

mustered in three ranks in front of one of the huts. For nearly an

hour they were pushed around from pillar to post to the accompani-

ment of harsh shouts of command and an endless stream of oaths

delivered in German and French. Then their uniforms were flung

at them; old, discarded khaki tunics with high collars, breeches,

puttees, and boots, and finally their caps, like funny little boats, with

long peaks.

Kleiba grinned and stuck one of them on top of his big skull.

"How do I look?"

"Like a clown," laughed Robert.

A volley of oaths from the quartermaster sergeant drove them from

the hut. Kleiba, the hard-boiled Uscha who had once been on the

point of promotion to Obersckarfiihrer, scuttled outside like an eager

young recruit. The swearing and shouting and the stern words of

command were like music to his soul and he was bubbling over with

high spirits.

He stared spellbound at the sunburned sergeant who stood at ease

in front of the squad, flanked by six legionnaires with white kepis

on their heads. The sergeant's raucous voice was as powerful as that

of the former Utiterscharfiihrer. "Now listen to me, you scarecrows,"

he shouted in fluent German. "If any one of you says a single word

without being asked, he goes straight back into his filthy cage."

A deathly silence fell on the group of men. "From now on," the

sergeant continued, "you cease to be prisoners. But don't get it into

your heads you're legionnaires. You're nothing. Just a bloody pack

of mongrels."
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The one hundred and fifty khaki-clad figures stared at him in

silence.

"We march from here to the station, where you v/ill entrain. First

stop Marseilles. And if any of you scum gets the idea of making a

bolt during the journey, I can promise him he'll be pushing up the

daisies this very evening."

Make a bolt for it? The sergeant need have had no worries on

that score. Not one of those hundred and fifty men had given it a

thought.

"From Marseilles," continued the sergeant, "we go by sea to Oran.

From there by train to Sidi-Bel-Abbes, where we'll have the job of

making soldiers out of you." He sprang to attention. "Take up your

gear." The one hundred and fifty men bent hurriedly over their

scanty possessions. "Right turn," the sergeant bellowed. "By the

right, quick march. March at ease." The last orders were given in

French, but there was not a man who did not understand them.

"My dear man," murmured Kleiba in admiration, "we're in the

right place at last."

The sergeant was on him like a flash. "Ferme ta gueule," he shouted,

raising his fist.

Kleiba closed his mouth like a trap and did not open it again

until they had arrived, sweating and exhausted, at the station. He
looked affectionately at the train to which had been coupled three

goods trucks. "Sidi-Bel-Abbes," he said dreamily. "What a beautiful

name. Sidi . . . Bel . . . Abbes."
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Sidi-Bel-Abtes.

Once more Robert lay sprawled behind a machine gun. In front

of him stretched the trodden surface of the firing range.

The range at Khamisis was about four miles from the town. It

was an idyllic spot, nestling among the soft contours of the vineyards

and the yellow fields of maize and shaded by silver-leafed olive trees

and tall date palms. On the far horizon lay the hazy pastel-blue

foothills of the Atlas mountains. But the beauty of this desert oasis

was only a mockery to the Legion recruits, the "blues" as they had

been scornfully named by their instructors, for they never had the

smallest opportunity of enjoying it. And day after day the dazzling

rays of the tropical sun beat down on them from out of the July sky,

like drops of melted lead.

The machine gun in Robert's hand was a Mitrailleuse Trente. It
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was of American construction and not comparable to the gleaming,

quick-firing MG42 which he had pressed to his shoulder sixteen

months ago; but it was nevertheless a machine gun, the most im-

portant weapon of infantry combat. Robert was determined to be-

come as expert with this one as he had been with the other. If the

veterans among the legionnaires were right when they said that a puni-

tive expedition to Indo-China was impending, then his life might

depend on this Mitrailleuse.

Breathing heavily by his side lay his number two on the gun, the

curly-haired Italian Tonio Costa; while above them, with his legs

astride and flexing his knees, towered the formidable Sergeant Quil-

lastre.

Quillastre wore a black beard which increased the impression he
gave of martial brutality. Robert and Tonio Costa were alone with

the sergeant. The rest of the detachment had been scattered behind

the grove of eucalyptus trees where, under the direction of some old

hands at the game, they were practicing patrol reconnaissance.

The discipline was almost Prussian, but Quillastre's treatment of

little Tonio, the youngster of the third platoon, was something quite

exceptional.

"Changement de tireur," Quillastre roared; an order which meant
that the two recruits had to change numbers on the gun. Robert

ducked down, while Tonio jumped over him; Robert then sprang

to one side, so that Tonio was now on the gun and Robert became
number two.

But however quickly Tonio jumped, it was never quick enough
for Quillastre and at every attempt he got a kick in the ribs from

Quillastre's boot that made him cry out in pain. "You dirty little

tick," shouted Quillastre. "You lousy little macaroni-guzzler. I'll soon

make you move. Change numbers." It was Robert's turn to jump
over Tonio, while the latter leaped aside. Tonio sprang with all his

strength and then with trembling hands began to wipe the sweat

from his brow. "Take your hands off your silly little face," roared

Quillastre. "And put them down on the ground where they belong."
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Tonio placed his hands in front of him on the ground in the

regulation position. "That's exactly right," said Quillastre. "And to

make you remember for once and all where to put your paws, we'll

mark the place out, shall we?" and he stood with his nailed boot

on Tonio's small, brown hand.

Tonio began to scream in a shrill, high-pitched voice. "Mamma
mid," he cried. "Mamma mia!"

"Mamma mvaV mocked Quillastre. "The Legion is your mamma. I

am your mamma."
Robert pressed his lips tightly together. This baiting of Tonio by

Quillastre had now lasted for nearly an hour.

"And you, Altmann," Quillastre shouted above Tonio's cries,

"keep your nose to the front and watch out for the enemy, before

he has a knife in your throat."

Robert did as he was told and kept his eyes fixed over his sights

on a yellow patch of rock in the distance.

At last Quillastre took his foot off Tonio's hand. "Change numbers."

Tonio leaped over Robert, hitting his mouth against the sharp stock

of the machine gun. Drops of light-colored blood fell on the sand.

"That's very good, Costa," said Quillastre. "Do you see? It comes

all at once. Like keeping your hands on the ground. Let your snout

bleed for a while. You'll see plenty of blood when things really

begin to move."

Tonio never uttered a sound.

"Altmann," said Quillastre, "go on practicing with him. I'll be

back in fifteen minutes and if he still can't do it, I'll start getting

angry with him."

"Oui, Sergent," Robert replied. He stared after Quillastre as the

latter strode away with his hands clasped behind his back, until he

had disappeared from sight behind the eucalyptus trees.

Robert leaned over Tonio, who had laid his head on the gun and
was crying like a child.

"What's he got his knife into you for?" he asked.

Tonio was silent.
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"He seemed so friendly toward you at the beginning."

"That's just it," sobbed Tonio.

"Why, then?"

But Tonio did not answer. He pressed his grazed hand against

his cheek as though he hoped to cool the burning pain.

"Come on, Tonio," said Robert. "Take it easy. When he comes

back we'll do the drill so that not even he can find fault with it."

He spoke to Tonio in a mixture of French and German, for as yet

neither of them understood much French. But they could understand

Sergeant Quillastre. His vocabulary was not very large and it could

be learned in about three weeks. Robert smiled encouragingly at the

Italian and Tonio gave a pitiful smile in return. "He won't be satisfied,

I know."

When Quillastre returned after exactly fifteen minutes, he was

not satisfied and the bullying was resumed. It did not last long,

however, for Lieutenant Prunier gave the order to fall in and the

training company began the four-mile march back to the barracks,

which they had to accomplish in forty-five minutes. Thereafter came

the midday meal, followed by three hours' siesta. The siesta was far

from being a benevolent gesture on the part of the authorities. From

twelve o'clock until three not even the most withered-up Arab could

be seen out of doors; for at that time of the day the temperature in

the sun could rise as high as 140 degrees Fahrenheit.

Robert lay stretched out on his hard, fiber mattress in the dreary,

twenty-bed dormitory. Next to him sprawled Kleiba, a cigarette dan-

gling from his mouth. Kleiba was imperturbable and the best soldier

in the third platoon.

"Quillastre's a real brute," Robert said softly. "He pulped Costa's

hand with his boot this morning."

Kleiba allowed the smoke to stream through his nostrils. "That's

Costa's fault, not Quillastre's."

"But he tries so hard."

Kleiba twisted on his side and gave Robert a meaning look. "You
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ought to be glad that he's in our platoon, otherwise it might have

been you."

"How do you mean?"

"Quillastre was especially nice to you at first, wasn't he?"

Robert nodded.

"Well now you see. Since Costa arrived, he hasn't bothered any

more about you."

"I don't see what you mean."

Kleiba gave a knowing grin. "Quillastre is queer. Compris?"

"No," said Robert. "What does that mean? And what's that to do

with Tonio?"

Kleiba did not condescend to give him any further explanation.

"Idiot," he said. "You're a hopeless idiot. A real 'blue.'

"

Robert grew red with indignation and embarrassment.

"Listen to me, my lad," said Kleiba softly. "If I were you I wouldn't

let it worry you. Quillastre is in charge of our platoon and you've

got to take him as you find him. If you make an enemy of him, it'll

be the end of you. You'll come across a lot of his type, take it from

me. And now will you please leave me in peace." Pressing out his

cigarette, he turned on his side with a grunt and almost at once was

asleep.

Robert closed his eyes, but tired though he was his thoughts kept

racing through his brain and would not let him rest.

At three o'clock they were on the go once more: exercises, instruc-

tion, weapon-cleaning, polishing. It was like the Prussians only stricter

and more brutal. Then came their turn of duty in the heat and smell

of the cookhouse. The recruits had plenty of time for such duties.

They were not yet allowed out alone, but they could go to the

motion picture every evening and they used this opportunity to the

full. Then they could forget Sergeant Quillastre and the kicks and

the curses and the fleas—and even their home-sickness.

The military cinema stood next to the barracks. It cost the legion-

naires nothing to visit it and they packed themselves like sardines
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on the metal seats and gazed with fascinated eyes at a blonde from

Hollywood or a brunette from Paris. For an hour or so she was the

sweetheart of a couple of thousand sex-starved legionnaires. But when

the lights went up, the lingering sound of her voice was drowned

in the clatter of soldiers' boots and the illusion faded in the stench

of black cigarettes and sweating men.

"What a girl," said Kleiba on the way back. "What a girl."

Robert was not thinking of the film; he was remembering the

girl in Freudenstadt. He often thought about her and wondered

what had become of her. He tried to picture her face and he would

repeat her name, that silly oft-repeated name of Anneliese, and it

would be transformed on his lips into something quite new.

"What was her name?" asked Kleiba.

"Who?"
"This film girl." He gave Robert a sideways glance. "Not your

type exactly, was she?"

"My type? Oh well . .
."

"My dear boy," said Kleiba in a fatherly way. "You think too much.

That's your weak point. You get worked up too quickly. Like that

time in Freudenstadt. You're a good soldier, Altmann, but you've

got to stop dreaming . . . about home and so on . . . otherwise

you'll wither away like a flower."

"Okay," said Robert.

"Just you wait till we get our first pass. We'll go and see which

is the better, 'La Lune' or 'Le Soleil.' Then you'll soon forget this

other girl."

La Lune and Le Soleil were the two "maisons autorisees" in the

Quartier Negre, the native quarter of Sidi-Bel-Abbes.

After six weeks Sergeant Quillastre had made "men" of them and

for the first time they were allowed to go out alone.

Kleiba spent hours getting himself ready. He had polished his

shoes until they shone like glass and now he stood in front of the

mirror endlessly smoothing his freshly ironed shirt. The others had
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all gone, leaving Robert waiting at the window. Below him stood

Sergeant Quillastre flexing his knees, his hands clasped behind his

back. Three legionnaires stood at attention in front of him, like

figures hewn out of stone, their hands pressed closely to the seams

of their trousers. Quillastre inspected the first two from head to foot

then jerked his head toward the main gate. The two soldiers marched

quickly away. Quillastre turned to the third, who was Tonio Costa.

"He's inspecting Tonio, now," said Robert.

Kleiba was adjusting his tie for the fourth time. "If he lets him go,

I'll eat my hat," he grunted, without taking his eyes from the mirror.

"He's making him unbutton his shirt," said Robert. "Now he's got

to show him his nails. And now his handkerchief."

"Let's hope it's clean," said Kleiba, setting his kepi carefully on

his head.

"Now he's got to lift his feet so that Quillastre can check the

number of nails."

Kleiba gave his kepi another pull.

"The swine," said Robert. "The unspeakable swine.''

"Why, what's up?"

"He's sent him back."

The angle of Kleiba's cap was at last to his liking. "He won't send

me back," he said briskly. "Not me." He turned away from the

mirror. "Everything in order—quick march."

On his way down he met Tonio Costa. The Italian's dark, boyish

eyes were wet. "Couldn't you make it, chum?"

Tonio slunk past him without replying.

Kleiba marched with military precision across the parade ground

toward Sergeant Quillastre. At exactly the prescribed distance he

halted in front of him and, bringing his heels smartly together, raised

his outstretched fingers rapidly to the peak of his cap and then re-

turned his arm sharply to his side. The toes of his boots were at an

angle of just under ninety degrees to each other, his powerful chest

stuck out, his square jaw rested on the beautifully knotted tie, and
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he looked at the sergeant with a frank, but respectful, expression on

his face. "Legionnaire Miiller," he reported in a clear voice.

For a fleeting second Sergeant Quillastre's forbidding eyes met

the bright glance of the erstwhile Unterscharfiihrer. Then he gave

an indulgent nod of his head and Kleiba turned smartly to the left

and, with chin held high, marched with swinging strides toward the

gate.

"Legionnaire Altmann," reported Robert. Quillastre waved him

toward the gate. His eyes were already fixed on a new bunch of

recruits.

"Spit and polish," said Robert as they went down the street.

"Who?"
"You. Quillastre was quite enthusiastic."

Kleiba looked at him. "You'll find that spit and polish will get

you on better than anything else here. It's the same in every army

in the world, and a good thing, too." He made it sound as though

it were an article of faith.

They sat in the Caf6 de Paris, drinking red wine and eating olives

and salted peas. The large, garishly lit room was full of legionnaires.

It was not exactly the right place for their first outing, but the wine

was cheap and the olives and peas were free. Legionnaires second

class could not be choosers.

Kleiba began to get restless. "We'll go somewhere else," he said.

"We've been in Africa for six weeks now, so let's see something of

it. What do you say?"

Robert knew that Kleiba meant La Lune or Le Soleil and he

hesitated.

"Oh, come on," said Kleiba. "Don't be a spoilsport."

They went off together.

The tropical night had fallen and Sidi-Bel-Abbes was pregnant

with the mysterious noises and smells of an African town. The shrill

chirping of the cicadas mixed with the strange lilting singsong of
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women's voices, and the stench of sweating bodies mingled with the

scent of Oriental perfume.

Kleiba was in high spirits as he made his way through the maze

of narrow streets. He stared with curiosity at the strange faces, many

of them unveiled, which drifted past him in the darkness, and he

peered excitedly into the brightly lighted doorways of tiny cafes.

At last they came to the street which had been the cause of Robert's

misgivings and he hesitated. "What's up, Altmann?" said Kleiba with

a grin. "You're not going to funk it now, are you?"

The mockery in Kleiba's voice urged him on and soon they were

picking their way through the crowd, his heart beating faster the

farther they went. Red lamps hung in open doorways, frank glances

greeted him from brown and black faces, long-fingered hands made

unashamed gestures.

He watched the legionnaires chatting with the women and won-

dered at the casual ease with which they did it. They leaned against

the doorways, their kepis pushed back from their foreheads, and

bargained with the withered old doorkeepers as though they were

buying a package of cigarettes or half a melon.

Kleiba pulled excitedly at Robert's sleeve. "Look at that one," he

exclaimed. Robert stared at the Negress's symmetrical face. She wore

a cheap, artificial silk dress which was bursting at the seams round

her hips.

"Well, what do you say, Altmann?" said Kleiba. "There's Africa

for you." He indicated Robert to the woman and began talking to

her in a strange concoction of languages.

She smiled provocatively, showing her snow-white teeth, and then

pointed toward a badly lighted doorway.

Robert suddenly saw, as though through a magnifying glass, the

large pores in her dark skin and smelled the strong, exotic perfume

that came from her tattered print frock and noticed the thick gloss

of sweat on her rounded forehead. He felt the blood rush to his head

and he was seized with panic.
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"What about it, Altmann?" repeated Kleiba, but Robert had turned

on his heels and disappeared.

"Altmann," Kleiba called after him. "Where are you going to, you

silly bastard."

Robert ran the length of the narrow street. He shouldered his

way through a group of legionnaires and pushed aside a couple of

women who stood in his way. Coarse laughter and the high-pitched

giggling of the women sounded in his ears. He passed a door over

which the words La Lune were emblazoned in red lights, and then

another door which bore the inscription Le Soleil. As he turned a

corner at the end of the street he stumbled over a curb, and fell

full-length on the ground.

He groped for his kepi, and then heard a voice saying, in German,

"If you go on like that, you'll hurt yourself."

Robert put his kepi back on his head and sprang to his feet. A
woman in a white, high-necked dress stood smiling at him. By the

light from a nearby doorway Robert saw that she had dark hair and

blue eyes.

"I'm so sorry," he stammered. "I didn't know ... I hope I

haven't . .
."

She was still smiling. "You've made yourself very dirty." What a

wonderful voice she had. Very clear and soft and rather maternal.

The sound of it drove away his fear and shame.

"If you like to come in," said the woman, "we can get your

uniform clean. And I expect you could do with a cup of coffee

as well."

Robert looked about him in bewilderment. Kleiba was coming up

the street.

"Well?" said the woman.

He cleared his throat. "I don't know whether I . .
."

She smiled again and seized him by the hand. "Come."

Her voice was friendly, almost affectionate, as though she might

have been his mother or his sister,

He glanced at the open door and saw a notice on the wall which
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read: Defense d'entrer aux hommes des troupes—"Out of bounds to

noncommissioned officers and men."

He heard Kleiba's voice calling behind him. "Altmann!" Then he

looked at the woman and, after a moment's hesitation, accompanied

her into the house.
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At five o'clock in the morning, the harsh clamor of the bell

echoed round the yellow walls of the barracks.

At almost the same moment, the doors flew open and the forbid-

ding voice of Sergeant Quillastre reverberated through the dormi-

tories. It was the sergeant's long-established custom to rouse the

recruits in this manner after their first late-night pass and to harry

them around even before they had time to dress. He never left them
in peace from the moment they got out of bed until it was time for

the afternoon siesta. The two corporals, Dunjev and Kornreich, played

their part in enforcing this routine.

It was by no means a new idea; it had probably been started in

the seventeenth century by some sergeant major in the Prussian or

Russian army; but there was no doubt that Quillastre was an adept

at carrying it out. The march to the firing range was accompanied
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by sporadic military instruction on either side of the road, which bore

only a vague resemblance to that laid down by the regulations, and

the sergeant's rapid commands were frequently interpolated with

savage oaths and obscene insinuations regarding the activities of the

recruits on the previous evening in the Quartier Negre.

Robert endured this chaotic morning with resignation. He carried

out the nonsensical orders with cheerful concentration and he let

the sergeant's obscenities slide off him like water off a duck's back.

Now it was siesta and he lay with his eyes closed, dreaming. But

his dreams were not of that remote sister-of-mercy, the girl Anneliese,

but of the woman in the Quartier Negre.

Kleiba had thrown his aching body onto the bed next to him.

"My God. That man Quillastre knows his job." He turned on his

side and gave Robert a prod. "Now. Tell me all about it."

Robert kept his eyes closed. "About what?"

"About last night, of course."

"Leave me alone."

Kleiba laughed softly to himself. "Was it as good as all that then?"

"Leave me alone."

"Come on. Don't be so bloody superior. I deserve more than

that."

Robert made no reply.

"I suppose vou saw the notice on that door," said Kleiba. "Defense

d'entrer aux hommes des troupes. You know what that means, don't

you?"

"Yes."

"Mv God, Altmann," said Kleiba, not without a certain amount

of admiration in his voice. "You'll get into real trouble if you do

that kind of thing, you crazy fellow. Fancy running away from that

little black piece and then going and hiding yourself in a de luxe

brothel."

"There are some decent women as well."

"What's that? Did you say decent women?" Kleiba gave a deep

chuckle. "You fathead. Decent women!" He could hardly contain
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himself. "Look, Altmann," he continued earnestly, "don't go there

any more. They'll lock you up for certain and they won't let you

out again. Suppose Lieutenant Prunier should catch you there; it

would be the end of you."

"Let me alone. I want to sleep."

"All right," said Kleiba maliciously. "Sleep away, but don't say

I haven't warned you." He rolled himself up in his blanket. "Well,

well," he muttered. "What a foolish fellow. And he won't say a word

of what happened." Then he fell asleep.

Robert lay on his bed without moving, his thoughts once more

on the woman. He had thought about her the whole morning and

now at last he could do so undisturbed. For one hundred and eighty

minutes.

Her name was Catherine Forestier. She had black hair and blue

eyes. She originally came from Alsace and she was so beautiful that

he was still unable to understand how she could spend over two

hours with a mere recruit like him. She had, nevertheless, brought

a cloth and hot water and had cleaned the dirt from his uniform. He
had sat in front of her on a silk-covered stool, stiff and embarrassed,

as if it were a Sunday-afternoon tea party. She had asked him how
old he was and he had told her he was twenty.

So young! she had said. He should never have come to that terrible

part of the town. He had felt ashamed, but he was pleased that she

had said that to him. It had never occurred to him to wonder what

she herself was doing in that place.

She was not what Kleiba thought she was. That was certain. He
did not know what she was and he did not want to know. He had

sat quite still while she knelt in front of him, brushing the dust from

his shirt. Her face had been very near to him then and he had held

his breath as he watched her and his eyes had wandered over her

hands and her hair.

No, she was not what Kleiba thought. She had a servant, a shriveled

old Berber woman, who had brought them coffee and sugar and

cream. She had poured out the coffee and had asked him his name.
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Robert? How nice. She had given it the French pronunciation and
it was as though she had rechristened him.

He had told her all about himself: about his school and the war

and about Freudenstadt and the prisoner-of-war camp. He had told

her, too, that his family was dead. She also had lost her home and

family. Afterward, when he was about to leave, he had taken her

hand. It was smooth and dry, like hot glass, and the touch made his

skin tingle. May I see you again? he had asked.

She had held his face and kissed him and, overcome with emotion,

he had tried to grip her bare arms with his -hard, lean hands. But

she had slipped from his embrace and had gone to the door. There

he had asked her once more if he could see her again.

Yes. Next Saturday. At eight o'clock. Exactly at eight o'clock and

only on Saturday.

She led the way, down a few steps, to a low doorway.

"Turn left and it will take you straight to the main street. Till

next Saturday, then. Now you must run."

He had darted along the narrow alleyway and had run almost the

whole way back to the barracks.

He had arrived there much too early and the room was still empty.

Except for Tonio Costa, who lay asleep on his bed, a picture of utter

desolation. He had quickly undressed and, putting his uniform in

the regulation manner on the headboard above the bunk, had thrown

himself down on the mattress with a blanket around him. He had

no wish to speak to anyone any more that evening.

"Wake up, Altmann. Quick. Make it snappy." Robert opened his

eyes and saw Kleiba bending over him. "Quick. Didn't you hear the

signal? Get ready for exercises."

Robert sprang out of bed and hurriedly pulled on his boots. The
room was a turmoil of shouting men. Tonio Costa stumbled by,

pale and scared. The day was not yet finished and there were still

some hours of hell to endure. Sergeant Quillastre had not yet com-

pleted his program. Robert seized his belt and pouch. The door flew

open and Corporal Dunjev roared, "Fall in." The good-natured Rus-
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sian had been thoroughly infected with the sergeant's enthusiasm and

was so full of zeal and officiousness as to be almost unrecognizable.

Robert was swept with the others along the passage and past the

armory, where with the sureness of a sleepwalker he caught the stock

of the rifle which the armorer threw toward him. Soon he was pre-

cipitated onto the parade ground, where Sergeant Quillastre, with

legs astride and flexing his knees in irritation, awaited his victims.

What did he care for Sergeant Quillastre or for Vladimir Dunjev's

faked-up enthusiasm? Saturday, he was thinking, at eight o'clock.

The same thought was in his mind on the following day during

a practice route march and the heat and the thirst and the strain

of the endless foot-slogging were made more bearable because of it.

For hour after hour they marched over the stony soil of Africa,

following a lonely road which stretched away to the horizon until

it became lost in the shimmering haze. On either side, rugged cliffs

rose abruptly to the sky and threw dark shadows across the withered

Haifa grass and the tough, unfriendly bushes of camel's-thom.

The company stumbled forward in dogged silence, each platoon

following far behind the other. Not a word or an obscenity came
from the men's parched lips. Each one carried his weapon in the

way that suited him best and each one marched as he wished. All

was allowed by the law of the Legion. One thing was forbidden: to

lag behind. "Who falls behind will not get up again," was one of

Quillastre's favorite phrases.

Kleiba carried the machine gun. He had volunteered to do so,

and thought nothing of it. Such things came easily to him. His

great strength enabled him to do things that others could only

achieve by a conscious and stern effort of will. He and Altmann

were the toughest soldiers in the platoon. And Tonio Costa, the little

Italian with the black, curly hair, who still looked like a boy, was the

weakest.

Lieutenant Prunier gave the order for a ten-minute break. The
men staggered to the roadside and threw themselves down haphazardly

on the burned grass. Seven miles still remained to be covered and
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thev only had ten minutes' rest. They closed their eyes to shut out

the sun, loosened their belts, and unbuttoned their uniforms in the

hope that some kindly breeze might bring them relief. Sergeant

Quillastre walked the length of his platoon, his hands behind his

back, his kepi pushed slightly to the back of his head. He was an

old campaigner and showed no trace of weariness. Outlined against

the blue sky, his fierce profile with the clipped beard was like the

head of a Persian warrior carved out of stone. He halted in front

of Costa.

"You'd better pull yourself together, you little pipsqueak."

"Oui, Sergent," Tonio stuttered.

"I don't want to see you lagging behind, understand?"

"Oui, Sergent."

Quillastre turned contemptuously on his heel. From ahead came

the signal to advance.

"Fall in, you sons of bitches," he shouted. "Put a bit more life

in it."

Once more they marched into the bright-blue, dusty brown empti-

ness.

"Muller and Altmann fall to the rear," ordered Quillastre. "You

will be responsible to see that no one lags behind."

Kleiba and Robert let the platoon pass them and took up positions

to the rear of the last file. In front of them limped the diminutive

Costa.

Tonio Costa clutched his rifle with both hands; but the rifle hung

round his neck and so, in effect, he was gripping his own throat.

He had no strength left to sling the rifle over his shoulder and in

any case his young shoulders had become raw from the rubbing of

the equipment.

"Put some life into it, Costa," said Kleiba sharply. "No lagging

behind." For a while he was again the Unterscharj iihrer of old, who
had once led his men in the retreat from France.

Tonio never heard him; he could no longer even stumble forward,
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but stood there swaying, having lost all contact with the file in front

of him.

"For God's sake, Tonio," said Robert. "You can't stand about like

that. Here, give me your rifle. And your helmet." He took Tonio's

rifle and helmet from him.

"Grazie," whispered Tonio. "Grazie, Robert."

"You bloody fool," said Kleiba. "Leave him alone."

Robert took Tonio's arm. He had plenty of strength and he liked

using it to help someone in trouble. He would have even taken the

machine gun if necessary. The others could not make out what had

come over him. Ever since the day before yesterday. Not even Quil-

lastre could understand. And on Saturday, next Saturday . . .

"You want to watch it, if Quillastre comes along," said Kleiba.

"He's going to have something to say about all this."

Quillastre came along very soon. He did not shout, perhaps it was

too hot even for him, but spoke quite quietly. "Monsieur Altmann,

it seems, has got too much energy. We must rectify that," he said.

"Three days' confinement to barracks, Altmann. And so that your

superfluous strength can be usefully employed, you will report for

voluntary duty in the cookhouse. Understand?"

"Oui, Sergent."

Three days, thought Robert. Today is Tuesday, then comes Wednes-

day, then Thursday. On Saturday I'll be free again. The three days

did not worry him in the slightest. He had now let go of Tonio's arm

and Tonio was making an effort to march properly in order to con-

vince the fiendish Quillastre that Legionnaire Altmann's assistance

had not been given in vain. You thought wrongly, Tonio! The minds

of men like Quillastre work in quite a different way to what you

imagine. Men like Quillastre are to be found in every army in the

world and they are all alike.

The sergeant gave Tonio a look of unspeakable disgust, as though

he were a big red cockroach that had' to be trodden on, and through

the thick mat of his beard poured a choice selection of the most
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colorful Legion obscenities. "Miiller," he ordered, "hand the machine

gun over to Costa."

Kleiba obediently placed the machine gun on Tonio's shoulder.

"Now the rifle/' said Quillastre to Robert.

Robert hesitated.

"Well, are you going to do what I say?"

Robert hung the rifle once more round Tonio's neck.

"And the steel helmet," ordered Quillastre.

Robert unhitched the helmet from his belt and Quillastre fastened

it with loving care to Tonio's equipment. "And now get moving,

mv little one," he said. "Show me that you don't need any help from

these German louts."

"Oui, Sergent," said Tonio in a whisper. For five paces he stag-

gered under the load of weapons and marching gear, with Robert

and Kleiba on either side of him, and then stopped. Robert and

Kleiba also stopped.

"Keep moving," shouted Quillastre. "See that he keeps moving.

I'll make the dirty little louse march."

And, God knows, he did make him march.

In his own kingdom, Quillastre was a god. It was true that there

were gods above him, Lieutenant Prunier for example, but he was

far away at the head of the company and he relied on his trusted,

well-tried sergeant. So Quillastre, the terrible, ferocious god, was left

alone with his victim and was manifestly determined to crush the

diminutive Tonio's spirit, once and for all. He drew Tonio's bayonet

out of its sheath and held the point of it a fraction of an inch away

from Tonio's meager rump, so that whenever he slackened his ef-

forts, the sharp steel pierced the sweat-sodden material of his trousers

and penetrated his flesh.

Tonio's cries of pain echoed unheeded among the barren rocks

that bordered the road.

But Quillastre had not reckoned on a higher god; a god superior

even to Lieutenant Prunier. This god was Captain Mozart, the of-

ficer in command of the training company. His jeep, flying a long
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red staff pennant, overtook the column and with screeching tires drew

up alongside Quillastre and his victim.

With one bound Captain Mozart leaped from the vehicle. In spite

of his forty years he had lost none of his youthful agility and since

he had not had to march twelve miles, but had been sitting in the

vehicle with the wind in his nostrils, his lungs were fresh and strong.

"What's the meaning of this, Sergeant Quillastre," he roared, point-

ing his cane at the reeling figure of Tonio Costa laden down with

his burden of weapons and equipment.

In a flash the formidable god Quillastre became a zealous sergeant

of the Legion Etrangere, standing stiffly to attention before his

captain, ready to receive praise or blame with the same impassive

military bearing.

Captain Mozart was not exactly a god of love; but in this instance

he was at least a god of common sense, and it was from the point

of view of common sense—in its military aspect, as he put it—that

he bellowed advice into the sergeant's bearded face. The men of

the third platoon turned round. A wave of relief spread through their

broken ranks as they grinned at each other.

"Keep moving. Heads to the front," shouted the corporals, but

they, too, could scarcely conceal their amusement.

The legionnaires hooked their thumbs under the straps of their

equipment, screwed up their eyes, and slogged on. Another five miles

to go.

Five minutes later the captain's jeep caught up the column and

stopped some distance ahead of it. Out stepped Legionnaire Second

Class Tonio Costa, followed by Sergeant Quillastre. Quillastre car-

ried the machine gun.

The jeep drove on down the bleak road until only the fiery red

staff pennant was visible. Then it, too, disappeared into the bluish-

gray haze.

Quillastre gave the machine gun back to Kleiba and someone else

was made to carry Tonio's rifle and helmet.

For the rest of the way Quillastre did not utter a word. Tonio
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marched in the last rank and no longer fell behind. His teeth were

clenched, but the expression of hopelessness had gone from his face.

He imagined he had been delivered from his sufferings. Poor Tonio!

He did not know that for a legionnaire second class, a sergeant is,

in the long run, more powerful even than a general.

Back on the parade ground Lieutenant Prunier dismissed the com-
pany; but Quillastre, with a movement of his hand, kept his platoon

standing at attention. He slowly went up to Costa: "People like you,

Legionnaire Costa," he said in a voice that could be heard by everyone,

"People like you are my special favorites, but best of all I like little rats

who go arse-crawling to the officers." He lowered his voice and went

on: "We two, my friend, we two have nothing like finished with each

other. Do you understand what I mean, my lad?"

Tonio stared at him with terrified eyes. "Oui, Sergent," he whis-

pered.

Quillastre turned with relish on Robert. "And for you, Altmann, it

will be as I said: three days' confinement to barracks and cookhouse

volunteer."

"Oui, Sergent," Robert replied.

"Squad, dismiss," roared Quillastre.

"What did I tell you," said Kleiba that same evening in the canteen.

"You did Costa no good. The very opposite, in fact. Now he's really

got his knife in him. And you've landed yourself with three days C.B."

Robert went over to the counter and bought himself a glass of wine.

"I wasn't going out anyway until Saturday," he said, on his return to

their table. "But why are you sitting here? Have you got blisters on your

feet?"

"Merde," Kleiba replied. "I've never yet had blisters on my feet. I'm

broke. That's the trouble. Not a sou. And if you don't stand me a

rouge, I'm going to bed."

"What have you done with all your money, then?" Robert asked, as

he brought Kleiba his drink.

"What would you expect me to do with those few miserable francs?"

"Give them to the darkies," said Robert, with a smile.
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"Merde," repeated Kleiba. "When's payday again?"

"Tuesday next week."

"Well, until then, I'll have to be content with the girls on the

screen."

Robert was not listening, he was thinking of Saturday evening.

"Poor, underpaid legionnaires second class, that's what we are,"

said Kleiba bitterly. "Do you know what a sergeant gets?"

"I've no idea."

"Twenty-five thousand francs. That makes you think, doesn't it?"

Kleiba had all at once forgotten his bad humor. "Twenty-five

thousand. You could do something with that. You could hire the

whole of La Lune for a night." He became lost in his thoughts. He
dreamed of being a sergeant in charge of a platoon, the best platoon

in the battalion, of course, with plenty of money to spend in the

evenings. Sergeant Kleiba—as you were, Sergeant Miiller of course

—

would cut a great dash in the Quartier Negre and the Cafe de Paris.

Robert had his dreams, tco, but they were always of the same thing.

Later on, in the sleeping quarters, he came across Tonio. He lay on

his bed, alone and forsaken, shunned by everyone, like all those who
have an unlucky streak in them. Even the three Germans playing

cards by the window had settled themselves down as far away from him

as possible.

Robert sat down on the edge of the bed. "You've got to stick it out,

Tonio," he said.

Tonio began rubbing his blistered feet. "Yes, yes, that's what they

all say. Even that swine Quillastre says it. If I'd only known what I was

in for when I joined the Legion. Diavolo, if only I'd known."

"What made you join then?"

"Not for fun, I can promise you. The Americans wanted to lock me
up, that was the reason. I was scared of prison."

"The Americans?"

"Yes. I was working for them in Naples and I'd pinched a few

things. They had so much and I never thought they'd notice it. A few

pounds of fat and a can of oil, that was all, but they made a big fuss
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about it. It was that lousy pig of a quartermaster who found me out."

Tonio sank back on the bed. "All the same, I wish I'd stayed there. I

would have been better off in a prison in Naples than I am here and I

would probably have been let out by now."

"But you've got to face it, Tonio. You're in the Legion and you'll

have to stick it out."

"Yes, yes, I know that," said Tonio savagely. "You big German
toughs can say that easily enough. But don't get into your head that

I'm as weak as I seem. It's because I didn't have enough to eat before I

came here. You Germans ate all our food up."

"Nonsense, Tonio, that's not true."

"Well, whether it's true or not, they never gave me enough."

"But you get enough here. Take a hold on yourself; just for a few

more weeks and then we'll get drafted."

"What makes you think that?" said Tonio angrily. "I suppose

Quillastre told you? Don't worry, when I can't stand it any more, I'll

make a bolt for it."

"You're mad, Tonio. You know what desertion means. At least

nine months in the Compagnie Discipline."

"It's all the bloody same to me," said Tonio. "Besides, they won't

catch me as easily as all that."

"They'll get you all right."

"That's my business," said Tonio stubbornly and he turned over on

his side, with his back to Robert.

Robert shrugged his shoulders and got up from the bed. "Okay,

then. You know your own business best." He went over to his bunk
and undressed. I'll bring her some flowers, he thought. Some white

roses. I wonder if she likes them. I'll get away early so that I have

time to choose some. Next Saturday . . .

When Saturday arrived he was ready at half past five. It was two

hours too early. Kleiba was huddled dejectedly on his bed, smoking a

cigarette he had cadged off someone. "I wish I had a little money
left," he said enviously.

Robert was busy arranging his paquetage. Bord de paquetage was
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the name given to the large shelf that was fixed over the head of each

bed and on which everything—uniform, underclothes, and eating

utensils—had to be neatly placed. The paquetage was the mark of a

legionnaire, in the same way as the Spind, or locker, was the mark of a

reserve battalion in Germany. Robert's gear lay neatly stacked, but in

spite of that he took it all down and started to put it back once more.

He was determined to give Sergeant Quillastre no cause for complaint.

"What's all this leading up to?" asked Kleiba.

"I don't know yet."

"You're not going to that forbidden brothel, I hope."

"It's not a brothel."

"O.K., O.K.! But a woman like that costs a lot of money. I had a

look at her. She was a classy dame."

Robert maintained a scornful silence. With great care he laid the

full-dress belt of the Legion over the squared pile of clothes.

"Splendid," grinned Kleiba. "Did you learn that from her?"

Robert gave a superior smile. "You'd better use it as an example.

What do you intend to do with yourself this evening?"

"I'm staying here," grumbled Kleiba.

"The movie?"

"No, I've seen it twice already."

Robert took a fifty-franc piece from his pocket and dropped it on

Kleiba's bed. "Well, at least you can get yourself something to smoke."

"Thanks," said Kleiba, slipping the coin rapidly into his breast

pocket. "Give my regards to your lady tart and tell her that I'll come

and see her myself after next payday."

Robert leaped onto Kleiba's bed, his face red with anger, and Kleiba

rolled off the mattress in his fright. But he quickly scrambled to his

feet and raised his great fists. "If you want a fight," he said, "that's

okay by me. I've got nothing else to do anyway. But whether

Quillastre will let you out afterward . .
."

Robert had also raised his fists. "Listen," he said slowly, "don't let

me hear you say that again. Don't ever let me hear you say that again.

Otherwise . .
."
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"As you wish," said Kleiba peaceably. "I won't say anything more.

She must be a woman in a million."

Robert turned on his heel and, straightening his cap, left the room
without another word.

Kleiba stared after him with a mixture of superiority, wonder, and

envy in his expression. "But be careful," he called out. "See that you

d?n't get into trouble. That kind of thing nearly always leads to

trouble."

Robert now lived only from one weekend to the next. Saturday was

Catherine's free day and four hours of it belonged to the young, insig-

nificant Legionnaire Robert Altmann. He felt strong and self-confi-

dent and had begun to regard the hard life of the Legion, with all its

weariness and brutality, as a happy and exciting adventure. What did

she see in him, he wondered, and what was it that made her love him?

She was older than he and far more experienced. She worked in a

night club, she had raid. Legionnaires did not come there; it was for

superior people, for officers.

"Officers?" she had once said. "Officers are only men, after all;

and not always the best kind either." And she had laughed in that

mysterious, companionable way of hers and had given him a kiss. But

he nursed in his heart a secret anxiety. Suppose one of these men fell

in love with her? Lieutenant Prunier, for example, who was still un-

married. He was good-looking, too, in that light-gray suit which he

wore when he was off duty.

"We must go away from here, Catherine."

"Where would we go to, Robert? What a crazy idea. And how would

we manage to live?"

She was right. He would have to stay with the Legion. The Legion

was his home. She loves me, he thought, and she has made me into a

man. I've been lucky. I never thought when I was in France, or in

the camp, or even when I joined the Legion, that I would be so lucky.

So he thought. Until that Wednesday in September when the
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house of his hopes and dreams was destroyed—and he left his boyhood

behind him forever.

On that Wednesday he found himself wandering aimlessly through

the streets of the town. He could not go and see her, for she had told

him he must only visit her on Saturdays.

When exactly did the night club open, he wondered? It was then

half past eight and perhaps she was still at home.

He turned and walked in the direction of the Quartier Negre. He
would see her for just a few minutes. She would kiss him and give him

a friendly smile and stroke his face with her hand.

He stood and knocked at her door, and the old Berber woman
opened it to him.

When she saw who it was, she expostulated violently. He could not

understand a word of what she said and, pushing her gently to one

side, made his way up the stairs. A gleam of light fell through a chink

in her door and he knocked.

"Oui?"

He took off his kepi and entered.

At first he saw only her, wearing a thin kimono and holding a wine

glass in her hand. She was smiling and the kimono was half opened.

"Good evening," he said, his heart beating with excitement.

The smile died on her lips and she pulled the kimono over her

breast. "My God. What on earth are you doing here?" She turned her

head and murmured, "Please excuse me."

Then he saw the man on the couch. He was clad in a pair of cream-

colored trousers made of the finest material, and a silk shirt, open at

the neck. His coat and a tie of sky-blue silk hung over the back of an

armchair. He wore a small mustache and Robert felt that he had seen

him somewhere before.

Catherine tried to rise to her feet, but the man restrained her with a

movement of his arm. "What's this fellow doing here?"

Robert flushed. "What am I doing here? What are you doing here,

I'd like to know."

"Leave it to me, Pierre," she said. "He's made a mistake."
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"A fine mistake to make," said the man, angrily. "Get out of here."

His speech seemed a little blurred. He had probably drunk the

whole bottle himself, Robert thought. "You don't know what you're

talking about," he said.

"For God's sake," cried Catherine, making another attempt to get

to her feet, but the man gripped her savagely with his hand. "What's

your name?" he shouted.

That was really funny. The man must be quite drunk. "That's none

of your business. Will you please let the lady alone."

The man's eyes narrowed. "Clear out of here at once," he shouted.

I am not going to let myself be thrown out by a drunken fellow

like that, thought Robert. Not in front of Catherine. "After you," he

said coolly, settling himself comfortably in the armchair.

The man sprang to his feet and, standing in front of Robert, said

in a slow voice, "I am going to count up to three and if you're not out

of this room before . .
."

"Robert," Catherine's voice broke in, "I beg you."

"One . . . two . .
." the man began to count.

Robert, however, remained completely unmoved. He stood up and

taking the jacket from the chair, held it out to the other man. Sum-

moning his best French he said, "I sat on your things, monsieur.

Please forgive me."

He had never imagined that he could behave so splendidly in such a

situation. Not even the suave heroes on the screen of the canteen

cinema had ever done it better. "Three," said the man. Robert

looked at him calmly, estimating his physical strength. He is much
smaller than I, he noted with satisfaction, and not at all strong.

But the man had no thought of attacking him; instead he snatched

the jacket out of Robert's hand and left the room without a word.

"Well, well," said Robert, turning toward Catherine. But Catherine

seemed to regard the affair in a somewhat different light. "You fool,"

she hissed. "You stupid little fool. Don't you know who that was? It

was Lieutenant Arnaud of the First Company. Now he's gone to

fetch the patrol."



92 Lost Sons

Robert still did not appreciate the situation. Lieutenant Arnaud?

He looked at Catherine's agitated face. He had never seen her like that

before. She had no color on her lips and her mouth was distorted with

anger so that she looked old and vicious.

"Go!" she screamed. "My God. Get out of here, you idiot. Do you

think I want the police in my house?" Before he could reply, she had

pushed him out of the room.

He heard shouting in the street outside and recognized the shrill

voice of the man with the small beard, this Lieutenant Arnaud.

Catherine hustled him down the three steps that led to the back

door, pulled it open, and thrust him out. "Now run," she said. "Run

as fast as you can go."

He turned to the left and ran. She had not said one word of fare-

well. She had been drinking, too. And now I have to run because of

that miserable little bastard. Just because he's a lieutenant. The words

rang in his head in tune with his footsteps. How undignified to run

like that. What would Catherine think if she could see him. He
slackened his pace and fell into a walk. Ah, Catherine . . . Catherine.

He reached the barracks unchallenged, and passing the sentry, went

to his quarters. Legio Patria Nostra stood in huge letters above the

entrance: the Legion is our home. Then the bleak, stone building

swallowed him up and he felt safe from this Lieutenant Arnaud, even

if he should mobilize all the patrols in the entire garrison.

When at last he lay on his bed he had forgotten all about the affair,

for his thoughts were too fully occupied with Catherine.

But Legionnaire Altmann had underestimated Lieutenant Arnaud.

He did not know that this elegant officer with the small mustache was

full of self-esteem and that his well-groomed head could become as

hard as iron if this self-esteem should be slighted. Nor did he realize

the ease with which an officer could identify a soldier, even though he

were unaware of his name.

On the following morning the company was formed up on the

parade ground in readiness to march off; a khaki-colored wall of alert
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bodies, their kepis making a snow-white streak against the blue sky.

On the right wing of the third platoon Legionnaire Robert Altmann

stood stiffly to attention. He was a good soldier and the worries of the

previous evening had been swept away by the dazzling morning sun-

shine, the sharp words of command and the blare of bugles, and the

stimulating presence of his comrades.

Lieutenant Prunier strode onto the parade ground, tall and lean,

and with the inevitable cane under his arm. To the down-trodden

recruits, he was like a being from another world, unapproachable and

infallible; stern but just.

"Pr&entez armes," commanded the company adjutant, who was al-

ways referred to as sergeant major by the Germans. Rifles flew to the

present-arms position, as was customary when an officer was taking the

parade, and Lieutenant Prunier advanced toward the sergeant major

with swinging military strides. This morning Lieutenant Prunier

was not alone, but was accompanied by another officer. The latter was

a head si iter than Prunier and wore a small black mustache; he was

Lieutenant Arnaud of the First Company.

The sergeant major saluted with the facile smartness of one who
had had ten years' experience of the finer nuances of military customs.

"Reposez armes"—Order arms—came Prunier's command, but the

expected order "Repos"—Stand at ease—was not given that morning.

Prunier turned to the elegant Lieutenant Arnaud. "Voila," he said

with the fine courtesy of a medieval knight. Lieutenant Arnaud took

up a position at the right-hand file of the company and then began to

walk slowly along in front of the khaki-colored wall of men. Prunier

followed him. There was complete silence except for the crunch of the

officers' boots in the gravel.

The legionnaires stood like statues cemented into the ground and,

like statues, stared straight in front of them with expressionless eyes.

It was abundantly clear that this officer from another company was

looking for someone and each of them felt that it might be himself,

for the recruits of the training company at Sidi-Bel-Abbes were sur-

prised at nothing.
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Legionnaire Altmann's eyes were fixed on the lower-left corner of

the right-hand window of the orderly room. And as he heard the offi-

cers' footsteps come nearer, he held his breath.

Then he saw the wispy mustache above the moist red lips and

found himself staring into a pair of dark, velvety eyes.

Arnaud stopped. "Voici," he said. There was no note of triumph in

his quiet voice as he turned to Prunier. "C'est lui."

Prunier raised his right eyebrow in astonishment. "One step for-

ward, march."

Prunier looked Robert up and down, his right eyebrow still raised a

little higher than the other. "Legionnaire Altmann, if I'm not mis-

taken."

Robert pressed his rifle against his hip. "Oui, mon lieutenant."

"Report to the orderly room. On the double, march." came the

sharp order.

Robert lifted his rifle and ran toward the dark rectangle of the

doorway.

The orderly room was empty and Robert waited there with a beat-

ing heart. Through the window he saw his company standing at ease

on the sun-bathed parade ground; ready to march off. After forty-five

minutes of forced marching they would arrive at the Khamisis firing

range, where the usual morning drudgery would begin. Corporal

Kornreich, who was said to have once belonged to the "Death's Head"

Division, would harry the squad backward and forward across the

trampled ground and Sergeant Quillastre would take care of little

Tonio Costa. Robert envied every man of them. He even envied

Costa.

The door flew open and the two officers appeared. Robert sprang

to attention, but they passed by him into the staff room as though un-

aware of his presence. The communicating door stood half open and

after a while Robert carefully relaxed his rigid position.

"Well, Arnaud," he heard Lieutenant Prunier say, "tell me exactly

what happened. You were with Catherine. . .
."

"Yes," replied Arnaud. "I had brought along a bottle of champagne
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so that we could have a quiet drink together and this lout suddenly

bursts in on us. At first I thought he'd made a mistake, but then I saw

that he and Catherine knew each other. I told him to make himself

scarce as quickly as possible. Then he got fresh; you just wouldn't

believe it. Sat on my coat, stretched out his legs, and began making

the most insulting remarks."

"I hope you had your trousers on," said Prunier with a quiet laugh.

"I can assure you of that," replied Arnaud angrily. "I merely wanted

to enjoy a bottle of champagne with her in peace. I ordered him to

leave the room but he paid not the slightest attention."

"Was he drunk?"

"He was as sober as a judge. I had no alternative but to fetch the

patrol. When I got back he had vanished."

"I think it's damned funny," said Prunier.

"I'm not amused by it in the least," said Arnaud indignantly.

"What about Catherine? What did that crafty bitch have to say?"

"She swore she didn't know his name, although she admitted she'd

met him before."

"Damned funny," repeated Prunier. "And so your little evening to-

gether was completely wrecked?"

Amaud made no reply.

In the adjoining room Robert stood at attention and his face flushed

as he thought of what he had just heard. Catherine, that crafty bitch

. . . and so your little evening together was wrecked.

He heard the sound of a match being struck and then Arnaud's

shrill, icy voice. "There's one thing I should like to know, Prunier, and

in my opinion it is the most suspicious part of the whole affair: where

did this lout get the money from? Catherine is not all that cheap."

"Don't I know it," answered Prunier; and then, after a pause,

added, "Perhaps she had a hankering for something virginal, some
blond Teuton. In that case she wouldn't have wanted money." He
chuckled softly.

Robert was filled with despair. He remembered Catherine's dis-

torted face and the way her mouth had twisted in a contemptuous
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snarl, as she screamed, "You blockhead. You little fool." I was a

blockhead, he thought. I was a big fool.

Out on the parade ground the company began to move off. They

started to sing. Lieutenant Prunier's favorite song: "Du schoner Wes-

terwald." Two thirds of the company were Germans, and the Poles,

Hungarians, Yugoslavians, and Russians who made up the rest had

been made to learn the words.

At that moment the door of the orderly room opened once more

and the sergeant major appeared with the corporal of the guard.

"Come in," Prunier called out, "and bring that fellow along."

The sergeant major made a lazy movement with his thumb and

Robert stumbled into the staff room, his rifle pressed tightly to his

side.

Lieutenant Prunier stood behind Captain Mozart's desk, while

Arnaud leaned against the window, smoking.

"You were found yesterday by Lieutenant Arnaud," Prunier began

in a severe voice, "in a house which is out of bounds for noncom-

missioned officers and men."

"Oui, mon lieutenant."

"While in this house, you behaved in an unsoldierly, insolent, and

obstinate manner toward Lieutenant Arnaud. . .
."

"Like a mutineer," said Arnaud from his position by the window.

"Like a mutineer," repeated Prunier.

"Oui, mon lieutenant."

Prunier raised his well-groomed head. "What explanation have you

to give for this?"

"I did not recognize Lieutenant Arnaud. He was in civilian

clothes."

Prunier glanced toward Arnaud. "Is that right?"

Arnaud hesitated and then nodded reluctantly.

Prunier said: "Legionnaire Altmann, you will report to the com-

manding officer at ten o'clock tomorrow morning. You have a good

record as a soldier and because of this it is possible that the captain
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may let you off with ten davs' detention." He turned to the sergeant

major. "He can be dismissed."

The sergeant major saluted. "Outside, Altmann," he growled.

Robert moved toward the door.

"Altmann!"

Robert turned about smartly.

"Come back here a moment."

Robert stood once more before Lieutenant Prunier, who addressed

him in a conversational voice and almost as man to man. "Tell me,

Altmann, where did vou get the money from?"

"What money, mon lieutenant?"

"For this . . . this lady. You've been there several times, haven't

you? How did you find the monev?"

A dark flush spread over Robert's face.

"Come on, out with it," Prunier encouraged him. "Or didn't she

ask for any?"

"Non, mon lieutenant."

Prunier gave him a penetrating look. Then he raised his right eye-

brow a fraction of an inch and his face became as red as Robert's,

from suppressed mirth.

Lieutenant Arnaud still leaned against the window. He stroked his

mustache and his brow was wrinkled in an angry frown.

"Listen, Altmann," said Prunier. "See that this kind of thing doesn't

happen again. And if vou should meet this . . . this ladv again, take a

look at her in the daylight." He thought for a moment and then said

grufflv, "Dismiss."

Robert turned about and left the room, but before the door closed

behind him he heard Prunier's voice once more. "That's damned
funny. What did I tell you, Arnaud. He got it free. That's really

damned funny."

On the following morning he stood before Captain Mozart. He was

without his kepi, the mark of honor of a legionnaire.

Ten days' imprisonment!
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In that sinister, yellow-walled little fortress behind the huge com-

pany building, Legionnaire Altmann was shorn of his thick blond hair

and the contrast between the pale shaved skin and his sunburned

face gave him a ridiculous appearance. If Catherine could see him
now, he thought.

Legionnaire Altmann had ten days in which to ponder over Cath-

erine Forestier and over the words of Lieutenant Prunier: "Perhaps

she had a hankering for something virginal, some blond Teuton." It

was damned funny.

At four o'clock in the morning Robert swept the parade ground

with a branch of palm. His stomach was empty and he was shivering.

He thought of Catherine lying in her silk-covered bed. She would

probably not be alone. Lieutenant Arnaud would have brought her

three bottles of champagne and she would be lying there with the

make-up gone from her face. You blockhead, Altmann! You stupid

little fool!

A figure lurched through the main gate and approached him with

unsteady steps. Robert saw the blue kepi and the square-cut beard of

Sergeant Quillastre and he sprang to attention. Quillastre stood with

his legs astride, grinning, and the large yellow teeth that gleamed

through his beard were like the craggy foothills of the Atlas mountains

seen through a hedge of cactus.

The sergeant belched and the noise shattered the morning stillness.

"My little angel," he stuttered, putting his boot on the tip of the

palm branch. "Hoppla!" He almost lost his balance, but his inebriated

gaiety remained unimpaired. "Carry on," he said. "Just keep on going,

Legionnaire Altmann."

Robert bent once more over his work.

"No pains, no gains," Quillastre said in German. "A man's not a

proper legionnaire until he's been in jail. And then afterward . .
."

He began to sway in an alarming manner, but with a great effort

managed to keep on his feet. "Afterward, Altmann, you'll be all the

keener to get back to dear old Quillastre. Tout a l'heure!" With a

wave of his hairy hand he staggered away across the parade ground.
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Robert stared after him. He suddenly felt homesick for the platoon

and Kleiba and the others, and for Corporals Dunjev and Kornreich,

and even for that bellowing, cursing monster Quillastre. Yes, it was

all just damned funny.

Ten days later, when he was released from the yellow walls of the

prison, the hair on his head had grown about a quarter of an inch. The
endless succession of filthy jobs that he had been forced to do, and

the perpetual shouts of command from his guards, had left him tired

and exhausted. As he made his way to the company block, his ears

were still ringing with the cries of the two deserters awaiting trial, who
had been subjected almost every night to a softening-up interroga-

tion by the commandant of the prison. He was thankful that he had

not been beaten or tortured; but his crime had been that of a normal

soldier and of no interest at all to the commandant or his staff.

It was the siesta hour when he got to his quarters and the men were

stretched out on their mattresses. The occupant of the bed on his

right, Schmitz, with the long nose, was awake and he greeted Robert

with a sleepy nod.

Kleiba's bed was empty. "Where is . .
." he had almost said

"Kleiba."

"The bull?" said Schmitz. "He's gone. To Colomb-Bechar"

"What?" said Robert in a startled voice. "To Colomb-Bechar?

What's happened? What's he done?"

Schmitz grinned. "Nothing. An honorable assignment. Escort for a

convict transport."

"But he's still a recruit."

"The Second hadn't enough men to spare and so they took one of

us. Quillastre sent him along as the best of our lot. He's getting on, is

our corporal of the Medical Corps, who calls himself Muller."

"How do you mean, 'calls himself?"

Schmitz grinned again. "If his name's Muller, you can call me
Schmitz."

"What's your real name, then?"
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"Schmitz." His long nose seemed to wrinkle at some secret pleas-

ure. "You'd better bed down," he said. "We're going to be put through

it this afternoon, so Quillastre said."

Robert stretched full-length on his bed. He was back again in the

comradeship of his fellow recruits and he felt content. He had learned

that a recruit is not the lowest form of life in the Legion, but that

there was a strata beneath him consisting of those who had been

handed over to the mercy of the prison commandant. And that night

he was to discover it was possible to sink even lower than that.

Kleiba did not turn up until after the evening meal. He strode into

the room full of his usual energy. "Legionnaire Miiller reporting back

from escort duty," he said to Robert, giving him a friendly dig in the

ribs. "And how about you?"

Robert grinned. "Legionnaire Altmann reporting back from deten-

tion."

Kleiba observed Robert's shorn head. "Suits you," he said. "But

next time take the advice of your old friend Fritz and remember that

that sort of thing always leads to trouble."

"Oh, shut up," said Robert. "Is that all you've got to talk about?"

Kleiba threw his equipment onto his bed and sat down.

"No, there's a hell of a lot more," he said.

The others gathered around him and even Tonio joined in. Kleiba

leisurely lit himself an Atlas cigarette.

"Where did you get those from?" Schmitz asked.

"It's actually none of your business, but if you really want to know,

I got them from my friend Pocky."

"Who's he?"

"A real old hand. He was one of the escort."

"I see," Schmitz said maliciously. "I expect we recruits won't be

good enough for you now."

Kleiba regarded him jovially. "I'm leaving, my dear fellow. I'll be

off in three days' time."

"Come on, spit it out, you old bastard," said Schmitz, his long nose

quivering with excitement. Fearsome stories had been spread about



Chapter Six 101

the military detention camp and Quillastre used the sinister name of

Colomb-Bechar as the most terrible of all his threats.

Kleiba undid the collar of his shirt. "If you think you've seen the

worst here," he said, "then you're gravely mistaken. Our friend Quil-

lastre . .
." he glanced at Tonio, "our friend Quillastre is an angel

from heaven compared with the boys at Colomb-Bechar. There are two

of them who scare the guts out of everyone. One's called Kiefer and the

other Borzyskowski. Von Borzyskowski, in fact. Real blue blood. They
call him Bumski. He gets to work with an ox pizzle."

"Ox pizzle?" asked Tonio.

"Rosser," Kleiba explained in his meager French. "Comme ca," and

he indicated to Tonio the dimensions of the object.

"Perhaps you could start from the beginning," said Schmitz.

Kleiba puffed happily at his cigarette. "O.K., from the beginning

then. We had five deserters from the motorized training company,

who'd tried to hook it in one of their trucks. . .
."

"Yes, we know all that," Schmitz said impatiently. "What did they

do to them?"

"Let me tell the story. They were handcuffed during the journey.

Colomb-Bechar is the terminus of the Sahara railway. It's a dirty

little hole on the edge of the desert. The barracks was just a box of

bricks, with walls sixteen feet high."

"They're as high as that here," Schmitz said. "Go on."

"Their handcuffs were taken off when they got to the gate and

they were given some old overalls in place of their kepis and uniforms.

Then along comes this Kiefer and a couple of trusties to greet them.

They'd hardly got through the gate before they were put to work."

"You too?" asked Tonio.

"Fool, I told you I was one of the escort. I watched it for a whole

day, my dear man, and that was quite enough for me."

"What happened then?" asked Schmitz.

"Then they were made to sweat properly. On your feet, double

march. Down on your face, pushups, until they were sick of it."

"Pushups?" asked Tonio.
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Kleiba flung himself on the floor and demonstrated a pushup to the

little Italian. "Comme ca, Tonio. Arms bend, arms stretch." He got up,

panting heavily, and sat down on the bed again. "And if anyone didn't

do it properly he got a kick in the face from a Capo's boot to en-

courage him. If he started to bleed, they got really angry and made him
fetch a brush and bucket and scrub the sandstone. The whole parade

ground is paved with sandstone. Everything was done at the double.

Everything! Fetching the food, going to the latrine, going to the

sick room. Always at the double, for nine months or three years, ac-

cording to the stretch they'd been given."

"No one could stand up to that," Tonio said in a scared voice.

"You should have a try," Kleiba grinned. "After the first welcome,

you spend eight days in the prison building just to get you used to it.

They lock you up in a cell six feet high, two feet broad, and six and a

half feet long. The roof is corrugated iron, nothing else. You sit there

with the sun blazing down on it and in summer the temperature

reaches about one hundred and sixty degrees. You can imagine what

that's like. They call it the refrigerator. Witty, don't you think?"

"Very witty," said Schmitz, whose earlier curiosity had begun to

wane.

Kleiba was now in his best form. He lit a fresh cigarette and went on
with his tale. "In/ the refrigerator you have an old tin for drinking out

of and another for urinating into, etc. There's nothing else. Sergeant

Major von Borzyskowski, nicknamed Bumski, takes care of you when
you're outside. He gives you pushups on the parade ground in the

afternoon, with your bare hands on tin plates which are hot enough
to fry an egg on. Or he ties you to a pretty little iron ring, fixed to the

wall for that purpose, and beats you with his ox pizzle until you're

half dead, or he chains you to a stake and leaves you standing there for

five hours in the sun, with the temperature around one hundred and
and sixty degrees. Without Nivea oil, of course. Haha."

Schmitz was looking a bit pale at the gills.

"My friend, Pocky Sobania," Kleiba continued, "has seen many
years' service and has been around a good deal. We fought against
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each other in Warsaw in '44 and those fellows of the Warsaw rising

had some guts, believe me. But even Pocky felt it was getting him

down."

"And you?" asked Schmitz.

"How do you mean, me?"

"Didn't it get you down?"

Kleiba wrinkled his nose. "A veteran corporal of the Medical Corps

isn't easily got down." He stood up. "Well, if anyone wants to hear any

more about Colomb-Bechar he'd better come with me to the canteen

and stand me a glass of wine. What about you, Costa? I bet your

pocket's bulging with money."

But Tonio was lying stretched out on his bed.

Robert went over to him. "Are you coming to the canteen with us?"

Tonio shook his head. "We've got rifle practice tomorrow."

"But that doesn't stop you coming with us now."

"If I shoot badly tomorrow Quillastre will finish me."

"Pull yourself together a bit, Tonio, and you'll manage it."

"Oh, leave me alone," the Italian answered, turning over on his

face.

Tonio did not manage it. He took immense pains as he lay full-

length on the ground sheet—three shots lying without support. He
breathed out slowlv and took aim, but the muzzle of the rifle swayed

from side to side. And all the time Quillastre stood over him with legs

astride and arms akimbo, silent and threatening.

Tonio made a three and a one and an outer. He stood up trem-

bling and reported the disastrous result.

Quillastre stared at him in triumph and then slowly opened his

mouth to pronounce sentence. "You will work your way to the eu-

calyptus grove as though on active patrol and you will then stand

smartlv to attention five yards inside the wood and wait for me. Then
we'll see how we can turn you into a decent marksman."

"Oui, Sergent," Tonio said in a small voice.

"Get down on the ground," shouted Quillastre.
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Tonio fell on his face and raising himself on his elbows crawled

toward the grove, holding his rifle crosswise in both hands.

It was about a hundred yards to the little wood. A mere nothing for

someone who has the use of his feet, but an eternity if it has to be done

on elbows and knees. It took Tonio ten minutes to complete the

agonizing journey.

"Not bad," Kleiba muttered approvingly.

"Shut your mouth," growled Quillastre.

Tonio staggered to his feet and then vanished into the shade of the

trees.

A quarter of an hour passed before Quillastre left the firing range

and went with swinging strides toward the eucalyptus grove.

"I'd give a lot to know what he's going to do to him now," Schmitz

said.

"Nothing good," Kleiba answered.

In a little while Quillastre's powerful voice came booming over to

them. "Costa! Legionnaire Costal" There was no answer. "Costa!

You little bastard."

The men of the third platoon looked at each other. The tension

was almost unbearable.

Soon Quillastre was seen coming back. He was alone and walking

very quickly, almost running.

"Now I'm really intrigued," Kleiba said.

No one took their eyes off the sergeant. Why had he not driven the

whole platoon into the wood to search for Tonio? Why had no alarm

been raised? Or was it that Tonio had put an end to it all?

Quillastre went up to Lieutenant Prunier, who was standing by the

first platoon. He came smartly to attention three paces in front of

him, saluted, and made a report. Prunier nodded and Quillastre

turned about, ran to the lieutenant's jeep, and drove off.

"Costa's made a bolt for it," said Kleiba. "I'll eat my head if he's not

hooked it. Look out, lads, the hunt's on. He'll be in the prison van

soon."
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Quillastre drove back to the eucalyptus grove and loaded something

into the truck.

"Did you see what that was? Tonio's rifle and equipment. He left it

behind. God, what a fool."

Quillastre drove round the wood and vanished into the distance.

"I'd like to know why he goes after him by himself," Schmitz said.

"What do you make of that, big boy?"

"Wait and see," replied Kleiba.

"Next man," Corporal Kornreich shouted. "Not so much talking.

And don't hold up the exercise."

The men of the third platoon were becoming restless. It gave Cor-

poral Kornreich immense satisfaction to be able to shout and bluster

in Quillastre's place, but he could do nothing to stop the tension in

the ranks. This tension reached its climax when the jeep reappeared on

the horizon with Quillastre sitting upright at the wheel and Legion-

naire Costa huddled miserably beside him.

"He's got him," Kleiba said in a voice in which sympathy for Tonio

and admiration for Quillastre were about equally mixed.

At that moment Lieutenant Prunier sauntered across. Quillastre

made a neat turn in the jeep and got out, followed by Tonio carrying

his rifle and equipment.

The legionnaires of the third platoon held their breath.

Quillastre saluted the lieutenant smartly and in a loud voice made

his report: "Southern outpost relieved, sir."

Prunier glanced at Tonio Costa and nodded.

"You can fall out and take it easy, Costa," Quillastre said benev-

olently.

Tonio turned about smartly.

"Well, I'll be damned," Kleiba said. "I've never seen anything like

that before."

"Next man," shouted Kornreich.

Tonio Costa had taken off his equipment and was sitting apart from

the others on the brown, trodden grass. He was as white as a sheet. No
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one dared to sit near him and everyone was waiting to see what would

happen next. But nothing happened.

The next day Legionnaire Tonio Costa was detailed as orderly to

Sergeant Quillastre. He no longer went on exercises or route marches

and was excused all heavy work. Legionnaire Costa did not, however,

seem any happier in his new life.

Needless to say there was endless gossip in the third platoon's quar-

ters concerning the odd behavior of Sergeant Quillastre and his re-

lationship with Tonio; but a few days later the subject suddenly lost

its fascination. Rumors about Indochina became rife in the barracks

and were of such a sensational nature that even the most hard-boiled

veterans would spend hours heatedly discussing their implications.

Police action was the name given to it, but some referred to it as a

trip into the country. Every day fresh details were added: their pay

would be doubled, trebled, or even multiplied by ten. The very name
Indochina conjured up a picture of an immensely rich and fertile

country, with banana plantations and bamboo groves and rice fields

and herds of buffaloes. There would also, of course, be a few in-

surgents. "They're small fry," pronounced Kleiba. "They won't give

you any trouble."

Twelve weeks later rumor was translated into fact and found its way
into regimental orders, and in a further twelve weeks' time the visible

effects of these orders could be seen in several freshly clothed and
equipped fighting formations.

On April 26, 1947, one of these formations was disembarked at

the port of Saigon after a journey of seventeen days in a French troop

carrier. It was the Third Company of the 2nd Regiment of the Legion

Etrangere.

The company was commanded by the youthful Captain Prunier.

Lieutenant Arnaud led the first platoon and Sergeant Quillastre was

in charge of the second platoon.

Quillastre's platoon included the following men from the Sidi-Bel-

Abbes training company: Corporals Kornreich and Dunjev and
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Legionnaires Second Class Costa, Schmitz, Miiller, and Altmann.

To Kleiba's delight his new friend, the veteran Pocky Sobania, was

also among them.

Kornreich's section lined the rails of the ship and stared with

curiosity at the exciting bustle in the port.

"Who'd have believed it," Schmitz said. "You'll find everything

here that you've ever dreamed of. Lots of money, plenty of food and

drink, and . .
."

"Women," Kleiba added, drawing a thick finger across his lips.

"Women like fragile little birds."

Legionnaire Robert Altmann was speechless with excitement. He
felt himself gripped by a strange emotion. At last the adventure be-

gins, he thought, the big adventure.

"Second platoon, take up your gear," Quillastre shouted. "In single

file—march."



Chapter Seven

Jungle and rice fields, rice fields and jungle. That is Indochina.

The jungle, with its wild profusion of plant and animal life, nourished

by the damp, tropical heat, had been there from time immemorial.

The rice fields had been in existence for three thousand years and

were a monument to man's efforts to bring some order into the chaos.

Like all farm work, the cultivation of rice is a wearisome task.

Twice a year the seedlings are planted in the mud. They grow

quickly and the water in the dammed-up fields is allowed to rise as

they grow. By flowering time the plants stand breast high.

The savage guerrilla warfare between the French and the Viet Minh
forces was conducted between the steamy hell of the primeval forest

and the sparkling chessboard of the rice fields. The French had all the

technical superiority of the white man, but their advantage was out-
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weighed by the clever manner in which the insurgents exploited the

terrain.

Silent and treacherous, the jungle gave cover to the partisans of

Viet Minh as they collected their forces for attack or prepared an am-

bush.

Silent and treacherous shimmered the rice fields. Here, too, the

small yellow-brown people concealed themselves. They crouched

under the surface with tubes of bamboo pressed to their lips, patiently

awaiting an opportunity to strike a blow against their enemy from the

West.

Robert and Kleiba stood on the edge of the narrow track that led

through the fields to the village of Suai Kan. The village lay about

ninety miles north of Saigon and had been occupied without blood-

shed by Prunier's company two days earlier.

The first and second platoons had dug themselves in and had

erected machine-gun posts close to the thick hedge of bamboos

which surrounded the village. Quillastre's platoon had been detailed

for a special mission on the following day and so were excused from all

duties.

Kleiba stared lazily at the village. "I don't think much of this," he

said. "I imagined something quite different. Do you see any lotus

flowers, or parrots, or pretty girls? I'm damned if I do."

Robert smiled. He was enjoying it all: the smooth surfaces of the

rice fields reflecting the red glow of the setting sun, the lazy coming

and going in the village, the gentle brown faces of the inhabitants,

the tender green of a clump of bamboos against the deep-blue back-

ground of the distant forest.

A small, nearly naked boy strolled along the path toward them,

happily trailing a bamboo stick behind him in the dust. From the

opposite direction ambled an immense buffalo of antediluvian a

pearance. A picture of concentrated strength and imperturbability.

"Good God, what a size," said Kleiba. "We could all have a good

meal off him." He went toward the buffalo, which at once lowered its
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head and thrust out its muzzle. "There now. Take it easy, old boy," he

said, but the animal did not appear to understand the language of

strangers and, pawing the ground with its forefeet, lunged at him

fiercely. Kleiba jumped aside in fright and, losing his balance, slithered

into the ditch. The boy ran toward them, yelling and waving his stick.

He seized the buffalo by its horns and swung himself nimbly astride

its massive neck, whereupon the animal at once became quiet and

docile.

The boy gripped a golden chain that hung round his neck and

laughed at the two legionnaires, showing his strong white teeth. Then,

neatly steering the animal with his bamboo stick, he rode it down to

the stream.

"You can come up now," Robert said. "The enemy has retreated."

Kleiba scrambled back on to the path and cursed as he wiped the

mud from his boots. "Merde," he said, "I'm sure he was trying to

murder us. You can't trust these fellows an inch."

"Don't talk such rubbish," Robert said. "Let's go over to the can-

teen. We won't have a chance tomorrow."

"That wonderful canteen," Kleiba said. "What a dump: not a drop

of spirits." But he went with Robert nevertheless, for the beer was not

to be despised. "I wish we were in Saigon," he said, giving Robert a

dig in the ribs. "Do you remember the House of the Five Hundred
Maidens?"

"Oh, shut up."

"You're a nice sort of fellow," Kleiba said gaily.

As they went off through the village, they saw Captain Prunier com-

ing toward them, accompanied by the mayor and a native inter-

preter. Prunier was obviously in a good humor. He was laughing, and

the mayor, a thin, wrinkled little man with a sparse gray beard, was

laughing too, in spite of the fact that Prunier had just turned him out

of his house and had established his own quarters there. C'est la guerre.

When Prunier saw Robert and Kleiba he stopped. "Well, you two
coolies," he said jokingly. "I presume you're making your way to the

canteen."
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Kleiba stood smartly to attention and threw out his chest. "Oui,

mon capitaine." Prunier nodded and he and the old man continued

on their way. Kleiba did not neglect to salute him smartly as he went.

"Don't overdo it," Robert said. "They'll make you a corporal soon

enough."

"Oh, shut up," Kleiba replied as he led the way toward the canteen.

"I don't mind giving him a bit of that. He's O.K."

Kleiba was not the only one who held this opinion; for Captain

Prunier was the type of officer who is revered by the rank and file

in every army in the world. The way in which, a couple of days be-

fore, he had occupied the village entirely by himself, at the end of a

long and exhausting march, had been extremely impressive. Not a

sound had come from the little settlement as it lay, apparently de-

serted, in the afternoon sun. Prunier had ordered his company to take

up positions on either side of the narrow path and then, with the in-

evitable cane under his arm and a revolver in his hand, he had ap-

proached the village alone. How could he have been sure that the

thatched huts did not conceal hostile partisans?

Perhaps Prunier knew, on the other hand perhaps he deliberately

took the risk. But unlike his second in command, Lieutenant Arnaud,

he certainly understood how to gain the confidence and admiration of

his soldiers.

Sven, the medical orderly and canteen keeper, had only a few cus-

tomers that day. In one corner of the dimly lighted room Corporal

Dunjev and Legionnaires Schmitz and Sobania were seated on up-

turned munition boxes, while Tonio Costa, morose and lonely as

always, huddled against Sven's artistically contrived counter.

Kleiba and Robert made their way toward the three men in the

corner. "Salut," he said genially. "How goes it? Any news?"

"Plenty," said Schmitz. "Take a seat. Dunjev has just been given the

orders."

"Spit it out, Vladimir."

"Off tomorrow morning at six o'clock. All Quillastre's lot. Secure

bridge on river twelve miles from here. Prepare new base. Build
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watchtowers and dig trenches for defense. Set up wireless station and

Dunjev's section occupies place. Bad, very bad."

"Why so?" asked Kleiba. "You'll be on your own there, Vladimir,

and can sit pretty."

"No sitting pretty," Vladimir said. "On my own in Rumania once.

Partisans come along and kill every one."

"Except for you," Schmitz said.

Vladimir nodded and his typically Russian face wore a serious

frown. "I was lucky. I crept back along railway at night. No railways

here, only paddy fields and jungle. Get drowned in mud or eaten up

by red ants."

"Take it easy, Vladimir," Kleiba said. "You wait till the Viets come

along. We'll make mincemeat out of them." He gave Sobania a prod.

"We've got a different story to tell, haven't we, Pocky? That time in

Warsaw, for instance." In his conversations with Pocky he always

tried to foster the idea that during the fighting in Poland they had

been true comrades in arms.

Pocky had no objections. He grinned happily. "You're right there.

No prisoners in Warsaw. We finished them off like this. . .
." He

brought the edge of his palm up against his prominent Adam's apple

to indicate the method of destruction they had used.

"That's right," Kleiba said proudly, as though it were he himself

who had instructed the former Polish resistance fighter Pocky Sobania

in the art. "Don't worry, Vladimir, we'll soon teach these thugs. Be-

sides, although our sergeant may be a bloody swine, I fancy he's got

plenty of guts."

"We'll have to wait and see," Schmitz said. "These loud-mouthed

bullies like Quillastre are very often not so hot when it comes to a

fight. We had one in Russia, just like him. . .
."

"Quiet," said Kleiba. "Here he comes."

Quillastre stood in the doorway. He paid no attention to the five

legionnaires in the corner but went quickly over to Tonio and, taking

a bottle from his pocket, held it out to the little Italian.
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"Schnapps," Kleiba whispered. "Real rice schnapps. And there's

nothing but warm beer for us."

Quillastre smiled at Tonio and spoke a few words, patting his

shoulder with his large hairy hand. Tonio shook his head. "Non,

Sergent," he said in a voice loud enough for the others to hear him.

"I'm not thirsty, sergeant. Thank you, sergeant."

Quillastre went on talking to him for a few minutes.

"Tender as a father," Schmitz whispered. "Who'd have believed

that back in Bel-Abbes."

"Non, Sergent," Tonio repeated sulkily. Quillastre flushed a deep

red and, raising himself to his full height, he turned and left the can-

teen.

"They've had a row," Kleiba said, lifting the bottle of beer to his

lips.

Schmitz grinned. "Perhaps it's one of Tonio's off days."

Kleiba was convulsed with a sudden fit of laughter, and the beer in

his mouth spewed out over the box which served them for a table. He
became almost hysterical. "My God, that's good," he kept on repeat-

ing. "That's the funniest thing I've ever heard in my life."

Schmitz was delighted w' the unexpected effect of his joke and

gave a sly glance toward where Tonio was sitting. Tonio got to his feet

and left the room without saying a word.

Vladimir watched him go. "Poor little fellow," he said. "And poor

swine Quillastre. Not good for either of them. Same with my wife."

"How do you mean?" Schmitz asked with lewd curiosity. "What's

the same with your wife?"

Vladimir laid a finger on his thick nose and thought hard for a mo-

ment. "I ran after her for long time," he said at last, "but she didn't

want it. Then she has child and all at once she wants it. I marry her;

thank you, Vladimir, she says. Later on she thinks differently. Do you

love me, Vladimir? she says. Every day she says that. I am tired; I say,

yes, leave me alone. She weeps and makes a great fuss; she says, do you

love someone else, Vladimir? No, I say, go to hell; I work hard, I'm

tired, go to hell. She says: you must tell me that you love me with all
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your heart, every day. I get angry and beat her. No one can love as

much as the other wants him to." He raised his hands and smiled

compassionately. "Everyone wants love, the bad and the good, poor

fellow Tonio and poor swine Quillastre. A bad world, very bad."

"He'll start crying in a minute," Schmitz said to the others. Vla-

dimir looked at him sadly. "You do not understand," he said.

"Where's your wife now?" Robert asked.

Corporal Dunjev studied his podgy hands. "No idea. Perhaps dead,

perhaps Siberia, perhaps another man. I don't see her again. Soldier

from Vlassov never go back to Russia. Soldier from Vlassov a traitor."

"Don't worry about it, Vladimir," Kleiba said. "You're not at

Vlassov now. You're with the Legion. You've got decent comrades.

Legio patrium nostri."

"Patria nostra," Robert corrected him.

"All the bloody same," Kleiba said. "At any rate we're a decent

crowd and no traitors." He said this with great conviction and as

though to emphasize his words he put the bottle to lips and drained

it in one gulp.

Vladimir Dunjev followed his example and then rose to his feet.

"Perhaps you're right," he said. "Perhaps we fight tomorrow; perhaps

we die. Then all will be well. Dead men need no love."

"Rubbish. It'll be like going for a walk; a practice march with live

ammunition, so to speak. What makes you talk like that?"

Vladimir shook his head slowly. "I have hunch. I've always had

hunch. I'm old soldier, very old soldier. I fought in Soviet army against

Finns and against Germans. Then I turned round and fought against

Soviet army. I always had hunch, when death was near. Always." He
smiled sadly and left the room.

"He's tight," Schmitz said.

"On beer?" Kleiba replied. "That would never make Vladimir

tight. He's dreaming, that's all; don't you think, Pocky?"

Pocky nodded. "All Russians dream. They're either dreamers or

they're criminals." His eyes suddenly gleamed with the hatred of the

Pole for the Russian.
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"Merde," Kleiba said. "Legium pater nosta. The Russkis are just

as good as the Poles and the Germans; we all belong to the same mob.

If we keep together, we won't die as soon as all that."

"Well spoken," said Schmitz. "You'd make a first-class padre for

the company."

"Merde," Kleiba replied good-humoredly as he left the canteen.

Corporal Dunjev did not die on the following day, but that in-

definable instinct of the hunted animal had not betrayed him: many
others did die.

For the last four hours the second platoon had forced their way in

a northerly direction through almost impassable country. The men
marched in single file, well spaced out, along the narrow, crumbling

dams that separated the rice fields. They picked their way with the

utmost care, but in spite of their precautions they constantly stumbled

and sank thigh-deep in the water and mud. They scrambled back,

cursing, onto the dry bank and staggered on until tiredness made them

miss their step once more and the game began all over again. The

water was warm and afforded them no relief from the heat, and the

mud was sticky and treacherous, giving off bubbles of foul, choking

gas when disturbed.

Kornreich's section, with the machine gunners Altmann, Kleiba,

and Schmitz, marched in the van. Behind them followed Quillastre

with the Annamese corporal, whom Prunier had allotted to him as in-

terpreter, and the runners. Then came the native carriers burdened

down with the wireless apparatus, howitzers, and spare ammunition.

Dunjev's section brought up the rear.

The sun had reached its zenith and a steamy mist rose from the

rice fields to mingle with the sweat that ran from the men's faces and

soaked their bodies. Not a breath of air stirred to give them relief from

the oppressive heat.

They were tough marchers and had put many miles behind them

under the scorching African sun, but now they thought with longing

of the dusty, pothokd road that stretched southward from Sidi-Bel-
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Abbes. There were no roads here and the distance that could be

covered in a day was always problematical. The formidable Quillastre

no longer strode the length of the column, cursing the malingerers,

but marched with the rest in dogged silence.

He had no need to drive them on, for each man knew what his

fate would be should he lag behind. Many tales were told of the Viet

Minh partisans and although they had not yet had a sight of the enemy

the legionnaires knew all about their coup-coups, the large, curved

bush-knives with which they chopped off the heads of their prisoners,

and about the other atrocities that were inflicted on their victims. It

was said that they nailed them to trees or disemboweled them or placed

slivers of bamboo under their fingernails, which they then set on fire.

Toward three o'clock thev had worked their way to the edge of a

tangled stretch of virgin jungle. Quillastre halted them for an hour's

rest. The exhausted men dropped where they stood and only the more

cautious ones spread their ground sheets as a protection against the

voracious ants and the scorpions and snakes.

Quillastre sent Tonio along the column. "Another four miles to

go," he told each section as he passed. "We've got to speed up after

the rest, so that we get there before dark."

Four more miles, thought the legionnaires. They would be able to

do that. In Africa it would have taken them just an hour, but here they

must reckon on three hours. Nevertheless, in three hours they would

have it behind them.

Their spirits rose. "Another four miles," said Schmitz. "We'll be

able to take it easy then and the first thing I'm doing is to jump in the

river."

"The first thing you'll do will be to dig a hole for yourself," Kleiba

replied. "We've got to protect the bridge."

"There's a village there, too," Schmitz said, "and Legionnaire

Schmitz is going to have a chicken for his supper; roasted nice and

crisp." He sniffed with his long nose as though the smell of cooking

was already in his nostrils.
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"Get ready to move," Quillastre shouted, and the legionnaires rose

to their feet once more.

"Forward."

Quillastre's platoon left the shelter of the jungle. Rice fields lay on

either side of them, mingled with stretches of uncultivated land, and

far away to the left, half hidden by clumps of bamboos, could be seen

a few huts with thatched roofs.

A brooding silence reigned over the place and the only noise was

the sound of their footsteps and the occasional splash of water as one

of them missed his footing and scrambled, cursing, onto the dry

ground once more.

The narrow, crumbling embankment curved to the left and led

toward a coppice of bamboos. Robert surveyed the scene in front of

him. He could see the whole platoon; a caravan of armed men with the

small group of coolies in their midst, bent und^r .he weight of the

heavy howitzer and its ammunition. Sergeant Qunlastre marched at

the head, huge and upright, the black-bearded lord of these fifty men
and of the land that they conquered. Tonio Costa, his dispatch runner,

was by his side, without equipment or rifle. Quillastre carried his rifle

for him and one of the coolies bore his equipment. Far to the rear,

Dunjev's platoon could be seen emerging from the jungle. It was a

picture that gave an imposing impression of the strength of the

Western races and emphasized their superiority over the small brown-

skinned inhabitants of this luxuriantly fertile land. As Robert turned

his head toward the front of the column, the thin sharp crack of a rifle

shot broke the silence. Corporal Kornreich jumped like a man who has

been suddenly startled. Then he twisted slowly round and, with a look

of astonishment on his face, collapsed sideways into the rice field. He
lay with the top half of his body beneath the surface and a dark ied

stain began to spread through the water. Kornreich, the eager young

training instructor, was dead.

The shot which so rapidly put an end to the former SS man Korn-

reich was only a signal. It was immediately followed by a hail of

bullets from every side.
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Robert slid sideways into the water, and quickly unfastening the

machine gun's bipod, erected it on the narrow embankment. He drew

the butt firmly against his shoulder and fired at random, for the enemy

was completely hidden from view.

Kleiba splashed down into the water beside him, followed by

Schmitz, and resting their rifles on the embankment, they returned the

enemy's fire.

"Come on, you bastards," he shouted. "Let's have a look at you."

But the Viets remained out of sight, while their bullets continued to

whistle through the steamy haze, smashing into the wet mud and

raising little fountains of water or ricocheting through the branches

of the bamboos. The destruction of Quillastre's platoon had begun.

"Work your way over to the left," Quillastre yelled, "and don't lag

behind. Over to the left to the bamboos." The bamboo grove lay at the

end of the dam, almost a hundred yards from where Robert stood.

"Go on, Altmann," Kleiba yelled. "He's right; if you can only make
it."

Robert picked up the machine gun and, keeping his head down,

waded through the mud toward the bamboos.

"Pass it on," Quillastre shouted. "Work toward the left. Pass it on."

"Work toward the left," Tonio called out in a small voice. The next

man took up the cry, but before he could pass it on, a bullet pierced

his throat and his words were drowned in a stream of blood.

The legionnaires died, as was their duty, and none asked the reason

why. Their bodies slid awkwardly into the lukewarm water. They cried

their agony to the violet sky as the merciful mud received them, or

they died silently, like animals, from the bullets of an unseen enemy,

and the bright-red blood of Europe's prodigal sons fertilized the grow-

ing rice, the bread of Asia.

Gasping for breath, Robert and Kleiba reached the end of the dam.

Behind them Schrhitz and Sobania waded through the water, fol-

lowed by Quillastre and Tonio and the Annamese corporal. There was

no one else. Quillastre's platoon was left with only six men.

"Get ready," said Kleiba.
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Robert gripped the machine gun with both hands, while the in-

visible bullets whined above his head.

"Run for it," Kleiba shouted and they sprang to their feet and made
for the grove. The green branches closed over them and they threw

themselves to the ground.

"Put the gun here," came Kleiba's hoarse voice, and with trembling

hands they set the machine gun ;n position.

Sobania now appeared from the :ice field and staggered across to

the wood. "Over here," Kleiba yelled. "Over here, Pocky."

Sobania doubled toward him and, tripping over a root, fell flat on

his face.

Kleiba grinned. "I didn't tell you to lie down."

Pocky swore and cautiously rose to his feet. He felt his left arm and

groaned.

"Don't make such a fuss," Kleiba said. "Can you still move it?"

Pocky examined his arm and nodded.

"Must have gone right through," Kleiba said imperturbably.

"Where's Schmitz?"

"He caught one."

"Where's he lying? Why didn't you help him?"

"I'm not carrying dead bodies about with me," Pocky said in an

injured tone. "He was hit in the head. A ricochet. Blew his brains out."

"Well, get over there and keep them covered," said Kleiba after a

moment's silence, and Pocky sprawled on his face and pushed the

muzzle of his rifle through the branches.

"Here comes the sergeant," he said.

Quillastre's silhouette showed up sharply against the setting sun.

Tonio was by his side, forcing his way through the muddy water. The

Annamese corporal had stayed behind and was now leaning against

the embankment with his hands raised to heaven, crying and moaning

like a child. Quillastre glanced at him, then shook his head and waded

on. The Annamese slid slowly off the embankment, calling piteously

on Quillastre, who took no further notice of him. When the water had

reached the man's chest a couple of bullets smashed against the dam,
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throwing up spouts of mud. The Annamese winced and then all at

once lay still.

Robert could now hear the sergeant's voice saying: "Go on, Tonio.

Keep moving, you little squirt. Don't bother about the Viets, they

won't get you. Pick your feet up, Tonio."

"Over here, sergeant," Kleiba shouted. "Over here."

Quillastre waved his tommy-gun in acknowledgment. "Another

ten yards," he said to Tonio. "Only ten yards—come on, Tonio,

jump!" But it was Quillastre who failed to make those last ten yards.

He suddenly stopped in his tracks, doubled up with pain, and then

fell over onto his face.

Tonio hesitated for a second and then ran on. After a few strides

he joined the others among the bamboos and sank to the ground.

"Tonio!" Quillastre was calling. "Tonio!"

Tonio did not answer.

"Come on," Robert said. "We must go and fetch him."

"Leave him there," Tonio whispered. "Let him die."

"You're crazy. We're not leaving anyone to die. Come on, quick!"

"I can't," Tonio said in a small voice.

Kleiba and Robert crept toward Quillastre and together they

dragged him into cover. Robert loosened the sergeant's belt and trou-

sers and pulled up his shirt.

"Good God!" Kleiba said. "Take a look at that."

Quillastre's hairy stomach was covered with fresh blood, which

spouted from a hole the size of a five-franc piece. Robert pulled out his

first-aid pack, tore it open, and pressed the lint against the wound.

They used up three packs before they succeeded in staunching the

blood.

Quillastre tried to raise his head. His face had gone yellow. "Is it

bad?" he asked.

Kleiba shook his head. "Two small holes. One in the back and one

in the stomach. The doctor will soon stitch them up." There was no

doctor—nor was there one with the company—and in any case no one

knew if they would ever get out of the wood alive.
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"Tonio. Where's Tonio?" Quillastre groaned.

"I'll send him along straightaway," Kleiba said. "You lie quiet for a

bit, Sergeant."

They went back to the edge of the wood, where Pocky and Tonio

were lying behind the machine gun. "What's the situation?" Kleiba

asked them.

"All quiet," said Pocky. "They've stopped firing."

Kleiba crouched down beside them. "Listen," he said. "We've got

to try and get out of this mess. Someone must take over. Shall I?"

The other two nodded in agreement.

"Good," Kleiba said with satisfaction. "Altmann, you stay with the

machine gun. Pocky, you go and squat down a bit farther over to the

left and I'll be along soon to have a look at your arm. We'll stay here

till it gets dark and then we'll have to try and rejoin the company some

way or another, compris?"

The other two nodded again.

"You, Tonio," Kleiba went on, "go and look after Quillastre. You

mustn't give him anything to drink; you've got to be careful with a

stomach wound."

Tonio hesitated, then without replying went over to the sergeant.

Kleiba went with him; when he came back he had Quillastre's field

glasses round his neck and his tommy-gun in his hand. Kleiba was in

his element: he was the Unterscharfiihrer once more. For two years

he had been kicked around, but now he was in command of three

soldiers. He lay down next to Robert for a while and scanned the

terrain through his glasses. The sun was poised above the western hori-

zon like a giant orange and its rays stained the rice fields a dark red.

The narrow embankment, where the disaster had occurred, showed

like a thin black line against the brilliant patchwork of color.

"There they are," Kleiba said suddenly.

"Who?"
"God! They're making a proper job of it."

"What do you mean?"
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"My dear man, they're clearing up the bits," Kleiba said, passing

Robert the glasses.

Robert saw a few dark figures loaded with howitzers, rifles, and am-

munition boxes. Two of them bent over a body and rolled it over on

its side into the water.

Kleiba took back the glasses and said, "We're the only survivors,

you can be sure of that." Robert drew the butt of the machine gun

against his shoulder and placed his finger on the trigger. "You want to

watch out," Kleiba hissed. "Are you getting tired of life?" He stood up.

"Leave the bastards in peace. We'll get our own back; but not today."

He raised the glasses again. "They're pulling out. Toward the west.

My God, Altmann, if we're lucky . .
." He left the sentence un-

finished and went over toward Pocky.

Robert was alone. He heard Sergeant Quillastre groaning and then

the clear, boyish voice of Tonio Costa. "A sip of water, Sergeant," he
heard Tonio say. "Just a little sip. It'll do you good."

"I daren't," Quillastre moaned. "It'll kill me. Go away, Tonio, and
take the bottle with you."

"Of course you can take a sip, Sergeant. You must be thirsty. Look,

Sergeant, I'm having some. Beautiful, fresh water. It tastes so wonder-

ful. Or would you rather have some spirits? I've still got your little

schnapps bottle in the haversack."

Robert took a couple of strides toward Tonio and wrenched the

bottle out of his hand. "Are you mad?" he swore at him. "He's got a

stomach wound. Do you want to finish him off?"

Tonio smiled, but said nothing.

Quillastre's deep sunken eyes stared at Robert. "He's a devil. Tell

him to go away, Altmann."

"And who would look after the poor sergeant then?" smiled Tonio.

"If a wicked Viet should come along and put his eyes out or cut his

nose off."

"Stay here," Quillastre groaned. "Don't leave me to die."

"Oui, Sergent," Tonio said softly.

As Robert went back to the machine gun, he passed Kleiba. "Every-
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thing okay," said the latter. "Pocky's arm isn't bad. When it's dark,

we'll clear out."

"What about Quillastre?"

"We'll take him with us."

"How?"
"We'll see."

Robert stared at the rice fields shimmering in the evening light.

There was no sound or movement. Where could the Viets have hidden

themselves before the attack? Were they really able to lie for hours

under the water, breathing through bamboo tubes like the snorkel of a

U-boat? If that were so, what did they do with their rifles?

Quillastre began to groan again and he heard Tonio saying, "Oui,

Sergent," and "Non, Sergent," in the same happy tone of voice. Had
Tonio really gone off his head?

"Drive them away," Quillastre moaned. "Drive them away."

"The sweet little ants," Tonio was saying. "The dear little animals.

Would you like a drink, Sergeant?"

"No," Quillastre cried. "You little bastard. You want to let me die."

"Oui, Sergent."

"Tonio!" he howled, and then, "Altmann! Altmann! Help!"

Robert sprang to his feet and ran toward Quillastre, who was writh-

ing on the ground and blindly feeling his face. "What's the matter

with him?" said Robert in alarm. Tonio was squatting on his haversack

and smiling. "It's only a few ants. The sweet little things. They're so

happy in his beard."

Robert bent in horror over the wounded man. Quillastre's face was

covered with a crawling mass of huge red ants. Robert seized him by

the legs and pulled him a few paces to one side.

Quillastre roared like a bull.

"Keep quiet, Sergeant, or the Viets . .
."

Quillastre stopped yelling at once.

Robert rubbed the sergeant's face with his handkerchief and picked

the ants out of his beard, while Tonio remained seated on his haver-

sack, the smile still on his lips. "They would have eaten him up," he
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said. "Picked his bones clean until there was nothing left of the swine."

"You bastard," Quillastre mumbled. "I'll have you court-martialed,

you rotten little macaroni-guzzler."

Tonio got up. "You mustn't say that, Sergeant, or I'll fetch the

ants back."

At that moment Kleiba came up behind him. He seized him by the

collar and twisted him round, his eyes blazing with fury. "You can

quarrel with your Quillastre some other time, but not now. We have

more important matters to worry about. Understand?"

"Oui," said Tonio. "Let go of me."

Kleiba strengthened his grip on him. "Take your rifle and go and

relieve Pocky. He's lying at the edge of the wood, thirty paces to the

left from here."

"Oui," Tonio said. "Now will you let me go."

Kleiba released him. "Tell Pocky to come back here. Now buzz off."

Tonio took up his rifle and disappeared among the bamboos.

Quillastre laid his hands on his wounded stomach and closed his

eyes. "Tonio," he whispered. "Tonio, you bastard . .
." Then the

feverish ravings lost themselves in the dirty mat of his beard.

"Go back to the machine gun," Kleiba said to Robert, "and keep

your eyes skinned. If it stays quiet, we'll start in an hour's time."

A blue dusk lay over the land. The bird calls of the daylight hours

were stilled and the grand orchestra of the subtropical night had be-

gun: the hum of the mosquitoes, the hollow booming of the bull-

frogs, the chirp of the cicadas, and in the distance the cry of the trum-

pet bird.

The legionnaires stood at the edge of the bamboo thicket. Between

them lay Sergeant Quillastre on a stretcher, which had been con-

structed by Kleiba and Pocky out of ground sheets and sticks of bam-

boo. At the foot of the stretcher, ready for immediate use, lay the

machine gun.

"Tonio," Kleiba said. "We've got a long march in front of us. If

you lag behind, we'll leave you."

"Diavolo," Tonio spat, "I can keep up with you. But I can't see why
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we should tire ourselves out by carrying that." He pointed at Quil-

lastre. "He's not got much longer anyway. He's already in a high fever."

"Hold your mouth," Kleiba replied. "You don't know what you're

talking about. We're taking him with us; got it? We're not abandoning

anyone; not even a man like him; he's one of us. If you get up to any

tricks, I'll see that the captain gets to hear about it."

"All right," said Tonio. "But what about me? He wants to have me
court-martialed."

"Leave that to us," Kleiba said. "We'll cover you over that. We'll

say that he had the fever and it was all a delusion or that you threw

a fit."

"Good," Tonio said.

"If we run into the Viets, it's every man for himself."

"What about the sergeant?" Tonio asked.

Kleiba shrugged his shoulders. "I said, it's every man for himself."

"Good," said Tonio once more.

"Give me your rifle. I'll take it for you."

"Grazie," said Tonio, giving him the gun.

"Get going then," Kleiba ordered and preceded them onto the em-

bankment.

Robert and Tonio lifted the stretcher and followed him. Pocky

brought up the rear.

The narrow embankment loomed darkly in the uncertain light. The
mud squelched under their boots as they pulled one foot after the

other. Mosquitoes swarmed round their sweat-soaked faces and in-

numerable frogs filled the night with their uncanny music.

The moon hung like a lamp over the jungle and shed its yellow

light on the still waters of the rice fields. And there the legionnaires of

Quillastre's platoon floated, on either side of the embankment where

disaster had overtaken them. The rice plants had rejected them and

their myriad arms had lifted the lifeless bodies to the surface once

again. Some of them stared emptily at the sky, like blind people seek-

ing the consolation of the light, while others floated face-downward,

their rumps and the backs of their heads breaking the surface of the
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water like round stones, so that they seemed to be groping in the mud

for their lost weapons. Still others lay huddled at the edge of the em-

bankment, their fingers clutching at the crumbling earth as though

it could give them back their lives. Kleiba turned toward Robert and

said, "There's Schmitz; do you see him?"

"Yes," Robert replied, "I see him. Go on."

"Poor Schmitz," Kleiba said with feeling. "He thought he'd be eat-

ing chicken at this moment. Roasted nice and crisp. Now he's floating

in the water."

Robert did not answer.

"And there are the coolies," Kleiba went on. "Good God! Just look

at them."

"Yes, yes. Keep moving."

"Kornreich," Kleiba said. "He came off best, don't you think? He
must have died almost at once." He continued to recite the names of

the dead that he could recognize.

"For God's sake, shut up," Robert said. "I can see them all, only

too well."

"O.K.," said Kleiba in an injured voice. "Surely I can call out the

poor bastards' names for the last time." He left Robert and went on in

front, with Tonio's rifle strapped to his back and Quillastre's sub-

machine gun at the ready in his hand.

"Tonio," Quillastre called hoarsely. "The wireless apparatus. Send a

message. We must take it with us."

Tonio said nothing.

"The wireless, you bastards," Quillastre murmured.

"Oui, Sergent," Robert replied. "We're bringing it along."

"Water," Quillastre groaned. "Just a sip."

"You mustn't have water, Sergeant," Tonio said softly. "You've got

a stomach wound. A very bad . .
."

"Quiet!" Kleiba hissed.

"What's up?" Robert asked.

"Get down!" Kleiba dropped on one knee and raised his tommy-
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gun. Robert and Tonio put down the stretcher and threw themselves

to the ground.

A dark shape stirred in the water.

"Qui est la/' Kleiba called softly.

"Ne pas tirer," a voice answered awkwardly in the same language.

"Ne pas tirer."

"Who is there, damn it?"

"Corporal Dunjev," the voice replied.

Kleiba gasped in astonishment and lowered the gun. "God Al-

mighty! Is that possible? Vladimir! Come out, you old frog. Come
out."

Vladimir crawled panting onto the dry bank. "Bosche moi," he

whispered. "It's Buller."

"Yes," Kleiba said, overjoyed, "and Altmann and Pocky and Tonio

—and the sergeant." He pointed at the stretcher.

Dunjev stood dripping on the embankment. "Bosche moi," he re-

peated. The others gathered round him, full of hysterical joy. The
sodden Vladimir Dunjev had risen before them like a benevolent god

of the rice fields and for a short while they were able to forget their

predicament.

Kleiba seized Vladimir's round skull in both hands and shook it

lovingly. "Good God! Vladimir, where have you been hiding your-

self?"

Vladimir gave an embarrassed smile. "In the water."

"What? You've been all this tims in the water?"

Vladimir nodded and picked a leech off his neck. "What else could

I do? I lifted my head, there were bullets. I tried to run away, there

were bullets. All dead in my section. I think: whole of Quillastre's

platoon dead. I take pistol to pieces. Barrel like bamboo tube. I think,

what Viets can do, I can do, too. I go under and suck air through pistol

barrel."

"Through the barrel of a pistol," Kleiba said in amazement. "Now
I've really heard everything. And what about the Viets? Are there

any still about?"



128 Lost Sons

"All gone," Vladimir said. "They all went two hours ago." He felt

under his wet tunic for more leeches. "What now, Buller?"

"Back to the company, of course." He hesitated a moment. "Do
you want to take over, Vladimir? You're the senior."

Vladimir shook his head. "I'm all out. Plenty of leeches, little breath.

Whole time in water. All done in. You lead, Buller."

"Okay, Vladimir," Kleiba said contentedly. "Get behind Pocky.

You be the rear guard; you learned that in Rumania." He grinned.

"No railway lines, Vladimir, only fields of rice and the jungle. But

we'll make it, all the same. Where's your gun?"

"Gone," Vladimir replied. "In the mud."

Kleiba took Tonio's rifle from his back. "There. Tonio can't shoot

anyway." He turned to the others. "Get moving," he commanded.
The five men got to their feet and continued their journey. The

presence of Vladimir Dunjev seemed to make everything easier and

less dangerous. Vladimir had luck and they would get back now that

he was with them.

It took them all night. They stumbled over roots and into quagmires

and slid off the dams into muddy water that came up to their necks.

They cursed and groaned and then struggled doggedly to their feet

once more. They closed their ears to Sergeant Quillastre's cries of

agony, which were rung from him at every jolt of the stretcher. They
threw themselves on the ground to rest, only to be driven on again by

Kleiba after the briefest of respites.

Even Tonio managed to carry on. Silently and with sagging knees

he helped to bear his erstwhile tormentor, Quillastre, through the dark-

ness. Dawn was beginning to break as they left the last patch of jungle

behind them. One more embankment between the rice fields had to

be negotiated and then at last they would see the village again, hidden

behind the bamboo bushes and the lofty coconut palms.

"Another half hour," Kleiba said with elation, "and we'll have made
it. You can meet me in the canteen this evening and if Sven won't

give me a bit of credit . .
."

"Quiet a moment," Robert interrupted him.
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"What's up?"

They listened intently. "Machine-gun fire."

"From the village."

"The Viets."

"Come on, lads," Kleiba said and they hurried forward.

"The bastards!" Kleiba snorted. "They're attacking the company

now." His eyes narrowed and his wide nostrils dilated.

When they reached the clump of palm trees, they heard savage cries

and the thin chatter of gunfire.

Robert laid the stretcher on the ground and took up the machine

gun.

"Stay here," came Sergeant Quillastre's hoarse voice. His face

gleamed a waxen yellow beneath the black beard. "Stay here, damn
you. Don't leave me to die."

Tonio had sunk to his knees beside him and was staring wide-eyed

at Kleiba. "I can't go any farther," he stammered.

"You stay with the sergeant," Kleiba told him, "until we fetch you.

Take his revolver."

Tonio tried to grasp Quillastre's revolver, but the effort was too

much for him and he fell exhausted onto his face. A fit of weeping

shook his slender body.

The others took no further notice of him but started to work their

way through the thick undergrowth. At last they obtained a clear view

of the village. A few huts on the northern boundary were on fire.

Only a solitary machine gun was now firing, its sharp rattle mixed

with the dry crack of hand grenades. Then all at once they saw the

Viets. They were stealing along by the bamboo hedge, small, agile

figures armed with rifles and submachine guns and some only with

knives. Robert saw the large, curved blades flashing in the early

morning sunshine. He pushed the machine gun forward, set the sights

high, and pulled the trigger. The butt vibrated against his shoulder

and the roar from the muzzle was like music to his ears.

Next to him Kleiba was firing his tommy-gun and a bit farther on

was Dunjev. Pocky was standing behind a clump of bamboos. He had
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rested his rifle in the fork of a tree and was firing with one hand. His

wounded arm hung uselessly at his side.

Robert fitted a fresh magazine into the gun and pressed the trigger

once more. He saw the nimble, black-clad figures collapse under his

fire as the bullets flickered along the hedge and churned the dusty

earth.

"Well done, Altmann," Kleiba shouted. "Let 'em have it, the little

bastards."

The machine gun in the compound now blazed into life once more

and suddenly the Viets bolted through the southern entrance of the

village and made for the jungle. Twelve—twenty—thirty—more than

fifty of them.

"Ammo," Robert yelled. "Give us some more ammo."
Kleiba was at his side in a flash and thrust three magazines across to

him. Heaven knew where he had got them from.

The stream of bullets from Robert's gun followed the Viets until

they had vanished into the jungle. Only then did he take his finger

from the trigger.

A sudden hush fell on the place.

Robert turned to the others. "Forward at the double!" he shouted,

in the same tone of voice that Corporal Kornreich once used on the

firing range at Khamisis.

Kleiba excitedly repeated the command and, leaving the shelter of

the bamboos, they raced toward the village.

The village hid behind its hedge as though it were ashamed of what
the Viets had done to it. The houses on the northern boundary were

burning furiously and the hissing and crackling of the dried bamboo
sticks drowned all other sounds. The positions set up at the ap-

proaches to the village appeared, at first sight, to have been aban-

doned, but a closer inspection showed that their occupiers were still

there—huddled dead in their trenches. It Was the same inside the

compound; everywhere lay the lifeless bodies of legionnaires and Viet

partisans.

The four men ran between the burning huts. A strange, sinister
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silence hung over the village. They stopped and took cover behind a

brick wall. The houses were empty. A terrified buffalo lowed in the

morning light.

They went cautiously from house to house. In the village square

they found an old, wrinkled man with a thin gray beard lying by

himself with a knife stuck in his chest. It was the mayor. At last they

caught sight of the company pennant hanging from the window of the

mayor's house. "Hello," Kleiba called. "Is anyone alive there?"

Three legionnaires from the first platoon came toward them, carry-

ing a machine gun.

"Where's the Chief?"

"In the house. He's wounded. Where are the Viets?"

"Gone."

The three men ran on toward the edge of the village.

"Come on," said Kleiba. "We'll find the Chief."

Captain Prunier lay on a mat on the floor of the mayor's house. His

right boot and trouser leg had been cut away and the leg was tightly

bandaged. He was smoking a cigarette.

Lieutenant Arnaud was standing beside him and against the farther

wall two soldiers lay dead. Arnaud's face was very pale and his wispy

mustache was not so well-kept as usual. A scared colored boy crouched

at his feet, his hand tightly gripping a thin golden chain, which he

wore round his neck.

The four men lined up in front of the captain. Prunier glanced

at Corporal Dunjev and raised his right eyebrow. "Where do you come
from?"

"From Quillastre's platoon," Vladimir reported in his guttural

French.

"Where is the platoon?"

"We are platoon, mon capitaine."

"And the others?"

"Dead. Killed by Viets."

"Where is Sergeant Quillastre?"
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"Lying outside village with Legionnaire Costa. Sergeant badly

wounded."

Prunier's face remained impassive. "Was that your machine gun

firing?"

"Legionnaire Altmann's machine gun/' Vladimir reported. "Viets

all ran away."

Prunier looked at Arnaud. "How many men have you got left?"

"Sixteen, mon capitaine."

"What are you waiting for, then?" said Prunier. "Set up an all-

round defense and radio a provisional report."

Arnaud saluted and went quickly from the room.

"Continue," Prunier said to Vladimir. "A detailed report, please."

Vladimir described in awkward sentences the fate of Quillastre's

platoon. He gave due weight to the leadership shown by Kleiba during

the march back and to the part Legionnaire Altmann's machine gun

had played in creating havoc among the Viets, and explained how
they had had to call on all their strength to bring Sergeant Quillastre

back with them.

"Thank you, Dunjev," Prunier said with a weak smile. He turned

on his side with difficulty and, supporting his head with his hand,

looked at Kleiba. "I promote you to lance corporal, to take effect

immediately."

Kleiba opened his mouth in surprise. Then, with chest thrown out

and head erect he gazed earnestly and respectfully at his wounded
captain. "Oui, mon capitaine."

"And you, Altmann," Prunier went on, "are promoted to legion-

naire first class with immediate effect."

"Oui, mon capitaine."

"Now go and bring Sergeant Quillastre here."

Kleiba saluted and turned about smartly.

"Congratulations," Robert said, when they were outside.

"Thanks. The same to you." Kleiba gave Robert a wink. "We're on

the make. I always told you. Legio . .
."

"Patria nostra," Robert added quickly.
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Vladimir Dunjev shook them both by the hand. "Germanski good

soldier," he said.

Kleiba rubbed his neck in embarrassment. "Russki good soldier,

too," he replied politely.

The machine-gun position at the northern entrance to the village

had now been reoccupied. The dead were laid out in the shadow

of the bamboo hedge.

Kleiba leaned over the man on the gun. "Listen," he said. "We're

going over to that group of palms. One of our wounded is lying there.

Keep a watch with that gun of yours. You can never tell."

"O.K.," said the gunner. "Take it easy."

They saw the stretcher when they were still some distance away.

Tonio Costa lay motionless by its side.

"Look at that ruddy little macaroni," said Kleiba. "While we have a

running battle with the Viets, he just gets his head down and has

a snooze."

They worked their way steadily through the undergrowth and then

Robert suddenly gripped Kleiba.'s arm. "Look! He's not asleep."

"What's he doing, then?"

"Take a good look, Kleiba."

"What do you mean. I don't get it."

"Don't you see," cried Robert. "Tonio! Tonio!"

They started to run and at last, gasping for breath, they reached the

spot where Tonio and Quillastre lay.

"Good God!" Kleiba said softly. "They've had it."

Tonio and Quillastre lay close to each other. Their heads lay close

together, too. On a nearer inspection, however, it could be seen that

these were no longer attached to their bodies.

Toward evening Prunier's battered company was relieved. Out of

one hundred and twenty men only nineteen survived. The legion-

naires adopted the little, brown-skinned boy with the golden chain
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round his neck. He was called Ngo and he was a nephew of the dead

mayor.

Kleiba was against having him. "They're all the same, these brown

traitors," he said. But the others overruled him.

"Oh well," he said reluctantly, "you'd better come along then,

Otto." Ngo smiled timidly and held tightly on to Robert's hand.
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It was eight weeks before replacements arrived. The survivors had

spent the intervening period at the battalion's advance base doing

idiotic guard duties. They had had their leave—a splendid time in

Saigon and Cap St. Jaques, with money and girls. Even Pocky turned

up after a time, with his arm completely healed. Now the Third Com-
pany was at full strength once more, although only partly trained.

Lieutenant Arnaud had taken over command, as Captain Prunier was

still in hospital in Saigon with his wounded leg. Kleiba led the first

platoon, with Pocky as his deputy and Legionnaire First Class Alt-

mann as number-one machine gunner.

The four men were sitting in the Company canteen; Kleiba, Pocky,

Vladimir, and Robert. They were in high spirits, for the arrival of the

replacements had relieved the intense boredom of their existence.

Kleiba especially was almost bursting with excitement and full of the
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most extraordinary plans. "Children," he said, "at last I'm going to

get married."

The others stared at him in amazement. Pocky grinned, Vladimir

shook his head, and Robert smilingly tapped his forehead. "You must

be crazy."

Kleiba feigned astonishment. "Why do you think that? Surely that's

the most sensible thing to do."

"And who's the girl?"

"Keep your eyes skinned. There are plenty of pretty girls around

here."

"What'll you do when we get transferred?"

"I'll hand her back to her parents. Easy, don't you think?"

"Not good," said Vladimir.

"It's what you ought to do, Vladimir. A home-loving old boy like

you. You wouldn't nave to go to the knocking-shop any more."

"I do not marry twice. Only when wife dead."

"It wouldn't be a real marriage, Vladimir. Just a sort of temporary

affair."

"It's real marriage," Vladimir continued undeterred. "You sleep

every night with little brown woman. Perhaps she has child and you

go away. Big wrong to wife. Not good. I buy girl for one evening,

forgotten next day. Marriage is serious, for whole life. No good other-

wise."

"Have it your own way," Kleiba said. "There's no hurry about it.

We've got to get a deceit action together first."

"Muller's section," Robert said. "The best in the company."

Kleiba ran his fingers lovingly over the chevrons on his sleeve. "You
can rely on that." He looked at his watch. "Where have the new men
got to? What time did you tell them to come along, Pocky?"

"Seven o'clock. Another five minutes."

Kleiba had worked out his own methods of instruction for his sec-

tion. He would talk about "esprit de corps" and "sweating together"

and "psychological training." He had summoned the seven newcom-

ers for a friendly drink in the canteen that evening. "To get to know
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each other," he had said. "And each one stands a round, compris?"

They had been delighted at the invitation. They had never met a

corporal like that back in Sidi-Bel-Abbes.

They arrived punctually and trooped rather self-consciously into the

canteen: four Germans, a Swiss, a Dane, and a Hungarian.

Kleiba greeted them with a welcoming wave of his hand. "Take a

seat, gentlemen. Push up a table." He pointed to Vladimir. "This is

Lance Corporal Dunjev, leader of the second platoon. He's our guest of

honor. Now let's have the first round."

The Swiss went over to the bar and came back with eleven bottles.

"Frost, Comrades," Kleiba said affably.

"Frost, Corporal," the others replied.

Kleiba took a deep draught and then put down his bottle. "Now
listen," he said. "We're a good crowd here and we're all in the same

boat. We've got to pull together. Each for all and all for each. We're a

sort of sworn brotherhood so to speak. . .
."

Robert listened in astonishment. Where had Kleiba got all this

from? Then suddenly he remembered the talk that the Oberstilrm-

fiihrer had given them at Christmas, four years ago in the Ardennes.

"What are you looking at me like that for, Altmann?" Kleiba asked.

"Nothing. Go on."

Kleiba drew a deep breath and proceeded with his oration: "We'll

speak German in my section. In action too; it'll work better." He
turned to the Dane and the Hungarian. "If there's anything you can't

understand, Altmann will put it into French for you."

"I understand enough German," the Dane said.

"So do I," said the Hungarian.

"That's fine." Kleiba looked indulgently at the man sitting oppo-

site him. "What's your name?"

"Legionnaire Sittig."

"Well, tell us something about yourself."

"How do you mean?" asked Sittig.

t
"We'd like to know a bit about you. No need to tell us anything
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that's been chalked up against you, but just a few details. When did

you leave Germany and what was it like there?"

Sittig ran his ringers nervously through his silky red hair. "There's

nothing chalked up against me. I ran away because I was hungry;

always hungry."

"Were you a soldier?"

"No. I helped with the antiaircraft batteries."

"Have you any news of the SS?"

"There's no more SS. They've all been locked up."

"I see," said Kleiba with a glance at Robert. "How are things there,

apart from that?"

"Bloody awful. For example, a worker gets paid sixty marks a week.

A tailor-made fag costs seven marks, so you can't even buy ten ciga-

rettes with your week's pay. You've got to fiddle for everything you

want. But it's not everyone who's got the nerve and I hadn't."

"That's tough," said Kleiba. "Seven marks for a cigarette."

"They were rounding us up, too."

"Who were?" Robert asked.

"The Americans and the French and the English. They had some

sort of scheme for getting us to dismantle factories. I don't know
what it was all about, but they would have worked us to death all

right."

"You see." Kleiba turned to Robert. "That's what I've always said.

We did the right thing." He laughed contentedly. "Come on, tell us

some more."

"There's no more to tell," said Sittig. "No more at all . .
."

On September 15, 1947, the one hundred and sixth rationing

period expired. The amount of food available varied in different parts

of the country, but on the whole it was just enough to keep a man
alive. In Hanover, for example, the ordinary person received each week

one and three-quarter ounces of coffee substitute, nine ounces of

other groceries, and two loaves. In addition, according to the supplies

available, he received about two pints of skimmed milk. There was



Chapter Eight 139

also a ration of two ounces of cheese for the whole month. Owing
to a failure in deliveries there was no potato distribution.

Frau Elisabeth Altmann pondered over her snipped ration card.

She had had two loaves of bread in advance and was wondering how
she could now make it up. Sabine at eleven years ate as much as an

adult. Frau Altmann tried in vain to remember whether she herself

had eaten so much when she was eleven.

She looked at the clock. It was nine and Sabine had been queuing

for fish in the Podbielskistrasse for the last hour. If she were lucky she

would get home by ten o'clock, otherwise Frau Altmann would have

to go and relieve her. That was how they always did it. Something will

turn up, Frau Altmann thought, something must turn up. Six weeks

earlier she had taken the worsted cloth that she had brought from

Stettin, to a farmer. She had intended to have it made into a decent

suit for Robert to wear on his return. Now she had exchanged it for

two pounds of bacon, one pound of ham, and thirty pounds of po-

tatoes. That would last them for another week, if they were careful.

But what would happen after that?

She put the ration card into the drawer. Then she changed her

clothes. She put on her best dress so that she looked like a well-to-do

lady—like the wife of an assistant schoolmaster, which in fact she was.

That same day she went to the labor office. She was lucky and

obtained a situation as housekeeper to a major of the British Army
of Occupation and his family. It was good pay and what was more

important, she was given free board. She would be able to fend for her

child now. Sabine had to go to a children's home during the day, which

she did not like at all. "When Robert comes back," she said to her

mother, "you won't have to work any more with foreigners. When is

he coming back, Mummy?"
"I don't know, Sabine."

"He will come back, won't he? Promise."

"Of course he'll come back," Frau Altmann said, but she avoided

Sabine's questioning gaze.

Robert did not come back, nor did he want to. All his family were
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dead and the little he had heard about Germany was certainly not

very enticing. He felt no homesickness for his country. He had no

father and no mother and as for his homeland, well what would he

do there? He was a soldier under a new flag—a good soldier and the

best machine gunner in the company. He had put away all his wor-

ries: legio patria mea. . . .

Lieutenant Arnaud still commanded the company and it was said

that Captain Prunier was being transferred to a hospital in France.

This was universally regretted, but nothing could be done about it.

The new commanding officer was arrogant and generally disliked, but

he was completely immune to any criticism. That was the way it was

with officers in the Legion.

Arnaud had five coolies as his personal servants. One looked after

his drinks, the second his clothes, the third his weapons; the fourth

was his permanent personal attendant and the fifth looked after the

inflatable rubber bath that accompanied him wherever he went.

Arnaud was always careful to avoid being the first to enter a village,

even if it lay in a district guaranteed to be free of any hostile elements.

He took an enormous amount of trouble in selecting a site for his

headquarters and in furnishing, with the help of the Intelligence

Bureau, an interrogation room. Every Viet Minh prisoner was sub-

jected to brutal questioning in this interrogation room and because

of this it was freely referred to as the torture chamber.

Up to then Arnaud had been given no opportunity to distinguish

himself in the face of the enemy. For the past three months the com-

pany had been occupying a strong point in a village called Cuchi on

the road connecting Saigon to Tei Nin. Apart from Legionnaire

Meyer and Corporal Huizen, they had suffered no casualties. Meyer

was in a cinema in Saigon when he was killed by a hand grenade,

which was thrown from the gallery and exploded between his legs.

Huizen vanished one day with a girl into the nearby jungle. It was

not until four weeks later that a patrol found his remains, which they

were only able to identify by a pink-colored handkerchief which he

was known to carry.
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There was no doubt that Kleiba's section was the best in the com-

pany; even Lieutenant Arnaud had confirmed this. It was because of

this that Kleiba was given the honorable task of capturing the

Annamese Van Hai. The Intelligence Bureau had for some time had

their suspicions about this man, who lived a few miles away in a neigh-

boring village. Van Hai was said to have large sums at his disposal

which he spent in the French-controlled territory on arms and pro-

visions for the Viets. He acted as a kind of commissary-general, so

to speak.

Arnaud did not consider it necessary for himself to undertake this

task and relied on Corporal Muller, alias Kleiba.

"It's all the same to me, how you do it," Arnaud said. "But we want

him brought back alive, do you understand? Alivel"

"Oui, mon lieutenant. Alive."

Kleiba went back to his section. "What do you think of that," he

said. "They want him alive. He's supposed to be stiff with money."

Two hours later a truck set off into the darkness, with headlights

dimmed. The legionnaires sat tightly packed together on the narrow

bench, gripped with that strange excitement which always preceded

these nightly excursions. They held their rifles between their knees

and stared silently into the darkness ahead of them.

Even Kleiba's loud voice was reduced to a whisper. "It must be

done very quietly," he said to Pocky, "and very quickly, or the fellow

may give us the slip and take his money with him."

"How much has he got?" Pocky asked greedily.

"Bags of it. He smuggles arms, so what do you think he gets for a

machine gun on the black market in Saigon?"

They whispered among themselves for a little while longer. Money
was Kleiba's favorite subject and his perpetual worry, in spite of the

fact that he now received the higher pay of a lance corporal and for

months he had dreamed of finding one of those golden Buddhas of

which there had been so many rumors. So far he had been unlucky,

nor had he ever met anyone who had found such a thing, but his faith

was nevertheless undiminished.
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The truck stopped a short distance from the village. "All out,"

Kleiba said softly. "No lights. Keep under cover." He and Pocky van-

ished into the darkness. After a little while they returned with the

Vietnamese sergeant who had been given military and political

authority over the village. "Follow in single file," Kleiba whispered,

"and don't make a sound." He and the Vietnamese went in front.

Pocky brought up the rear. The Vietnamese stopped in front of a

house that stood near a stream, a little apart from the rest of the

village. It was larger than the other houses and had a finely carved

dragon roof.

Kleiba whistled softly through his teeth. "You can see that someone
important lives here," he said. "This is getting exciting. Pocky, you
come in with me and Altmann and the Hungarian." He gave whis-

pered instructions to the others and showed each man his post. Then
he came back and said to the Vietnamese, "You can go home."
The man hesitated. "Did you hear what I said," Kleiba said impa-

tiently. "I told you to go home."

The Vietnamese reluctantly obeyed and ran off.

He was a sergeant, it was true, but a lance corporal of the Legion

stood far above him, as did the most insignificant legionnaire second

class. Perhaps the man was now thinking that the rebel Ho Tschi

Minh had been right in maintaining that the Asian peoples were as

good as the Europeans. It is more likely though that he did not give

the matter a thought, since on the whole he felt well pleased with

himself in his uniform, which gave him such absolute power in the

village. For the time being, at any rate, the French were the masters

and the Viet Minh were poor, ragged, uneducated devils, without

airplanes or artillery or tanks.

Kleiba turned toward the house. "Now for it, lads." They climbed

the smooth steps that led to the door, which, like all doors in that

country, was unlocked. Kleiba pushed it open and flashed his torch.

They found themselves in an empty hall from which a flight of stairs

led to the upper part of the house. "Hello," Kleiba shouted. "Is any-

one there?"
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They heard the sound of footsteps above them.

"Come on down," Kleiba ordered.

Voices whispered in agitation and then a man descended the stairs.

He was dressed in European clothes and carried an oil lamp in his

hand. He was followed by two women. Kleiba shone his torch on the

man. "Is your name Van Hai?" he asked.

The man blinked at the light and smiled. He had a smooth, rather

plump face. "Oui, monsieur," he said and bowed politely.

But politeness meant nothing to Kleiba. "Send the women up-

stairs."

The man's suave, Asiatic smile never left his face. "They are my
wife and my daughter," he said. "What can I do for you, messieurs?"

Kleiba raised his tommy-gun. "I told you to send the women back

upstairs."

The man's smile vanished. He turned and spoke to the women, but

they refused to obey him. Instead they glided softly toward Kleiba

and raising their clasped hands, began to argue with him in shril

tones.

"Be quiet!" Kleiba roared.

The women became silent, but remained in their attitude of sup-

plication.

Kleiba suddenly grinned. "Like angels on a Christmas card," he

said to Pocky. He looked admiringly at the younger one, slim and

graceful in her narrow trousers and short tunic.

The woman smiled back at him.

"Nothing doing, my child," said Kleiba. "Work is work and play

is play, compris?"

"Non, monsieur," the woman replied, but Kleiba's grin seemed to

have given her hope. Her smile became more friendly and her small,

white teeth sparkled in the light from the oil lamp.

But Kleiba's brief flirtation had come to an end. "Take the little

ladies upstairs, Altmann," he said, "and tell them we won't harm the

old fellow. Take the Hungarian with you, too. We'll straighten matters

up down here and then call you when we're finished."
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Robert turned to the younger woman. "Come along," he said in

French. "Nothing's going to happen to you. It's only a house search."

The room upstairs was sparsely furnished. Three slant-eyed children

lay huddled together on a bed and gazed at the soldiers with terrified

eyes. The elder woman sat down beside them and tried to console

them.

Robert and the Hungarian took up positions in the doorway. He
could hear Kleiba talking to the man in the room below. "Where
have you hidden the money?" Kleiba asked. "Come on, out with it."

"Money?" said the Annamese softly. "No money, monsieur. No
money at all."

"No?" said Kleiba. "Then we'd better search around a bit."

Robert heard them rummaging about the room.

The girl was staring at him. Her white silk tunic clung to her slender

body like a second skin. "My father a good man," she said in awkward

French. "Has done nothing bad."

Robert kept silent.

"Pretty, isn't she?" said the Hungarian.

Robert felt himself flush. "Sit down," he said to the girl in a gruff

voice. She smiled and sat down on the bed by the children.

A dull thud came from the room below, as though a heavy piece

of furniture had been overturned. Then Kleiba's angry voice reverber-

ated through the house, mingled with the soft tones of the Annamese.

"Shut your trap, you bloody Viet," Kleiba roared. The two women
jumped to their feet and the younger one seized Robert's arm. "Don't

hit him," she said angrily. "You can't do that. Father is good man.

Friend of French people."

Robert shook her off. "They won't hit him. Sit down." He lifted his

rifle irritably. "Let go and sit down." The two women shrank away

and the younger one did not smile any more.

Robert went to the head of the stairs. "What was the noise about?"

he called out. "Will you soon be finished?"

"You keep quiet," Kleiba shouted back. "And stay at your post.

Everything's in order."
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"It's all right," Robert told the girl. "It's only a house search." He
saw that she did not believe him and he turned his face away. He did

not himself believe that everything was all right. He heard the three

men leave the hall and go outside and immediately afterward the

threatening voices of Pocky and Kleiba drifted up to him from the

garden, mingled with groans and throttled screams.

He looked at the Hungarian, who grinned back at him uncertainly

and said, "I'd like to know what they're doing with him."

Robert glanced at the women. The younger one was standing di-

rectly behind him, staring at him, with her hands clasped to her breast.

She did not utter a word, but her hands were trembling. The older

woman sat weeping on the bed and the children now added their

cries to hers.

Robert went once more to the top of the stairs. "Hello," he called

out to the room below. "What's happening down there? Haven't you

finished yet?" The groaning started again, then suddenly he heard a

suppressed scream and all was silent.

The elder woman and the children were also suddenly quiet and

they all listened intently. The sweat broke out on Robert's forehead.

He heard the girl's light footsteps behind him and felt her sharp nails

dig into his arm. "Monsieur," she said in an agonized whisper.

"Monsieur, je vous en prie. . .
."

In a sudden burst of anger he pushed her away and she fell to her

knees. He paid no attention to her, but turned to the Hungarian, who
was grinning stupidly at him, and said, "You stay here and don't let

anyone down until I call you." The Hungarian nodded.

Robert ran downstairs, and jerking open the door stared outside.

The half moon shone fitfully through the clouds and by its dim
light Robert was able to see the shadow}' shapes of Kleiba and Pocky.

They were standing by a water tank and talking in subdued voices.

"Hello," Robert called softly. "What are you doing? Where's the . .
."

He stopped short. His eyes had now become accustomed to the dark-

ness and he was able to see what the others were doing. They had
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pushed the Annamese head first into the tank and were holding him

fast by his feet and shoulders.

Robert was with them in a couple of strides. "Have you gone crazy?"

he said. They pulled the man out and set him on his feet, but he

collapsed like an empty sack and lay slumped in a large pool of water.

"You swine!" Robert gasped.

Kleiba turned on him furiously. "Didn't I tell you to stay with the

women?"
Robert did not reply. He bent over the unconscious man, whose

eyes had rolled upwards so that only the whites could be seen. He
was no longer breathing.

Robert raised his head. "You swine! He's dead."

"You're imagining things," Kleiba said gruffly, but there was a note

of anxiety in his voice. "Get out of my way." He turned Van Hai

over onto his back and put his ear to his chest. "God! Pocky," he said.

"He's very still. Give me a hand." He and Pocky started jerking

Van Hai's arms violently backward and forward, but in spite of their

efforts the Annamese showed no signs of life and after a while Kleiba

left him alone and got to his feet. "He's had it," he said in a disap-

pointed voice. "The weakling."

"Kleiba, you're . . . and what about the women upstairs?"

"Oh, shut up. Stop moaning, Altmann. He didn't want to hand

over the money, so we decided to give him a ducking, that's all."

"You've killed him," Robert said.

Kleiba dried his hands on the seat of his trousers. "Don't talk such

bloody nonsense," he said furiously. "We couldn't have possibly

known that his lungs were as weak as all that. Do you think I'm

pleased about it?" He gave the dead man a reproachful look. "Arnaud

will tear the guts out of us when he hears about it. He wanted him

brought back alive." He looked at Pocky. "Pocky, you bastard, that

was a crazy idea of yours. What am I going to tell them when we
get back?"

Pocky wrinkled his forehead in thought. "Perhaps we'd better say

he was shot while trying to escape. He jumped into the river and we
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blazed after him with our guns." Kleiba opened his large mouth in

astonishment and then grinned with relief. "That's good, Pocky.

Come on. Take a hold. You too, Altmann." Robert did not move.

"Bloody bastard." Kleiba grunted, but he did not repeat the order.

He and Pocky lifted the dead body and disappeared with it round

the corner of the house.

Soon afterward Robert heard a sharp salvo from Kleiba's sub-

machine gun. The women upstairs started to scream again and Robert

felt his teeth chattering.

Kleiba and Pocky came back, breathing heavily. "That's settled,"

Kleiba said. "Shot while trying to escape. Is that clear?"

"That's right," replied Pocky.

"Is that clear, Altmann?"

Robert said nothing.

"Fetch the Hungarian," Kleiba said angrily.

"Fetch him yourself," said Robert. "I'm not going up there again."

Kleiba's eyes narrowed. "Pocky, fetch the Hungarian."

Pocky went into the house.

"Listen, Altmann. It was a mistake. Just bad luck."

"You could give it another name."

"What do you mean? You don't imagine I wanted to drown him,

do you? It was no advantage to me. Besides, Arnaud would have had

him shot anyway; you know what Arnaud's like with Viet spies."

"That's nothing to do with me. The point is, you killed the man."

He suddenly felt an uncontrollable anger against Kleiba. "He's proba-

bly not the first one, either," he blurted out. "You were in Oradour,

too."

"You don't say," Kleiba replied sarcastically.

"Yes, Czerwonsky told me what you . .
."

"Shut your trap," Kleiba shouted. He gripped Robert firmly by the

arm. "Listen to me, Altmann. Oradour was a military order. I took

part in carrying it out, in the same way that I carry out my orders here.

I'm a soldier, do vou understand? And so that you can get the matter

straight, let me tell you that the Intelligence Bureau are well aware
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that I am Kleiba and not Miiller and that I took part in the Oradour

affair. They told me that back in Sidi-Bel-Abbes. The Intelligence

Bureau were not bothered about it and so you needn't be bothered

about it, either. Compris?" He went close to Robert and added, "My
dear man, things are quite different here to what they were in Oradour.

Especially with these natives. It can't be helped. Either you eat, or

you get eaten, compris?"

"You don't have to spin me that old yarn."

Kleiba suddenly altered his tone. "Look, Altmann. You've always

been able to rely on me, haven't you?"

"What is it you want?"

"Have you been able to rely on me?"

"Yes."

"Well, there," said Kleiba, satisfied at last. "I was naturally not

happy about what happened to the Viet. Not that I'm sorry for the

fellow. Just think of the harm he could have done. The machine guns

he was buying were to be used against us. See what I mean?"

"What exactly do you want?" Robert asked.

"Arnaud will be furious," Kleiba said. "I'll have to make a re-

port. . .
."

"Report what you like."

"Good. If you can just keep your mouth shut. I rely on you."

"Report what you like," Robert repeated.

Kleiba stepped back and placed the alarm whistle to his lips.

The jarring noise stabbed the night and brought Pocky and the

Hungarian running from the house. They could still hear the women
weeping in the room upstairs.

"They've been making a hell of a shindy," Pocky said. "They've

gone quite crazy."

"What did you tell them?" Kleiba asked.

"I told them the man had run away. We'd had a shot at him, but

didn't hit him."

"Bon," Kleiba said. "Now let's get going," he shouted to the others,

"we're going home." The legionnaires gathered around him. "Listen,"
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he said slowly, "the Viet we were supposed to capture tried to get

away. So I had to shoot him. There was no other choice. Compris?"

The legionnaires nodded their heads.

"Quick march—march at ease," Kleiba commanded as he hung his

submachine gun over his shoulder.

It happened as Kleiba had anticipated. Arnaud was in a rage and

his shrill invectives could be heard over the whole compound.

Kleiba returned to his billets in a somewhat exhausted condition.

"My dear man," he said to Pocky, "if that kind of thing happens

again, it'll be the end of me."

Pocky nodded sympathetically. "And we didn't find a single

piaster," he said miserably.

Robert could not get to sleep that night. He saw the young woman
as she stood staring at him, with her hands clasped to her breast. He
felt her sharp nails in his arm and heard her soft voice saying, "Mon-
sieur, monsieur, je vous en prie. . .

." And he had driven her back

with his rifle, while Kleiba and Pocky were murdering her father in

the garden below.

The village which served as a strong point for Arnaud's company

contained about six hundred inhabitants. It was a pretty village, set

among rice fields, which stretched away toward the river. Slender co-

conut palms and spreading mango trees gave it a most picturesque

appearance. Over all this village and its six hundred people Lieutenant

Arnaud reigned as undisputed sovereign.

Such a position appeals very strongly to a certain type of man and

Arnaud was of this type. He would have been well pleased if the war

had continued for a few more years. He got extremely well paid and

had few worries; he had five coolies to wait on him and had never in

his life been treated with such awe and respect.

Amaud did not have much to do. In fact, when he considered the

matter objectively, he felt that for a man of hjs ambition he was given

too little to do. He was an energetic officer and naturally wanted to
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get on in the service. He had a keen desire to. distinguish himself in

the eyes of his regiment—if not exactly in the face of the enemy—and

for this reason he concentrated most of his efforts on the interrogation

of the suspects brought in by his patrols. It was only on rare occasions

that he managed to obtain any really useful information from these

prisoners, but he applied himself to his task with such diligence that it

was not often that a Viet was able to leave the "torture chamber"

on his own feet.

The case of Van Hai had been of particular interest to Arnaud. He
had hoped not only to be able to report sensational results to his

colonel, but also to retain from the booty a few thousand piasters

for—shall we say—the front-line soldiers. In matters of this kind

Arnaud did not differ very greatly from Lance Corporal Muller, alias

Kleiba, or from Legionnaire First Class Pocky Sobania.

For this reason Lieutenant Arnaud was extremely annoyed over the

way Kleiba had bungled the affair. He had ordered a further search

to be made of Van Hai's house on the very same night, but nothing

had been found. His anger was not in any way assuaged by the arrival

on the following morning of two women and three children, who
stood in front of his headquarters with their hands raised in supplica-

tion, bitterly demanding the return of Van Hai's body.

Van Hai's body? Were they deliberately trying to make him look

ridiculous? His anger increased. To make matters worse, he had not

yet had his breakfast and he was always unbearable before breakfast.

It was true that his experienced eye had already noticed that the

younger woman was of outstanding beauty, but that did nothing to

dispel his irritation. Since his arrival in this country, Lieutenant Ar-

naud had become as spoiled as a sultan in matters relating to women.

"Tell them to go away," he said to the interpreter. "We've got no

body. We're sorry. Tell them, we're sorry."

The women had no intention of obeying, but with raised hands

and humble obeisances of their slender bodies continued to argue with

him. Then the younger woman went up to Arnaud and clawed at his
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freshly laundered shirt. "Mon lieutenant," she wailed in her high-

pitched, birdlike voice, "mon lieutenant, je vous en prie."

Arnaud's patience was exhausted. He tore himself free and, pushing

the woman away, angrily brandished his cane. "If these bitches don't

remove themselves at once," he cried, "I'll have them locked up as

spies."

The interpreter translated his remarks, with savage gesticulations.

The women became quiet, but there was a strangely sinister look in

the eyes of the younger one as she stared at Arnaud.

Arnaud looked past the women in disgust. "Take them away," he

said to the interpreter. "Call the guard. If I see them hanging around

here any more, they'll be taught a lesson." He strode back into his

house, seething with indignation.

Lieutenant Arnaud did not enjoy his breakfast, although the coolie

had taken infinite pains over its preparation, and in fact it was im-

possible for anyone to do anything right that day—until an incident

occurred which rapidly restored his good humor. That same evening

the body of an Annamese was found floating down the stream. The
body had bullet holes in its back, and it was obvious that they had

been made by a submachine gun.

A runner was sent to tell Kleiba to report at once to the Chief.

Half an hour later Kleiba walked slowly back from his interview.

He sat down next to Pocky in front of the house where his section

was billeted. "Merde," he said, lighting a cigarette.

"What's the matter, chum?"

"Merde," he repeated, drawing the smoke deeply into his lungs.

"Good God! Pocky, we've been a couple of suckers."

"I don't get it. What did the Chief say?"

"He was beaming all over."

"That's fine," said Pocky. "So you're not in his bad books any

more?"

"No," said Kleiba sadly, "quite the opposite."

"Well," said Pocky, "why are we a couple of suckers, then?"

Kleiba had recovered a little of his composure. "Hold tight, while
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I tell you," he said. "Arnaud asked me: 'Is this that damned Van Hai

I told you to get hold of last night?' 'Yes sir/ I said, 'that's him/ 'You

made pretty sure he wasn't going to get away, didn't you?' said Ar-

naud. Then he had the body searched. He went through all his pock-

ets, just'as we'd done ourselves. I thought: my dear Chief, you won't

find much there; until he had the body stripped; shirt, trousers, and

everything. Then I saw the treasure chest. The fellow had a belt

strapped round his fat stomach, like a cartridge belt only not so thick,

and there weren't any cartridges in it either. What do you think it

was?"

Pocky knew what was coming. "Surely, not . .
."

"Exactly," said Kleiba. "You've said it. Money! Wads of it. All

neatly rolled up in watertight bundles. Seventy thousand piasters."

Pocky's face went green. "Pschakrew cholera!" he said. "Pschakrew

cholera!" Then he relapsed into silence. Kleiba was silent too. He
puffed away at his cigarette, and every now and again shook his head

from side to side. He spent the whole evening in this manner and

behaved like a man who, after spending many years in contemplation

of the world, had been forced to confess that he was no nearer to

understanding it.

Lieutenant Arnaud, on the other hand, was in unusually good spirits

that evening. He dispatched a lengthy report by wireless to regimental

headquarters and then sauntered through the compound, exchanging

a friendly word or two with the legionnaires.

The affair of the dead Viet agent, however, was not yet over and

it nearly cost Lieutenant Arnaud his life. During the night a hand

grenade exploded in his house with a deafening roar. The alarm was

given and the legionnaires rushed to take up their positions, as they

had so often done in practice. The company reserves assembled out-

side Lieutenant Arnaud's house.

Arnaud was standing in his silk pajamas, carrying a revolver in his

hand. He was as white as a sheet and a thin trickle of blood ran down

his forehead.

"It was an attempt on my life," Arnaud proclaimed. "A thorough
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search must be made. Every house and every possible hiding place

must be rigorously examined."

But his order proved unnecessary, for at that momnt two soldiers

appeared from the kitchen, with a prisoner between them. On closer

inspection the prisoner turned out to be a woman, of slender build,

with bare feet and clad in a black shirt and black trousers. Her long

hair was twisted in a knot at her neck. She offered no resistance;

nor could she have done so, for her hands were tied together behind

her back.

She stood in front of Arnaud with downcast eyes. Her symmetrical

face was smooth and expressionless like a beautiful temple mask. Rob-

ert recognized her at once, although she no longer wore her high-

heeled cork shoes and white silk tunic. It was Van Hai's daughter.

Arnaud recognized her too and he seemed to grow noticeably paler

when he saw who she was. "Take her away," he said in a low voice

and it was apparent that he was trying to regain his composure. He
gave orders for the outposts to be manned for the remainder of the

night and then slowly walked back to his quarters. The alarm was over.

"My dear man," Kleiba said to Robert. "Did you take a look at

that girl? She's hot stuff." Robert feigned indifference. "Can you beat

it," Kleiba continued. "She goes and chucks a hand grenade into the

Chief's house just because he wouldn't hand over her father's body.

He couldn't have done it. He didn't know anything about it yester-

day." He grinned. "We damn near saw the last of him."

"What'U he do with her?" Robert asked casually.

Kleiba scratched his stubbly chin. "He certainly won't go to bed

with her. Not with that one. He'd have to get Sven to patch him up

first. What'll he do with her? We'll hear all right. The torture chamber

has thin walls."

Robert heard nothing. Nothing the whole night long. Arnaud

would probably have the woman shot in the morning. She deserved

it, after all. Her father had deserved it too, according to every rule of

war.
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Robert was off duty on the following morning and was sitting in

the sun with little Ngo.

Since the Suai Kan catastrophe, Ngo had voluntarily attached him-

self to the first platoon. The tailor had made a tiny legionnaire's uni-

form for him, which he wore on special occasions; but most of the

time he ran around as he always had done, in a pair of short black

trousers.

Ngo had now learned German and he spoke it almost fluently. In

addition he had acquired a knowledge of all the more important

French words of command. He could also swear in French, German,

Polish, and Russian. On this particular morning, Robert was teach-

ing him figures.

"One," he said.

Ngo placed a dirty forefinger on his thumb.

"One."

"Two . .
."

"Three . .
."

They counted up to ten.

"Once more," Robert said. "Backward this time. Ten—nine . .
."

"Eight," said Ngo.

"Seven."

At that moment the quiet of the morning was shattered by a shrill

scream. Ngo lifted his head and listened. Then he went on counting:

"Seven."

The screaming started again and lasted longer this time and Ngo
glanced over his shoulder toward the torture chamber.

The torture chamber was a house like all the others, with thin brick

walls and a thatched roof. The only difference was that the space be-

tween the top of the walls and the overhanging roof was filled with

barbed wire. The barbed wire prevented the prisoners from escaping

but did nothing to stop their desperate cries from reaching the outside

world.

"Go on," Robert said. "Six."
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Ngo did not answer, but stared at Robert. The intervals between

the woman's screams became ever shorter.

"Go on," Robert said with an effort. "Six . . . five . .
."

Ngo suddenly lifted his hands and pressed them against his small,

brown ears.

"A Viet," Robert said. "A dangerous spy, Ngo. She tried to kill the

Chief last night."

Ngo was not listening. His slant eyes were opened wide and his

thin lirtle body was trembling.

"Aiii . .
." the woman screamed. "Aiii . .

."

Robert could bear it no longer. He sprang to his feet and ran to-

ward the hut. Without pausing to reflect, he pulled open the door.

When his eyes had become accustomed to the dim light he saw her;

her feet had been bound with thin telephone wire to the topmost

rung of a ladder which leaned against the wall. She was naked and
drops of bright blood fell from her breast. The sergeant from the In-

telligence Bureau, an Annamese, stood facing her with a sharpened

stick of bamboo in his hand.

"Stop that," Robert cried, "stop it at once."

The Annamese looked at him in bewilderment and then Robert

heard Arnaud's thin voice saying, "Have you gone off your head, Alt-

mann?" Amaud was leaning against the wall on the far side of the

room.

Robert felt his throat go dry.

"Stand at attention, Altmann."

Robert drew himself up and dropped his hands to his sides.

Amaud tapped his cane irritably against his well-cut trousers. "What
do you want, Altmann?"

Robert cleared his throat in embarrassment. He glanced at the

woman again. Her long hair trailed in the dust and she was moaning
softly. He quickly averted his eyes.

Amaud gave a wry smile. "Are you interested in this slut?"

"Non, mon lieutenant."

"I thought perhaps you might be."
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For a while there was silence between them, broken only by the

woman's rapid breathing.

"Have you lost your nerve, then?" Arnaud asked.

"Non, mon lieutenant."

Again there was siience. Arnaud drew deeply on his cigarette and

turning to the Annamese sergeant said: "How long will she hold out?"

"These animals are tough," was the reply. "We'd better try the elec-

tric current on her."

Robert saw the rack made of bamboos, with the copper wires con-

nected to a car battery. It made him feel sick.

"Untie her," Arnaud said.

The Annamese loosened the woman's bonds and let her slip to the

floor, where she lay huddled and motionless. Arnaud threw away his

cigarette and the burning stub fell next to the prostrate figure, singeing

her hair. He treated her like a sack of rubbish.

"See that she gets something to eat and drink," Arnaud told the

sergeant. "Not too much, of course. Tie her up again at night. Not
with wire. Tomorrow we'll try again."

"Oui, mon lieutenant."

Arnaud was very pale. His mustache showed like a dark, charcoal

streak against the white skin and his eyes were rimmed with red. "Now
listen to me, Altmann," he said. "I don't want to have any more of

this nonsense or there'll be trouble between us and that won't do you

any good, as you know very well." His full red lips parted in a snarl.

"Dismiss!"

"Oui, mon lieutenant."

Robert walked slowly back to Ngo. We'll try again tomorrow, Ar-

naud had said. Tomorrow.

The strong point lay sleeping, while Legionnaire Altmann made his

rounds. He had toured the positions four times already.

The moon had gone down and the stars were hidden by the clouds.

A warm drizzle fell from the darkened sky.

The strong point constituted only a small part of the village. It was



Chapter Eight 157

laid out in the form of a square, with wooden watchtowers at the cor-

ners, and it was barricaded with a fence made of sharpened bamboos.

The main approach was closed at sunset and sentries were posted at

the narrow side entrances. The strong point then became a small,

impregnable fortress.

For the fifth time Robert's steps took him past the torture chamber

and for the fifth time he stopped and listened to the woman's tremu-

lous breathing. In his mind was the picture of her strung upside down

on the ladder and he remembered Arnaud's words: we'll try again

tomorrow. He paused for a few seconds and then slowly made his

way to the next sentry post.

"Password."

"Turenne," Robert replied, flashing his torch.

"Legionnaire Sittig on sentry duty."

"Good," Robert said. "Carry on."

Sittig yawned. "What's the time?"

"Just three o'clock. You've got another hour."

"Time seems to drag on a filthy night like this."

"All good things come to an end," Robert said.

Sittig was posted at a small passageway that led to the adjoining

section of the village. The passage was blocked with a light bamboo
obstruction made on the lines of a cheval de frise, but dangerous,

nevertheless, on account of its poisonous, needle-sharp points. Robert

stood near Sittig for a moment. He thought: it's a hundred paces from

the interrogation room to here. Sittig must be got rid of.

He gave Sittig a friendly pat on the arm and went off.

In twenty minutes' time he was back at the torture chamber again.

He heard a soft whimpering and felt a cold shudder run down his

back. A further five minutes passed and he was with Sittig once more.

He paused for a moment, then he heard himself saying, "Sittig, go

and have a look in the cookhouse. I thought I heard a strange noise

coming from there. It may have been my imagination, but you'd better

have a look. I'll stay here till you get back."

"Okay," said Sittig, glad of the chance to move about a bit.
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"I'll give you about ten minutes," Robert said.

Sittig disappeared into the darkness and as his footsteps grew fainter,

Robert hung his submachine gun on his shoulder and pulled the bam-

boo obstruction to one side. Then he walked quickly back to the tor-

ture chamber.

He hesitated for a moment and felt his heart beat faster. Then,

drawing a deep breath, he softly opened the door. Everything was still.

"Hello," he whispered. "Etes-vous la?" He felt his way cautiously

across the room to where the woman lay in a corner behind the ladder.

As he bent over her, she whispered something to him in her own
language.

"Ne comprend pas," Robert said. "Silence." He fumbled for her

wrists and drawing his knife, cut the ropes that bound her and stuffed

the ends into his pocket. Then he lifted her in his arms. She was as

light as a feather. He could feel that she was still naked, but he had

no time to search for her clothes.

The woman had flung one arm round his neck. Her head rested

on his shoulder and he was aware of her rapid breathing. He stumbled

toward the door and paused to whisper in her ear once more, "Silence."

He felt her head nod against his shoulder in assent and then he

carried her through the darkness along the path which he had already

traversed six times that night. He went past the bamboo fencing and

carried her a few steps beyond it before setting her down on her feet.

She swayed and clutched him tightly.

"Allez," he whispered.

"Merci," she said, releasing her grip on him.

For a moment he saw the vague outline of her figure and then she

was swallowed up in the darkness. He stood listening intently. He
heard her fall and then struggle to her feet. After a few steps she fell

once more and again got up and stumbled on. At last everything was

still. He pushed the fence back into position and took the gun from

his back.

In a little while he heard Sittig returning. "Password," he chal-

lenged.
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"Turenne."

Robert flashed his torch. "Well, did you find anything?"

"Nothing," said Sittig. "Not a sound, either."

"I must have been imagining it," said Robert. He glanced at the

illuminated dial of his watch. "Your relief will be here in ten minutes."

"Thank God for that."

Robert laughed softly.

Eight o'clock in the morning. He lay on the camp bed in his billets.

The silence was broken only by Sittig's snores and the hum of a mos-

quito flying distractedly round the room. The others were all on duty.

Although he had been up the whole night, Robert could not sleep.

He had no desire to, either, since he would no doubt be summoned
into Amaud's presence very soon.

He closed his eyes and waited for the alarm to be sounded. Instead

he heard the soft shuffle of bare feet on the hard-trodden ground. He
slowly opened his eyes to find little Ngo standing by his bed. "Are

you asleep?" Ngo asked gently.

"No," said Robert. "What's the matter?"

Ngo crouched on the floor beside the bed and, holding his big toe

between two fingers, bent it backward and forward; he always did this

when he was particularly excited about something. His face remained

smooth and impassive. "Woman gone," he whispered. "Chief angry

—very angry. Like a mad buffalo. You better run away, too."

Robert smiled, but his heart began to beat faster.

"I can't run away, Ngo. I'm a soldier. Do you understand?"

Ngo nodded earnestly, but continued to twist his dirty toe backward

and forward. "What did you do?" he asked.

"Nothing," Robert replied. Ngo glanced toward the door and began

to twist the other big toe. Kleiba's large figure stood in the doorway,

panting a little as though he had been running. "Altmann!"

"Here I am," Robert said.

Kleiba entered the room. "Report to the Chief straightaway." He
gave Ngo's small behind a prod with his foot. "You go off now, Otto."
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Ngo got up and left without a word.

Kleiba blinked in the direction of the sleeping Sittig and then no-

ticed Robert fastening his belt. "You've been expecting it, have you?"

"What makes you say that?"

Kleiba grinned. "Because you've already got your uniform on." He
all at once became serious. "I've never seen the Chief like this before.

He's running around as though he had a scorpion in his trousers."

"What for?"

Kleiba pushed his face close to Robert's. "Tell me, are you really

as stupid as you seem, or are you just putting it on? That woman got

away during the night. They've just discovered it."

Robert returned Kleiba's gaze without moving a muscle.

"I know nothing about it."

Kleiba gave a sly wink. "Good," he said. "I only hope you'll be

able to convince the Chief of that. Come on. We mustn't keep him
waiting."

They crossed the assembly ground in silence, but when they reached

the door of the orderly room, Kleiba touched Robert on the arm. "In

matters like these," he murmured without moving his lips, "in matters

like these it's best to be as obstinate as a mule, compris?"

Robert went through the door without answering.

Amaud had obviously given vent to his rage. He sat at his desk

with a stony expression on his face and the sergeant major stood with

a worried frown behind him.

"Lance Corporal Miiller and Legionnaire Altmann present," Kleiba

reported smartly.

Arnaud's dark eyes rested on Robert, who met his gaze with the

customary expression of respect. Robert's hands were pressed tightly

against the sides of his trousers and his chest was stuck out in the

manner beloved by Amaud when speaking to one of his subordinates.

Amaud took plenty of time before starting his inquiry. Without re-

moving his eyes from Robert he took a cigsrette from his case. The

sergeant major held out a light. Even when the flame touched the

end of the cigarette, Arnaud still kept his eyes fixed on Robert. His
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face swam for a moment in a swirl of light-blue smoke which he quickly

wafted aside with a movement of his well-kept hand. Then he began:

"You were on duty last night?"

"Oui, mon lieutenant."

"What was your reason for not reporting the escape of the pris-

oner?"

"I knew nothing about it."

"How often did you make your rounds of the sentry posts?"

"Eight times."

"And you still insist that you never noticed that the prisoner had

left the strong point?"

"Oui, mon lieutenant."

"You're lying, Altmann."

Robert was silent.

"How do you explain the woman's disappearance?"

"I have no explanation. I think she must be still in the compound."

Arnaud suddenly seized his cane and banged it on the top of the

wooden table, producing a sharp, clattering noise, which made the

sergeant major jump. "She is not in the compound," he said. His face

had become quite red.

Robert stood like a graven image.

The tip of Arnaud's cigarette glowed fiercely, and Robert felt a

trickle of sweat run down between his shoulder blades.

"Why did you come into the interrogation room yesterday without

orders, Altmann?"

Robert hesitated.

"Answer me."

"The screaming—worried me."

"Ah—it worried you, did it? You were aware of what was happening

to the prisoner, of course?"

"Oui, mon lieutenant."

"Perhaps " Arnaud said cunningly. "Perhaps you felt sympathy

for the woman?"
"Non, mon lieutenant."
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Arnaud showed his white teeth. "She was a good-looker, Altmann.

You know a bit about women, don't you? She had style, quite a

beauty."

"I didn't notice that."

For the second time, Arnaud suddenly lost his self-control and

banged his cane on the table. "But you let her escape. You were in

charge of the guard and you bear the responsibility to me and to the

regiment. Is that clear?"

Robert drew in his breath. "Oui, mon lieutenant."

"You know what this means?"

"Non, mon lieutenant."

"Compagnie Discipline, Altmann, Compagnie Discipline." He
hissed out the words, stressing each syllable and loading them with

venom. Robert ran the tip of his tongue over his upper lip and felt

the salty taste of the sweat spread in his mouth.

Arnaud's cane fell to the floor and Kleiba sprang forward zealously

to recover it before resuming his position by Robert's side.

Arnaud pressed out his cigarette with fingers that still trembled with

rage. He glanced at the sergeant major. "Make the necessary prepara-

tions for disciplinary action against Legionnaire Altmann."

The sergeant major wrote something in his notebook.

The silence which followed was broken by the sound of Kleiba clear-

ing his throat. Arnaud looked at him irritably.

"Mon lieutenant," Kleiba said. "May I be allowed to say some-

thing?"

"What?"
"Mon lieutenant, Legionnaire Altmann is the best soldier in my

section."

"Well?"

"He has never been in trouble before and his conduct in the pres-

ence of the enemy . .
."

"I'm not interested in that."

"Mon lieutenant . .
."

"I don't want to hear any more."
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Kleiba stiffened to attention.

Arnaud laid his cane on the table as though it formed a barrier be-

tween him and the two men. "Until the investigation begins," he said

to the sergeant major, carefully measuring his words, "Legionnaire Alt-

mann will go on duty every second night, not in charge of the guard,

but as one of the sentries. As from tonight. This will not excuse him

from his normal duties." He took another cigarette from his case.

"Until the disciplinary investigation begins." He suddenly stood up,

pushing his chair back with a loud scraping noise. "Dismiss."

That evening Robert stood guard by the narrow passage where Sittig

had been the night before. He was thinking of the woman. Earlier in

the day Arnaud had dispatched a patrol to Van Hai's house. It was

found to be empty and the older woman and the three children had

also vanished. It was obvious that they had gone into the jungle to

join the Viets. He still felt a slight thrill when he remembered how
he had held her in his arms and how she had laid her head on his

shoulder.

He heard the sound of heavy footsteps approaching.

"Password," he called out softly.

"Versailles."

"Oh, it's you."

"Yes, it's me," said Kleiba.

He stood near him for a while, gazing at the featureless night sky

and then said, "I saw the sergeant major a little while ago. I had an-

other talk with him."

"Really?"

"The Chief's given up the idea of a disciplinary investigation. In-

stead he's going to give you thirty days' jug, which you'll spend in

guard duties and various other pleasant occupations. You've got the

luck of the devil. The Compagnie Discipline is not much better out

here than in Colomb-Bechar."

Robert drew a deep breath.

"Of course you're properly in his bad books now—this goes right
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back to the old days. You'll never get any promotion as long as he's

the boss."

"I know."

"It doesn't seem to trouble you much."

"I can't do anything about it."

"You worry me. You'll come to grief if you go on like this, you

. . . you knight of Freudenstadt."

"Oh, shut up."

Kleiba laughed softly. "At any rate I hope you gave her your ad-

dress before she deserted the camp?"

"Stop talking bloody nonsense."

"Ah well," said Kleiba, as he turned to go. "I'll say good night."

"Kleiba."

"What?"

"Thanks."

"Don't mention it," Kleiba replied politely. "We all make mistakes.

You backed me up over that bastard Van Hai." He gave Robert a dig

in the ribs. "For honor and truth! Got to remember that. It's not

such a bad saying." He turned and vanished into the darkness.

Robert heard his footsteps grow fainter.

There he went, Lance Corporal and one time Unterscharfuhrer

Kleiba, murderer of Oradour and slayer of the brown-skinned Van
Hai. For honor and truth. He remembered Czerwonsky's words: it

didn't go much further than that . . . Czerwonsky was right. It didn't

go much further than that here, either.
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The war in Indochina was an unpopular one. In Paris they ob-

stinately clung to the expression "police action" and most people pre-

ferred not to talk about it; they had so much else to worry about. A
few more regiments were dispatched across the ocean and a lot of

obsolete material was bought at an enormous price from the Ameri-

cans; that must surely be sufficient to bring the rebels to their senses.

What were all the highly decorated generals doing there otherwise?

In fact these generals showed very little enterprise, but then the

same could be said of the authorities in Paris. Their military plans

lacked inspiration and they concentrated their efforts on retaining the

territory they had won with the help of a vast system of strong points.

No strategical concept had been worked out and the political issues

had been studiously avoided.

On the military and political parade grounds in Saigon and the
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other large cities every available opportunity was taken to demonstrate

the power and splendor of France: magnificent uniforms, be-starred

evening dress, shimmering gowns—Napoleon and Dior and Sartre

—

and everyone knew that France was tired and no one cared to speak

about it. Ah, that immense weariness which turned men's eyes to the

glories of the past and made them blind to the needs of the future.

Hidden in the jungle to the north of Hanoi was a collection of sim-

ple thatched huts: the secret headquarters of the rebel Ho Tschi Minh.

He lived there surrounded by a handful of fanatical followers, like the

abbot of a new order among his monks. There were no battle-tried

commanders or suave diplomats in their ranks and they wore no medals

or stars. But they had a plan. And whether this plan was a good one

or a bad one, they were going to see it through; for they had nothing

to lose by its failure and everything to gain by its success.

The high command knew little about this, and the legionnaires

themselves, trained to lay down their lives for France, took not the

slightest interest in the matter.

Arnaud's company survived the next couple of years without any

notable achievements to their credit, but also without any particular

disasters. Every six months or so the company was transferred to an-

other strong point. On each occasion the "married" legionnaires, who
were becoming more and more numerous, had to be torn away from

their temporary wives. Now and again it happened that one of these

women, smiling softly, would turn up a few days later at the new
encampment. The legionnaire would smile, too, for he had thus been

saved the expense of finding someone to take her place.

Only once were these matrimonial ties completely severed and that

was in the winter of 1948-49 when the regiment was transferred to the

Tongking delta, more than six hundred miles to the north. But there

were plenty of women available in Tongking. They were not so small

as those in Cochin-China, but they were just as pretty and as deli-

cately made and quite as cheerful as their sisters in the south and, like

them, they washed the soldiers' clothes and cooked them the delicious
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soupe Chinoise and shared their lives with them in the camp, when-

ever duty permitted.

Little Ngo was the only live piece of baggage that the company took

with them to the north. He had grown half a head taller and the tailor

had had to make him a new legionnaire's uniform. In other respects

he had not altered at all.

The new strong point had been set up near a railway bridge, span-

ning a stream, and its gaunt framework seemed out of place in that

soft landscape of fertile rice fields. The Viets had already made two

attempts to blow up its slender concrete supports and it was for this

reason that Arnaud's company had been sent there.

Within a short time Arnaud had collected about a hundred prisoners

from among the local Tongkinese, some of them suspect, some of

them innocent. The political views of these people were of no interest;

they were required for work and that was all that mattered.

A little over a mile away lay a village set amid huge guarea trees

and king bamboos and coconut palms. As usual there was much com-

ing and going, both for military and personal reasons, between the

village and the compound. The legionnaires were frequently to be

found during their off-duty hours in the little shops or eating-houses,

and even Arnaud occasionally visited the place to make a few private

purchases.

Arnaud had now been promoted to captain. He had quickly ac-

customed himself to his new rank, all the more so since two younger

officers had been appointed to the company: Lieutenant Blanchard,

tall, dark, and melancholy, and Lieutenant Leveque, small, brisk, and

perpetually cheerful.

Muller, alias Kleiba, had taken a course in Taininh and was now a

leather-throated sergeant and a deputy platoon leader. Corporals

Vladimir Dunjev and Pocky Sobania each led a section in Kleiba's

platoon. Only Robert Altmann remained unpromoted as a legionnaire

first class. He had been given charge of the machine gun under

Vladimir.

In the spring of 1949 Kleiba decided to marry again. Since it would
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be the fourth time this had happened, it could not be considered an

outstanding event, but nevertheless it set the whole company agog,

for there was no doubt that she was far more beautiful than any of

Kleiba's former wives.

Her name was Di Nam. She had arrived from Haiphong six weeks

before and since then she had spent almost every day standing behind

the counter of the little shop that belonged to her brother Ho Lin.

She sold sweets and cigarettes and American canned foods and she

would also, if required, make a cup of strong coffee for her customers

or fry them an omelette.

Di Nam spoke fluent French and spread an atmosphere of Euro-

pean civilization around her that delighted everyone from the sergeant

major down to the rawest legionnaire. But no one had yet been able to

boast of having received from her more than a smile, until Kleiba, with

ill-assumed modesty, announced his success.

One Saturday he put on his best uniform and sang in his deep,

warm voice the refrain from Heiderbslein, while little Ngo listened

to him in rapture. He even deigned to give the boy's black hair a

friendly stroke. Then, accompanied by Pocky, Vladimir, and Robert,

he proceeded to the village for the purpose of concluding the bargain

with Di Nam's brother, Ho Lin.

Ho Lin bowed many times as he greeted the legionnaires. "What
does Sergeant require?" he asked with an obliging smile.

Kleiba handsomely ordered a bottle of rice schnapps and four

soupes Chinoises. The rice schnapps was served by Ho Lin himself,

while the soup was prepared by Di Nam in the little room behind the

counter.

"Prost, Comrades." Kleiba poured the spirit down his large throat

with a single movement of his hand and then filled the glasses up

once more. "Prost, Pocky," he said, "you might at least try and smile.

It's not you who's getting married."

Pocky smiled unhappily. He was having trouble with his wife. She

had given birth to a child and had refused to be sent away. She was

also insanely jealous.
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"Don't worry/' Kleiba consoled him. "You'll be rid of her when we
shift again."

"Pierunje," Pocky murmured as he drained his second glass.

Di Nam came in carrying the soup. A fragrant smell invaded the

shop. Kleiba sniffed contentedly over the bowl. "Prima," he said to

Di Nam. "Prima, my child." He tried to put his arm around her hips,

but Di Nam deftly avoided him and disappeared behind the counter.

Vladimir grinned. "Not much passion there, Buller," he taunted.

"I'll soon teach her some," Kleiba boasted.

"Perhaps she doesn't want you," Pocky intervened maliciously.

"My dear man," said Kleiba. "They've all wanted me." He stood

up and went over to Ho Lin with an air of importance. Drawing out

his wallet, he laid it in front of him on the counter. "Ho Lin," he

said. "You have a beautiful sister."

"Oui, Sergent," said Ho Lin.

"You know why I come here today?"

"I can, perhaps, guess."

"To cut matters short, I want to marry your sister." He laid a bundle

of notes on the table. "How does that appeal to you?"

Ho Lin rapidly counted the notes. Then he pushed them back to-

ward Kleiba. "Two hundred piasters. The sergeant is joking."

"Ho Lin," said Kleiba, "I am not joking. Two hundred piasters is

a lot of money, as you know."

"But much too little for Di Nam," said Ho Lin.

"Then tell me, if you please, how much you require."

"Six hundred," said Ho Lin and raised six fingers in the air.

"Don't let him do you, Buller," said Pocky.

"You bastard," said Kleiba to Ho Lin. "You shouldn't be given

anything at all."

"Six hundred," Ho Lin repeated, raising his fingers again. "Di Nam
clever girl, can read and write. Di Nam most beautiful girl in Hai-

phong."

"Merde," said Kleiba. "Here's three hundred. That's scandalously

overpaying you."
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Ho Lin smiled politely, but did not touch the money.

"Go on, raise him, Buller," said Vladimir. "Sergeant major also keen

on Di Nam. Sergeant major will snap her from you."

"You shut up," said Kleiba and put down a further hundred piasters.

But Ho Lin remained obdurate. "Is not enough, Sergeant," he said,

bowing politely. "For Di Nam even six hundred not enough. I give

for six hundred because you tall, strong, handsome sergeant."

"Oh, damn the tall, strong, handsome sergeant stuff," Kleiba swore.

"There's four hundred. That's already far too much. Di Nam will have

an easy life with me, do you hear? She'll have hardly any work to do

and I'll give her a beautiful sarong."

"Don't give him any more," Pocky shouted in agitation. "You'll re-

gret it afterward. Later on you'll be glad to be rid of her."

But Kleiba had no intention of losing the beautiful Di Nam. He
added yet another hundred piasters to the pile of notes. "That is my
final offer," he said, and when Ho Lin shook his head again he seized

him by the chest and pulled him against the counter. "Five hundred

piasters," he roared. "Take it, you damned blackguard."

Ho Lin did not touch the money. "Di Nam," Kleiba shouted.

"Come here!" But Di Nam remained out of sight.

At that moment Captain Arnaud entered the shop. He took a cou-

ple of swift strides toward Kleiba. "What's going on here?"

Kleiba released Ho Lin and stiffened to attention. "The fellow

wants six hundred piasters for the girl."

"Di Nam?" Arnaud asked.

"Oui, mon capitaine."

"Di Nam has already been promised," said Arnaud.

Kleiba drew a deep breath. "I don't understand."

Arnaud took a few notes from his trouser pocket and handed them

to Ho Lin. "Three hundred piasters," he said, "that's the correct price."

Ho Lin bowed and snatched up the money. Then he called to Di

Nam.
Di Nam came smiling from the kitchen, carrying a small bundle in
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her hand. Her sparkling eyes glanced back and forth between Kleiba

and Arnaud.

"Come," said Arnaud.

Di Nam followed him gracefully, her hips swinging, while Kleiba

stared after her with open mouth.

Arnaud turned as he reached the door. "Have you forgotten to sa-

lute?" he said. Kleiba sprang to attention, speechless with astonish-

ment.

"That's better," said Arnaud, raising his hand to his cap in acknowl-

edgement. A few seconds later the noise of his jeep died away in the

distance.

This was certainly an unprecedented event: an officer buying a girl

in the presence of a sergeant, two corporals, and a legionnaire. It

caused a real sensation, because officers normally conducted these af-

fairs with the utmost discretion. Had Captain Arnaud's position of

authority gone to his head or had Di Nam's beauty caused him to

forget the dignity of his rank? But the thing was done and the news

of it spread rapidly through the entire company.

By the following morning only Legionnaire Sittig, who over the

weekend had been escorting a convoy back to regimental headquarters,

was ignorant of Kleiba's defeat. With his usual show of nonchalance

Kleiba was inspecting the men's weapons after they had been cleaned,

and Sittig, instead of his rifle, held out his hand. "May I be permitted,"

he said elaborately, "to congratulate you on your new wife. She's got

real class."

The others froze into silence.

Kleiba lowered his massive skull and his neck flushed a deep red.

He glanced at Sittig like an enraged water buffalo. "Are you trying to

take the mickey out of me?" he said between his clenched teeth.

"Not at all," Sittig replied in an offended tone. "I wanted to con-

gratulate you. Perhaps you're not accustomed to such gentlemanly be-

havior."

The others started to titter and then suddenly burst into thunderous
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laughter. Sittig looked round at the circle of faces. "What are you all

laughing for, you bloody fools."

Kleiba glared around him and then seized Sittig by his shirt. "If

you think you can take me for a ride, you little runt, you're very much
mistaken." Sittig's rabbit-like eyes opened wide in amazement.

"What do you mean. I don't understand."

"Watch your step, you interfering bastard, and keep your nose out

of other people's affairs." He gave Sittig a blow on the chest which

sent him stumbling backward across the room. He tripped over his

rifle and collapsed in a frightened heap on the floor.

Kleiba glowered savagely at the others. "And as for you, you stupid

apes," he thundered, "I'll just say this: if you don't like me treating you

in the friendly, decent way that I do, I'll have to try different meth-

ods."

His words, however, had little effect. Some of the more recently ar-

rived legionnaires bit back their laughter, but the remainder only

roared louder. Pocky gripped the table with both hands. "For God's

sake," he protested. "Have you gone off your head? Sittig only wanted

to . .
."

"Ferme ta gueule," Kleiba shouted and strode furiously out of the

room.

Pocky helped Sittig to his feet. "You're a proper card," he tittered.

"Did you really know nothing about it?"

"About what?" asked the bewildered Sittig.

Pausing every now and then to regain his breath, Pocky told him
the story of Di Nam and Arnaud. Sittig's rabbit eyes opened wider

and wider until he was seized with a fit of hysterical laughter. His

silky, red hair flopped against his pale forehead, and his whole body

rocked with delighted chuckles.

Kleiba could not get over it. He regarded every whisper and every

smile as being directed against himself. He had never before displayed

any sensitiveness, but now he seemed to hear laughter wherever he

went and he was driven almost frantic. For the first time in his varied

military career the tough sergeant and one-time Unterscharfuhrer felt
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in his powerful chest something akin to hatred against a superior of-

ficer.

His sufferings increased as fresh stories were circulated concerning

Di Nam and Captain Arnaud. And there were plenty of them.

Never had the company seen such a woman as Di Nam. Arnaud

treated her almost like a white woman and it was obvious that he

loved her, in so far as he was capable of love. He had rented a room

for her, with a separate entrance, in a pretty little house on the edge

of the village; he frequently brought her into the compound at night

and tales were told of how, after elaborate preparations and with little

screams of delight, she would be allowed to enjoy the use of his rubber

bath.

The stories about the rubber bath were one day substantiated by

an eyewitness. This was Legionnaire Sittig, who had crept across to

Arnaud's billets under cover of darkness and had risked taking a peep.

He was caught in the act by Lieutenant Blanchard and had to pay

for his curiosity with three days' punishment duty, but he remained,

nevertheless, exceedingly proud of his exploit.

Sergeant Muller, alias Kleiba, noted all these things with an im-

passive face and was at pains not to show any trace of emotion. But

he had lost his old, carefree spirit and it often seemed that he no

longer found any happiness in his soldier's life. At times he would

look reproachfully at his platoon leader, Lieutenant Blanchard, as

though he hoped he would intervene in this scandalous state of affairs,

but the lieutenant suffered the shameful behavior of his colleague in

melancholy silence.

Lieutenant Leveque, too, had no comment to make when the latest

story about Di Nam went the rounds, but he did not conceal his

amusement and his reddish-brown face would wrinkle into a sly grin.

Di Nam, the beautiful golden cat, bestowed no more of her smiles

on Sergeant Kleiba. She swept graciously past him and let her glitter-

ing eyes wander over the figures of the tough soldiers commanded by

her powerful lover. Di Nam was the only person in the compound

who did not always obey Captain Arnaud. This was obvious from her
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behavior toward him, and the sentries would notice it at night when
the sound of her shrill, feline voice drifted over to them from the com-

manding officer's quarters.

"Beautiful woman no good," said Vladimir Dunjev. "Beautiful

woman makes quarrels."

Perhaps Di Nam might even have managed to start a quarrel be-

tween Lieutenant Blanchard and Captain Arnaud, or between Kleiba

and Pocky Sobania, if the company had not suddenly run into a streak

of bad luck which fundamentally altered its daily routine.

This streak of bad luck began on the Wednesday with the arrival

of a truck containing supplies and, with them, the regiment's women.
The regiment's women were five Annamese daughters of joy, who each

week made the rounds of the individual companies. They were quar-

tered for the time being in the house next to the hospital building,

where they fulfilled their duties far into the night. Their circle of

friends had become considerably narrowed because of the number of

legionnaires who had got "married," although it was still large enough

to give them a livelihood.

On this Wednesday, however, the regiment's women could find no
time to perform their functions. The sun had scarcely sunk behind

the watchtowers when the five of them ran screaming down to the

river and vanished into the flimsy little house made of elephant grass,

from which they only reappeared after a considerable time, still cack-

ling and wailing.

The sickness which had claimed the regiment's women as its first

victims spread rapidly in the next few hours among the legionnaires,

and as darkness fell, two thirds of them twisted in fearful convulsions

on their beds and in the latrine, the little grass hut by the stream.

That same night three legionnaires died an agonizing death from

poisoning. Captain Arnaud radioed to the regiment for a doctor, who
arrived with two medical orderlies on the following morning. He con-

firmed what everyone already knew; that the buffalo meat consumed

by the company on the previous day must either have gone bad or

been poisoned.
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Dunjev's section lay flat on their backs in their billets: not one of

the eleven men had escaped. Sittig rolled painfully on his side and

fumbled in his trouser pocket for a cigarette. After a few puffs, how-

ever, he stubbed it out in disgust. "No smoking," said Vladimir sternly.

"Doctor says no."

"Christ," said Hafele, the Swiss, "the doctor ought to give us opium.

When I remember the way they treated us in the hospital in Bern

when I was down with dysentery . .
."

"How did they treat you?" asked the Hungarian.

Hafele did not answer. He rolled off his bed with a groan and stag-

gered outside. When he returned, his face was deathly pale, and it

was some time before he had recovered sufficiently to speak. "Ah, back

in Bern . .
." and he gave a long, rambling account of the medical

services in Switzerland. "I can tell you," he said, "that if I survive

this, I'm going home; even if I have to start once more by sweeping the

streets."

"That's a lot of nonsense," said Sittig scornfully. "If I'd been a

Swiss, I would never have joined the Legion in the first place. What
did you join up for?"

"Ah, you don't understand," Hafele moaned.

"No, I don't understand," said Sittig. "A Swiss joining the Legion.

It doesn't make sense." The Hungarian, who lay on the bed next to

Sittig, propped himself on his elbows and nodded.

"There was no need for you as a German to have joined it either,"

Hafele said irritably.

"Haha," said Sittig. "You should have been in Germany. It was like

living among savages."

"It's not so bad now," replied Hafele, "you can read about it in the

papers."

"You don't want to believe what they say in the papers," said Sittig,

and then it was his turn to stagger outside.

Robert lay motionless on his back with his eyes closed. Between

spasms, his thoughts dwelt fleetingly on Germany. There had recently

been much talk about Germany. New coinage had been issued, it was
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said, and the Americans were sending a lot of ships with food and

there was no need for anyone to go hungry any more. Each person

had received forty marks and now everything was going to be better.

Robert could not picture what it would be like, nor did he want to,

for the very thought of Germany filled him with disquiet. He would

not go back, even if the stories of new money and better conditions

were true. Perhaps he would follow Vladimir Dunjev's example.

Vladimir was saving his pay and had already got more than twenty

thousand piasters to his credit, with which he proposed to start a farm

in Algeria. It would be an interesting life, to have a farm in Africa

and Vladimir as a neighbor.

Sittig returned, groaning loudly. "I wish I were the Chief," he com-

plained. "He's walking around out there, sticking his nose into the

latrine and bleating about keeping the place clean as though he'd

never heard of dysentery. And tonight he'll put that little piece of

Tongkinese into his rubber bath, while we'll be clinging to the cross-

bar in the lats, not knowing whether we're men or women. Yes, I wish

I were in the Chiefs shoes."

"Be thankful you're not," Hafele consoled him. "If the Viets get

up to their tricks now, he'll have to work the howitzer all by himself.

Blanchard's caught it and so has Leveque. There are only two men
left in the heavy platoon."

Mercifully, the Viets did not get up to any of their tricks, apart

from placing a few mines on the road to Hanoi. But they were always

doing this and the road patrol were quite used to dealing with that

situation.

In six days' time the company was again on its feet. In spite of

strenuous investigations it had been impossible to establish whether

the poisoning was due to negligence in the cookhouse or to sabotage.

Arnaud was no longer interested in finding out. He was delighted

that the company had come off so lightly and when shortly afterward

the colonel, with a large retinue, paid a visit to the strong point and

expressed his admiration for the exemplary way in which Arnaud
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had dealt with the crisis, it seemed that luck had come his way once

more. Life resumed its daily routine. Di Nam came into the com-

pound at night and was even to be seen talking with Arnaud near

the bridge during the day.

The legionnaires manning the watchtowers leaned perilously over

the railings. She was a real good-looker, this Di Nam. She swam and

dived like an otter between the sharp, bamboo obstructions that pro-

tected the concrete piles of the bridge from sabotage, and her golden-

brown body glistened enticingly in the sunshine. "If I were the Chief,"

said Sittig, "I would spend my life with the Legion."

Hafele could not take his eyes off Di Nam. "You'll be lucky if in

ten years' time you're even a corporal."

Sittig spat. "I'm not staying ten years. Another three years and I'm

out."

But Captain Arnaud, the object of Legionnaire Sittig's envy, was

not able to enjoy his good fortune for long. A second calamity far

more terrible than the first was to befall his company.

It all started with the escape of twenty prisoners. One morning,

when the sergeant major was allocating duties for the day, it was found

that they had completely vanished. Arnaud sounded the alarm and

the compound was thoroughly searched, but how they had managed

to get out of the prison building, which was securely locked and also

protected by barbed wire, was a complete mystery. Arnaud was in a

tearing rage. He interrogated the corporal of the watch and each in-

dividual sentry. The corporal was given thirty days' detention, but it

brought the captain no nearer to solving the matter.

Arnaud at once issued strict orders regarding the treatment and se-

curity of the Annamese labor force working inside the compound. He
then began to interrogate each of the remaining eighty prisoners. Be-

fore he had completed his task, however, his attention was distracted

by a fresh incident. The road patrol brought in a wounded Viet, whose

arm had been injured by the premature explosion of a mine which

he had been engaged in laying during the night. Arnaud, who was

still seething with indignation at the unexplained disappearance of the
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prisoners, spent the whole night interrogating the man in the torture

chamber. After the Viet had been reduced to a bundle of terrorized

flesh and bones, he finally said something that made Arnaud tremble

with excitement. The Viet told him of a secret ammunition dump,

where there was also a radio transmitter.

Arnaud laid a map in front of him. "Where?" he asked impatiently.

The Viet pointed a mutilated forefinger at a place called Namphee.

It lay in no man's land about twelve miles from the strong point.

Arnaud was not, however, going to allow himself to be trapped. He
had had plenty of experience of the Viets. "Good," he said. "We will

drive there and you will come with us. If we don't find the ammuni-

tion dump, you will be shot."

The interpreter translated. The Viet trembled and pointed to his

bleeding feet.

"Leave that to me," Arnaud said angrily and he had the Viet taken

to the dressing station, where Sven attended to his wounds. Arnaud

sent a lengthy report to the regiment and then repaired to the of-

ficers' mess.

Hafele, who was on guard duty, afterward related that Arnaud had

been drinking and singing a great deal that evening. "These interroga-

tions," said Hafele, "are terrible. For two nights running, my God! I

couldn't do it unless I got sozzled beforehand." And later that night,

according to Hafele, the captain had Di Nam to visit him.

Forty-eight hours later a group of specially selected men boarded

the heavy-duty Dodge truck which was to take them to the edge of no

man's land. They had a light machine gun with them and each was

armed with a tommy-gun and plenty of hand grenades. On the front

seat of the truck, between two legionnaires, sat the Viet, with gleam-

ing white bandages on his hands and feet.

Lieutenant Leveque was the last to board the vehicle. He, too, wore

battle equipment and was heavily armed. "Get going," he said to the

driver and the Dodge moved off. Leveque waved his map gaily as they

passed the sergeant on the barrier, and then the truck disappeared

from view behind the clumps of king bamboos and nux vomica trees.
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That was the last that was seen of the cheerful Lieutenant Leveque

and his patrol. Or almost the last.

Arnaud had arranged for Leveque to return by sunset at the very

latest, but when darkness fell there was still no sign of him, and the

Dodge which was to have fetched him at a prearranged position came

back empty.

Lieutenant Leveque and his ten selected legionnaires had still not

returned by the following morning.

Arnaud restlessly paced the compound, smoking one cigarette after

another. At midday, when still no news had been received, he sent

Lieutenant Blanchard with a whole platoon in search of Leveque. In

the event of Blanchard not returning, the captain and the rest of his

company would take up the search.

Blanchard duly returned before sunset, but his hands were empty

and his expression was full of gloom. No one in the village of Nam-

phee had seen anything of a troop of legionnaires led by an officer.

"And what about you? Could you find no trace of them?" Arnaud

asked impatiently.

"None at all," Blanchard said. "Absolutely none."

"No sign of a battle?"

"No."

"What about the ammunition dump? Did vou find that all right?"

"Mon capitaine, we made a search of the whole village and its sur-

roundings. There is no ammunition dump there."

Arnaud's lips trembled slightly. "I see," he said. "You can dismiss."

He went over to the radio transmitter and sent a full report of the

affair to the regiment.

That evening he sat for a long while with Blanchard in the officers'

mess, and when the lieutenant at last retired to his quarters, Arnaud

staved on alone. lie spent the whole night in the mess, attended by

his coolie. Even' two hours he would leave the room and make a

round of the sentry posts and after every round his gait became stiffer

and more labored. At last, shortly before sunrise, a breathless sentry
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stumbled into the mess. "Mon capitaine . . . Lieutenant Blanchard

has seen something by the roadblock."

Arnaud, his shirt open and his hair ruffled, followed the man out of

the room.

The roadblock had already been opened; Blanchard was standing

next to it, tall and swarthy and unshaved. He raised his lean hand to

his cap in salute and regarded Arnaud with a melancholy expression

on his face.

"Void Leveque, mon capitaine," he said quietly.

"Who? Where?" Arnaud cried.

Blanchard handed him his glasses and pointed down the road.

About a hundred yards from the barrier Lieutenant Leveque's head

hung from a wire stretched across the road. It swayed slowly from side

to side in the dawn wind, like a lantern. His jolly face could be easily

recognized through the glasses, but its reddish-brown color had now
turned a waxy yellow.

The captain handed back the glasses. He lurched away a few paces

as though wishing to avoid being seen by his soldiers, but the legion-

naires forming the road patrol saw him suddenly bend forward and

vomit the night's alcohol into the dusty elephant grass.

. "He spewed like a cat," Pocky recounted afterward. "His nerves

must be bad."

"Rubbish," Kleiba said. "He's not got bad nerves or he'd be sick

every night in the torture chamber. He was fond of Leveque, that's

all." "

"Fond of him?" Pocky asked pointedly.

"Idiot," Kleiba said. "In the same way that I'm fond of your rhinoc-

eros snout. When it's your turn to be cut up, perhaps I'll be sick too."

Pocky was touched. "You needn't worry, Buller; just put up a cross

for me."

Since Lieutenant Leveque's terrible fate, Arnaud had become ob-

sessed with spy fever. The complete disappearance of the victims

showed that the ambush must have been carefully planned. It seemed
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clear too that a traitor must have lived in the compound, as otherwise

the Viets could not possibly have known of the time and the target

of Leveque's mission.

Suspicion grew in the camp and fell on every Annamese who did

not wear uniform. It did not fall on Ngo, for Ngo belonged to the

company, to the first platoon, to Dunjev's section. The legionnaires

virtually regarded him as an emblem of good luck. Had any misfortune

overtaken the first platoon since Ngo had been co-opted into it? Had
Dunjev's section been subjected to a single attack during the last two

years? No! The casualties suffered through enemy action or sickness,

or through wounds and injuries during the routine patrols had always

befallen the other sections, and Dunjev's men seemed to be immune
from them.

Captain Arnaud's spy mania, however, paid little heed to such super-

stitions. It is possible that Arnaud would never have thought about

little Ngo if the boy had kept out of his way, but as luck would have it,

he happened to come across him in the middle of the road in front of

the orderly room.

Ngo was squatting in the sun and playing the legionnaire's time-

honored game with the scorpion. The scorpion was encircled by a

shallow furrow which Ngo had filled with gasoline and set on fire.

By a remarkable law of nature the scorpion, as soon as it appreciated

the hopelessness of its position, would direct its poisonous sting against

itself, thus committing suicide. The scorpion was already rushing des-

perately back and forth behind the ring of fire and Ngo was waiting

with tense excitement for the dramatic conclusion.

Captain Arnaud was aware of this enthralling game, but on this

particular morning, as he left the orderly room in company with the

sergeant major, he was in no mood for amusement. He stepped angrily

into the middle of the circle, crushing the insect under his foot, and

then jabbed the toe of his boot into the boy's ribs. "Get up, you

young ruffian."

Ngo jumped to his feet in terror and brought his small hand up to

his right eyebrow in salute.
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"Where did you get that gasoline from?"

"From the head driver, mon capitaine."

"Gasoline's not for playing games, understand?"

"Oui, mon capitaine," piped the scared Ngo. Up to then he had

been allowed to play with gasoline as much as he liked.

The captain glanced down at him grimly, then, turning to the

sergeant major, said, "Another potential Viet spy. I don't want to see

the boy around here any more." He slashed his cane angrily in the air.

"Be off with you."

Ngo did not need to be told twice. He saluted once more and then

raced off as quickly as his legs could carry him. What was the matter

with the captain? And what did he mean: a potential spy? That must

be something very bad. Ngo was filled with forebodings. He would

ask Robert. Robert knew evervthing. Robert would help him. But

Robert was on guard at the bridge and the others were all busily

occupied.

Ngo squatted in front of the house where Dunjev's section was

billeted and waited. He waited with Asiatic calm for two long hours

and pondered over the captain's strange behavior and the mysterious

words that he had used. At last a bulky figure loomed across the as-

sembly ground toward him. It was the sergeant with the many names.

The sergeant stood in front of him with a grim expression on his

face. "Stop dreaming, Otto. You've got to go off. The Chiefs orders."

Ngo laid his hand on the smooth, sun-baked wall of the house as

though seeking protection and stared with eyes full of anxiety at the

figure towering above him. "Where shall I go, Sergeant?"

"I've no idea. Perhaps over to the village. You've got to be out of

here by tomorrow, compris?"

Ngo nodded his head and ran into the house. He threw himself on

his bed and lay there without moving, his face buried in his arms. And
this was how the legionnaires found him when they returned from

their duties.

The news that Ngo had been told to leave the compound started

a minor revolution among the soldiers. They went and fetched Kleiba.



Chapter Nine 183

What was all this damned nonsense about, they asked him. It was a

shame to scare the boy like this. "Stop arguing about it," said Kleiba.

"It's the Chief's orders and I can do nothing about it."

But his words made little impression on the others. Even Pocky

intervened. "It's no good," he said. "You can't just send the boy away

like that. You must go to Blanchard or the sergeant major or even to

the Chief himself and tell them the boy has to stay."

Kleiba was at last persuaded by Pocky to £,:> to the orderly room,

but he returned shortly afterward and it was apparent that his mission

had been in vain.

"Nothing doing," he said. "The Chief wouldn't consider it for a

moment. He said that the Viets were always using children like that

for their own purposes. He doesn't trust any of them an inch."

The others stared at him in disapproval and Hafele, the Swiss, said,

"Ngo isn't one of them. He's certainly not a spy."

"What can I do?" Kleiba said angrily. "The Chief's given me the

order. What do you expect me to do?"

"Let's think of some way out," Vladimir said. "We must find some

humane solution."

"That goes for me too," said Kleiba. He sat down and scratched

his chin, but obviously had no suggestion to offer.

Sittig raised his hand as though he were in school. "Suppose one

gave him, for example, to Di Nam, in the village."

"Bad," said Vladimir. "Very bad. Di Nam wicked little whore."

"Quite right," said Kleiba with conviction. "In any case she

wouldn't dream of taking the child."

Sittig did not allow himself to be discouraged. He at once thought

of something else. "If we were in Germany," he said, "we could simply

give him to an orphanage."

"For God's sake," said Hafele.

"Why, what's wrong?" said Sittig. "I was in an orphanage. It's not

such a bad place."

"I suppose they sent you straight to the Legion from there," Hafele

teased him, and the others burst out laughing.
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Sittig angrily tossed back his silky red hair. "You've got no idea

what it's like in an orphanage. It's clean and respectable, I can tell you.

I hate to think of the kind of pigsty you must have been brought up
in." A fresh outburst of laughter greeted this remark. Vladimir

thoughtfully sucked his broad thumb.

"Ngo is not usual peasant boy. Ngo is very intelligent, speaks French

and German, must have good education. Best education given by

holy sisters in convent."

Vladimir's proposal found universal approval. It seemed an ideal

solution from every point of view and after seeking the advice of the

melancholy Lieutenant Blanchard, Captain Arnaud reluctantly gave

his consent. Corporal Dunjev and Legionnaire Altmann were to take

little Ngo on the next supply truck to Haiphong and there hand him
over to a French convent.

So about midday on the following Sunday a jeep drew up in a

suburban street in Haiphong in front of a house set among lilac

bushes and palm trees. Out of the vehicle stepped Vladimir Dunjev,

Robert Altmann, and the little slant-eyed Ngo, all three clad in freshly

ironed uniforms and snow-white kepis.

Little Ngo had been cleaned up until he literally shone. Before their

departure the men of Dunjev's section had prepared a hot bath for

him and never before in his life had Ngo been so carefully and pain-

fully scrubbed, from the tip of his ears to the ends of his flexible toes.

Even his matted hair had been given a cut by the company's barber

and plastered down on his head with oil.

Vladimir Dunjev carried in his left breast pocket an envelope con-

taining 3873 piasters, the result of a collection that had been taken

among the company. Vladimir felt that not even devout sisters could

be expected to undertake a boy's education free of charge. Vladimir

carefully inspected the nail of his forefinger before pressing the button

by the door. Silently and somewhat nervously they listened to the

harsh clang of the bell. The door was opened by a nun and, in carefully

chosen words, Vladimir asked to speak with the mother superior. The
nun showed them into a room. Vladimir removed Ngo's kepi and
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ran a pocket comb through his oiled hair. They waited for a while

and then the door opened and the mother superior entered, accom-

panied by two nuns. The mother superior was a portly woman with a

frank, energetic face. She looked inquiringly at her three visitors.

"What can I do for you?"

Vladimir inclined his round skull and made the sign of the cross

with a calloused hand. "Holy mother . . .
," he stammered.

"Reverend mother," the younger of the two nuns corrected him

in a whisper.

"Reverend mother," said Vladimir. "I am Corporal Vladimir Dun-

jev of the 3rd Regiment Legion Etrangere, and this is my friend

Legionnaire Altmann and this a foster child of our company, called

Ngo."

The mother superior's gray eyes rested on Ngo's oiled crown. She

waited for Vladimir to continue.

"Holy mother . .
." Vladimir went on.

"Reverend mother," Robert whispered.

"Reverend mother," Vladimir said, "Ngo is poor little orphan boy.

Has been with us two years. Can no longer have him because of

murderous war. Many bad men in war, not much prayer."

The mother superior glanced at Ngo again and then back at the

two legionnaires. "Our means are very limited, Corporal," she said. "If

we took in every child that had lost its parents, we should need a whole

town to accommodate them."

"Holy, reverend mother," Vladimir said. "This boy is unusual

child. Nephew of aged mayor in Cochin-China. Hard-working and

clever. Can learn much."

"Have you applied to the civil authorities?"

"Holy mother," Vladimir said with stubborn humility. "Church

better than civil authorities. I do not come with empty hands. I bring

money from friends for boy's education." He drew the envelope from

his pocket and held it out to the mother superior. "Thirty-eight hun-

dred and seventy-three piasters to start with. If he needs more, we make
further collection and send fresh money."
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The mother superior handed the envelope over to one of the nuns.

There was a short silence while her eyes rested on the gaily-colored

ribbons on Vladimir's chest. "Very well/' she said at last. "We will

see that the boy is placed in a respectable institution." She turned

to the elder of the two nuns. "Take the boy with you, Sister Eucha-

ristia." She looked Ngo up and down. "And see that he gets some

other clothes. And give the corporal a receipt for the money."

"Receipt not necessary," said Vladimir.

"It is necessary for us," said the mother superior. "There now; come
along," she said to Ngo and she smiled for the first time.

Ngo looked shyly up at her. Vladimir suddenly bent down and

kissed him on his smooth, brown forehead. Then he pushed him
toward Robert.

Robert took Ngo's hand. "Ngo, we'll come and visit you. And when
you can write properly, you must send us a long letter."

Ngo did not answer, and his little slanting eyes began to fill with

tears. Then he raised his hand to his forehead in salute. Vladimir led

him over to the nun. "Holy mother," he said in a hesitating voice.

"We thank you. Whole company thanks you."

"II n'y a pas de quoi," said the mother superior.

Vladimir made a deep bow.

The mother superior placed her hands in the sleeves of her wide

robe and gazed calmly at the two legionnaires. "Au revoir, messieurs,"

she said courteously. "We will pray for you."

They both bowed and then left the house feeling that a load had

been taken off their minds.

"Do you believe prayer helps?" Robert asked, as they stood in the

quiet sun-drenched street.

Vladimir licked his thumb. "Cannot tell. Better pray than not pray.

My mother always prayed. When there was famine, she prayed, we
pulled through with seven children. When something lost, she prayed

and found it again. Later, in war, I pray too."

"And now?"

"Often," said Vladimir. "When I don't know what I shall do, I pray.
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Who knows, perhaps God hears even quite small, miserable dog and

sinner." He shook his head. "Life is hard. You cannot help it. You do

not know which is good, which bad. Holy mother prays for us.

Koroscho"

The next blow that Arnaud's company suffered at the hands of the

elusive Viets was more frightful than all the others and showed only

too clearly that the enemy had an exact knowledge of the day-to-day

routine in the compound. On this occasion the Viets had chosen for

their attack the evening of the film show.

Three or four times a month a movie van with the latest French

and American films was sent by Service Social to the various strong

points, and no legionnaire would dream of missing one of these

evenings unless it was his misfortune to be on guard. The excitement

caused by the arrival of one of these vans was in great measure due to

the presence of the smartly uniformed women assistants who pre-

sented the film. They were real French girls, fair-skinned, with large

round eyes, blue or brown, and nylon stockings and Parisian make-up.

Who would miss the chance of seeing them or of actually being able

to talk to them?

It had previously been the custom on such evenings, in order to

establish good relations with the village, to invite the native inhabit-

ants to these shows. They would sit crowded together on the assembly

ground in front of the mysterious white screen, bubbling over with

excited curiosity. Since Lieutenant Leveque's death, however, they

had been invited no more.

Arnaud sat a little apart from the rank and file in a comfortable

bamboo armchair, next to the prettiest of the assistants. Di Nam was

not there. "Because of the French girls," said Sittig enviously. "He

wants to have someone white for a change."

"These uniformed females have nothing on Di Nam," said Hafele.

But he cast many longing glances toward them nevertheless and would

probably have given a whole month's pay to be able to spend a week
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with them traveling from strong point to strong point, showing the

films.

It was a still, clear evening. From the north of the village came the

nightly chorus of the primeval forest, which was soon to be drowned

by the martial music of the newsreel. The latter consisted of a few

battle scenes from Cambodia and the Delta. Like most of that kind

of films there was far too much shooting and the enemy was only seen

in the form of a few ragged prisoners, in contrast to their own forces,

who were invariably shown partaking in a perpetual succession of vic-

torious advances.

The audience of legionnaires naturally gave the film their profes-

sional criticism. Kleiba was saying to Robert, "My dear man, we pro-

duced something better than that. Do you remember the German
newsreel?"

"That was all show," said Sittig irreverently.

"You shut up," Kleiba said. "You never took part in it."

No one heard, above the din of the loudspeaker, the dull sound of

distant firing, and no one could know that at that very moment away

in the darkness, between the jungle and the rice fields, the barrels of

five howitzers were being fed with three-inch shells by nimble, black-

clad Viet partisans. The legionnaires were so spellbound that they

never even heard the whistle of the falling shots until it was too late.

At the moment when the screen was showing a close-up of the

anguished faces of a couple of prisoners, the first five projectiles ex-

ploded in the strong point and hell was let loose.

Jagged pieces of steel sprayed the compound and left in their path a

trail of twisted bodies and shattered limbs. A splinter slashed the white

throat of the pretty assistant sitting with Captain Arnaud and a warm
stream of blood spurted over his freshly laundered shirt. Almost at the

same moment the picture on the screen vanished and the place was

plunged in darkness.

Robert lay next to Kleiba huddled close to the screen. His face

was buried in his arms and he silently counted the muffled explosions
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as the shells were fired and waited for their subsequent arrival in the

compound.

As he lay motionless on the ground, he heard the shrill scream of a

girl and Arnaud's high-pitched voice rising above it. It would be futile

to jump up now and scramble around in the darkness; he had learned

that years ago in France. Another salvo: one—two—three—four—five

—now wait for their arrival. Thirteen seconds . . . here they come:

rrack—rrack rrack rrack—rrack—thank God, they had landed some

distance away from him.

"My dear man," Kleiba snorted, "these damned . .
." His words

were lost as a tremendous explosion shook the air. It came from the

direction of the river, the bridge.

Five more shells fell screaming out of the starry sky and exploded

near the torture chamber. Then everything was suddenly still. A star

shell soared into the sky and by its chalky light Robert saw the dead

and wounded lying scattered about the assembly ground. He recog-

nized Pocky Sobania among them. Pocky had raised his arms to the

sky and was screaming, "Buller. Buller. My leg, my leg . .
."

"Come on," Kleiba said to Robert.

As they ran toward him they heard Arnaud's excited voice shouting,

"Alarm stations. Open fire."

It was one o'clock in the morning. Robert picked his way carefully

over the boxes and broken chairs that lay scattered around the place.

The movie van still stood there. The driver and the mechanic were

cursing as they tried to repair the smashed engine.

Robert stopped in front of the hospital hut. The dead had been

laid out near the doorway, neatly wrapped in ground sheets with only

their feet sticking out. Three pairs of nailed military boots and one pair

of Parisian high-heeled shoes, which belonged to the pretty assistant

who had sat next to Arnaud.

Robert stepped through the narrow door into the dressing room,

which was lit by a solitary paraffin lamp. The air was heavy with the
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stench of swearing men mixed with the pungent odor of disinfectant.

"Pocky," Robert called softly.

"Here I am."

Robert stepped gingerly past the rows of wounded and squatted

down beside Pocky's bed.

"It's you, Altmann," Pocky said in the heavy speech of a man under

drugs. "Where is Buller?"

"He sent me along. He's organizing the sentries. It's all over now."

Pocky groaned softly. "My leg," he whispered. "I don't know what's

happened."

Robert took a package of cigarettes from his pocket and held it out

to him. "Merci, non," said Pocky, squinting down at his leg, which

was hidden beneath a large, shapeless bandage.

"The Viets have gone," Robert said, in an effort to distract Pocky's

attention. "They disappeared after the explosion. The first of the

bridge supports has been cut clean through. The cunning bastards

found a way under the water between the bamboo obstructions. The
Chief has already asked for engineers to be sent from Hanoi."

"Well, well," said Pocky listlessly.

"Vladimir caught it too. He got a splinter through his hand."

"Bad?"

"No, but it'll put him in hospital."

"Have you seen my leg?" Pocky whispered.

Robert had, in fact, seen it when Pocky had been brought in to be

bandaged. The knee was a mess of blood and torn flesh. "Don't be so

upset, Pocky," he said. "It's only a small splinter in your knee."

"There's no need to lie, Altmann."

Robert cleared his throat. "Are we allowed to smoke here?"

"I don't mind. The others are all asleep."

Robert lit a cigarette.

"There's no need to lie," Pocky repeated. He paused for a moment.
"If they take it off . .

."

"Don't worry, Pocky, it's really not so bad. The ambulances will be
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here any moment. You'll be in hospital soon and then they'll stitch

you together in no time."

"If they take it off," said Pocky obstinately, "I've had it."

"Nonsense. If they take, it off, they'll give you a new one and you'll

hardly notice the difference."

"Not I," said Pocky. "What would I do with a false leg? They'll

send me out of the Legion and where shall I go? I've got no home."

"They'll look after you, Pocky."

"Pschakrew, look after me indeed. You're making it up, Altmann."

"You'll get a pension, Pocky."

"I'd rather kick the bucket than let them take my leg off."

"Don't talk nonsense, Pocky."

"I'm telling you. I'd rather be dead. I've killed plenty myself. I'm

not worried."

"Now you're lying, Pocky."

Pocky grinned weakly. "At any rate," he said after a pause, "at any

rate I'll be rid of my wife."

"Don't you want to see her again?"

"Pierunje, no. You can give her my regards tomorrow."

"And what about the child she's having?"

"Can't be helped. She'd better give it to the Legion when it's big

enough. It'll probably be a damned Viet, anyway. I can't help it."

"Rot, Pocky! We'll take it to Haiphong, like Ngo."

"All the same to me." Pocky put a hand on his leg. "Look Altmann,

you've studied, haven't you?"

"No."

"But you've been to a university, haven't you?"

"A grammar school. Why?"
"Well, when you kick the bucket, what happens then?"

"No one knows that, Pocky."

"Our padre said he knew. But I didn't believe him. It's all the same
anyway." Pocky took Robert's cigarette and drew deeply on it a couple

of times. "At any rate," he said quietly, "I'm staying awake. I'm not

having any injection. I want to see what they do to me."
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"Yes, Pocky." Robert heard the sound of engines in the distance.

"And the leg," Pocky repeated. "On no account will I . .
."

"Yes, yes, Pocky." Robert heard wheels skidding to a stop in the

sand outside, and the noise of doors opening and then loud voices.

"Here they are," he said getting to his feet with relief. "Now they'll

soon stitch you up, Pocky."

Kleiba arrived at the moment when the wounded were being loaded

into the ambulances. He brought half the platoon with him. The men
gathered round Pocky's stretcher and made the clumsy jokes that all

soldiers make under such circumstances. Kleiba pushed the others

aside and bent over Pocky. "You old bastard," he said with affection,

"you won't do so badly. Four weeks in hospital and then eight weeks'

convalescence. Before you're back, the war here will be over."

Pocky grinned his appreciation.

"And they've sent a couple of ambulances for you with big, red

crosses on them and an escort as well. I wouldn't mind it myself."

"Not so much talking," Arnaud's voice called out of the darkness.

"Hurry up now."

"Get going," said Kleiba. "Lift him up. Carefully now." They
loaded the stretcher gently onto the truck. Kleiba passed his huge hand

over Pocky's craggy face. "Get well quick, Pocky. Send us a card.

And don't forget: the House of Five Hundred Girls."

"Yes, yes, Buller," Pocky murmured, as the door was closed behind

him.

Kleiba turned to Vladimir. "What are you standing around for?

Come on. Jump in quick."

Vladimir shook his head. "I'm not going. I only wanted to say

good-by to Pocky."

"Don't be stupid," said Kleiba. "Hospital's the place for you. Go
on. Quick."

"I belong here," said Vladimir, "to my section." He raised his band-

aged hand. "Only a scratch. Soon get better."

"God! You're an obstinate bastard," Kleiba said. "You'll have at
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least a fortnight in Hanoi and then some convalescence in the moun-

tains. What more could you want?"

Vladimir smiled. "I stay with the section."

"All right," Kleiba said. "Do as you like. It's all the same to me."

The second ambulance was then loaded. "Now the dead," Arnaud

ordered. They bore the bodies over to the escort lorry. As they lifted

the pretty movie assistant, the ground sheet fell away revealing her

long, nylon-clad legs. Captain Arnaud turned away his face and lit

a cigarette.

"Queer, isn't it," said Kleiba. "Such beautiful legs, yet dead as door-

nails. One could imagine they were still alive."

"Ready?" Arnaud called out irritably.

"Directly," the leader of the escort replied and marched the length

of the column.

"Do you know," Kleiba said softly to Robert, "who I think is re-

sponsible for the whole of this mess?"

"No, who?"

Kleiba glanced across to Arnaud. "That little, brown bitch," he

said. "Who else could it be?"

"You're just jealous."

"Don't talk bloody nonsense."

"Get moving, can't you," Arnaud cried, beside himself with irrita-

tion.

The leader of the escort saluted and climbed on board and the

convoy rolled through the main gate of the compound and vanished

into the night. Arnaud stared after it in silence. Then he threw away

his cigarette and turned to the sergeant major. "Wake me as soon as

the engineers arrive."

"Oui, mon capitaine."

"And see that the men get some sleep. There'll be plenty of work

tomorrow."

"Oui, mon capitaine."

Arnaud gave a wave of his cane and walked away toward his house.

But there was very little sleep that night. Before the engineers had
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arrived, the alarm was sounded by the sentry on the watchtower.

The men cursed as they scrambled from their beds, but when they got

outside they stared in dismay. A faint red glow was xeflected in the

southern sky. They held their breath and listened with their mouths

half open. A distant tacktacktack came to their ears.

"It's the convoy," Sittig said hoarsely. "The wounded."

Kleiba glanced at him savagely. "What makes you think that? Stop

your bloody scaremongering." He turned to the others. "Don't hang

around here, you louts. Get to your positions." He ran toward the

command post.

Shortly afterward the Dodge truck started off into the night with

two sections of the third platoon on board. By dawn it was back again

and the disastrous news spread through the camp like wildfire. Sittig

was right. In spite of the large red crosses on the sides of the ambu-

lances the convoy had been ambushed six miles from the strong point.

The Viets had dropped a tree trunk across the road behind the leading

vehicle, and had then opened fire from all sides. Before the escort

had time to jump from their trucks, the first ambulance was already in

flames. It was impossible to save any of the wounded lying inside.

Pocky Sobania was among them.

Kleiba's broad face paled as he heard the news. "The swine," he

said. "The bloody bastards. If I ever lay my hands on one of them."

His right eyelid began to tremble violently. "We must do something

about it. We've got to show these damned thugs."

Vladimir Dunjev said nothing. He went silently about the com-

pound, his bandage gleaming like snow in the early sunlight. The
legionnaires observed him with awe and avoided him out of a kind of

puzzled respect. He was like a man risen from the dead, for dead

he surely would have been if he had joined the others in the am-

bulances.

During the afternoon Kleiba fetched a bottle of Choum from the

village. He brought it into the canteen and began to drink; a glass

of the rice schnapps and a glass of beer alternately. That evening the

sergeant major had to use force to get him back to his billets. No one
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had ever before seen Kleiba so drunk. His powerful voice boomed

throughout the night. "Pocky! I'll show these yellow bastards. Leave it

to me, old Pocky. I'll tear their bloody guts out. I won't spare one of

them. Leave it to me, Pocky."

Robert was sitting with Vladimir and Hafele outside their hut.

"Why is he making such a fuss?" Hafele asked. "He's never minded

before if someone caught it. Now, just because of that old thief Pocky,

he raises hell."

Vladimir pulled out a cigarette. His movements were very slow be-

cause of his wounded hand; but Vladimir had endless patience.

"Thief," he repeated reflectively. "Polish thief. But good friend. Buller

thief too. German thief. But good friend."

"Vladimir," said Hafele, "I think you're the cleverest of us a
1
.!."

Vladimir smiled and lit his cigarette and Robert watched the tiny,

red glow in the darkness. "How did you know, Vladimir? If you'd

gone with them, you'd be dead yourself now."

"I didn't know," Vladimir said. "I only thought: strong point better

than road."

On the following day the company received orders to start an oper-

ation.

"Operation" was the military term for a sortie into no man's land.

"Carte blanche" was the subtitle, although it never appeared in the

orders and was never officially referred to by those in authority. Carte

blanche meant a free hand. Every nation, in every war, has its particu-

lar phrase for this concept, such as "scorched earth" or "purge" or,

in more civilized language, "mopping-up action."

Arnaud's company had been given a special task in this operation,

and for this purpose was to be made fully motorized. The colonel

probably expected that Arnaud's company, because of the disasters

it had suffered at the hands of the enemy, would achieve outstanding

results in this action.

The rumor of a carte blanche had spread rapidly through the camp,

although there had been no word from Arnaud to confirm it. There
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was much talk of the golden Buddhas which could be picked up on

these occasions and of the jewelry worn by the Tongkinese women
and of the gold which adorned the teeth of even the poorest peasant.

There was talk of shooting, too, shooting at the slightest sign of

resistance.

"I can tell you," Kleiba said, "I'm just itching to have a crack at

those little bastards." He supervised the platoon's preparations with an

energy that he rrd not shown since before the affair of Di Nam.
Vladimir Dunjev, on the other hand, made no bones about his

delight that he would have to remain behind on account of his

wounded hand. "Operation no good," he told Robert. "Like in

Ukraine. Russian partisan comes and shoots German; German soldier

destroys Russian village. War not won that way. Better to have splinter

in hand." But Robert had no splinter in his hand and he had to go

with the others.

During the following night the assault vehicles arrived from Hanoi.

They were small and easily maneuverable, and ran on tracks. The
troops called them shrimps, and wonderful tales were told of their

endurance and of their ability to cross any kind of country.

As dawn broke, the company stood in battle order at the main exit

from the village. Only the heavy platoon, the company's baggage, and

the sick and wounded remained behind under Lieutenant Blanchard's

command. Kleiba had been given the first platoon and was bubbling

with excitement.

Captain Arnaud took the salute and then addressed a few words to

the troops. "Legionnaires," he shouted in his shrill voice. "The opera-

tion in front of us will require all our courage and strength. Keep your

thoughts on our slaughtered comrades, for it may be that we shall

meet their murderers."

The steel crocodile crept slowly through the village. Women and

children stood in front of the houses and waved, and the legionnaires

raised their hands in farewell. At the exit from the village Di Nam
stood clothed in a dress of white silk. The gold embroidery on her

narrow stand-up collar sparkled in the morning light. Her lovely,
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slanting eyes glistened, her smile was bland and enigmatical, and she

looked like one of those graceful, ivory figures that could be bought

in the markets of Hanoi or Saigon.

The steel crocodile rolled quickly along the road that led to the

north. Clouds of dust marked its path. In front the men were singing

"Heidemarie . .
."

Hafele gave Robert a nudge. "Did you hear that? We need all our

courage and all our :';rength. Do you reckon it's going to be danger-

ous?" Robert shrugged his shoulders.

"If there were any danger," Sittig said maliciously, "the Chief

wouldn't be sitting in the front truck."

Hafele grinned. "It's some consolation that we don't have to walk."

No, they did not have to walk, for although the road disappeared

after the first three miles, the shrimps had been especially designed

for this kind of warfare. At a signal from Arnaud they swerved to the

side and worked their way across the trackless terrain like giant beetles.

They swam across little streams, waded through the rice fields, and

noisily trampled down the undergrowth, and the men had nothing to

do except hold tight to their seats.

After they had been going like this for about three hours they saw a

village ahead of them and Captain Arnaud ordered the column to halt.

The village lay peacefully in the sunshine, a cluster of thatched

houses surrounded by a hedge of bamboos, interspersed with tall,

slender coconut palms. Smoke curled up between the roofs and the

happy shouts of children drifted over to where the soldiers were wait-

ing. A few women appeared at the entrance to the village and one

of them waved her hand.

Captain Arnaud did not allow himself to be deceived by the peace-

ful appearance of the little settlement and the friendly greetings of the

women. He at once ordered the third platoon to make a detour round

the village. When the shrimps reached the northern side, they stopped

and pointed their machine guns at the houses. Arnaud made a careful

inspection of their positions through his field glasses and then ordered

the remaining soldiers to alight. The men of the first and second
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platoons jumped from the trucks. "Platoon leaders," Arnaud shouted.

Kleiba and Sergeant Szabo hurried toward him. The briefing was

short. Kleiba marched quickly back to his platoon. "Listen to me," he

shouted. "That is the village where Lieutenant Leveque and our pals

were slaughtered, so you know what we're here for, compris?" The

legionnaires listened excitedly.

"I heard some talk in the camp," Kleiba continued, "of carte

blanche. I do not know the expression; but don't forget what hap-

pened here. The village is to be thoroughly searched. Every single

house. And if they try to put up a fight, let them have it. Got it?

Then we'll show them what happens to people who attack ambulances

marked with the red cross. Shoot at the slightest sign of resistance,

compris?"

"Oui," the soldiers muttered.

Robert looked at the village. The women and children had vanished

and it had the appearance of being completely deserted.

"And remember Pocky and all the others," Kleiba said, running

his thick thumb over the breach of his submachine gun. In spite of the

searing heat, Robert suddenly felt a cold shiver run down his back.

Amaud gave the signal to advance.

"Forward," Kleiba shouted.

The two platoons moved toward the village in extended order.

Away to the north, the shrimps waited with their machine guns

pointed and ready.

Hafele made his way toward Robert. "How do we know that these

people did it?"

Robert made no reply.

"There are women and children there. Surely they ought to be al-

lowed to leave before we get going."

"Yes, yes," Robert said. "Tell it to the Chief."

"Why me?" Hafele asked, shaking his head in surprise. "Do you

think it's right?"

"Leave me alone."

"What happens if they don't put up any resistance?"



Chapter Nine 199

"Stop pestering me," said Robert irritably. "Get back to your place."

Let us hope, he thought, as they got ever nearer to the village, let us

hope that there will be no resistance. The dry elephant grass scraped

past his boots, but he still felt the cold in his bones.

There was no resistance. Or was there? Who could evei be sure of

that, looking back on the whole affair. It was impossible to know who

had fired the first shot and Robert, pondering over the question that

evening, could find no answer.

The first shot at any rate was fired as soon as the legionnaires poured

into the village and almost at once the machine guns and tommy-guns

roared into action. Arnaud's company was changed instantly into a

savage pack of wild animals. Men and women, their hands raised

above their heads, fled screaming with terror. Some of them tried to

make their escape to the north. The men of the third platoon held their

fire until the fleeing figures were almost on top of them and then their

guns blazed until nothing stirred in front of them any longer.

Robert's eyes were fixed on a boy standing in front of a house. The

boy was clad only in a pair of black cotton trousers, such as Ngo used

to wear. He looked very like Ngo in fact, and he stood with his slant-

ing eyes wide open and his fingers spread in dismay. Then suddenly he

fell to the ground and a pool of blood stained the dust of the village

street.

Robert heard the shrill, despairing screams of the women in the

huts and he felt his blood curdle. He leaned against the wall of a house

and thought of Freudenstadt. Freudenstadt! And then Oradour!

He turned and looked into Hafele's unhappy eyes and together they

stared at the grim scene of pillage and murder that was being enacted

before them by men turned into beasts of prey. The jackals among

them were, as always, in the majority. They sought out the carrion,

casting greedy eyes at the dead or indulging in the safe pursuit of

hens and pigs.

At last came the epilogue to this gruesome play. Four men ran be-

tween the huts, carrying blazing fronds of palms. The flames danced
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from house to house and while they soared crackling into the pale-blue

sky and the bamboo rafters split with the noise of machine-gun fire,

Amaud's company, laden with loot, departed from the village.

The legionnaires caught each other's eyes and then looked quickly

away and fixed their gaze on some indifferent object such as a tree or a

truck or a clump of bushes. They hardly exchanged a single word, but

waited for orders, which they carried out with astonishing celerity.

As the shrimps began to move off, the platoon and section leaders

shouted their commands and passed on Amaud's hand signals with

unusual ostentation.

The steel crocodile wound its way farther to the north. Not a man
turned his head. No one wanted to see the dark pillar of smoke in the

sky that was a stigma of their shame. Shame? Nonsense! C'est la

guerre! The Viets were far worse. Those head-huntersl My dear man,

the head is the least of the things they cut off, God knows!

God knows. And God knew too what happened in the village of

Namphee. He allowed it to happen, just as He had allowed it to hap-

pen in Lidice and Oradour and Freudenstadt. What sort of a God is

that, who has made us like this?

After going about four miles, the company halted and pitched

their camp. In the center, next to the commanding officer's tent, was

the radio transmitter, which kept them in contact with the other oper-

ational units. Scattered about lay the legionnaires, beneath palms and

bread trees and clumps of king bamboos. Sentries were posted round

the camp.

Southward, a thin, scarcely visible cloud of smoke hung in the violet

sky. Namphee. The sun sank blood-red and one by one the campfires

flared up in the darkness.

Kleiba went from section to section, full of his own importance.

"Well, how did you like that? My dear man, that was something,

wasn't it? They fired on us from an ambush. Now Pocky's been re-

venged, ;nd Leveque and the others too. Tomorrow we've got some

more to do. . .
."
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Sittig and the Hungarian squatted behind a palm tree and counted

their loot of golden chains and rings. Sittig had got six gold teeth with

him. "They've got hardly anything to wear," he said, "and hardly

anything to eat. And no money. But they've got gold galore."

Robert looked at him angrily.

"What's wrong then 7" Sittig asked. "I didn't kill anyone. I couldn't

bring myself to do that." He pushed the ^old teeth quickly into his

pocket. "Do you think we ought to have left the stuff lying about for

the Viets to pick up?"

Robert turned away. Over by the radio transmitter Arnaud was dic-

tating a long report to the colonel, who had been directing the op-

eration.

Arnaud's dark-skinned servant was standing behind him with a dish

of freshly roasted chicken. "That's all," said Arnaud to the operator.

"Oui, mon capitaine."

While the operator was sending the report on the destruction of

Namphee, the sentries on watch in the jungle pricked their ears. Tom
—torn—torn torn. The men glanced at one another. Tom torn—torn

torn. They recognized the sound from previous operations.

Arnaud looked up from his chicken for a moment and listened.

"The Viets," he said with a contemptuous wave of his hand.

The distant sound of the tom-toms could be heard throughout the

night and pursued the legionnaires in their dreams. Every village in

the area of operations was being informed of what had happened at

Namphee and of what they must expect on the following day.

The next morning a Junkers 52 roared across the encampment and

dropped a few fire bombs. The legionnaires chattered excitedly as they

watched them fall. The oppressive feelings of the previous evening

were already forgotten. A soldier forgets quickly, as indeed he must.

The vehicles were tanked up and the column moved forward across

rice fields and watercourses and sun-parched plains and virgin jungle

toward the next village that was underlined on Arnaud's map. And
ahead of the rattling shrimps, unbelievably quickly, went the warning

tom-toms of the Viets. Far behind, on the horizon, a column of smoke
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hung in the sky, indicating that another village in another sector had

been mopped up. Perhaps it was the Moroccans, or perhaps the An-

namese detachment.

Toward midday the next settlement appeared in front of them. It

lay peacefully in the shimmering sunlight at the edge of a banana

grove, as quiet as Namphee had been on the previous morning. The
game was played over once more, with the same orders and commands.

Only there were no more exhortations to the troops, either from

Arnaud or from Kleiba.

Once more Robert felt a chill go down his spine as the soldiers

approached the village from every direction. Then came a feeling of

relief: it was deserted. Everyone had left. Only a few miserable-

looking black pigs trotted away, grunting angrily. The legionnaires

grinned at each other; some were relieved and some were disappointed;

then they scattered and concentrated their attention on what was still

left for them to do. Finally, branches of palm were once more set

alight and once again the flames devoured the parched roofs and

leaped high into the sky.

Were they finished now? No, the steel beetles crept on, laden with

the soldiers and their booty, while from far away came the soft throb-

bing of the tom-toms.

The third day arrived and it was to be the last. Only one village

remained ringed in red on the captain's map; afterward they would

join up with the other units and start on their long journey back.

The village lay by the side of a stream. Arnaud decided in this

instance to dispense with the wearisome task of encircling the place

and he went straight in, the shrimps crushing the bamboo hedges like

so much grass.

The order was given for the village to be searched and Arnaud, who
had suddenly become very brave, marched at the head of the first

platoon. Kleiba was at his side and behind them came Robert, Hafele,

and Sittig. Arnaud had only his cane in his hand. It would be like the

other village; only a few pigs and hens left behind.

Arnaud was mistaken. There they waited in the doorway of the
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little pagoda: women, clothed in black, with straw hats on their heads,

standing closely together. They stared anxiously at the intruders.

Arnaud halted and drew his revolver. "Spread out," he shouted to the

legionnaires. "One section to the right and one to the left. The men
may be there, too." Two sections from Szabo's platoon ran to the

flanks. "Advance," Arnaud ordered.

Kleiba started to move forward. Behind him came Robert with the

machine gun, followed by the others. Trie women in front of the

pagoda began to chatter in loud voices; they raised their hands and

bowed to the soldiers and some of them held up their babies.

"Halt," said Arnaud quietly.

Robert halted and the others stood irresolutely behind him.

"I said scatter," Arnaud snapped irritably The others took up posi-

tions to the left and right of Robert.

"Get the gun into position," Arnaud told Robert.

Robert set up his machine gun in the middle of the village square.

The women began to scream and squeezed themselves back into

the pagoda.

"Let them have it, Altmann," Arnaud said. "What are you waiting

for?"

Robert glanced up at him. "I don't understand, mon capitaine."

"What's that machine gun for?"

"The machine gun?"

"Answer me. What is that gun for?"

"To shoot with, mon capitaine."

Arnaud tapped his cane impatiently against the side of his leg. "For

God's sake shoot then."

Robert seized the butt of the machine gun, but his palms had sud-

denly become damp and his grip slipped. Good God, were there

armed men in there too? He had not seen any men. Not a single one.

He could no longer see the women now; they had fled into the dark-

ness of the pagoda; but if he fired, the darkness would not protect

them. The cone of fire would smash everything to pieces, and he knew

what it would look like inside. The sweat ran down his forehead and
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into his eyes and he brushed it away with his hand. Then he raised

his head. He saw Arnaud's cane tapping incessantly against the khaki-

trousered leg. Klack—klack—klack.
Robert let go of the machine gun and slowly got to his feet. He

looked at Arnaud and tried to say something; but the words would not

come. He shook his head dumbly.

Arnaud grew red in the face. He half-closed his eyes as though the

sun were too strong for them. He glanced at the others. Kleiba looked

embarrassed and Sittig and Hafele and the Hungarian retreated under

Arnaud's glare and looked away, pretending that this strange scene

had nothing to do with them.

A feeling of suspense hung over the group of men. A few hens

cackled behind the pagoda and a pig scuttled nervously between the

houses and its comic, high-pitched squeals served only to increase

the strain.

Arnaud suddenly gave a wry smile and slashed the air with his cane.

Then he swung round and shouted to the others. "Forward. What are

you standing around for? Search the place thoroughly. Did you hear

what I said? Thoroughly."

The legionnaires looked at each other in bewilderment. Then the

tension was broken. "Forward march," Kleiba ordered and the men
moved on.

Arnaud took no further notice of Robert. He crossed the village

square with Kleiba and, skirting the pagoda, disappeared between the

huts beyond it. After some hesitation the others followed him.

Robert slowly bent over his machine gun. When he got up, he
found Hafele standing beside him. "Well, well," Hafele murmured.
Robert brushed the sweat from his face. He lifted the machine gun
onto his shoulder and went after the others. Hafele walked by his side.

"Well, well," he repeated, unable to find words to express his feelings.

It was as though the scene between Captain Arnaud and Legion-

naire Altmann had been observed by the whole company and as

though each individual soldier had shared to a certain extent in the

embarrassing predicament of the men who were actually involved.
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The legionnaires performed their duties in a very perfunctory manner.

The platoon leaders hurried them on and the houses were investigated

with extreme rapidity. Not a shot was fired and not a soul entered

the pagoda.

Then the fire squad hastened through the village. The flames took

hold of the thatched roofs reluctantly and no one waited to see if his

task had been properly carried out.

The pagoda itself was left untouched.

"Tell me," said Hafele to Robert as they lay under their mosquito

nets that night. "Tell me, Altmann, why didn't you shoot?"

"Because I couldn't."

"I think that was wonderful."

"Rubbish. You wouldn't have fired either."

"I would certainly have fired. I'm scared of Arnaud."

Hafele was silent for a while. "Listen," he said at last, "I don't

think I can stand it any longer."

"Don't be silly. Our time will soon be up and then we'll go back

to Africa."

"Yes, I know," Hafele whispered. "I only hope I'll be able to stick

it out till then."

"Go to sleep," Robert said. "We'll be back in camp tomorrow.

You'll only have guard duties to do there."

"Yes, that's true," Hafele replied softly. He pondered for a little

while and then said: "i don't really know whether I would have fired."

When the company at last got back to the strong point, they found

that replacements sent from Africa had already arrived. These served

to fill the gaps in the ranks which had been torn open by the Viets'

howitzers. The daily routine was resumed once more and nothing

seemed to have changed, except that a curious uneasiness pervaded

the camp. Was it because the recent operation was still fresh in the

men's minds or was it due to the fact that the strange occurrences

in Arnaud's company had never been properly clarified and that on the
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previous day two representatives of the Intelligence Bureau had been

seen sniffing around the place?

Or was the solution more simple; namely that within the next six

weeks one-third of the company would have completed their period of

service in Indochina?

They were sitting outside their billets: Robert, Vladimir, Hafele,

and Sittig. They had brought out a table and had fetched some beer

from the canteen. Hafele was telling Vladimir about the operation,

with an almost morbid attention to detail.

"For heaven's sake, leave it alone," Robert said.

"Why?" Hafele asked. "I'm just telling Vladimir about it. He wants

to know what happened."

Vladimir tried to silence him. "I know. I went through it in

Ukraine. The same frightfulness."

But Hafele was not to be deterred. "And then," he said, "the Chief

ordered him to shoot. At the women in the pagoda. What would

you have done, Vladimir?"

"Chief can't order that. No one can order that."

"He didn't order it," Robert put in angrily.

Hafele rubbed his forehead in agitation. "'For God's sake shoot

then,' was what he said. Don't you call that an order?"

"Nonsense," said Sittig. 'He was only joking."

Hafele's large, brown eyes were fixed on Sittig. "A joke," he said in

an excited voice. "A joke. And what about the first village? Was that a

joke too?" He gave a shrill laugh. "That was a fine joke, certainly.

And you took part in it."

Sittig tossed his silken locks resentfully. "What? I took part in it?

I never hurt a soul."

"You should have seen it for yourself," Hafele said to Vladimir.

"For God's sake," said Sittig. "Stop talking this rubbish."

At that moment Kleiba came over to them. "Good evening, good

evening," he said cheerfully. "What's all the argument about?"

"Hafele's getting worked up," said Sittig. "About the operation."

He gave Hafele a prod in the ribs. "Get it off your chest to Buller."
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"Oh, let me alone," Hafele snapped, and then he suddenly sprang

to his feet and rushed away.

Kleiba shook his head. "What's up with him?"

"He's been a bit strange for the last few days," Sittig said. "He'll go

round the bend if he doesn't get away from here soon."

"He hasn't got much longer," Kleiba said complacently, taking

Hafele's seat.

"Nor have I," Sittig said. "God, will I be glad when I'm back in

Africa once more."

"What do you want to go back to Africa for," Kleiba asked con-

temptuously. "Guard duties and exercises? And in addition only a

quarter of the money that you get here."

"I don't mind about that," Sittig said. "At least you keep alive."

"Ah well," Kleiba said. "You can't help feeling like that, I suppose.

We, at any rate, are getting our time extended, aren't we?" He looked

across to Robert.

Robert shook his head.

"What's that, Altmann," Kleiba was genuinely shocked. "What do

you mean? You're not being serious are you?"

Robert was silent.

Kleiba turned to Vladimir. "Give him a good talking to. We've been

together for five years and now all at once he wants to run away.

Come on, Vladimir. He'll listen to you."

Vladimir smiled. "I can't persuade him, Buller. I go back to Africa,

too. I'm taking a rest. I've had my bellyful of Viets."

Kleiba gaped at him and his eyes wavered uncertainly from one

to the other. "Well, well," he said in an embarrassed voice. "Well, I

never. . .
." He drained Hafele's bottle of beer and glanced again

at the faces of his companions. But he could find no encouragement

and getting to his feet said: "Well, I can only say that in my opinion,

you're just a lot of slackers." There was no contempt in his voice, only

a deep and genuine sorrow. He turned on his heel and walked slowly

away.



208 . Lost Sons

"That came as a surprise to him," Sittig said gleefully, but the others

made no reply and Vladimir rolled himself a cigarette in silence.

Dusk fell quickly over the camp. They smoked cigarettes and stared

at the copper-colored sky. Captain Arnaud passed by, energetically

swinging his cane. "Carry on," he said indulgently, as Sittig half rose to

his feet. "Don't get up." He walked on in the direction of the village.

Sittig watched him as he went. Then he winked at Vladimir. "Cap-

tain goes to wicked whore Di Nam," he joked. "Beautiful woman no

good. Beautiful woman brings trouble." But Robert and Vladimir

were in no mood for laughter and they said nothing. Sittig sucked

disconsolately at his beer bottle for a few minutes and then he, too,

wandered away.

It would seem that this country wanted to give those returning to

Africa yet a little bit more to talk about on their journey, for two

events occurred, of which one stirred the Intelligence Bureau into

activity as far away as Hanoi and the other was destined to provide

small talk in the messes of the Legion for many years to come. On the

following morning Captain Arnaud fell ill, very ill it was said, a fact

which was confirmed by the agonized cries that came from his room.

"Poison," Sven, the medical orderly, said mysteriously. "A very bad

case of poisoning."

What had Arnaud eaten? And where had he eaten? It was obvious

what had happened, for no other member of the company showed

similar symptoms. Arnaud had spent the greater part of the night with

Di Nam. And if he had in fact been poisoned, who except Di Nam
could have been responsible?

Lieutenant Blanchard was observed leaving Arnaud's quarters in a

great hurry and shortly afterward a squad of five legionnaires and a

sergeant raced toward the village in the Chief's jeep.

In half an hour they were back again. Without Di Nam. Sittig, who
was always well informed in such matters, reported that Di Nam
had vanished and that her brother, the ever smiling Ho Lin, had

deserted his shop and was nowhere to be found. As for the captain,
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Sittig said that he was in a shocking condition; he had heard with his

own ears his agonized cries and he related how he had also heard

Arnaud calling out Di Nam's name, not lovingly, but in a voice that

shook with anger. And Lieutenant Blanchard, he went on, had re-

quested the battalion tc send the doctor and an ambulance at the

earliest possible moment.

Everything seemed to fit in with Sittig's story. There was a dis-

tinctly uneasy atmosphere in the orderly room and later on Lieutenant

Blanchard could be seen impatiently waiting at the main entrance

for the doctor's arrival.

Before the doctor arrived, however, a strange incident took place

involving Legionnaire Hafele. Hafele had just left the roadblock. He
was jogging along with his rifle slung over his shoulder when he met

Lieutenant Blanchard and if Blanchard had not stepped to one side,

Hafele would most certainly have knocked into him. "Dites done,"

Blanchard called out irritably. "Are you asleep? Look where you're

going and salute when you meet an officer."

Legionnaire Hafele stopped, but he did not salute. He stared at

Blanchard with glazed eyes. "You're another one," he said. "You're

another one." Then he raised his rifle and aimed it at Blanchard.

"Legionnaire Hafele," Blanchard said in a stern voice. "Put that

gun down."

Kleiba and the Hungarian were at that moment coming toward

them from the roadblock. "Hafele," Kleiba shouted. "Have you gone

off your head?"

Hafele pulled back the safety catch.

Blanchard stood quite still. "Hafele," he said quietly. "Don't be

so stupid."

Kleiba and the Hungarian started to run, but they came too late.

Hafele slowly pulled the trigger, just as though he were on the shooting

range. Then the miracle occurred: the gun failed to go off. Before

Hafele had time to lower the weapon and reload it, Kleiba and the

Hungarian were on top of him and had thrown him heavily to the

ground.
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The slim, melancholy-eyed Blanchard had never moved. He was a

shade paler than before, but he showed no trace of agitation as he

stared down at Hafele, lost in meditation.

In the meantime about half the company had gathered round and

all of them heard what Lieutenant Blanchard said and they repeated it

later on, so that the story was told in the messes long after the lieu-

tenant's bones had rotted in the rice fields of the Tongking Delta.

"Give me that gun," Blanchard ordered.

Kleiba handed him Hafele's rifle. Blanchard opened the breach and

examined the bullet. He dropped the bullet on the ground and care-

fully inspected the firing mechanism. Then he held the rifle out to

Kleiba. "Take a look at that," he said. "It's filthy. So dirty that it won't

shoot any more. Is that how your platoon looks after its weapons?"

Kleiba stiffened to attention and took the rifle from Blanchard.

"Oui, mon lieutenant," he stammered, completely at a loss for words.

Blanchard looked down at Hafele, who was still held on the ground

by the Hungarian. "Let him get up."

The Hungarian released Hafele, who slowly got to his feet, as though

waking from a deep sleep. Suddenly his eyes became clear and in-

telligent once more and he looked at the rifle and then at Blanchard.

His hands began to tremble. "My God," he stammered. "My God . . .

I never intended to . .
."

Blanchard observed him pensively.

"Stop talking, Hafele."

"Mon lieutenant," he stuttered.

"Stand still, Hafele."

Hafele stood still and the sweat trickled down his face.

"Legionnaire Hafele," Blanchard said in a loud voice, and the men
who were gathered around him held their breath lest they should miss

a single word. "You will be punished with ten days' detention for

allowing your rifle to get into such a dirty condition that it would not

fire when you wanted it to."

The legionnaires gasped audibly.

Blanchard turned to Kleiba. "Coup de cafard," he said in a quiet,
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Stern voice. "A sergeant with your experience should have seen this

coming on a long time ago, or have you never had to deal with mental

strain before? Take him to the hospital and get the medical orderly

to give him an injection to quieten him down. When he recovers, see

that his rifle is spotlessly clean before he does his extra guard duties."

Kleiba stuck out his chest. "Oui, mon capitaine," he replied in a

voice full of respect.

"Mon lieutenant," Blanchard corrected him. Then he directed his

melancholy gaze at the men who had gathered around him. "Dismiss."

The onlookers sprang to attention and then moved away, chattering

quietly among themselves while Blanchard resumed his restless wan-

dering.

After a further ten minutes the doctor arrived and Blanchard took

him quickly across to Arnaud's room. Eut it was too late. Captain

Arnaud was dead. Sven reported later that his face had swollen almost

beyond recognition and that his skin had turned black. "It must have

been a devilish poison," Sven said. "I've never seen anything like it

and I've seen a good deal, I can tell you."

"She might at least have done it with a hand grenade," Kleiba said.

"Or even with a knife. But poison; that's a damned filthy trick to play."

He remembered all the soupes Chinoises that he had consumed in

Ho Lin's shop and ran his hands uneasily across his stomach.

Arnaud's body was laid in the ambulance wrapped in a sheet and

none of the legionnaires was able to look on the face of their dead

captain. Lieutenant Blanchard stood in front of the dressing station

and saluted as the vehicle drove off and onlv when it had disappeared

beyond the roadblock did he lower his slender hand from the peak of

his cap. Then he gave the order for the tricolor to be flown at half

mast.
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Four weeks later the order was given that on the following day

all long-service men were to rejoin the regiment, and like all such

orders in all armies, it resulted in a happy and somewhat aimless ac-

tivity among those whom it concerned and which only ceased on the

receipt of the long-awaited signal for departure.

Into Dunjev's billets, where his section were joyfully packing and

gossiping, strode Kleiba, with a determined expression on his broad

face. With some difficulty he managed to find room on Robert's bed

to sit down. Next to them, Sittig was repacking his kit bag for the

third time. "Hop it," Kleiba said to him, "I've got something I want

to say to Altmann."

"I'm not stopping you," Sittig said insolently. "You can take him
outside if you want to."
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Kleiba's eyes narrowed. "It's certainly time that you went back to

Africa and had a spell of barrack routine. You'll get your arse kicked

there if you don't behave properly to your superiors."

"That's okay," Sittig said, "as long as they don't try and poison me."

Kleiba pulled Robert outside. "Listen, Altmann," he said, "the po-

sition's different now that Blanchard has the company. You can get

somewhere at last. What about staying on?"

Robert shook his head. "I can become a corporal just as easily in

Africa. Besides, I want to stay with Vladimir."

"And what about me?" Kleiba said in a hurt voice. "Leaving me sit-

ting around here."

Robert grinned. "Are you as devoted as all that? You'll have the

sergeant major and Sergeant Szabo."

"Oh hell!" Kleiba said, "you know what I mean." He gripped Rob-

ert affectionately by the arm. "Come on, Altmann, think it over again.

You'll be a sergeant too, in a year's time."

"Don't you worry, Kleiba. I'm going."

Kleiba let go of Robert's arm. "And I'm staying," he said angrily,

"even if I have to stay here alone."

Nevertheless, he did not stay. On the following morning, when the

others collected in front of the orderly room prior to their departure,

Sergeant Miiller, alias Kleiba, suddenly appeared among them.

"Bosche moi," Vladimir said, "do my old eyes deceive me? The Buller

—with luggage for Africa?"

"Your old eyes see rightly," Kleiba chaffed him.

"I thought," Vladimir said with a wink, "Sergeant Buller wanted

to marry beautiful young widow Di Nam."

"Load up," the sergeant major shouted.

The legionnaires picked up their gear and packed themselves into

the waiting Camion truck. "Do you really want to come with me?"

Robert asked.

Kleiba gave an embarrassed grin. "I've thought it over. Africa is a

good place, too. Do you know what? I once wanted to buy La Lune
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for a night. I can do that now." He swung his kit bag into the truck

and climbed on board.

"Yes," he said, as he squeezed himself down between Robert and

Vladimir, "Africa is a good place, too."

Unfortunately Africa was not such a good place, although at first

sight it seemed full of promise. When they arrived in Oran, a band

from the Legion greeted them on the jetty with the "Blutwurst

Waltz," the marching song of the Legion. After they had disembarked,

Kleiba marched with his beribboned chest stuck out and eyes that

were damp with emotion, and the others, too, were more than a little

moved by their impressive reception.

Then they arrived at Sidi-Bel-Abbes, where Kleiba got drunk on the

very first night and really did succeed in turning La Lune upside down.

They spent their leave in a seaside holiday camp run by the Legion

and afterward Legionnaire Altmann was sent on a course of instruc-

tion from which he returned as corporal. In four weeks' time they were

drafted again and Kleiba did his best to see that they stayed together.

Kleiba was a firm believer in comradeship. He even took Sittig with

him, although he could not bear the sight of him. For honor and
truth ... he always quoted it in French now: Honneur et Fidelity

. . . the words inscribed on the memorial to the Legion in the Grand
Quartier at Sidi-Bel-Abbes.

Only Hafele was missing. He had deserted during the voyage, shortly

before they got to Port Said. In the Suez Canal.

Kleiba did not like to remember Hafele's flight, for it caused a sharp

conflict between his sense of duty as a sergeant and his feeling of

comradeship for Hafele.

The trouble began soon after they cleared Singapore, when it be-

came known that one of the draft had jumped from the ship and had
been hauled safely on board a British vessel. A feeling of restlessness

began to spread among the legionnaires in the transport, which in-

creased in intensity as they approached the Gulf of Aden. During their

passage of the Red Sea, when the searing heat from Saudi Arabia on
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the one side and from Egypt on the other lay heavy over the ship,

the last safety valve was blown.

Sittig, who always knew everything that was going on, returned one

evening from a ramble through the mess decks and squatted down be-

tween Robert and Hafele. "Do you know anything about the inter-

national regulations for the passage of ships in the Suez Canal?"

"Why ask me? I'm not a seaman," Hafele said.

"I know," said Sittig, "but supposing someone wanted to jump from

the ship; it would help him a lot to know the regulations."

"What do you mean?" Hafele asked, his eyes gleaming. "Who
wants to jump from the ship?"

Sittig jerked a thumb over his shoulder. "The Swede and his bud-

dies." The Swede, a tall fair-haired fellow with a flaming red scar across

his forehead was huddled in a comer between the hammocks, whisper-

ing with his followers.

"Come on, out with it," said Hafele.

"No ship is allowed to stop in the Suez Canal," Sittig said, "and

they must not reduce speed. Shooting, too, is forbidden. It would be

an infringement of sovereign rights. Do you get what I mean?"
"Yes," Hafele said, with flushed cheeks. "Are you thinking of doing

it too?"

Sittig wiped the sweat from his face with his undershirt. "Unfor-

tunately," he said sadly, "I can't swim."

"I can," Hafele laughed. "I was once junior champion at Bern."

"You don't have to be a champion. It's only about twenty yards

to the shore at the very most. But it's deep and so you have to be

able to swim."

Hafele stood up. "Good," he said, "take me over to meet them."

"O.K." said Sittig, "come along."

After that Hafele was always to be seen in the company of the

Swede. "We'll jump when we get past Suez," the Swede promised.

"About midday, when they're eating. That'll be the best time."

The others nodded their agreement, and mopping their burning

necks with their towels, went on deck to examine the rails and estimate
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the distance that separated them from the glassy surface of the water.

It was about thirty feet. Hafele stood in the center of the group, whis-

pering excitedly. "Be careful you don't hit the water with your stom-

ach," he said. "Go head first. That's the best way. If you can't manage

that, go feet first." He leaned over the rails and stared northward as

though he expected every minute to see the entrance to the canal loom-

ing up in front of them.

The conspirators' plans were kept a close secret, but nevertheless a

hint of them appeared to have drifted into the sergeants' mess. Shortly

before they reached Suez, Kleiba summoned the squad for which he

had been made responsible during the journey. "Listen to me, lads,"

he said, "I've heard a bit of talk about jumping from the ship and so

on. Now, I don't w&nt any funny business. You know what'll hap-

pen."

"Don't worry, Sergeant," said Sittig, "you can rest peacefully in

your comfortable cabin. Nothing like that will happen in our squad,

we're as true as steel."

The others grinned and Kleiba made a wry face. "I'm not your

nursemaid and I'm not searching around for trouble. I know nothing,

compris? But if I find anyone trying any tricks, he's for it. That's my
job, compris?"

"He's not such a bad fellow," said Hafele after Kleiba had gone.

"If he wasn't a bloody sergeant," said Sittig, tossing back his hair.

"The day after tomorrow," Hafele said softly, "the day after to-

morrow," and there was an excited sparkle in his large, brown eyes.

The Swede, however, had not reckoned on two other conspirators.

They jumped overboard just beyond Suez, two hours earlier than the

time the Swede had planned for his own party. They suddenly hurled

themselves over the railings and crashed into the water. Ten minutes

later, as the ship's loudspeaker summoned the troops to roll call, the

two were already standing on Egyptian soil.

The roll call lasted for three hours. Afterward, the senior officer, a

hot-tempered little colonel, gave strict orders that all soldiers of the
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Legion were to remain below decks until the passage of the Suez Canal

had been completed.

They huddled below on the dirty mess decks, sweating and cursing,

and the longer they stayed there the angrier they got, for the majority

of them had never even considered trying to escape.

Hafcle and Sittig were sitting with the Swede, who was arguing

quietly with his comrades. After a while Sittig went over to Robert

and Vladimir. "You'll see something any minute now," he grinned.

"They're going to jump in spite of everything."

Vladimir knocked a drop of sweat off the end of his nose. "They'd

better hurry. They've only got another eight hours. Are they going to

riot?"

"You've said it," said Sittig. "With fire hoses."

"The fire hoses?" said Vladimir. Sittig gave no further explanation

but kept his rabbit eyes glued expectantly on the seething mob of

soldiers that milled around him.

After four hours below decks the temperature had risen to a hun-

dred and twenty-two degrees and the men were nearly choked with

the stink of sweat and stale cigarette smoke. Their fetid prison vibrated

with anger and indignation.

This was the moment for which the Swede had waited. He suddenly

sprang to his feet and shouted. "We deserve something better than

this, my friends. Have we managed to keep alive these last two years

only to be shoved down here and guarded by military police as though

we were criminals? Look at them, standing about there in their smart

uniforms. We want to go on deck. We want some fresh air. We have a

right to that. That's all we ask."

The Swede had an easy job. His words were like a spark to a fuse

and a sudden uproar broke out on the mess deck and everyone surged

toward the doors. The military police were immediately overwhelmed

and were given no opportunity to use their truncheons or thei. re-

volvers. The ship vomited its human cargo onto the upper decks with

the force of a kettle boiling over.

On the deck stood the sergeants and behind them the officers and
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behind them all stood the little, fat colonel. The sergeants grinned

uncertainly, the officers looked on with impassive faces, and the little

colonel seethed with fury. "This is mutiny," he screamed as he waved
his cane and yelled out a series of orders to his officers.

The little colonel's ungovernable rage communicated itself to the

officers and they, in their turn, waved their canes and angrily passed

on his orders to the sergeants and military police. The sergeants sprang

into activity, but a powerful chorus of voices from below decks

drowned their shouts of command. "Ferme—ta—gueule . . . ferme

—

ta—gueule. . .
." Now the sergeants' own prestige was affected.

Swearing and cursing, they hurled themselves against the mob of le-

gionnaires and slowly drove them back down the gangway.

This was the critical point of the disturbance, but the Swede had
laid his plans well and the fire hose, which Sittig had mentioned, was

now brought into action. It hung ready for use on a bulkhead along

one of the gangways. Like a long red snake it wriggled forward from

hand to hand, grew fat and stiff and then when it reached the top-

roost step, suddenly spat out a powerful stream of water from its shin-

ing muzzle.

The stream of water first swept away the chain formed by the ser-

geants and military police, then forced the officers into a hasty retreat,

and finally hit the little colonel right in the middle of his angry, red

face. With triumphant shouts the legionnaires poured through the

gangway and flowed across the deck to the rails.

Some of the men now began to leave the ship and it was not only

the Swede and his fellow conspirators who climbed over the rails; in

the wild exhilaration which had gripped the mob, more and more in-

dividuals hurled themselves into the water.

Legionnaire Sittig had worked his way into the bows of the ship

and every time a body splashed into the water he held up his arm

as he used to do on the firing range at Khamisis when a bull was

scored, and his shock of red hair danced joyfully above his freckled

forehead. "There goes another one," he shouted, "and another, and

another." All at once he started to climb the rails himself.
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Robert seized hold of him. "You bloody fool," he yelled, "you can't

swim."

"Oh blast," he panted, "I'd forgotten. Why the hell did I never

learn."

"You should have tried in Bel-Abbes," Robert grinned. "There was

a fine swimming pool there."

Sittig resumed his position against the rails and watched with ever-

increasing excitement as the men splashed into the water. In the dis-

tance he could see them one after the other climb dripping onto the

dry land.

High up on the bridge the colonel stood yelling and gesticulating.

But no shot was fired and the ship sailed on with undiminished speed,

in accordance with the regulations laid down for users of the Suez

Canal.

That was how Hafele, the homesick Swiss, whose tender nature had

not been able to bear the sight of the dying in Indochina, made his

escape. He must have reached his homeland without further trouble

because some four weeks later a postcard arrived. It was a photograph

of Bern and he had scrawled in tiny writing on the narrow white mar-

gin: "Would like to know where you've got to now."

They had got to Tebessa, right on the Tunisian border: Kleiba,

Dunjev, Altmann, and Sittig.

Tebessa was inhabited by four thousand Arabs, five hundred French

nationals, a battalion of Senegalese, and a battalion of the Foreign

Legion.

Tebessa was a small garrison town and was neither more nor less

boring than many others like it in Algeria and Morocco. So little oc-

curred to intercept the passage of the years that a man could grow old

in Tebessa without even noticing it.

Noi did the military barracks differ in any respect from other bar-

racks occupied by the Legion. Robert Altmann was now a section

leader like Vladimir Dunjev. Legionnaire Second Class Sittig had dug
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himself in as an assistant in the clothing store and he was determined

to remain there until the end of his period of service.

Kleiba was the happiest of the four. He led a platoon of young

recruits who had recently finished their initial training. He had a lieu-

tenant above him, bat this officer was as young as the recruits and was

only too glad to hand over to the experienced sergeant the task of

turning them into tough, front-line soldiers.

Most of the recruits came from Germany. They spoke a new lingo

that Robert did not understand. Perhaps it was because they had never

been soldiers. "Postwar youth," Kleiba said contemptuously. "Typical

product of a lost war. No guts. None of the old Greater Germany
spirit." He grinned, but was straightaway serious again, "Rotten ma-

terial anyway. Absolutely rotten." Then he would deliver to his

proteges a well-prepared speech. It contained nothing that was new
to connoisseurs of the subject, but it did not kil in its effect on the

recruits.

"Listen to me, you scum," said Kleiba, comfortably flexing his

knees. "Scrape the dirt out of your unwashed ears, you band of pick-

pockets."

The recruits gazed at him expectantly.

"I'm a peaceable, good-natured person," he said gently.

The recruits smiled happily.

"But when I'm on duty," he continued in the same subdued tone,

"I'm a swine."

The smiles on the smooth faces of the recruits began to waver.

Kleiba's eyes wandered from one to the other. "And I'm always on

duty," he suddenly roared, and his blood-curdling voice reverberated

across the parade ground.

The faces of the recruits froze in terror.

"Compris?" Kleiba shouted.

"Oui, Sergent," the recruits murmured.

Then Kleiba would show them what he had learned on the parade

grounds and training fields of Europe and Africa. He drove them
round the firing range, he made them march until they dropped,
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cursed them and harried them and swore that he'd make decent men
of them. And in between he would tell them stories of Indochina

that made their blood run cold.

Kleiba enjoyed his new role in the service, until a fresh batch of

partly trained legionnaires arrived from Sidi-Bel-Abbes and then even

he began to tire of the job and his interests became more and more

centered on the noncommissioned officers' mess and the brothel by

the old city wall behind the mosque. The dull routine of garrison life

produced a feeling of boredom and lassitude which the occasional for-

ays along the Tunisian border did nothing to dispel.

A curious effect was produced by this kind of existence: the hours

and the days seemed an eternity, but the months and the years flew

past like the leaves of a calendar caught in the hot, southerly wind.

A man looked around him and saw an emptiness in which the meager

memories of exceptional events stood out like rocks scattered in the

desert. A birthday, the celebration of a promotion, a farewell party in

the canteen or, most important of all, the annual Fete Camerone, the

Legion's biggest day of the year, when ever/one from the colonel down

to the rawest recruit gathered together in a crazy drinking bout.

Three times had Robert celebrated his birthday in these desolate

surroundings. How old was he now? He would have to work it out.

Oh, what the hell, anyway.

They held a farewell party for Sittig. Sittig viewed his departure with

mixed feelings, for tales were told about Germany which were not

exactly inviting. It was said that home-coming legionnaires were ar-

rested by the police and subjected to interrogation, and moreover that

a legionnaire was regarded in Germany as nothing better than a dis-

charged convict.

Sittig, however, had decided to put up with these alleged incon-

veniences and he sustained his courage on the last evening with the

help of vast quantities of red wine and beer. After sleeping it off, he

bade farewell to his comrades. "Good-by, Altmann," he said. "Any

messages?"

"No, thanks," said Robert in a listless voice.
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"I can't understand you," said Sittig. "Don't you ever have enough

of it? You've been to grammar school and yet you squander your life

away as a corporal in this Godforsaken spot."

Robert forced himself to smile. "I'm all right," he said and gave Sit-

tig his hand. "All the best. Drop us a line and tell us what it's like

over there." He avoided the word Germany.

"I will," said Sittig, shouldering the cheap suitcase containing his

few worldly possessions. "Well, good-by everyone."

They watched him go: Kleiba, Vladimir, and Robert. All three had

volunteered to stay on in the service. Kleiba because he loved the

Legion. Vladimir because he had not yet saved enough money to buy

a piece of land for himself, and Robert because he was afraid to go

back to Germany.

Every fortnight Vladimir took the greater part of his pay to the

post office. His savings book already showed a handsome sum to his

credit. With the rest he bought himself books giving detailed infor-

mation concerning the cultivation of corn and grapes in North Africa.

Robert often studied Vladimir's latest acquisitions. Perhaps he

would do the same thing himself one day. "We put our money to-

gether," Vladimir suggested. "We buy farm for ourselves. We will work

and have good life."

"Maybe," Robert said. "We've got plenty of time to think about it."

He had no clear picture of the future, but it was consoling to think

that later on he mght be able to start a new life with Vladimir, with-

out being interrogated by the German police about his past and with-

out being treated as an ex-convict and having to ask for identity papers

and for work and God knows what else. In Algeria a soldier who had

served with the Legion was regarded as a respectable person. He did

not have to hide anything and France looked after him.

The months flew by and nothing happened that was worth record-

ing, until one day Prunier arrived. His name suddenly appeared in the

orders affixed to the company's notice board. "With effect from Sep-

tember 1, 1952, Commandant Prunier will take over command of the

battalion."
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"If that's our Prunier," Kleiba said, "I'll stand drinks all round."

"There are lots of Pruniers," said Robert.

"But they're not majors in the Foreign Legion," Kleiba said hope-

fully. "My dear man, if it's our Prunier, things will start looking up."

"Wait and see," Vladimir advised him. "Officer curious creature.

Often savage hound and dirty swine as lieutenant and then kind fa-

ther when commandant or colonel. Others good comrade as lieuten-

ant and then spiteful snake when commandant."

"Not Prunier," Kleiba said. "I'm a pretty good judge of officers.

He'll be O.K. as commandant."

"Well, I hope to God he is our Prunier," Robert said.

It was indeed "their" Prunier.

The change of command took place with the minimum of delay.

The battalion was lined up in a square on the parade ground, the

usual commands rang out, the usual short address was given, and then

the bugles sounded. The two majors took the salute together; the old

one with restrained impatience, the new one with watchful delibera-

tion.

Tall and self-confident, Prunier walked slowly along the line of men.

There was scarcely any change in his appearance; he was a bit broader

perhaps and there was a slight drag in his right leg, only noticeable to

those who were aware of his wound. His bright, penetrating eyes wan-

dered over the rigid faces of the legionnaires. He stopped in front of

Kleiba and smiled. "Sergeant Muller, I believe."

Kleiba grinned with pleasure. "Sergeant Kleiba now, mon comman-

dant."

Prunier raised his right eyebrow a fraction of an inch. "Ah yes, of

course. So you've given up your other name. There was never any

point in assuming it, was there?"

"Non, mon commandant."

"Any more old acquaintances here?"

"Corporal Altmann and Corporal Dunjev, mon commandant,"

Kleiba sang out.
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. "Tres bien." He paused in front of Vladimir and Robert and greeted

them in that inimitable manner in which he managed in some mys-

terious way to combine the camaraderie of the front-line soldier with

the aloofness of the commanding officer.

After the ceremony Kleiba addressed the recruits in his platoon.

"You pip-squeaks can congratulate yourselves on having a command-

ing officer like this one. He is an old friend of mine as you probably

noticed when he talked to me. We spent some years together in Indo-

china. There's one thing I'm telling you straightaway: if any of you

cannon-fodder ever falls foul of the commandant I'll grind him into

the dust, compris?"

"Oui, Sergent," the recruits shouted.

"By tomorrow every man will have learned the song, 'Oh, der

schoner Westerwald.' That is your commanding officer's favorite song.

If anyone fails to know it, I'll teach him myself. Dismiss." Kleiba then

betook himself to the sergeants' mess, where he regaled the others with

tales of the long-standing friendship between himself and Comman-
dant Prunier.

After Prunier had taken over command a new spirit was discernible

in the barracks at Tebessa. There was no doubt that it was a good

spirit, for Prunier was a good officer.

There are Pruniers to be found in every army. Without them, every

war would come to an end after the first battle. Innumerable War
Ministers and brass hats fatten on the assets unobtrusively built up

by the Pruniers of this world. It is the Pruniers who raise, without

pathos, the ragged banners against the sun and cause those banners

to flash with a new splendor. The Pruniers are the only ones acceptable

to the soldiers, and at the same time they are the most dangerous

members of their strange profession, for they propagate the old

traditions and bring them up to date and are always able to find suffi-

cient hero-worshiping youngsters willing to follow them.

The Pruniers are not intellectuals, although they have that measure

of intelligence which is necessary for them to become generals. But
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the Pruniers do not by any means all become generals, for many of

them die prematurely on the field of battle and in time of peace an

officer who intends to become a general must always be prepared to

toe the line. The Pruniers often come up against difficulties in their

relations with their superior officers, but they have a magic touch when
dealing with their subordinates.

Corporal Robert Altmann was no more immune than the others to

the spell cast by this Prunier of Tebessa.

Night had fallen; the warm, African, October night. The barracks

slept beneath the black mantle of the sky. Robert was on duty and

going his rounds. As he turned a corner by the officers' mess a shadowy

form appeared in front of him.

"Halte la," he challenged.

"Commandant Prunier."

Robert went toward him and when he was three paces away, halted

and saluted. "Corporal Altmann, duty patrol second battalion," he

said smartly. "Nothing to report."

"Bon soir, Altmann."

"Bon soir, mon commandant."

"How are you getting along, Altmann?"

"All right thank you, mon commandant."

"Really all right?"

"Fairly well, mon commandant."

"A bit bored, I expect?"

"It's not so bad, mon commandant."

"You can stand at ease," Prunier said.

There was a short pause. "Cigarette?" Prunier said, holding out his

case. Robert took 1 cigarette and flicked on his lighter. The small flame

illuminated for a moment Prunier's sunburned features. He bent over

the lighter and observed Robert in silence. Then the flame was extin-

guished and his face faded back into the shadows. "Come along with

me for a bit," he said, and they walked slowly on through the darkness.

They were silent for a while and Robert was filled with happiness

to think that Prunier should be walking beside him in this way, con-
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tentedly smoking a cigarette as though he were an old friend. "Have

you got any plans, Altmann?" Prunier suddenly asked.

"Nothing in particular, mon commandant."

"What made you decide to stay on?"

"I had nowhere else to go, mon commandant."

"No relatives?"

"No."

Their steps led them past the main gate, which was dimly lit by a

solitary electric bulb. The sentry was about to salute, but Prunier

stopped him with a gesture of his hand. When they reached the shad-

ows again he said, "You are a good soldier, Altmann."

Robert did not reply, but a fresh wave of happiness welled up inside

him.

"Some men are destined to be soldiers," Prunier went on, "because

of their character, or perhaps because fate has ordained it." Robert

did not know what answer to give.

"Oui, mon commandant," he said.

"We need men like that."

Robert was silent.

"Would you go to Indochina again?"

Robert hesitated and felt the color rise to his cheeks. He remem-

bered the torturing of the Viets and Lieutenant Leveque's head swing-

ing above the street like a lantern and Namphee and Captain Arnaud.

"Indochina is the wrong place for me," he said at last.

"Were you afraid?"

"Non, mon commandant."

"What was it, then?"

"The cruelty. . .
."

"Of the Viets?"

"No, on our side."

Prunier gave him a quick glance. "The Viets showed us how to do

it and it is the only language they understand."

"A lot of it was unnecessary, mon commandant."

Prunier contemplated the glowing end of his cigarette. "Perhaps
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you had bad luck, Altmann. It depends a lot on the officers. Actually,

everything depends on them. Besides, you can't make an omelette

without . .
." He left the proverb uncompleted; perhaps he felt he

had used it too often before.

Neither of them spoke for a while and then Prunier said, "You
know, Altmann, the campaign in Indochina is necessary not only

for France, but for Europe. For the white races, do you see?" And
again: "We are the last outpost of Europe over there. It is not an

imperialistic war, as the Communists maintain, but a war to preserve

our civilization, can you understand that?"

Robert did not entirely understand. Since 1945 he had ceased to

bother about such things; but if Prunier said so, well—"Oui, mon
commandant."

"Eh bien," Prunier said, pausing in his walk, "you could become a

sergeant, Altmann, or even an officer. But not in a hole like this." He
let his cigarette fall to the ground and extinguished it with his foot.

"I'm going out there again this year and I could do with a few of

your sort. Will you come with me?"

"If you go, mon . .
."

"One moment," Prunier interrupted. "You needn't make up your

mind now. You have until eighteen hours the day after tomorrow to

put a request into the battalion office for transfer to Indochina. If you

do this, you will come with my battalion."

"Oui, mon commandant."

Prunier raised two fingers to the peak of his kepi. "Good night,

Altmann."

"Good night, mon commandant."

Prunier turned and made his way across the parade ground to his

quarters.

Robert stood and listened to his retreating footsteps. An outpost

of Europe, he thought. A battle on behalf of the civilization of the

white races. Might become an officer. None of this would have inter-

ested him if anyone but Prunier had said it. He knew that he would

have to go with him.



228 Lost Sons

"Prunier's going back there," he told Kleiba the following morn-

ing on the training ground.

"How do you know?"

"He told me."

"When?"
"Last night."

"Where?"

"He strolled around with me for a bit."

"Was he drunk?" Kleiba asked suspiciously.

"No."

"Why should he tell you that?"

"He asked if I'd like to go with him."

"You?" Kleiba asked, and there was envy in his voice.

"He said he wanted a few—hm—reliable men."

"Reliable?" Kleiba said. "He can have plenty. Hey, Dunjev!" he

called out excitedly.

"Oui, Sergent," Vladimir replied respectfully.

"Prunier's going to Indochina. What do you think of that?"

"What am I supposed to think?"

"Blockhead! Altmann'e going with him. And I'm going too. What
about you?"

"I thought so. You marry that girl."

"Don't talk nonsense. That was only a pickup. Come on, Vladimir,

of course you're coming. Two years in Indochina and then you'll be

a rich man."

Vladimir scratched his chin dubiously. "Must think about it, Ser-

geant."

Kleiba looked across at the recruits lying in the shade of some with-

ered olive trees and the sight of them filled him with boredom and

disgust. "My dear man," he said, "it was time that Prunier came. High

time, my dear man."
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They arrived in the Tongking delta shortly after Christmas and

life was better than it had ever been before. "Didn't I tell you," said

Kleiba. "This is the spot for us." Prunier had put him in charge of

the battalion escort. Robert and Vladimir, promoted to full corporals,

each led a section.

Prunier had not altered at all even though he was now in command
of the battalion. The battalion had established an excellent reputation

for itself which had reached the ears of headquarters in Hanoi. "Like

master, like man," Kleiba said with pride.

After ten months Vladimir took over the battalion escort and Kleiba

was given a platoon in the First Company. Robert went with him as

deputy platoon leader. They had both received further promotion;

Kleiba was now a sergeant major and Robert a sergeant, and the rows

of ribbons on their chests had lengthened by an inch or two. Sergeant
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Major Kleiba had put on flesh but his zest for a soldier's life had

remained undiminished. The war could happily last a few more years

so far as he was concerned and he had very little desire to return to the

routine existence of an African barracks.

It was during this time that the Dien Bien Phu plan was mooted

in Paris and Saigon. It was a bad plan and the product of tired, un-

imaginative minds, as the world will learn when the generals write

their memoirs, in which they will no doubt seek to justify their failures

by laying the blame on everyone except themselves.

The plan required considerable forces; French, Moroccans, Algeri-

ans, and soldiers of the Foreign Legion. Prunier's battalion was among
them. They were loaded into twin-engined Dakotas and sent off to an

undisclosed destination which, after an hour's flight over Viet-

controlled territory, proved to be Dien Bien Phu.

The legionnaires took a long look at this extraordinary citadel. They
knew nothing of the strategical and political situation and had no eyes

for the disadvantages of the terrain; that was a matter for the officers.

But they saw the fortifications and the large concentration of troops:

twelve thousand men. And they smiled and said, "There's nothing

wrong with this. We can sit here as long as we like. We've had worse

jobs than this before now. If the Viets come along we'll put salt on

their yellow behinds."

That was the way the legionnaires talked and that was how the

officers thought.

The commandant of the citadel was a cavalry officer, a man without

experience of infantry tactics or siege warfare, although glowing ac-

counts had been given of his bravery and military prowess. But the

legionnaires did not worry very much about this either; a few girls

about the place would have been far more interesting, but there were

none, not even for the officers.

The morale was excellent. They lacked nothing, apart from the girls,

and hard liquor, which was only to be had in the officers' messes.

These messes were miracles of construction: roomy, comfortable, shell-

proof, and partly buried under ground. Vladimir Dunjev had had a
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look inside one and was full of admiration. "Real tablecloths," he said,

"gleaming-white with embroidered birds. And silver spoons and forks

and knives and beautiful china like Russian prince has."

"When did you ever see a prince, Vladimir?" Kleiba asked.

"I've never seen prince, but have read in Russian paper. They ate

only oysters and caviar and drank champagne with beautiful ladies."

"The officers haven't got it as good as that now," Kleiba said.

The legionnaires were accustomed to the immense gap that sep-

arated them from the officers. Officers were demigods, who, in battle,

would often turn into men; but they had no opportunity to do this in

the fortress, since for most of the time the enemy was invisible. He
hid himself out there in the jungle and it was in the jungle that he

had to be hunted if one wanted to leam something of his strength.

The commandant was not inefficient. He sent out strong reconnais-

sance patrols almost every day. Their task was difficult and dangerous

and often resulted in severe casualties; for the Viet forces were be-

coming more and more numerous and it was not often that the patrols

managed to escape a skirmish with the enemy.

All this had been anticipated. It was in fact part of the plan that

the Dien Bien Phu citadel should be surrounded. When the Viets

attacked it they would be mown down. But for a long time the enemy

confined themselves to making small raids, which were repulsed with

much bloodshed, and every now and then they would fire a few shell,

probably from guns they had captured, which caused very little dam-

age.

"They're afraid," the legionnaires said, and the officers smiled and

raised their glasses to the hour when the Viets would at last make the

decision that would involve them in inevitable defeat.

Only Commandant Prunier seemed to have his own thoughts on

the matter. Time and again he would stand in the forward trenches

occupied by Kleiba's platoon and stare anxiously at the green slopes

of the hills in front of him, while Sergeant Major Kleiba stood nearby

staring anxiously at his commanding officer. But Prunier said nothing.

The fatal hour arrived on March 13, 1954.
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On the morning of that day Commandant Prunier made his cus-

tomary tour of inspection of the positions in the small redoubt called

Annabelle, which he commanded. As usual he had a walking stick to

help him along and as usual he was followed, at a distance of three

paces, by Corporal Vladimir Dunjev in charge of the battalion escort.

Kleiba came quickly toward him. "First platoon's sector . .
."

Prunier interrupted him with a wave of his hand. "Salut, Kleiba,"

he said and smiled at Robert, who was standing nearby. "Everything

all right?"

"All correct, mon commandant."

"Morale?"

"Morale good, mon commandant."

"Where's the company commanding officer?"

"I will fetch him straightaway, mon commandant."

Prunier pushed the end of his stick into the pile of earth protecting

a machine-gun emplacement. His action showed disapproval or even

contempt. "Do you think that's going to be strong enough?"

Kleiba looked at Prunier with a puzzled expression on his face.

"Oui, mon commandant."

Prunier raised his right eyebrow. "Eh bien," he said ambiguously

and then pointed to Kleiba's shorts and open shirt and cap. "From

this afternoon, battle dress and steel helmet, understand?"

Kleiba looked at him in surprise. "Oui, mon commandant," he said.

Prunier leaned against the side of the trench and lifted his glasses.

Formidable barbed-wire entanglements and devilishly contrived bam-

boo obstructions, strewn with innumerable mines, stretched down to

a desert of dried-up rice fields. The rice fields continued for a mile or

more until they reached the thickly wooded hills.

"Le capitaine," Kleiba announced.

Prunier laid aside his field glasses and, taking the company com-

mander by the arm, led him aside into an unoccupied dugout, where

they became engaged in animated conversation.

Kleiba turned to Vladimir. "What's up?" he asked grimly.

Vladimir shrugged his shoulders. "Something in the air, Buller."



Chapter Eleven 233

Kleiba frowned. "Don't beat about the bush. What's the matter

with the old man?"

Vladimir looked cautiously round and then whispered to Kieiba and

Robert, "Secret message from control. Viets going to attack."

"Well what about it?" said Robert. "They've done that before, down
at Isabelle. We soon wiped them up."

"Big attack this time," said Vladimir. "Very big attack."

"So that's what it's all about," said Kleiba. He glanced at Robert.

"Well, it looks as though we're going to get it."

"What are you getting at?" Robert asked.

"Didn't you hear what Prunier said to me? He doesn't think much
of this setup. Isn't that right, Vladimir?"

Vladimir nodded. "Commandant doesn't think much of our dug-

outs. Says dugouts only good when made of concrete or with thick

roof of tree trunks. Says our dugouts of bamboos and earth and small

poles will be blown to pieces by Bazooka or Sans-Recules. And if Viets

have artillery, then Amen."

"They've only got a couple of guns," Robert said.

"Supposing they had more," Kleiba argued. "A whole regiment for

example."

"They'd have to put them behind the hills and then the range would

be too great."

"Where did you get all this from?"

"The company commander said sc."

Kleiba's eyes narrowed. "The company commander," he said scorn-

fully. "He never fought in Russia. If only they had just one bloody

officer who'd fought in Russia. When those fellows found the range

too great they'd push the damn thing up in front and shoot over open

sights, compris? That's how they used to do it in Russia."

"The Viets aren't Russians," said Robert. "And they're not Ger-

mans either."

"Nor are they fools," said Kleiba. "What do you say, Vladimir?"

Vladimir nodded. "Commandant also said Viets not fools."



234 ^ost S°NS

"There, what did I say," Kleiba went on, "and when they really

do get going you'll have to watch your step, mark my words."

"Good heavens, Kleiba," said Robert. "What's the idea? You've

done nothing but swagger about the whole time, and now all of a

sudden you become wary."

Kleiba looked at him angrily. "I've always been wary. That's why
we're still alive. Am I right, Vladimir? There's nothing wrong in a

soldier being wary, far from it. Compris?"

"Dunjev," Prunier called out. "Allez-y."

Vladimir clapped Kleiba on the shoulder. "Perhaps Viets have no

heavy artillery," he said consolingly. "Perhaps only small cannon and

Sans-Recule and howitzer." He ran after Prunier, who had disappeared

with the company commander round a bend in the trench, and Kleiba

went off to his platoon to pass on Prunier's orders about battle dress

and steel helmets.

During the afternoon the platoon leaders and their deputies were

ordered to report at company headquarters. The captain told them

more or less what Vladimir had said in the trench that morning, al-

though it took him about two hours to say it. "The positions are to

be held at all costs," he ordered. "Military reasons demand this and

the honor of our company is involved."

The platoon leaders nodded gravely. Only Kleiba among them

threw back his head and observed with envy the heavy beams that

reinforced the roof of the captain's dugout.

"Any questions?"

No one had any questions.

"Merci," said the captain. The platoon leaders saluted and, leav-

ing the shelter, began to discuss the situation in low voices.

Exactly two minutes later the first shell was fired from the northeast.

Kleiba stood listening intently. The shell came whistling toward

them, the whistle turned into a sinister shriek, and the shell burst with

a loud explosion a short distance behind them. The noise of the flying

shrapnel had scarcely faded away before the second shell arrived, and
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then the third, and thereafter the sound of their coming was drowned
by the thunder of the detonations.

"Get out of here," Kleiba yelled. "Get away." They sprang to their

feet and ran. It took them sixty seconds to reach the platoon leaders'

dugout and during that time Robert automatically counted the num-
ber of shells that found their mark on the Annabelle redoubt. It was

more than fifty.

They crouched in their shelter, gasping for breath. Kleiba's face had

become gray. "Artillery," he muttered.

Robert was silent.

"They're stiff with artillery. At the very least five companies. My
dear man, that is . .

."

He was interrupted by a tremendous explosion. The earth shook,

sand trickled down from the roof and a man was suddenly hurled into

the dugout as though by a giant hand. He lay motionless on the

ground.

Kleiba gave a wry smile. "No one ordered you to lie down," he

said, but the joke was not meant to be funny.

The man never stirred.

"Stand up," Kleiba ordered.

There was no movement. Kleiba bent over him and turned him
onto his back. The man's face was dark with blood and his steel helmet

had been split above his forehead, revealing a hole big enough to put

a fist in. Kleiba quickly released him and wiped his hand furtively on

the seat of his trousers. He tried to say something, but the infernal

din had started up again outside and Robert was unable to catch what

he said. Their own artillery now started to reply and added its quota

to the uproar.

Robert got to his feet. "I must go out in front."

Kleiba held him fast. "You stay here."

"I can't."

"Stay here," Kleiba roared at him. "They won't attack until the

bombardment's over." Robert sat down again. For a whole hour they

crouched beside the dead man, smoking in silence.
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Suddenly the firing receded.

"At last," Robert said. "Are you coming with me?"

Kleiba put his head outside and listened. "They haven't stopped

yet."

"But they're not shelling us any more. Come on, let's go."

Kleiba slowly tightened the chin strap of his steel helmet. Then he

followed Robert outside.

They forced their way along the narrow trenches that led to the

forward positions. They climbed over the mangled body of a soldier

and pushed past the wounded men who were coming from the op-

posite direction. The farther they went, the louder became the noise

of the bursting shells. At last they stood in a rifle pit in the foremost

trench and squeezing themselves in beside the two legionnaires who
occupied the post, peered cautiously over the parapet. "We've had it,"

said Kleiba.

"What do you mean?" Robert cried.

Kleiba pointed ahead. The fearsome bamboo obstructions had been

turned into a smoking sea of flames that reached as far as the parched

rice fields.

They looked across to the Gabrielle redoubt; but nothing remained

except a smoking heap of ruins from which fresh fountains of earth

and smoke continually sprouted, like phantom mushrooms.

Kleiba pulled Robert down to the bottom of the trench. "Now we're

for it."

"What?"

Kleiba placed his mouth close to Robert's ear. "They're going to

attack today. They'll wriggle across the wire and then rush us. Prunier

was right. They'll blow us to pieces; they've brought up at least three

regiments of artillery and we've been hanging around here like bloody

fools waiting for them to get their guns into position."

Robert said nothing.

"I wish I'd taken a knock during the shelling."

"Why?"
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"Then I might have got away from here before it's too late."

"There speaks the herol"

"Oh, to hell with that," Kleiba retorted, fumbling for a cigarette.

He considered the situation for a moment, drawing deeply on his ciga-

rette, and then laid a hand on Robert's shoulder. "You stay over there

with the heavy machine gun, that's about the most important thing.

If there are any fresh developments, send a runner."

Robert nodded.

A salvo from the enemy artillery suddenly screamed over their heads

and four shells exploded in quick succession behind them. They threw

themselves to the ground and a shower of sand and stones fell on top

of them. Cursing, Kleiba readjusted his helmet. "They're ten-point-

fives at least," he shouted. "My dear man, the balloon's going up.

They'll come tonight." He straightened up. "Well, here's hoping, Alt-

mann. And not too much of this hero stuff. It's dangerous." He gave

Robert a smile and disappeared along the trench leading to his ob-

servation post.

The bombardment stopped. One hour—two hours—three hours; the

sun sank, a red disc behind a pall of dust and smoke. Dusk fell on the

broad valley of Dien Bien Phu. But the night brought no peace, for

the cannon roared once more from the surrounding hills and the shells

burst with shattering explosions among the trenches protecting the

citadel. The French artillery thundered in reply and the Moroccan

and Algerian gunners, drenched with sweat, staggered between the

ammunition cases as the guns spewed their burden into the darkness.

It was two hours before midnight. Robert squatted on the floor of

the machine-gun emplacement. Next to him sat the young soldier

from Baden, who had been barely eight days with the company. The

boy flinched at every explosion and in the dim light Robert saw that

the tears were running down his face. The others cowered against the

wall beneath the loophole, the Belgian, the soldier from Hamburg,

and the Czech. The Czech was wounded and ought not to have been
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there, but he was afraid to risk trying to get back behind the lines

and so he lay there with his eyes closed.

Time seemed to stand still. Every minute was an eternity—half an

hour passed, three quarters of an hour . . . now it was an hour before

midnight.

All at once it was quiet.

The five men looked at each other. They listened intently with their

mouths half open. "Oh God," the boy from Baden sobbed. "Now
they're coming."

Robert peered through the loophole. A faint moon lit up the bat-

tered landscape in front of him. Gradually the smoke cleared. "Not a

bastard in sight," said the soldier from Hamburg.
"What's happening?" asked the Czech.

"See that you get out of here before they start up again," Robert

said.

The Czech got to his feet with a sigh of relief and, picking up his

rifle and haversack, left without another word. The boy watched him
enviously as he went.

Robert squeezed through the narrow passage that led outside. A
couple of shells flew high above his head and crashed into the artillery

positions behind him.

He met Kleiba in the trench. "One wounded in the right-hand

machine-gun post," Robert reported with military precision. "Other-

wise everything correct."

"Good," said Kleiba with a weak grin. "Bit rough, eh? I'd like to

know why they don't attack. Come along with me." Together they

walked through their platoon's sector. The left-hand machine-gun po-

sition had received a direct hit and nothing remained of it.

While they were dragging a dead body out of the rubble, Prunier

came up to them, unruffled as ever.

"First platoon, first company," Kleiba reported. "Six dead, five

wounded."

"It might be worse," Prunier said, prodding the shattered remains

of the dugout with his stick. "What's the morale like?"
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"Good, mon commandant," Kleiba said without much conviction.

Prunier raised his eyebrow and then turned to survey the terrain

through his field glasses. "Those wonderful obstacles," he said. "Not
much left of them, I fear."

"Non, mon commandant."

"It's not finished yet," Prunier said. "They'll come again, you can

be sure. They're fools if they don't come now. Every man must remain

at his post until dawn, understand?"

"Oui, mon commandant."

"Salut," Prunier said and hurried on his way.

Prunier had guessed rightly. They came two hours later. They ad-

vanced behind a creeping barrage that engulfed the Annabelle re-

doubt once more in a cloud of dust and smoke. Like a pack of howling

wolves they attacked across the pulverized fortifications and defenses,

paying scant attention to the mines that lay in their path. One mine

—

one man; and they had thousands of men. And behind them, hidden

in the forest, yet more thousands were waiting their turn.

Robert rushed to the right-hand machine-gun position. "Fire," he

shouted. "Fire," and the gun's harsh rattle drowned the sounds of

battle outside.

The ammunition belt emptied itself. "Rarara . .
." the frenzied

yells of the Viets already sounded very near.

"Ammo," the man on the machine gun cried. The Belgian fitted

a fresh belt and the gun belched into life again. The boy from Baden

cowered on the ground, fumbling with a hand grenade.

Robert pulled him to his feet. "Come outside. You're only in the

way here." He bent down and filled his pockets with grenades.

At that moment a tremendous explosion threw everything into con-

fusion. Robert received a powerful blow in the hip which hurled him
against the pile of sandbags protecting the entrance to the dugout.

There was a blinding flash, then darkness and a pall of acrid smc' e.

Robert fell to the ground. He put his hand to his hip and felt the
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warm, sticky blood and a fierce pain shot through his body like a white-

hot flame. Then he heard the agonized screams of the Belgian.

He opened his eyes and looked around him. The machine gun had

stopped firing. The machine gun in fact was not there any more. There

was a huge, gaping rent where the loophole had been and the machine

gunner lay on the ground, no longer a man, but a crushed and blood-

stained bundle of flesh and bones. The Belgian lay beside him. The
boy from Baden cowered against the wall with his face buried in his

arms, clutching a grenade in his right hand.

The Belgian's screams were suddenly drowned in a vomit of blood.

Robert tried to stand up, but the pain in his body held him down.

He glanced at the boy. "Are you wounded?"

"I don't know," the boy wailed.

"Go and see what's happened to the others."

The boy crept over to them with the grenade still tightly clasped in

his hand. "They're dead," he stammered, "both of them." Then he

threw himself on his face beside Robert crying, "They're coming!

They're coming!"

From outside the dugout came the clatter of machine guns and

tommy-guns, mixed with the shouts of the attackers.

Robert felt his flesh creep as a dark face appeared in the jagged

hole in the wall. A hand grenade was tossed inside and rolled toward

him, and he gave it a kick so that it came to rest against the bodies of

the two dead men. The blast from the explosion forced him tighter

against the wall and he felt a stabbing pain in his hands.

The boy lay against him sobbing. "Have you been hit?" Robert

asked.

"I don't know," the boy moaned. The rattle of the tommy-guns

had grown fainter. They must have reached the company headquarters

by now.

"It's over," said the boy, his teeth chattering. "It's over, sergeant."

Robert did not answer. He listened to the tramping feet of the Viets

in the trench outside and heard their harsh cries and savage laughter.

Then everything was quiet.
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Robert cautiously lifted his hands. They were sticky with blood, but

he found he could move his fingers.

The boy's eyes were fixed on him. "Where is . . . what's happened

to the others."

"I don't know," Robert replied. He was not interested in the others

at that moment, but was concerned only in discovering how badly

he had been injured. It was important to know that; more important

than anything else in the world. There was a searing pain in his hip

and he felt for the first time a dull ache in his back. In his spine.

Good God. A tiny shell splinter in his spinal cord and he would be

crippled like that little corporal he had once met in the Delta. Robert

forgot the Viets and the two dead soldiers and the boy weeping at his

side. Crippled! It would be better to die.

Very slowly he tried to move his legs. First the right one; it obeyed.

Now the left. That was all right too. The thigh next; then the hip.

His relief made him forget the burning pain in his body. I'm not

crippled. "Thank God for that," he said. "Thank God."

"What did you say?" the boy asked.

"Nothing," said Robert happily. They won't slaughter all the

wounded, he thought. This was different than jungle warfare. The

Viets, after all, were human beings and soldiers and no true soldier

would ever deliberately kill a wounded man.

In his joy at discovering that his limbs were intact, he managed to

make himself believe what he was saying.

He looked across at the shaking figure of the boy, still clutching

the grenade in his hand. "For heaven's sake put that thing away,"

he said.

"I can't," the boy stammered. "I've pulled the pin out."

"Then throw it outside."

"What about the Viets," the boy wailed. "Thev'll think I still want

to fight. But I don't want to." He broke off and listened.

Heavy footsteps could be heard in the trench outside, accompanied

by the murmur of voices. A grenade bounced in through the entrance

and rolled round the barricade of sandbags. Robert heard its sinister
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tick and buried his face in his arms. The blast from the explosion deaf-

ened him, but he felt no pain.

Outside the dugout the Viets began to talk to each other in low

voices. "Hello," Robert called out. "There are only wounded in here."

For answer another grenade was rolled through the entrance, but this

time it exploded behind the protective wall of the sandbags.

Thin plumes of smoke from the explosion drifted away through the

shattered loophole. The moon had come out from behind the clouds

and by its pale light Robert was able to distinguish the shadowy figures

of the two dead men. The boy from Baden was kneeling beside them,

his face turned to the wall. "Go outside," Robert said weakly. "Tell

them there are only wounded and dead in here."

The boy shook his head fiercely. "I can't. I just can't. They'll kill

me, I know." He crouched on the ground. "Listen," he whispered.

"Listen."

Robert wearily turned his head. He heard footsteps approaching

and then the beam from a torch flashed in his face, strayed over the

bodies of the two dead soldiers and came to rest on the boy. The latter

gave a scared smile and held up the unpinned grenade as though

it were a sacred relic.

Robert was now able to observe the man holding the torch; he was a

Viet, wearing an olive-green uniform and a helmet made of plaited

twigs of bamboo. The man took the hand grenade from the boy and

after giving it a quick look, threw it outside through the hole. As the

noise of the explosion faded away, the young legionnaire breathed a

sigh of relief.

The Viet prodded him roughly and pointed to the entrance. The
frightened boy straightened himself up and stumbled outside with his

hands above his head. The Viet bent over Robert. He threw the light

of his torch on his wounded hands and then noticed the blood on

Robert's hip. A lot of blood. The Viet's smooth, impassive face

showed no trace of emotion. Up to then he had not uttered a sound,

but now he shouted a sharp, unintelligible order toward the entrance.

He was evidently an officer, for a couple of soldiers at once entered the
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dugout and stood with their heads slightly bowed and their sub-

machine guns pointing at Robert.

The officer snapped out a sharp order and the two soldiers slung

their guns over their backs and carried Robert away.

Outside the dugout the place was swarming with agile little figures.

Orders were given in subdued voices and trenching tools clattered in

the darkness. There was no more firing.

They bore Robert along the mutilated trenches, past the shelter

where Kleiba had had his platoon headquarters and past the com-

pany command post, until they eventually reached battalion head-

quarters. There they laid him on the ground.

The wounded were being brought in from every direction and the

rows of groaning and screaming men became longer and longer.

Robert lay between a Spaniard and a Berliner from the Third Com-
pany. The Spaniard wore a thick bandage round his head and eyes and

was gabbling away to himself in his mother tongue. The Berliner had

been shot in the lung. A few Viet soldiers stood around on guard.

"What a mess," the Berliner said to Robert. "Have you got a

cigarette?"

Robert tried to rise, but the pain in his hip was too great, and when

he attempted to reach his breast pocket, he found he could no longer

move his hands. "In my right breast pocket, if you can get to it," he

said.

"I certainly can," said the Berliner, leaning across and extracting

the package. Robert noticed that the man's mouth was smeared with

blood-stained froth.

"You oughtn't to smoke with a wound like that," he said.

"You don't know what I can do," he replied. "That little bit of

nicotine won't make any difference to me. We're going to rot here

anyway. Or do you think they'll send us off in an ambulance?"

"Give me one, too," Robert said. The Berliner put a cigarette be-

tween Robert's lips and gave him a light.

Robert drew the smoke so deeply into his lungs that he felt giddy.
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He stared at the moon, which shone down on him out of a clear sky.

"What's the situation?"

"Pretty lousy. Can't you hear all that screaming?"

"I meant the general situation. What's happened to the others?"

"Finished. A few managed to get away toward Huguette. I was

among them. I'd almost made it, when I caught this."

"What about Commandant Prunier?"

"He's dead. He got a direct hit through an observation slit, which

blew his head off. I saw it myself. I'd just brought him a message."

There was a horrified silence. Robert remembered Prunier's bright,

intelligent eyes and the habit he had of raising his right eyebrow.

"Ah well," said the Berliner. "May his soul rest in peace. Even
without his head. He was a good fellow, that Prunier. He's got noth-

ing more to worry about, anyway. We're going to die more slowly."

Robert spat out his half-smoked cigarette.

"That's the way things go," said the Berliner. "Once it was Hitler

doing us in the eye. Now it's these fellows. They're always after you.

But at least I felt we had a chance of getting home one day. Now, God
knows who's going to get out. They'll finish us off this time. If you

don't mind I'll have another of your precious fags."

"Of course," said Robert. He kept on thinking of Prunier and of

what the commandant had said to him in Tebessa. "Outposts of the

white races; struggle for Western civilization."

"I'm just wondering," said the Berliner, "why they've taken so much
trouble to collect us all together." He was overcome by a fit of cough-

ing, but he wiped the fresh blood from his lips and went on smoking.

"Perhaps," he said, "they're going to dig a mass grave for us here."

Robert had ceased to listen to him. He stared at the moon and

suddenly thought of a woman, not of any particular woman, but he

thought how much easier it would be to die if he had a woman near

him—Catherine, for example, or the blonde girl in Freudenstadt, or

even the black-haired, birdlike Ling Han, who had lived with him
for three months last summer near Hanoi. Yes, it would be nice if

Ling Han were here, just to watch him as he died. She would not speak
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much, she had never spoken very much; she would stroke his forehead

with her tiny fingers or lie down beside him so that he could feel for

the last time the consoling warmth of her smooth, gentle body.

"Actually," said the Berliner, "it doesn't make much difference. It's

the end of us all, one way or another. And of our dashing colonel, too,

if he doesn't hurry up and arrange for a helicopter to fly his valuable

life off to safety."

"Silence," a voice called out. 'Listen everybody."

"I wonder what's up," the Berliner said excitedly.

The cries of the wounded were hushed. A tall man in Viet uniform

was silhouetted against the pale moon. He spoke fluent German with-

out a trace of accent. "The commander in chief of our freedom forces,

General Giap, has offered to hand over to , ~ur commander all those

who have been severely wounded. It is now up to your commander to

decide whether or not to leave you here to die. Your commander has

been given two hours in which to make his decision. I wish you a pleas-

ant journey home and express the hope that you will in future refuse

to allow your blood to be shed on behalf of imperialistic exploiters.

That is all I have to say." The man then vanished into the crowd of

soldiers.

The BerHner threw his cigarette high into the air. "Gentlemen," he

said, "this is indeed a surprise. I can scarcely believe my ears."

"Do you trust him?"

"Why not? It's a propaganda device. Makes a good impression on

the world press, don't you see? General Giap generously offers to re-

turn the wounded. Sounds good, doesn't it?"

"If they really would do it," Robert said hopefully.

"Miracles do happen," the Berliner replied. "But if I get out of here,

I'm becoming a Communist, I can tell you. I've been a Nazi. I ve

fought for the capitalists, too. Why shouldn't I throw in my lot with

the Communists for a change?" He straightened up and put the packet

of cigarettes carefully back into Robert's breast pocket.

"You can take another if you like," Robert said.

The Berliner shook his head. "No more, th.anks. I've got to be care-
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ful of my lung." He lay back and folded his hands across his stomach.

"I can hardly wait for the commandant to say he agrees."

The commandant did agree to the Viet general's proposal and about

an hour later thirty legionnaires, without weapons and bearing stretch-

ers, arrived from Huguette. Robert heard a voice shout, "Altmann.

Is Sergeant Altmann there?"

"Here I am," Robert called. In a few seconds Vladimir was bending

over him.

Robert felt a lump rise in his throat. "Vladimir," he stammered.

"Vladimir. Fancy you coming along."

Vladimir gave an awkward grin. "Don't talk too much. Must be

dene quickly. Where have you been hit?"

"My hip and my hands."

"Doctor will soon stitch it up," Vladimir said as he placed Robert

gently on a stretcher.

The column staggered off into the darkness carrying their wounded.

"Vladimir," said Robert. "What happened to the others. Is it true

that Prunier . .
."

"Don't speak of commandant," Vladimir said breathing heavily.

"I start to weep if you speak of commandant."

"And Kleiba?"

"In hospital wounded. Shot through arm. Not good . . . not good

at all."

"Is he badly hurt?"

"No, not bad. Not good either. Tell you later."

The hospital was filled to overflowing and stank of blood and dis-

infectant. Weary doctors and orderlies moved restlessly among the

prostrate bodies. They slashed at the uniforms, busied themselves with

bandages and syringes, and waded in blood round the operating table.

Vladimir squatted down beside Robert's stretcher. "You have bad

wound," he said compassionately. "But you are lucky, all the same."

Robert tried to touch his hip, but his hands had lost all feeling.

"Come on, Vladimir; tell me what happened."
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"Annabelle was lost. Eighty men got away. The rest all dead or

captured."

"What else?"

"They attacked Gabrielle, too. Gabrielle held out."

"What about Kleiba?"

"Shot through arm. He did it himself."

"What?"
Vladimir grinned. "He shot himself through arm. Took piece of

bread and shot through bread and arm, so no one noticed powder

mark. Told you he was no fool. But he is fool. Has not come back

here. Only badly wounded come back here."

A doctor came over to them. "Bad?" he asked.

Vladimir sprang to his feet. "Very bad, mon caul", line."

The doctor examined Robert's hands. Then he umastened Robert's

trousers and pulled up his shirt. "Lie on your side." He helped him

over and Robert gave a scream of pain. The doctor glanced at the

blood-stained mess of the wound. "It's the pelvis," he told the orderly.

"Give me the syringe."

The sharp needle slipped in under Robert's skin and all at once

the pain stopped and Vladimir's friendly Russian face began to swim

before his eyes. He felt lightheaded and happy. "It's not at all bad," he

murmured. "Everything will soon be all right again, mon capitaine."

Then the doctor's strained face disappeared too, in a swirling mist.

Robert awoke to the muffled thunder of explosions. "They're firing

again," he murmured.

"They are, and no mistake," someone said.

Robert opened his eyes. A dim electric bulb swung gently from the

concrete roof. He was in a gloomy room filled with wounded men
and the air was heavy with the stench of sweat and iodine and chloro-

form. Then he saw Kleiba. He was sitting at the foot of the bed, grin-

ning at him. His left ann was heavily bandaged and hung in a sling.

"No need to worry," he said. "You're safe here. It's shellproof." He
gently smoothed the blanket which had been spread over Robert.
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"Well, you've certainly caught one this time," he said in a voice that

contained more envy than sympathy.

Robert smiled. "What about you?"

Kleiba glanced at his bandaged arm. "Yes, I've got one too. It's

a clean hole."

"Is it bad?" Robert suddenly remembered what Vladimir had told

him during the night.

"Fairly bad. I can't move the arm at all. The bone's probably been

hit." He screwed up his face as though the pain were too much for him.

Robert felt a little ashamed of his thoughts and quickly changed

the subject.

"What's been happening?" he asked. "Have we recaptured Anna-

belle?"

"Annabelle?" said Kleiba gloomily. "The Viets are sitting in there

and firing their heavy howitzers."

"But surely we'll be making a counterattack?"

"Good heavens, they'll be glad if they can hold the rest of their

positions. Gabrielle for example has been bombarded the whole morn-

ing." He cautiously felt his arm and arranged it in the sling as though

it were a precious jewel.

Robert tried to reach his cigarettes but his hands had been band-

aged and the wound in his hip had begun to hurt him again. "Give

me a cigarette, Kleiba."

Kleiba lit a cigarette and stuck it between Robert's lips. He ac-

complished this with elaborate movements of his good arm, groaning

every now and then in the process.

"Where's Vladimir?"

"In Huguette."

"Do you think we'll get out of here?"

"You will, certainly. All the bad cases from Annabelle are being

flown out today. The rest of us . .
." Kleiba made a gesture of resigna-

tion. "Merde," he said, gloomily. "Have you heard what they say

about the artillery commander?"

"What?"
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"He shot himself. Yesterday evening."

"Why?"
"Why? My dear man, he always maintained that the Viets had no

artillery and that even if they had they wouldn't know how to use it."

"What are you going to do now?"

"I'll sit around here until my arm's healed. But they'll finish me off

long before that."

"For God's sake, don't talk like that, Kleiba."

"Well there it is. I can't do anything about it. Perhaps I'll manage to

get away somehow." He turned round. "Here they come. Now you're

going home, Altmann." The orderlies lifted Robert onto a stretcher

and carried him out past the long rows of wounded men. Kleiba fol-

lowed him, clutching his arm with the tenderness of a godparent hold-

ing a child at its christening.

It was brilliant sunshine outside. The fire from a nearby battery

made the earth tremble. "Hurry," shouted the medical sergeant. A
shell came whining toward them and Kleiba threw himself down be-

side Robert in terror, paying scant attention to his wound. The shell

exploded quite near them, throwing a cloud of dust and stones into

the air. "Quick," shouted the stretcher bearers. "Hurry. Hurry."

Robert felt Kleiba's strong hand on his forehead. "Good luck,

Altmann," Kleiba said. "Get well quickly." He smiled sadly. "If you

should ever see the House of the Five Hundred Girls again, spare a

thought for me." He took his hand away. "Perhaps I'll manage after

all . .
." His words were drowned in a fresh explosion. Robert's

stretcher was hoisted up and quickly pushed into the ambulance. The
doors were banged and with a roar from the engine the vehicle moved
off. The driver went like a madman. The wounded soldiers on board

received a terrible battering but not one of them uttered a sound

—

they were willing to bear all the pain in the world if they could but

succeed in getting away alive.

At last the rattling stopped and the ambulance drew up, with a

screech of tires, on the concrete runway of the airfield. As they loaded

Robert into the machine he caught a glimpse of part of the citadel.
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It was one of the small, fortified positions that were grouped on the

mounds that surrounded the main part of the town and it was half

shrouded in thick, brown smoke. The iron stakes of the crushed and

battered wire entanglements pointed pitifully to the sky. Then the

picture vanished and the distant rumble of the artillery was swamped

by the roar of the aircraft's engines. The doors were closed.

"We're off," shouted the orderly.

"We're off," a woman's voice repeated.

Robert turned his head. It was a nurse, a real nurse, young, with

chestnut-brown hair under her white cap and with rouge on her lips.

The cabin of the aircraft began to shake and tremble as the machine

jerked forward. The noise of the motors increased to a deafening roar.

The machine lumbered across the runway of Dien Bien Phu and then

suddenly seemed to be sliding across the asphalt.

"We're flying," someone cried.

"We're flying," echoed another.

"We're flying."

The machine described a half circle above the smoking citadel and

then turned its nose to the southeast.
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Robert swam in a sea of violet clouds. A few islands lay dotted

about and he tried to hold on to them, but the stream carried him

away. Prunier's face appeared. Prunier smiled and his right eyebrow

raised itself a fraction of an inch. "You are a good soldier, Altmann,"

he said. "You are fighting for the civilization of the white races. The
dugouts are no good." "Oui, mon commandant. We must launch a

counterattack against Annabelle." Then Prunier's face vanished.

Robert swam on, to the next island. There was Vladimir Dunjev.

"Vladimir! Fancy you coming along." Vladimir smiled. "Must be

done quickly. Don't talk too much." Now it was Vladimir's turn to

vanish, and Kleiba appeared. He carried his wounded arm in his right

hand as though he had unhooked it from his shoulder. Kleiba grinned

self-confidently. "My dear man," he said, swinging his unattached arm

about like a walking stick, "I'll soon show them. We'll come back,
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you can depend on that." And he too swam slowly along in the violet

cloud. "Kleiba!" Robert called out, "that is self-mutilation. You can-

not do that. Kleiba. . .
."

He felt a touch on his shoulder. The cloud melted away. Objects

appeared in front of him; a bedpost, a whitewashed wall, a window
frame, all of them veiled by a mosquito net that floated around him.

He turned his head. A man was bending over him. He was dressed in

hospital clothes and had thick, black hair, a brown face, and a mus-

tache—a fierce face.

"Well, you're awake at last," said the man on the other side of the

mosquito net.

"Yes. How long have I been here?"

"Three days. They operated on you yesterday."

"I see."

"You've been talking," said the man. His accent showed him to be

an Italian. He looked like a distinguished bandit from the Abruzzi

or the Albanian mountains.

"You're called Altmann."

"Yes. Sergeant Altmann."

"You can leave out the sergeant. My name's Locatelli. Luigi. Le-

gionnaire second class, if that's of any interest to you."

"What's biting you then?" Robert said wearily.

"Nothing special. I've only been waiting for you to wake up. You've

been talking such a lot of nonsense. They must have poured several

pints of chloroform into you."

"I've no idea."

"Would you like a cigarette?"

Robert had a sudden longing for a cigarette. "Yes, please," he said

and raised his hand, but it was heavily bandaged. The other one, too.

Ah yes, of course.

Luigi lit a cigarette and lifting the mosquito net, pushed it between
Robert's lips.

"Thanks. Were you also in Dien Bien Phu?"

"No, thank God. But a whole crowd has come in from there during
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the last three days. There's one of them lying over there in the corner."

Robert was too weak to turn round and the cigarette gave him a

feeling of nausea. "Take the cigarette out of my mouth."

Luigi carefully removed the cigarette "Too much chloroform,"

he said. "You must get rid of that first. Then you'll get the taste back

again. There's a pal of yours around here. Came in yesterday. He's

been asking for you."

"Who was he?"

"Called Kleiba."

"Kleiba?" Robert wanted to spring to his feet, but he was unable to

move, for his hip was encased in plaster of Paris. "Are you sure you're

right? Was it really Kleiba?"

"Yes."

Robert smiled. "Then he managed it after all."

"It depends on how you look at it," Luigi Locatelli said. "I believe

he's slowly giving out."

Robert jerked his head round. "Giving out?" he choked. "What's

wrong with him then?"

"Something to do with his arm. He's lying in the refrigerator, which

usually means a man's in a pretty poor way."

"Refrigerator?"

"Oh, that's what we call it. It's a single room for bad cases. It's es-

pecially cool there."

"But if it's only his arm . .
."

Luigi looked at him thoughtfully with his dark eyes.

"He's a friend of yours, isn't he?"

"Yes."

"I'll find out about him later on," Luigi said. "You'd better have a

bit of sleep. You don't look too good."

"Yes," Robert said in a weak voice.

Luigi stubbed out his cigarette and stumbled awkwardly across the

room. His leg was in plaster. He let himself down onto the bed that

stood against the wall on the opposite side of the room and took a

packet of cards from his pocket. "Like a little game?" he asked.
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"I've got nothing against it," the man in the bed replied and Robert

immediately recognized him as the Berliner with the lung wound who
had lain next to him in Annabelle. "Legionnaire Wilfried Haase" was

written on the board at the head of his bed.

"Seventeen and four," said Luigi.

"Okay. Have you any money?"

"Plenty."

Robert lay back in exhaustion and closed his eyes.

When he woke for the second time he found a doctor standing by

his bed. "How's it going, Sergeant?"

"All right, thank you."

"Pity you can't get up." The doctor took hold of Robert's wrist

and started to take his pulse. "There's a friend of yours here."

"§ergeant Major Kleiba?"

The doctor nodded.

Robert waited until the doctor let go of his wrist. "Is his arm bad?"

he asked anxiously.

"It's become infected. He's always asking about you."

"Couldn't I be taken over there?"

The doctor hesitated.

"It wouldn't do any harm, surely," said Robert.

"I don't suppose it would," the doctor replied after some con-

sideration.

Kleiba lay in z. narrow room lined with instrument cabineus. He
was lying quite still under the mosquito net with his eyes closed. As

they placed Robert's bed by his side, he turned his face toward him.

His eyes were bright with fever but there was no mistaking his joy at

seeing Robert again. "My dear man," he whispered. "This is a great

day, Altmann."

The short journey to Kleiba's room had exhausted Robert and the

pain from his wound suddenly flared up.

"Is it hurting?" Kleiba asked.

"It'll soon pass." Rcbert forced himself to smile. "How the hell did

you manage to get out, Kleiba?"
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Kleiba grinned feebly. "What did I tell you? I said they wouldn't

get me and they didn't. As a matter of fact my arm was worse than

they thought. It's become infected, compris? It has to be treated care-

fully—penicillin and so on." His breath came in quick gasps and his

words were scarcely audible. There was no trace of his powerful ser-

geant's voice, but he made a great effort to keep up his spirits. "They

flew me out the day before yesterday. Two days after you."

"What did it look like back there?"

"Bad. They took Gabrielle on the second night. It was held by a

Moroccan battalion. Our brown-skinned friends seem to have bolted

fairly quickly."

"What about Vladimir?"

"I never saw him again. But you needn't worry about Vladimir. He
has always managed to get away somehow." Kleiba gave Robert a

searching glance. "What about you? They've certainly given you a

pasting. You're in a pretty bad way, aren't you?"

"Terrible," said Robert. It was obvious that Kleiba's state was far

worse than his own tut he wanted to encourage him.

"Don't worry. You'll soon be on your feet again. I'll take you under

my wing. I've done that many times before, haven't I?" His voice had

sunk to a whisper. "Do you remember . . . that time ... in the camp

in France. . .
."

"Yes," said Robert. "Now lie still and get some sleep. You're over-

straining yourself."

"Me? I'm O.K. It's you who should close your eyes for a bit. Shall I

tell you something? That sister's all right. We get on fine together."

"Thanks, Kleiba. I don't want anything like that at the moment.

But I'm glad we're together again."

Kleiba gave a tired grin. "Old comrades in arms," he said. "When we
can get around once more we'll . . . here in Hanoi . . . there are

women here . . . women . .
." He groaned and lay still.

Robert listened to Kleiba's short, quick breathing. An infection?

Blood poisoning? Or tetanus? There had been plenty of antitetanus

vaccine in the citadel.



256 Lost Sons

"Are you asleep?" Kleiba asked him, after a while.

"No."

He moaned softly. "It's damned painful," he said. "I'd never have

thought that such a small wound could hurt like this. It was only a

tommy-gun bullet."

"It's the infection."

"I know. I'll soon get over that with penicillin. Marvelous stuff

that penicillin.

"Yes, wonderful."

Kleiba moaned again. "It should be having some effect by now." He
pulled his shirt down over his left shoulder and carefully felt the

bandage, which covered the whole of his arm. The shoulder had

swollen up and was a dark-red color. Kleiba put his thick thumb on

the swelling and it was like pressing into a piece of soft rubber.

Robert stared in dismay at the small indentation that was left in the

flesh after Kleiba had taken away his thumb. That was what was

wrong: gas gangrene.

"Why are you looking like that?" Kleiba asked suspiciously. "It's

not so bad." There was fear in his eyes.

"No, not so bad," Robert said. "It's a wound-swelling."

"Wound-swelling," Kleiba repeated. The word seemed to please

him. "Yes that's all it is. A wound-swelling." After a while he said:

"You know, Altmann, I never realized that you had copped it so

badly." Then he became quiet and fell into an uneasy sleep. Robert,

too, fell asleep.

Kleiba never uttered a word during the afternoon. The doctor came

twice and after examining his arm in silence, gave him an injection.

Dusk fell. A sister came into the room and closed the window and

turned on the light. She glanced at Kleiba and then came over to

Robert's bed. "He's in a very bad way," he said. "They ought to

operate on him."

She did not answer.

"Why don't .they operate on him?" he said angrily.

She smiled and pretended not to have heard his remark. She laid
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her hand on his forehead, a cool, soft hand. "I'll give you an injection,

then you'll be able to sleep better," she said and went out of the room.

Robert looked uneasily at Kleiba, who was lying motionless be-

neath the thin, white blanket. If it is gas gangrene, he thought, they

must operate on him. They must take his arm off, anyone would know
that. But, perhaps, he thought, it is something different and not

nearly so bad.

The sister came back. A hypodermic syringe shone in her slender

hand. She pushed the mosquito net aside and, sitting down on

Robert's bed, held the instrument against the light and gave the end a

slight push.

The sister was quite young and very pretty. Robert observed her

profile. Her nose was delicately chiseled, her upper lip above the

sparkling teeth was perhaps a shade too short. She had long, deep-

black eyelashes. They were probably made-up. He wondered if she

had a boy friend. Perhaps a doctor or an officer. He felt a sudden envy

of doctors and officers. He was only a sergeant and as such was beneath

the notice of a woman like this.

She turned and smiled at him. He knew he was blushing and he

quickly closed his eyes. He felt the stab of the needle in his upper arm
and then an overpowering sleepiness as the drug spread rapidly

through his body. The pain melted away.

The sister stood up and carefully pulled the blanket over him.

"Sleep well. If you want anything, there's the bell."

"Thank you, sister." He stole a glance at her as she went. She had an

easy, lilting gait. She is pretty, he thought, really very pretty. He was

no longer envious of the officers and doctors. A feeling of well-being

came over him.

He was awakened in the middle of the night by Kleiba's screaming.

He was rolling violently on his bed and beating the air with his good

arm as though he were fighting someone. His face was a deep red and
in the dim light his forehead glistened with sweat.

"Kleiba," Robert called out. "For God's sake, Kleiba. I'm here, just
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near you." But Kleiba was unconscious and could not hear him. His

demented ravings tore at Robert's nerves.

Robert pressed the knob of the bell with his bandaged hand, but no

one answered. He was overcome with a hysterical fear that Kleiba

might die and that he would then be alone with him. He began to

shout and he kept his hand on the bell until at last the night sister ap-

peared. She immediately rushed out again and returned with the

doctor and two medical orderlies.

The two orderlies held Kleiba down while the doctor gave him an

injection. "You've got to operate on him," Robert cried. "You've got

to take his arm off, or he'll die. He's got gas gangrene, I know. Can't

you see that?"

Kleiba was now quiet. The doctor came over to Robert and took his

pulse. "You mustn't get so excited," he said. "It's not good for you.

I'll give you something to quiet you down."

As Robert fell into unconsciousness he heard—far away—the doc-

tor's voice: "Completely overwrought . . . typhoid fever . .
."

They had brought him back into the room where the Italian Luigi

and the Berliner Haase were lying. Later on they were joined by a

third : Corporal Zinn, who was one of the last to be flown out of Dien

Bien Phu. After his departure all further flights had been stopped.

For days Robert lay in a state of semiconsciousness. When finally

the veil of fever was drawn aside he found Luigi sitting on his bed.

"At last," said Luigi. "You've been in a very bad way."

Robert passed his tongue over his cracked lips. "How's Kleiba?"

Luigi hesitated. "He's—dead."

Robert stared for a while at his bandaged hands. "If they'd operated

on him sooner . .
."

"It wasn't any good," Luigi said. "You were always screaming out

that they ought to operate on him, but it was too late. It was already

too late when he got here. That kind of thing happens quickly."

"Very quickly," Robert murmured.

"You were a long time together, weren't you?"
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"Ten years."

"I'm sorry," Luigi said sympathetically, and he then gave a detailed

account of how they had buried Sergeant Major Kleiba. A guard of

honor, a firing party at the graveside, and all the trappings that went

with it. Luigi told his story in a tone full of respect although, as he

declared, he had not much time for such ceremonies. "But your friend

deserved it," he said, "for he must have been a very fine fellow."

A fine fellow? A man who had taken part in the Oradour affair and

yet had not felt a tinge of guilt on that account. A man who had slain

the Annamese Van Hai—partly by accident, it was true—and a whole

crowd of Viets against whom there had not been a shred of evidence

to show they were partisans. A fine fellow? Yes, that time in the camp
in France; he was splendid there. One could always rely on him. No,

not always. In Freudenstadt, for example, he ran away as soon as it got

too dangerous. And when it came to women, he was horrible. . . .

But, on the other hand, when that swine Quillastre lay in the jungle

with a bullet in his stomach, it was Kleiba who saw to it that he was

not left there. Then he had shot himself through the arm because he

did not want to die in Dien Bien Phu. Now he was dead, the bull,

soldier of fortune, petty criminal, sturdy trooper, good companion,

the fine fellow Kleiba. Robert was weighed down by an indefinable

feeling of sadness. Where was the point in such a life? Or in such a

death? And all this time Vladimir was waiting in the citadel unlikely

ever to come out of it alive.

Luigi took a great deal of trouble with Robert. He helped him to

eat and to drink and lit him cigarettes and placed them between his

lips. And he would tell him all kinds of tales about his boyhood in

Sicily and about Tagne island, the "He d'amour," where the detention

barracks for men serving in Indochina was situated. Luigi had been

sent there for six months for knocking down an officer while he was

trying to escape from his ship in the Suez Canal.

Luigi's stories were inspired with a passionate hatred against anyone

who had ever given him an order. Nevertheless, Robert listened to
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him with delight, for Luigi had wit and intelligence and like all vaga-

bond natures had a keen sense of comradeship.

Time passed imperceptibly in Room 23 of the military hospital in

Hanoi. It was quiet in this particular wing of the great building. The

warm wind tenderly stirred the bright curtains in the window and in

the evenings the soft voices and carefree laughter of the Annamese

nurses drifted up to them from the garden below. War seemed very

far away.

And while Robert Altmann and his comrades gradually recovered

their strength in these peaceful surroundings, the eyes of the whole

world were upon the small town of Dien Bien Phu in the northerly

part of Tongking, where Frenchmen, Germans, Algerians, Moroccans,

and nationals of almost every European country were fighting to the

death in their struggle against the overwhelmingly superior forces of

Viet Minh.

Every day Legionnaire Haase read the military reports from the

newspaper. "In spite of the heroic resistance of our troops, the enemy

succeeded in capturing further strong points in the eastern part of the

citadel. Fierce counterattacks are now in progress."

"I can just imagine those counterattacks," said Luigi. "The legion-

naires will be chased out to the front, while the officers sit happily in

their shelters."

"Nonsense," Zinn answered angrily. "You've got no reason for say-

ing that. In my battalion the officers were good fellows. There was

not a shirker among them. And another thing: the officers of the Le-

gion are the best in the whole French army."

"All officers are bastards," said Luigi.

Zinn sat up stiffly in his bed, his forehead flushed below his blond

hair. "Then I must be a bastard too."

"What the hell do you mean," said Haase. "You're not an officer."

Zinn hesitated and then said slowly, "But I was one once."

"Well I never," Haase said in surprise. "In the German army I sup-

pose?"

"Yes, in the German army."
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"Good God. What were you then? Second lieutenant?"

"Lieutenant," said Zinn, lying back on his bed.

"Well that beats the band. A real live German army lieutenant and

we knew nothing about it. How on earth did you manage to get

mixed up with this mob?" He would not rest until the reluctant Zinn

had told his tale. It was the story of an agent who sold nylon stockings

in southern Germany; of a man who knew plenty of generals but

little about business. And it was the story of three bad checks and a

hasty flight across the frontier.

"Well, well," said Haase sympathetically. "Commerce. That's got

to be learned, the same as soldiering."

Luigi was magnanimous. "I don't count you, Zinn. Anyway you're

not an officer any more, only a corporal. But officers are, nevertheless,

bastards."

"You should take that back," Haase said. "You're jealous because

you weren't one of the heroes of Dien Bien Phu."

"Porco Madonna," Luigi swore. "Heroes. You don't look much of

a hero."

"I am one though," Haase grinned. "You can read it in all the

papers. And Zinn's one too. And Altmann. We're all heroes of Dien

Bien Phu. Right up to our lamented deaths, see?"

"A splendid piece of work," Luigi mocked. "It must have been a

great strain for you."

"No," Haase grinned. "There's no strain at all in being a hero. It

just comes naturally. You suddenly read about it in the papers. It

happened to me before. In Stalingrad. I never wanted to go there. I

never wanted to be a hero. But our Fiihrer wanted it. It was the same

old thing, only much worse, you know. Snow and ice and the Stalin

organs and all the rest of it. We cursed and swore and told the Fiihrer

to go to hell but only under our breath, of course, for it wasn't custom-

ary in those days to say it out loud. We wanted more than anything

else to get out of it as quickly as possible, but the Fiihrer wanted some-

thing different. And so we were heroes, whether we liked it or not,

whether we were dead or alive: the heroes of Stalingrad."
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"The battle of Stalingrad as seen by little Fritz," Zinn said angrily.

"I beg your pardon, Herr Oberleutnant," said Haase. "You can look

at it differently if you wish. Every man to his taste."

Luigi had forgotten his indignation and grinned. "Good," he said.

"Now I'll get some beer. Then we'll have a drink to the heroes of Sta-

lingrad and of Dien Bien Phu."

It was during this time that Robert celebrated his birthday. He
was now twenty-eight years old, a fully grown man with plenty of

hard battles behind him. Was he satisfied with his existence? He did

not know. He had spent so much of his life among soldiers. He knew

nothing about any other kind of life and for the present he did not

want to know. He was frightened of the world that lay beyond the

walls of the barracks. Legio patria nostra—the Legion is our home.

Imperceptibly the expression had become a reality for Robert Alt-

mann.

On this April 16, a further event was celebrated in Room 23. Luigi

received an unexpected visitor. A captain in his regiment. The captain

ceremoniously informed Legionnaire Second Class Luigi Locatelli

that he had been promoted to corporal. Au feu—for bravery in the

face of the enemy.

Luigi was struck dumb with astonishment. He accepted the cap-

tain's affable good wishes in complete bewilderment and then hobbled

silently outside. After a while he returned wearing the two stripes of a

corporal on his sleeve and followed by two stretcher bearers carrying a

huge barrel of beer. "Mamma mia," Luigi said. "Who would have

thought it. Three months ago the Bumski was kicking me round the

He d'amour, and now I'm a corporal."

"What was the heroic deed you performed?" Haase asked.

"Nothing special at all," Luigi said. "I was on sentry duty in Laos.

The Viets attacked and I opened fire. That was all. Then I got that

damned bullet in my leg."

"It seems to me you must have finisned off a good many of those

Viets," Haase said, "or they certainly wouldn't have promoted you. It's
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just what I was saying about heroism. In the long run you can't pre-

vent it."

Luigi grinned and lifted his bottle of beer. "Salut," he said and

drank to Corporal Zinn.

"All the best," Zinn replied in a tone that was formal but not un-

friendly.

After that it was quite a long time before Luigi said another word

against the Legion or its officers.

The tragic fighting at Dien Bien Phu continued. A whole year's

output of officers from St. Cyr was drowned in blood. The young

Frenchmen died uncomplainingly, for was it not their duty to die for

France? But they did not die for France, nor did they die for Western

civilization, nor for freedom, as so many newspapers said; they died

for the prestige of a lot of incapable generals, for a mistaken and

corrupt political theory, and because the inheritors of a great nation

refused to understand that the world had fundamentally altered since

1940. And with them died thousands of paratroopers and thousands

of legionnaires, the elite of France, and the sacrifice they made could

never have altered one step in the march of events.

"Well at any rate he's been made a general," said Haase one morn-

ing.

"Who?" Zinn asked.

"Who other than our dashing colonel. They've chucked him down

his stars from an airplane." He folded the newspaper. "It's always the

same. Just like our Paulus; they had to make him a Field Marshal

pretty quick, before the thing packed up."

"And they were right," Zinn said irritably. "What on earth do you

know about the responsibilities of the commander of a besieged city

who finds himself in a position like that?"

Haase bowed in Zinn's direction. "Excuse me, Hen Oberleutnant.

Of course I have no idea of such matters. If you would be so kind as to

enlighten me."

"The decision to hold Stalingrad was strategically justifiable," Zinn
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said, "even if its destruction was inevitable. Immense numbers of

Russian troops were contained, thus relieving the pressure on the rest

of our front."

"I see," Haase said. "That was why we won the war, I suppose."

Zinn maintained a contemptuous silence.

"Well," Haase continued, "I'm now wondering whether our newly

appointed general is going to die with his colors flying or march into

captivity."

"He won't be taken prisoner," said Luigi. "Not him. He's an ob-

stinate bastard."

"I'd like to have a bet on that, all the same."

"All right," said Luigi. "A barrel of beer."

"That suits me."

"You'll lose the bet," Zinn said to Haase.

"Wait and see," Haase grinned. "Not even Paulus fought to the

end. He was taken to prison with his fur coat and his pots and pans,

and he said afterward that it was all wrong what we'd done in Stalin-

grad; in fact, to put it bluntly, it was criminal. Ah well, I've said

enough. Now we'll wait and see what De Castries does when he sits

in his general's carriage among the Viets."

Haase won his bet. On May 8, 1954, after fifty-seven days of fight-

ing, the remainder of the Dien Bien Phu citadel fell. General de

Castries was taken prisoner and with him the survivors of the garrison.

On the same day the sister took the bandages off Robert's hands.

Robert found with joy that he could move his fingers. He had a few

partly healed cuts on the backs of his wrists, but otherwise there was

nothing wrong with them.

The sister smiled. "Now at last you'll be able to write home."

Robert looked at her long eyelashes and her regular teeth, which

sparkled beneath the short upper lip. "There's no need," he said. "I

have no one."

"Oh dear, I'm sorry.

"Pas de quoi," Robert said, gazing at her longingly.

She gave him a compassionate smile and hurried out of the room.
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Three days ago she had started an affair with a paratroop captain. Ser-

geant Altmann was a nice young fellow, but there was no doubt that

the captain was a wiser choice. Also he was not encased in plaster of

Paris.

Robert watched her go and thought that perhaps he would, after all,

write a letter, or a postcard. Not to Germany, but to that little town

north of Hanoi. That was where the tiny, birdlike Ling Han lived.

Perhaps he would be able to see her once more before he went back

to Africa. He was so much in need of love.

In Hanover, flowers had stood in front of Robert's photograph, ever

since his birthday. Red tulips in a round glass vase. The blooms had

fully opened and during the last week the petals had turned inside out

in the most bizarre manner. Some of the petals had already fallen,

but Elisabeth Altmann would not have the flowers removed. She had

got the idea into her head that so long as they showed the slightest

sign of life then her son could not be dead. She had done this every

year for ten years. The picture was ten years old, too. It showed a

gentle, handsome boy's face: smiling, rather proud and rather em-

barrassed, with dreamy eyes and close-cropped hair. It bore only a

slight resemblance to the man lying in the military hospital in Hanoi.

The picture had traveled about a great deal. Ten years ago it had

stood on an old-fashioned chest of drawers in Stettin, then it had lain

for a long time in a box containing papers, later it had been placed on

a shaky old sewing machine in Hanover, and a few years after that it

changed its surroundings once more. Now it ought to be content: a

bright room with gay furnishings in a newly built house on the Eilen-

riede; not a luxurious house, but tasteful and comfortable and one

that was appropriate to an assistant schoolmaster's widow living on a

pension.

It was May and the flowers continued to stand in front of the picture

until at last Sabine took care of them. Sabine was now seventeen;

slender, blonde, long-limbered, quite pretty, and extremely unsenti-
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mental. For the last year she had been attending a commercial college.

She wanted to be an interpreter.

"Really, Mother," Sabine said, "it's high time they were taken away.

I'll bring you some fresh ones."

"No, don't bring any more," said Frau Altmann.

"As you wish," said Sabine. She smoothed back her hair in front of

the mirror with a practiced movement of her hand and, taking up the

vase, tripped gracefully out of the room in her pretty ballerina shoes.

Frau Altmann watched her daughter go. There was a mixture of

pride and anxiety and sadness in her glance. Sabine had changed a lot

in the past three years. Ah, so much had changed, mostly for the

better but also a bit for the worse.

Elisabeth Altmann was now nearly fifty and she saw clearly that

she was getting old. The realization came to her after she had buried

her little dream. The dream was a man; a nice, kind, reliable man,

neither handsome nor ugly nor in any way out of the ordinary. She

no longer expected ecstatic happiness, but rather a quiet, companion-

able sense of security. Sabine did not like the man and Elisabeth

Altmann lacked the strength to fight against her daughter's strenuous

objections. So nothing came of it and her daydream of companion-

ship and security was put aside. She drew a little comfort from the

knowledge that now she would not lose her pension. When one had

gone through so much and had passed the forty mark, one was forced

to look at these matters objectively.

When Frau Altmann informed her daughter of her decision, Sabine

fell on her mother's neck and sobbed with relief. "Oh, Mother, you'll

never be alone, I'll stay with you always."

Elisabeth Altmann had not, of course, taken her words seriously

and Sabine had forgotten them herself as time went by. She had started

to take dancing lessons and was often invited to small parties. Now
and again she brought a few young people to her home. Elisabeth

Altmann found them very odd with their short hair, tight trousers,

and brilliantly colore-! socks, and their rather pointless and noisy

gaiety.



Chapter Twelve 267

Frau Altmann's thoughts were always on Robert. She could never

bring herself to believe that he was dead, but what mother can ever

believe that of a son who has only been reported as missing? And she

would say to herself: if he were here, he would now be twenty-eight

years old and have finished with his studies and apprenticeship. Doc-

tor Robert Altmann. Perhaps he would have already got a practice.

And if he were still unmarried she would look after the house for him.

Ah, that was all nonsense. She was a sensible woman. She had made
countless inquiries of the Red Cross and had always been given the

same answer: we regret that we have no information whatever con-

cerning the fate of your son.

Nevertheless, she studied with an intense longing the accounts in

the papers of soldiers who had lately returned from Russia, men who
had long since been given up for dead. Why should Robert not be

among them? So many improbable things had happened during the

last few months of the war. And she would turn her eyes once more to

the papers. She was not interested in the news on the front page. Dien

Bien Phu falls, she read. The name meant nothing to her. A fortress in

Indochina? What were the French trying to do there? Merciful God!

had men still not had enough of war? Politics, thought Frau Alt-

mann, should be left to the mothers who had lost their sons in battle.

But politics were not left to the mothers. For a considerable time

the newspapers had frequently published reports of unrest in North

Africa. Viet Minh had set the example, they wrote.

Then one day in late autumn the headlines blazoned the news of

massacre in Algiers. The signal had been given for a general uprising

of the Algerian people, it was said. That was in November.

Frau Altmann quickly turned over the pages.
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On one of those same November days Sergeant Robert Altmann
was driving in his jeep along the main street of El Djellah. El Djellah

lay on the edge of the Aures mountains in the northeastern part of

Algeria. Altmann was sergeant in charge of the battalion postal de-

partment and he was returning from a journey to company head-

quarters, a trip which had taken him three days.

The driver of the jeep gazed longingly at the bistros and bars which

were just beginning to fill up. "Do you want me to stop somewhere,

Sergeant?"

"No," said Robert. "Drive on through. You can booze as much as

you like later this evening."

The driver grinned and pressed his foot on the accelerator.

The battalion supply department occupied a farm about two miles

to the north of the town. As they approached the place they could
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see the white gatehouse that guarded the entrance and a sentry

lounging by its side. A thickset, broad-shouldered sergeant was stand-

ing near the sentry with his hands resting on the barrier. He was

watching Robert with great attention. Robert frowned. There was

something about the sergeant's bearing that made him feel they had

met before. As he removed his sunglasses, the man at the barrier raised

a hand in greeting. Good God! Surely it was . . .

Robert pushed his head over the top of the windshield and flourished

both his arms in the air. "Vladimir," he roared, "Vladimir," and he

gave the driver a bang on the shoulder. "Faster, man. Drive faster."

He sprang to the ground before the vehicle had time to pull up and

in one stride he was at the barrier. "Vladimir. Good God, Vladimir,"

he said in a voice trembling with excitement.

Robert Altmann and Vladimir Dunjev embraced each other like a

couple of Frenchmen and then they slapped each other on the back

like Germans or Americans. "Bosche moi, Altmann," said Vladimir.

"I've been waiting for you here for two days."

"I had no idea," said Robert. "How on earth could I have known.

. .
." He let go of Vladimir and replaced his sunglasses to hide his

emotion. "Drive along in," he told the driver curtly. "Get the stuff

unloaded at once and see that it's all checked." Then he took Vladi-

mir's arm. "Why didn't you write, you old bastard?"

Vladimir scratched his round skull. "I wanted to write. Started

twice, but letters are difficult. Worse than reports. I gave it up. I

thought I'll make surprise." He glanced at Robert out of the corner of

his eye. "Where's Buller?"

"Buller—is dead."

"Ah—Bosche moi."

"Come on," said Robert. "I bet you're thirsty." They went over to

the building. "Go and get some beer," Robert told the driver. "A
whole crate of it, please ." He led Vladimir into his room. It con-

tained a bed and a table and two chairs. He pulled the kepi off

Vladimir's head and threw it onto the bed and then gave him a ciga-
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rette. "Now tell me everything," he said excitedly. "How did you

manage to get here?"

"I came from Bel-Abbes."

"Yes, yes, but how did you find me?"

"I asked at information office for Sergeant Altmann. They look

you up. Said you were with regiment in El Djellah."

"Did you get a transfer here then?"

"I was lucky. There is sort of get-together for old legionnaires

every Sunday, you know. Colonel talks man to man, you know."

Vladimir ran his gnarled thumb along the row of ribbons on his

chest. "Colonel says, 'Were you in Indochina?' I say, 'Straight from

the Viets, mon colonel. Dien Bien Phu.' He says, 'Have you any

special wish, mon fils?' I say, 'Oui, mon colonel, I have good friend

in El Djellah. I would like to go there.' Colonel says to adjutant,

'This fine old sergeant goes to regiment in El Djellah.'"

The driver arrived with the crate of beer. "Put it down here,"

said Robert. "And if anyone wants me today, get rid of him somehow."

"Oui, sergent."

Robert opened a couple of cans and shoved one over to Vladimir.

"Salute, Vladimir." Vladimir raised the can. "Salute, Altmann. Have
you learned Italian?"

"Only that one word. I used to drink a lot with an Italian in

the hospital in Hanoi. Fellow called Luigi. He's here with the bat-

talion." They drained the cans and Vladimir wiped his lips with the

back of his brown hand. "Hanoi hospital? I was there too. Never
knew Buller had died there. Always believed Buller would get through.

Always said so himself."

"He didn't have an easy time. Gas gangrene. He was screaming

his head off, right to the end. He never believed he was going to

die, but thought I was in a far worse condition."

"Easy life, hard death," said Vladimir.

Robert opened another can and raised it to his lips. "But anyway

you're alive, Vladimir. And I could have sworn you were finished."

He put down the can. "How on earth did you manage it? Come
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on. Tell me the whole story. You were put in a prison camp, you

say. I shouldn't have thought the Communists would have allowed

a Russian to come back."

"Never told them I was Russian. Said I was German."

"And did they believe it?"

"They never asked anything at first. We marched for days. Two
hundred and fifty miles through jungle. Whole garrison. Many died.

We got to a camp up on the Chinese frontier. Bad, very bad. They

put Germans in special camp. I hear that Germans are treated better,

so I say I'm German too. Speak better German than little Viet

interpreter. I say my name is Willi Meyer and go into German camp.

I keep mouth shut because of Russian accent. Others say: Willi

Meyer lost his voice. I grin. They think I'm not right in head. Ger-

mans not made to work for Viets, only build own huts. Viet officer

comes into camp, makes speech about new Germany, democratic

republic. Says: Viets and Germans good friends. They send me back

in August. Get well in Hanoi hospital from too much rice-eating

with Viets. Then back to Africa. That's whole story."

"Good God, Vladimir." Robert laughed. "The whole story. And
they've made you a sergeant, too. Salute."

"Salute. Drink to friends who did not come back. Drink to Buller

Kleiba. Poor bastard."

"And to Prunier," said Robert.

They drank and swopped yarns and drank again and in a couple

of hours they were as drunk as only two hard-bitten legionnaires

can be. They noisily opened can after can and when they'd drunk

the contents, they hurled the tins against the whitewashed wall until

the floor was strewn with plaster. They sang "O du schoner Wester-

wald . .
." and "Annemarie." And they were happy. They were two

prodigal sons and they clung to each other in their loneliness and

found consolation in their comradeship. Legio patria nostra.

"And what now?" Robert asked suddenly. "What are you going

to do now?"
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Vladimir lit himself a cigarette with a shaking hand. "Must con-

sider it. . .
."

"Why?" said Robert in alarm. "Do you mean to go off somewhere?"

Vladimir opened another can. "Listen, Altmann," he said. "I never

thought I'd become sergeant. I wanted to leave soon after joining,

because life in Legion so hard. I was made lance corporal and I

stayed; I was made corporal and I still stayed; at last I'm sergeant."

He pointed to his ribbons. "I am hero of Dien Bien Phu. I have

nearly ten years of Legion on my old back. I think to myself:

complete fifteen years and get pension, then buy farm in Algeria.

Can't go wrong, compris?"

Robert laughed with relief. "Compris. You're a clever fellow. Ta
sante." They brought their beer cans unsteadily together and drank.

"Listen," said Vladimir. "I earn much money now as sergeant.

Buy very big farm. We'll stay together on farm and have good life."

Robert smiled drowsily. The mirage of a farm appeared in front

of him. A farm with a magnificent house built in colonial style,

with splendid cattle and beautiful horses and a jeep and a combine

harvester and fields of waving corn and Arab herdsmen gathered

round the wells in the evening light. "Vladimir," he murmured hap-

pily, "we'll stay together on the farm. But there must first be peace

in the land, do you see what I mean?"

"This will soon be over," Vladimir said. "Fellaheen are not Viets.

Algeria is not Indochina, but French province. We'll be French citi-

zens in beautiful land of Algeria."

"Yes, Vladimir. Tres bien . . . D'accord."

"Spoke to captain today," Vladimir said. "Told him I was still

sick from long starvation with Viets. Captain looked at my ribbons

and said you stay here with supply department. I'm in charge of

armory."

"The armory," Robert murmured. "I the post office and you the

armory." He raised his can. "Here's to the armory."

"Here's to the post office," Vladimir replied. He finished the beer

and then went on eagerly. "I'll buy new books on economics. We'll
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study economics. We'll have quiet life in post office and armory.

Cheers, Sergeant Altmann."

"Cheers, Sergeant Dunjev."

They lurched into each other's arms, as drunk as only legionnaires

can be.

For a while they managed to lead the quiet life that Vladimir

had desired. There was very little peace in Algeria, however, for the

fellaheen were in a constant state of rebellion, just as the Viet parti-

sans had been in Indochina. Nevertheless, for the time being they

confined their acts of violence and incendiarism to small villages

and lonely farmsteads and El Djellah itself was left undisturbed.

There were eight thousand Arabs and a thousand Frenchmen living

in El Djellah. For a legionnaire unaccustomed to anything better,

El Djellah was a wonderful town. It had a motion-picture theater

and at least five bistros or bars, where a man could enjoy himself.

The most frequented of these was the Pavilion Bleu on the Boulevard

de Lyautey, where customers had the pleasure of being served by the

blonde French girl, Janine. Robert and Vladimir were happy in El

Djellah. Their commanding officer was an elderly captain who gave

very little trouble to a veteran sergeant with eight or nine years'

service behind him. The sergeant major was a German and did not

altogether like the two newcomers; but he had never been in Indo-

china and at that time a long row of ribbons was of more importance

than the badges of an adjudant-chef.

Sergeants Altmann and Dunjev were able to enjoy their placid

existence for the better part of a year and not even the front-line

troops, who were having a far from pleasant time in their strong-

holds in the Aures mountains, reproached them for it. Until the day

arrived when El Djellah itself became the scene of Arab violence

and insurrection. That was on August 19.

On that day a convoy from the Second Company had returned to

base to collect supplies of food and ammunition. Corporal Locatelli
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was among the escort. "Hello, sergeant," he called out gaily, giving

Robert a somewhat unmilitary slap on the shoulder.

Robert shook him by the hand. "This is Luigi," he said to Vladimir.

"A hopeless fellow, but a good friend all the same. I should have

starved to death in that hospital if it hadn't been for him."

Luigi grinned at the compliment and gave Vladimir a fleeting

acknowledgment. "He was a Sicilian bandit at one time," Robert

continued, "but he came to be one of the heroes of Indochina."

"Merde," said Luigi. "At the moment I'm one of the heroes of

Algeria. Rather a poor lot of heroes, and if you ask me, we've been

given a damned rotten job."

"You shouldn't grumble," Robert said. "It's your duty, don't forget.

When the fellaheen shoot, we shoot back."

"Porco Dio" said Luigi. "I don't care for this police work. I've got

no interest in it."

"He loves the fellaheen," Robert teased him.

"Porco" said Luigi, "I don't like them at all, the stinking ruffians;

but if I were an Arab, you'd find me on their side, I'm telling you."

Robert winked at Vladimir. "He's always moaning about some-

thing. If he were fighting with the fellaheen, he'd be complaining

about their officers."

"I've told you, I don't particularly care for them," Luigi said, "if

you saw what's going on, you'd soon have a bellyful yourself. We
got back yesterday from an operation. We were led by a general,

a real general. We couldn't see him, the bastard; only hear him.

Over the radio. He was sitting on top of us in his helicopter."

"Now it's the officers' turn," Robert told Vladimir. "They're his

favorites."

"I'm not speaking about the officers," Luigi spat. "I'm speaking

about this bastard general. Listen; he sat up there in this helicopter,

directing his war. We were marched up to some village where the

fellaheen had been shooting. But you needn't imagine they were

still in their nests. They'd long since got away into the mountains.

All the same, we shot the village to pieces. Thirty Arabs were killed
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in the process. You can bet your life not one of them was guilty

of anything. I've had my share of killing, you can believe me, but

not this kind of thing. The general in his helicopter was satisfied,

however, and expressed his appreciation—over the radio, of course.

Then he flew off to Algiers where he's probably swilling champagne
to celebrate his victory."

"Luigi," Robert said, "you talk like a Communist."

"I'm no Communist," Luigi replied. "The Communists are all

too bloody stupid."

"Come on, Luigi, there's no need to get so worked up. Your time

will soon be over."

"Another three years," said Luigi. "Far too long. If it goes on like

this I'm getting out."

"Don't do anything so stupid, Luigi. Haven't you had enough of

the Compagnie Discipline?"

"They won't catch me a second time," Luigi boasted. He tapped

his breast pocket. "Hey, Pat," he shouted behind him, "have you

got any cigarettes?"

A large, sandy-haired fellow came from the group of parked ve-

hicles and handed him a package of cigarettes. "Be on your best

behavior, Pat," said Luigi. "This is a friend of mine. Sergeant Alt-

mann." Pat stiffened to attention.

"Bene" Luigi said contentedly. He turned to Robert. "This is

Pat Kilby. Says he's American. But he speaks French and German
better; odd, don't you think?"

Pat grinned, showing a strong row of teeth.

"He made a bolt for it, too," Luigi said. "Hates being ordered

around, you know. But he listens to me. Only to me. I've made
him my bodyguard. Nothing gets him down. Not even the Com-
pagnie Discipline. Pat, show the sergeant some push-ups; with the

left arm."

Pat threw himself to the ground and gave Robert and Vladimir

a demonstration of twenty one-armed push-ups. When he got to his
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feet again he showed not the slightest trace of exhaustion. "Well,

what do you say to that?" Luigi asked proudly.

"Magnificent," said Robert.

"That was his speciality in the Compagnie Discipline. If you like,

he'll do it again with the other arm."

"Thanks," said Robert. "That's quite enough for me."

"Okay, Pat," said Luigi. "You can hop off now." Pat stuffed his

fists into his trouser pockets and strolled away full of self-confidence.

But his luck was out and he ran straight into the sergeant major.

The sergeant major was the kind of man whose carefully pressed

and well-cut uniform never showed the slightest spot or stain and

to such a man Legionnaire Kilby was nothing but a perpetual thorn

in the flesh. The sight of Pat's unmilitary deportment made him lash

out with his tongue as only a veteran battalion sergeant major can.

"Now what do you think of that," said Luigi.

The sergeant major chased Legionnaire Kilby back to the line of

trucks with a torrent of words and then went over to where Robert

was standing.

"He's got his knife into him properly," Luigi said.

"All ready," shouted the convoy leader.

Luigi slapped Robert's arm with ostentatious familiarity. "All the

best, Altmann. I must be off."

"All the best, Luigi. And don't do anything stupid, or you'll run

into trouble."

Luigi laughed and, making a wide detour round the sergeant major,

ran toward his truck. The convoy began to get under way and Luigi

waved his hand as he swung himself into his seat. By his side crouched

Legionnaire Kilby, bodyguard and master of push-ups in Colomb-

Bechar.

"Altmann," said the sergeant major. "Do you always carry on in

this brotherly way with your subordinates?"

"Only when he happens to be a comrade from Indochina," Robert

replied.

"Indochina!" exclaimed the sergeant major. "I don't want to hear
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any more about Indochina. We're in Africa now and it's your job to

see that discipline's kept up, see?"

"Oui, mon adjudant-chef."

"Good," said the sergeant major in a supercilious tone. He tapped

his cane against a well-pressed trouser leg and went off in the direction

of the orderly room.

"The bloody fool," said Robert angrily.

Vladimir smiled. "Don't get annoyed, Altmann. Sergeant major

never in Indochina. Envious of comradeship among Indochina fight-

ers." He took Robert's arm. "You come with me to Janine this

evening."

"What's the point of that?" Robert grumbled. "Just to watch you

making eyes at her. Or her at you?"

Vladimir was delighted. "What, she makes eyes at me?"

"It's obvious. Have you never noticed it?"

"I cannot see. I'm always nervous when I look at Janine. She is

like film star."

"Why don't you marry her?"

"I daren't. I have wife in Russia."

"Good heavens, Vladimir, you haven't seen her for fifteen years.

And you won't ever see her again, so it's just the same as though

she were dead."

"Do you think so?"

"You want to buy a farm. On a farm a man needs a wife and he

needs children, too, so that he can leave it to them later on. Isn't

that right?"

"That's right."

"Well, there you are. And Janine would be the right girl."

"If she's willing," Vladimir said doubtfully.

"You've never asked her."

Vladimir considered the matter for a while. "Perhaps I'll ask her.

But you come with me."

"Okay," said Robert. "But you must really ask her. I think she
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expects you to." Vladimir looked at him suspiciously. "Honestly,

Vladimir."

"Koroscho. I'll ask her."

That evening they drove into the town in Robert's jeep to see

Janine. They had known her for about six months. Janine was an

attractive woman, who nevertheless had a lot more to her than

mere physical charm. She was of a type that one would not ordinarily

expect to find in a dead-end place like El Djellah. She had, of course,

her own motives for hiding away there; since 1940 there had been

plenty of reasons for escaping from France into the African provinces.

Sergeants Altmann and Dunjev had been enchanted by Janine

on their very first visit to the Pavilion Bleu, and they were soon

numbered among her most regular customers. At first everyone

felt certain that Robert would be the one on whom she would

bestow her affections, but in fact it was a considerable time before

she showed any particular interest in either of them. Then gradually

it became obvious that Vladimir Dunjev was the one she had chosen.

Robert felt depressed and disappointed and also rather envious of

his friend. Once when he and Janine were alone together, he said,

"What have you got against me, Janine?"

"Against you? Why, nothing! You're a fine lad, Robert. And if I

were a bit younger . . . and more stupid . .
." She smiled at him.

"You need a young girl, Robert. But best of all, don't marry at

all. You'll only make her unhappy."

"Why?"
"Because one day you would run away."

"What about Vladimir?"

"Vladimir knows what he wants. He'll buy himself a farm."

"I'm going to do that, too."

"Ah, so you say. But you'd run away. You've been running away

for years."

"What from?"

"You're the one who ought to know that."
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"And what about you?" he said angrily. "What are you doing in

a hole like this?"

"Dear God," she said. "I earn my money here. Enough for me to

put a little away. Isn't that something?"

"No, it's not. You could have a different kind of life, Janine. A
girl like you and with your looks."

"Mon Dieu, a girl like me and with my looks. I've led a very

different kind of life than this, but that was a long time ago. I was

just nineteen. Life was wonderful and love was just fun; until I came
across a boy, someone like you, a German. I fell in love with him
straightaway, never thinking for a moment it was unpatriotic—it

wasn't me that started the war. I never minded what the others said,

but they never forgot what I'd done. Then afterward, when the war

was over, they shaved my head—and whipped me. It was terrible;

but perhaps they were right."

"Of course they weren't right."

"Anyway, it's all the same. I went and hid with my sister, but

she didn't want me either. She ™*e me some money and sent me
out here. Since then I have known that life is not all pleasure and

that even love . .
."

"What were you going to say?"

"Ah, you don't understand." She flicked a speck cf dust from her

clean white blouse.

"I don't want you to tell anyone about this. No one knows except

you."

That was Janine. If she had been a man she would probably have

hidden away in the Legion and gone back to France after five years,

with a clean record. But she happened to be a woman and could

not wipe away her unpatriotic past with a bright row of service rib-

bons. Nevertheless she had learned something from her life, she knew
now what she wanted: security and trust. She would be able to find

both with Sergeant Dunjev. And he was neither German nor French.

Round about nine o'clock the jeep drew up in front of the Pavilion

Bleu. Robert dismissed the driver and they both went inside.
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A smiling Janine presided behind the counter; blonde, pretty, and

neat, she was the undisputed mistress of the cosy little bar. Janine

not only possessed charm, but also a Frenchwoman's flair for business

and that was exactly what Monsieur Alfons, the present proprietor

of the place, needed. "Bon soir, bon soir," she said. "Take a seat,

you warriors." She reached out a slender hand to each of them in

turn and then poured out two aperitifs

The bar was crowded and Janine was kept very busy, but she

managed nevertheless to spare a little time to chat with.them between

serving the other customers. Her eyes lit happily on Vladimir and

she played the fool with him a bit and pulled his leg for him. Robert

watched them affectionately. So they were going to get^ married.

They would have children. They were a fine couple. He drained his

Pemod in one gulp. Janine was very capable; she would make a

good housewife, like most French women. And Vladimir? He would

be like a rock to her. "Give me another, Janine." Janine filled his

glass and deftly added a tiny block of ice. Vladimir gazed dreamily

at her round breasts, which pressed tightly against the thin material

of her blouse, and Robert suddenly felt a tinge of envy.

Vladimir swung himself off his stool. "Back soon, just fetching

cigarettes," he said, and went out of the room.

Janine came over. "Where's he gone?" she asked.

"For some cigarettes," he said.

"I could have given him some."

"Hm. Perhaps he wanted a bit of fresh air. To summon up his

courage."

"What do you mean?"

Robert smiled. "Janine," he said, "it's a special day today."

"Why?" she asked, fluttering her long eyelashes.

"Vladimir wants to propose to you."

She laughed her warm, rather husky laugh. "Really?"

"You don't seem to be very excited."

"Oh, I am," she said, giving her nose a quick touch of powder.

"You'll accept it, won't you?"
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"Mais bien sur," she smiled, blushing a little.

"Here he comes," Robert said. "Congratulations, Janine. I really

envy him."

Vladimir climbed slowly onto the stool. "Well, I'll be going," Rob-

ert said, as he paid for the drinks.

"What?" said Vladimir. "We're just getting comfortable."

"Exactly."

"You stay," Vladimir said anxiously.

Robert looked at Janine. "He's frightened, Janine. He never

showed any fear in Indochina; but now he's frightened."

Robert pushed some money across the counter and slid from his

stool. "I've already told her about it, Vladimir. She is prepared for

anything."

"What do you mean?" asked Vladimir in alarm. "What do you

mean, Altmann?"

"Don't make yourself out to be so stupid," Robert said. "I'm going

to the movie. I'll call in afterward. If it comes off all right, Janine,

you can stand me a drink."

"D'accord, Robert," she laughed.

"Bon soir," he said and made his way outside.

He walked slowly down the street that proudly called itself a bou-

levard. He felt very sad, and lonely. The place was swarming with

people. Arabs in their white or brown striped kashibias, women in

veils, a few Frenchmen, some Senegalese and some legionnaires and

a policeman ... it was a beautiful African night. The street shone

with lights of many colors: maize-yellow at the doorways of the

houses; pink, green, and blue in the shops belonging to Europeans.

Neon light that sugared the dirt in the street and the scruffy heads

of the neglected children and that softened the prematurely aged

faces of the Europeans. Women got old quickly in this climate and

became tired and slovenly, but at night they seemed for a little while

to blossom again.

Women's glances roamed silently over Sergeant Altmann, enticing

and covetous, seeking adventure with their eyes. Adventure! He no
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longer wanted adventure. He must find a woman like Janine, a little

younger, of course, but one who had both feet planted firmly on the

ground; one in whom a man could put his trust. The theater loomed

in front of him, its brightly colored placards announcing an American

wild-West film. It would be a cowboy story with plenty of action and

a lot of shooting. The people in El Djellah were not very hard to

please.

Robert entered the dimly lighted foyer. The cash desk was behind

a small window in the wall and as he approached, the cashier auto-

matically handed him a ticket. There was no doubt that a sergeant of

the Legion would want nothing less than the best seat available. He
climbed the creaking staircase that led to the "balcony." The balcony

consisted of a wooded superstructure patronized by the more well-

to-do clientele. The other patrons sat squashed together in the

cramped and dirty hall below. It was a miserable, poky little place but

the screen was like that of any other cinema and the film would make

men forget their poverty or their sadness or loneliness.

Robert stumbled along the row of seats and planted himself down

in a creaking wooden chair on the far side of a corporal and his girl.

He threw a quick glance at the girl. She was thin and pale and her

hair was greasy. He moved one seat farther along, stretched out his

legs, and lit a cigarette. The hall was heavy with tobacco smoke and

filled with the chatter and laughter of Arabs and the rustling of in-

numerable paper bags. The film was already ten minutes late in start-

ing.

"Pardon." A little man was standing near him. "Please excuse me,"

he said politely. Robert moved his legs and let him pass by. The little

man was not alone. He was followed by a couple of teen-age boys and

two younger girls and finally by a stout, heavily perfumed woman
with a child on her arm. Puffing and groaning they squeezed them-

selves past Robert and as he was about to stretch out his legs once

more yet another member of the party appeared. Robert's apathy

immediately vanished.

He drew in his legs and stared at the girl as she gracefully pushed
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her way past him. She had the same dark hair as the woman, and

large, dark eyes and a narrow face like a young Roman. She was

wearing a wide, gaily colored skirt and a white blouse. She had a

figure like . . . like Di Nam's.

She looked down at Robert. He smiled up at her. She glanced at

his row of ribbons and then smiled, too, as she sat down beside him.

Robert dropped his cigarette on the floor and carefully extinguished

the end with his foot. He pushed himself back in his seat and, twisting

his head, found himself staring straight into the girl's eyes. She

quickly turned her face away and began an animated conversation

with the stout woman on her right, whom she addressed as "Mamita."

"Where have you put the sweets, Angele?" Mamita asked.

So she was called Angele. Angel.

Angele rummaged about in her black lacquered handbag and pro-

duced a box of chocolates. Mamita opened the box and stuffed a

chocolate into the mouth of the prattling child on her knee. The

other members of the family were chewing peanuts.

Robert cautiously turned his head in the direction of the girl and

found himself observing not only her own charming profile, but also

the silhouette of her mother's double chin, the stubby noses of the

two small girls, the heads of the two teen-agers with their thick shocks

of hair, and lastly the badly shaved and emaciated face of the little

man who was the head of this peculiar family. All of them, except

Angele, were chewing peanuts.

Angele sat quite still. Her slender body was twisted very slightly

toward Robert. She did not look at him directly, but there was no

doubt that the eyes beneath her dark lashes were turned every now

and then in his direction.

Robert had long since ceased to speculate on the merits of the film

they were about to see and he would have been perfectly content if

its start had been delayed even further. His glance wandered to

Angele's knees, narrow and smooth beneath her skirt, and then to her

feet, innocent of stockings, in their white sandals. He looked up again

and his eyes met those of her mother.
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Mamita's expression was not unfriendly. She turned to her daughter

and said, "Let me change places with you, Angele. It'll be easier for

me with Pepito."

Angele rose from her seat without demur. "Oh, pardon." She had

knocked against Robert's arm and smilingly excused herself. He re-

turned her smile in silence, hiding his disappointment.

Breathing heavily, Mamita sank into the seat next to Robert and

settled her small son comfortably on her broad lap. She glanced ap-

preciatively at the ribbons on Robert's chest and stuffed yet another

chocolate into the child's mouth. "It's very hot," she said.

"Very hot, madame," Robert replied. He tried to look past her, but

it was difficult and he found he had to bend forward to do so. Angele

seemed to have expected this and she looked at him earnestly out of

her large dark eyes. Then the lights went out.

Almost immediately the dark, stuffy hall was shaken by an explo-

sion. It sounded like the detonation of a ten-point-ten- shell, but

Robert realized that it must be a hand grenade. He ducked forward

instinctively and waited with all his senses alert for the next explosion.

There was a paralyzed silence. Then a woman screamed in the

darkness. At once everything happened as it always does happen on

such occasions; the cheerful and expectant crowd was turned into a

yelling, stampeding herd of scared men and women who struggled

with each other in wild panic as they surged toward the door.

Mamita, too, had sprung to her feet. She pressed her child against

her ample bosom and in a stifled voice shouted something that Robert

could not understand. Robert gripped her plump wrist. "Stay in your

seat," he said.

"What?"
"For God's sake sit down."

Mamita relapsed into silence, but the child in her arms continued

to yell at the top of its voice. Robert turned to the corporal sitting

beside him. "You stay here," he said, "and don't let anyone through

until it's quiet."

"Oui, Sergent," said the corporal.
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"What shall I do?" Mamita gasped.

"Stay in your seat," Robert shouted at her. "And everyone else,

too. Duck your heads. You'll be far safer here if there's another explo-

sion."

Mamita was fat and extremely flustered, but she was certainly not

stupid. Turning in her seat she gave a series of rapid orders to her

family. She spoke in Spanish and Robert could only catch the words

Angble, Pedro, Pepito, and Sergeant. It was obvious that Mamita
wielded great authority over her family, for when the lights at last

went on again they were all sitting quietly in their seats with their

heads ducked between their knees.

Robert looked about him. The rows of rickety seats had been re-

duced to a heap of ruins and a seething mob of people was swarming

in front of the door. Above the shrieks of the crowd he could hear

the wail of a police siren.

"You can sit up," Robert said to Mamita. "It's over now."

"Oui, Sergent," Mamita replied, as though she had spent at least

a couple of years in the service. She passed his order on to her family.

Their dark heads reappeared hesitantly and they turned their faces

toward Robert. Gradually the din began to subside.

"Stay here a moment," Robert said to Mamita. He scrambled over

the debris toward a sergeant of the military police who was standing

by the door. "What happened?" he asked.

"Some Arab threw a hand grenade."

"I thought as much," Robert said. The sergeant grinned. "They're

already after the fellows, but of course anything may happen."

Robert looked at the surging mob. Three military policemen were

standing outside the door of the building, making a check on anyone

who aroused their suspicions. "I've got some friends inside," Robert

said. "I'd like to get them out." The sergeant glanced at Robert's

ribbons. "D'accord," he said. "Go and get them."

Robert made his way back to Mamita. She came toward him with

outstretched arms, followed by her family in single file. "Our rescuer,"

she said. "The only one who managed to keep his head."



286 Lost Sons

Robert looked toward Angele and smiled self-consciously. The little

man went up to him and offered him his hand. "My name is Gonzales.

I want to thank you for looking after my wife."

"Our whole family," Mamita corrected him. She seized Robert's

left hand and gave it an affectionate squeeze with her fat little paws.

"My name is Altmann," Robert said, extricating his hand from

Mamita's loving embrace.

"These are our children," Monsieur Gonzales announced with dig-

nity. He indicated each of them in turn. "Manuel, Domigo, Maria,

Yvonne, Pepito. And—Angele." As each name was mentioned Robert

bowed politely. He gave Angele his hand and he thought that he felt

her return his grip. Her eyes seemed more beautiful than ever.

"Is it still dangerous outside?" Mamita asked him.

Robert collected his thoughts. "If you will allow me, I will take

you home."

"Oh, that would be splendid," said Mamita in delight. "Really

splendid. It is not very far."

A crowd had gathered outside the theater where the wounded were

being loaded into an ambulance. A few policemen were endeavoring

to hold back the sight-seers and some members of the Home Defense

were excitedly brandishing their weapons.

Two corpses lay near the doorway and Mamita put her hand over

little Pepito's eyes as she passed them. "It's terrible," she said to Rob-

ert. "These devilish murderers. I only hope our soldiers will take stem

measures."

But it was the men of the Home Defense and not the soldiers who

went into action. The whole town was in a ferment. The sound of

firing could be heard coming from a side street and soon afterward

three Arabs were hustled past, guarded by armed civilians. "Vaya por

Dios," cried Mamita is alarm. "Did you see them, those cowardly

bomb-throwers? Thank God, they've been caught. Merciful Heavens,

I shall never forget this evening as long as I live." While Mamita

continued her uninterrupted monologue, the Gonzales family, under

Robert's leadership, marched in single file through the angry town.
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Three streets away Mamita stopped in front of a grocery store. The
family gathered round Robert and Monsieur Gonzales said, "May I

ask you to come in, monsieur? We have nothing prepared, but . .
."

"It is very kind of you," Robert replied. "But unfortunately I have

to go."

"He is a soldier," said Mamita. "He has to protect our town. But

perhaps tomorrow, monsieur?" She seized Robert's hand and squeezed

it once more. "You must pay us a visit tomorrow. Come to supper.

Shall we say half past eight?"

"Thank you very much." As he spoke Robert looked at Angele

and received from her an encouraging smile. Then he left them, but

at the first corner he turned his head and saw little Monsieur Gonzales

vanish into his shop.

"Angele." Robert repeated the name out loud and it sounded more

beautiful than any other name in the world.

The streets were now almost empty but the town was still seething

with excitement. Some men from the Home Defense hurried by,

calling to each other in eager voices. In the distance a shot was fired

and a scream echoed through the night, pitiful and forlorn. And
hatred flowed down every little street.

The Pavilion Bleu was closed, but a light showed through the

chinks in the shutters. Robert knocked on the door.

"Is that Robert?" Janine called.

"Oui."

She unlocked the door. "Come in."

The place was empty except for Vladimir, who sat in a corner of

the room smoking. A bottle of champagne and two glasses stood on a

table in front of him. Janine closed the door and looked at Robert

critically. "Did you get hurt at all?"

"No," Robert replied. "Why did you lock the door?"

"To be on the safe side," she said. "Besides, they've ordered us to

stay indoors. Tell me what happened. Was it a bomb?"

"A hand grenade. That's all."
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"But they say that twenty people were killed."

"Nonsense. Only two. But some got badly injured by the stampede

in the theater."

"How terrible," said Janine. "Come along and sit down." She

fetched another glass.

Robert slapped Vladimir on the shoulder. "Well?" he said cheer-

fully, "how have you two been getting on?"

Vladimir grinned. "See for yourself."

"Good." Robert took Janine in his arms. "May I kiss her, Vladimir?"

"You may."

Robert kissed her on both cheeks. "I've already congratulated you,

Janine."

She freed herself and, filling the glass, held it out to him. "To the

young couple," he said. They raised their glasses. "To the farm," said

Robert, "and lots and lots of children."

"Ah, stop it, Altmann," said Vladimir. "We're not married yet."

They finished the bottle, but their spirits remained damped. Every

now and then they heard the heavy footsteps of the patrol in the

street outside. "I've ordered je-tp," Vladimir said. "We must return

to quarters. We'll celebrate tomorrow and make up for it."

"Not tomorrow," Janine said. "We're closed. It's the second an-

niversary of the Sultan's expulsion. They think there may be trouble."

"You seem to be in the know," Robert said.

"Fatima told me."

"Who's Fatima?"

"Our maid. She has ears everywhere."

A car drew up outside. "The jeep," said Vladimir.

They stood up. "Take care," said Janine. "Keep your revolvers

drawn." She ran her fingers tenderly through Vladimir's disheveled

hair.

Robert smiled. "You see, Vladimir. From now on you're going to

be mothered. That's the other side of the medal."

Vladimir stroked Janine with his clumsy hands. "Au revoir, mon
petit chou." He spoke French in the same way that he spoke German.
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Robert's driver was waiting outside with the jeep. His tommy-gun

was lying by his side. "Everything all right?" Robert asked.

"Oui, Sergent. All quiet. They've ordered a curfew." The vehicle

moved off.

Robert leaned over to Vladimir. "Are you happy?" he asked.

"Very happy," said Vladimir. "Very . .
."

"So am I," said Robert and his thoughts went out to the Gonzales

family and to their eldest daughter.

The 20th of August was a black day for Algeria. As though at a

prearranged signal, violence broke out in every part of the country.

In El Djellah, too, some hand grenades exploded, wounding three

men and killing a policeman. For this, thirty-two rebels were put to

death by members of the Home Defense.

"Three hand grenades—thirty-two rebels," Vladimir said in a

troubled voice. "Doesn't make sense. They don't care which Arabs

they shoot. That's very' bad. Every mother, every brother of shot Arab

is new enemy of France." Later on the total casualties sustained on

that day were made known. Twenty-one Mohammedans, seventy-one

Europeans, thirty-one soldiers, and twelve hundred and seventy-three

rebels.

"There are always very few real rebels," Vladimir said. "Same as

Bolsheviks in Russia during revolution. Rest follow them or just

stand around. If twelve hundred and seventy-three real rebels dead,

then no more rebels in Algeria."

No one could say whether Vladimir was right, but it was certain

that the number of rebels in Algeria did not get any smaller. In fact

it increased. During the night, the Second Company was brought

down from the mountains to take over patrol duties from the Home
Defense. Corporal Luigi Locatelli belonged to this company.

On the very first evening Luigi came over from the camp to see

Robert. "God bless the fellaheen," he said. "By kicking up a dis-

turbance they've given me a bit of town life once more." He started

straightaway on politics. "These Arabs! You know that I don't give a

J
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damn for them, but you can't get away from the fact that they were

in this country long before the French."

"But if the French hadn't come here," Robert said, "there wouldn't

be any cornfields or vineyards or decent roads or cars, or in fact any

towns, at all."

"So what? What have the Arabs got out of it? Do you think the

towns and the cars and the cornfields and the roads belong to them?"

"To a certain extent they do. The Algerians are French subjects."

"Ah—and when they open their mouths they're given something to

remember. They're no better off because they're French subjects. No,

if I were an Arab, I'd be one of the fellaheen."

"Stop it, Luigi, with your Communist nonsense."

"Porco Madonna! What do you know about Communists? Com-
munists daren't open their mouths. They've always got to do what

their bosses tell them. A man who insists on opening his mouth and

doesn't do everything he's told can't be a Communist or his life

wouldn't be worth a penny." He grinned. "You must agree that I like

to speak my mind and that I'm not all that keen on doing what I'm

told. Does that satisfy you that I'm not a Communist?"

"Yes," said Robert, taken aback by his vehemence.

Luigi stroked his mustache. He was in the best of spirits. "Mamma
mia" he said, "I must be off. I want a girl tonight."

"Luigi, you know we've all got to stay in barracks."

"You'd better report me then."

"Don't talk nonsense."

"When I want a girl," boasted Luigi, "I'm not staying in barracks

for anyone. And they won't catch me, either. All the best, Altmann."

"Go to hell," said Robert. He was feeling disgruntled. At that very

moment he should have been sitting at supper with the Gonzales

family. Next to Angele. Instead he had to sit in his office and run

around at night looking after the sentries.

At the end of three days the curfew was lifted. Robert came off

duty and while he was getting himself ready for the evening, Vladimir
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stuck his round skull through the doorway. "Are you coming with me
to see Janine?"

"Good Heavens, I don't want to sit around watching you two

spooning together."

"Why are you making yourself so smart?"

"Been invited. To a family."

"Good. Family always very good thing. Small family?" Vladimir

raised his thumb and smiled. "One-person family?"

Robert carefully tied the knot in his tie. "Large family," he

laughed. "Eight-person family. I met them in the theater, when that

grenade went off. Nice people. Spaniards. They invited me to supper,

but of course I couldn't go." He undid his tie and started again. "Do

you think I ought to take something with me?"

"Some liquor."

"Don't be silly. They own a grocery store. They've got plenty of

liquor."

"Flowers," said Vladimir. "Flowers for madame."

"Flowers? Where could I get flowers from?"

"In shop. Very expensive. But if you want to make impression on

madame, you must bring flowers."

Robert bought some flowers at the only flower shop in the town.

Red roses. They cost two thousand francs. Then at half past eight,

with a beating heart, he entered Monsieur Gonzales' shop.

Mamita stood behind the counter surrounded by cheeses, tinned

foods, sacks of sugar, boxes of butter, crates of vegetables, and rows

of bottles. She was chatting with two female customers, but her eyes

were everywhere. She noticed Robert at once. "Oh, monsieur le

sergent," she cried delightedly, and trotted round the counter to shake

his hand.

Robert held out the flowers. She pressed them to her bosom and

directed a torrent of words at the two customers. The latter, who

had obviously now been brought into the picture, nodded their heads

at Robert in appreciation.

"Pedro, Pedro!" Mamita screamed, and almost at once Monsieur
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Gonzales appeared in the doorway in his shirt sleeves. He greeted

Robert with dignity and hastily started to pull down his sleeves.

Angele's face also appeared for a second, then vanished again. The

two Spanish ladies smiled sweetly.

"You see, Pedro," Mamita said to her husband, "I was right.

Monsieur Altmann did not forget our invitation."

"Yes, yes," said Monsieur Gonzales. "I am very glad."

"Look after the shop for a while," Mamita ordered, "while I see to

everything." She thrust her double chin into the bunch of flowers.

"What wonderful roses," she sighed. "Come into the sitting room,

Monsieur Altmann. Please excuse all this jumble." She led Robert

behind the counter. "Cuidadol Don't fall over that sack of sugar.

And mind the biscuit tins. This way, please." She closed the sitting-

room door behind her.

A large table covered with a white cloth stood in the center of the

room. The rest of the space was taken up by the Gonzales children.

They gazed in awe at Robert, except little Pepito who crawled about

on the floor, talking to himself. Mamita held up Robert's bunch of

roses for all to see and then laid them on a chair and clapped her fat

little hands. "Allez," she cried in a shrill voice. "Out you go! Wash
your hands—and your faces. Monsieur le sergent is having supper

with us. And, Manuel, you put Pepito to bed."

"He'll cry if I do," said Manuel.

"Then let him cry," she said. "We can't have him down here." She

clapped her hands once more. "Anda, fuera de aquil"

The children hurried out of the room. Manuel picked up Pepito,

who, as anticipated, at once started to yell. "Give him a sweet,"

Mamita called out to her son as she took off her white apron and

dusted a chair. "Please be seated, Monsieur Altmann, and make your-

self at home."

"Madame," Robert said, "I hope I have not come at an inconven-

ient time."

"Inconvenient?" Mamita gave a peal of laughter. "On the contrary,
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I have been expecting you. The curfew was lifted today and so I knew

you would come."

Robert sat down.

"You speak excellent French, monsieur," Mamita said in her Span-

ish accent. "I love to hear a language spoken well." She picked up the

flowers once more and called, "Angele!"

"I'm coming in a minute, Mamita," Angele called from some hid-

den corner of the house.

"She's a good child," Mamita said. "I expect she's getting the meal

ready. I'll ask her to come in at once and keep you company." But

Mamita neither went out herself nor brought Angele in. Instead, she

set the table in order, and placed the flowers in a blue-and-gold vase,

at the same time giving Robert a brief account of her life and her

family.

Robert learned that Mamita had been born in better circumstances

and that her father had been a respected customs official in Spain.

His picture hung on the wall in an oval, lacquered frame. He was

wearing a splendid uniform and he stared down at Robert with a

somewhat severe kindliness. "So you see," said Mamita, "I come from

a family that had connections with both the army and the civil service.

These surroundings," she made an all-embracing movement with her

arm, "were very strange to me at first." She made it abundantly

clear that the emaciated little grocer, Pedro Gonzales, was in no way

her social equal. Angele however, she explained, took after her in

every way; but just as she was about to describe her daughter's many

virtues, the latter came into the room.

Mamita's eulogies were quite superfluous. Angele spoke for herself

without anyone having to utter a word and Robert was left only to

wonder how the insignificant little Monsieur Gonzales and the stout

Mamita had managed to produce such an incomparable daughter.

It proved impossible, however, to do more than exchange a few

conventional sentences, for the other children had now rushed into

the room, bringing with them a sharp, pungent smell of garlic and

fried onions. The meal began. The conversation was frequently in-



294 Lost Sons

terrupted by the tinkle of the shop bell, upon which Monsieur

Gonzales, Mamita, Angele, or Manuel would take turns to hurry from

the room and do their best for the family business. At ten o'clock the

little man closed the shop and, in spite of the banging of agitated

customers, refused to open it any more.

Robert was sitting next to Angele and now and again their hands

would meet, but it was Mamita who, as always, dominated the con-

versation.

Robert waited hopefully for the children to go to bed and for

Mamita to allow them a little time together, while she discharged

her household duties; but nothing of the sort happened, and when it

was half past eleven he reluctantly got to his feet and murmured some-

thing about a friend whom he had arranged to fetch.

Oh yes, of course. But he must go carefully, because of the rebels.

Ah, yes, that business seemed to have died down for the moment.

Might he perhaps visit them again?

Of course! At any time. Mamita took his hand in her little paws.

"Come whenever you like. We will all be very glad to see you." She

gave Angele an understanding smile: "Angele, show Monsieur

Altmann the way out."

Angele, led him through the shop and while she was unlocking

the door he stood nervously beside her, uncertain of what to say.

Apart from Janine he had had no experience of talking to well-bred

girls, and anyway, Janine was no longer a girl. Angele opened the

door and looked at him in silence. Her large eyes were opened wide

and in the pale street-lighting she was like a Spanish ode to the moon.

"Mademoiselle," Robert said. "I would like ... I must . .
."

Angele smiled sweetly, but said nothing. Robert bent over her. "I

would like to see you again."

She did not move.

"I mean . .
." He cleared his throat and suddenly grasped her

hand. She let it lie lightly in his and made no effort to withdraw it.

"Angele!" Mamita called.

Robert swung round. Mamita was standing at the sitting-room
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door. "Oh, you are still there. I'm sorry, I thought . .
." She vanished

with marked discreetness.

Robert did not dare to take Angele' s hand again. "Au revoir," he

said glumly. "Until tomorrow." He turned and hurried away. Hell,

he thought, how difficult it is with a respectable girl.

On the following evening he was in Monsieur Gonzales' shop by

half past six. Monsieur himself was behind the counter, while his

son Manuel lolled in a corner chewing some gum.

"Bon soir, monsieur."

"Bon soir, Monsieur Altmann. Manuel, shake hands with the

sergeant."

"Bon soir, monsieur," said Manuel politely, pushing the chewing

gum into his other cheek.

"Please go through, if you like," Monsieur Gonzales said.

"Thank you very much."

Angele was alone in the room. She was wearing her gaily colored

skirt and a white, sleeveless blouse. Robert felt her squeeze his hand

gently. "I ... I thought we might go for a little walk together," he

stammered.

"I'll ask Mamita."

"I don't want you to disturb your mother."

"Oh, she'll be glad that you've come. She likes you."

Mamita had no objections to their going for a walk and she ac-

companied them both to the door of the shop, looking proudly around

her and receiving appreciative smiles from the female customers.

Robert led Angele down the first side street that they came to.

The street led to a square which was the beginning of that part of

the town where the well-to-do Europeans had their houses.

Angele walked beside him without speaking. For a long while he

too was silent. What could he say to her? He wanted to say boldly

that he had fallen head over heels in love with her and that he wanted

to kiss her. At last he asked her how old she was.

Nineteen. And he?

Twenty-eight.
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As old as that?

Did she think that old?

Not really.

What a stupid conversation. "You are the prettiest girl I have ever

seen," he said.

"You're making that up."

"No, really I'm not."

Good God, how difficult it was. It had been so easy with little

Ling Han in Hanoi. Perhaps it was because she haC not known
much French. Everything had been so simple with her.

"What do you do with yourself all day?"

"Oh, I help in the house. And I read."

"May I call you Angele?"

"Yes, if you want to."

"I'm called Robert."

"Robert? How nice."

There were less houses now and they could see the vineyards ahead

of them. Soon it would be dark.

Behind them they could hear the light tap-tap-tap of sandaled feet.

It was very annoying. Robert took Angele's arm and led her across to

the other side of the road.

The fellow followed them across. Robert turned round furiously,

only to find it was Angele's brother, Manuel. With an effort Robert

managed to assume a friendly expression. "Well, well, where are you

going, then?"

"With you for a bit."

Angele gave her brother a smile and seemed to find nothing unusual

in his wanting to come with them. Mamita, of course, was behind

it all. What do they take me for, Robert wondered? "Would you

like to buy yourself something?" he asked the boy. Manuel nodded

happily and Robert gave him a hundred-franc piece.

"Merci, monsieur," Manuel said, but he continued to walk beside

them.

"Why don't you go and spend it?" said Robert, frowning.
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"Later on," said Manuel. "I've got enough chewing gum at the

moment."

They walked along together for a while but Robert found it in-

creasingly difficult to think of anything to say. "We'd better go back,"

he said at last. "It's getting dark." Angele had no objections.

Shortly before they reached the shop Manuel silently disappeared.

At the door Robert said: "What are you doing on Sunday, Angele?"

"Nothing particular."

"Couldn't we do something together? I mean—just we two."

She smiled. "I'll ask Mamita."

He took her hand. "Good-by, Angele."

"Wouldn't you like to come in? Mamita would be pleased."

"Unfortunately," he murmured, "I have an appointment with a

friend."

"What a pity. Well, until tomorrow, Robert."

"Until tomorrow, Angele."

He went away feeling sad. Mamita—Manuel—it was too much. But

she was so young and perhaps Mamita was anxious about her. She

could trust her with me, though. Perhaps I ought to tell her that

sometime.

There was not much doing in the Pavilion Bleu. Vladimir was

perched near Janine at the bar. "Voila," said Janine. "Are you giving

us the pleasure of your company again?"

Robert sat down next to Vladimir. "An anisette, Janine, please.

Very cold."

Janine poured one out for him. "Have you got a girl now, or not?"

she asked.

"Why?"
"We made bet," Vladimir said. "I say you have friendship with

Spanish family. Janine says you have friendship with daughter of

Spanish family."

Robert put down his glass. "Janine has won."

"There you are," Janine said. "Who is she?"
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"A sweet girl. Nineteen years old and extremely pretty )ust the

kind of girl that you recommended."

"What's her name?"

"Gonzales. Her father has . .
."

"Aha," said Janine. "Is it serious?"

"Hm—not for the moment. You know, it's very difficult. These

people are so—well, let's say they have a very strict moral outlook."

"Really?" said Janine. "Well, you'll have to exert yourself, Robert.

But take care."

"What do you mean?"

Janine smiled mysteriously. "A fellow like you must always take

care when it's a question of marriage."

"Oh, yes, of course." The anisette had put new heart into Robert.

"And what about you two?" he asked. "When are you having the

engagement party? I'm going to enjoy that."

"A big party," Vladimir said. "We celebrate next Monday here in

Pavilion Bleu. Whole bar is rented. Every noncommissioned officer

is coming as guest."

"Good God! The sergeant major as well?"

"Of course," Janine said. "Might as well have everyone while we're

about it."

"Ladies, too," said Vladimir.

"That's fine. May I bring one?"

"Certainly," Janine said. "Bring her along. I'm looking forward

to meeting her."

It was on the following evening that Robert kissed Ang£le for the

first time. It happened in the bleak little garden at the back of the

Gonzales' home. He clasped her slender waist with his strong brown

hands and whispered, "Angele, I love you." He remembered sud-

denly that he had said the same thing eight years before to Catherine,

the officers' whore in Sidi-Bel-Abbes. He felt ashamed at remember-

ing that at this moment. Forget it. It was long since over and done

with. Angele was different, marvelously different—a young girl that

one could marry. He repeated the words: "Angele, I love you."
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"I love you too, Robert/' she whispered.

"Angele." It was Mamita's voice. They sprang apart and Robert

stared at the house. Mamita stood in the lighted kitchen, leaning

over the stove, and Robert had the uncomfortable feeling that she

had eyes in her round, fat behind. "Angele," Mamita called without

looking round. "Come and give me some help. Monsieur Altmann

must be hungry. We shall have to see he has a good meal."

Angele squeezed his hand and ran indoors and Robert followed

her, overflowing with happiness.

Later on he spoke to Mamita. "Madame, I have been invited to a

betrothal party. An old friend of mine. May I take Angele with

me?"

"Where?" Mamita asked cautiously.

"It's a private party in the Pavilion Bleu. No strangers are allowed."

"D'accord," Mamita said after a moment's consideration. She gave

him a motherly smile. "I would not allow anyone else, Monsieur

Altman. But I feel I can trust you. She must, however, be back at

twelve o'clock." She took his hand. "I entrust her to you, monsieur.

You will take care of her, won't you?"

"Certainement."

Mamita looked at him as though she expected some declaration

of his feelings; but he said nothing.

When they arrived at the Pavilion Bleu on the Monday evening,

most of the guests were already there. Monsieur Alfons, Janine's boss,

was the only civilian. He looked very distinguished in his white dinner

jacket and performed the honors in place of the bride's father.

Robert was rather uncertain of himself at such a function, but

Janine helped him along and looked after the introductions with

complete self-confidence. Angele was universally admired and the

sweet smile only faded from her lips when she came face to face

with the sergeant major. He greeted her with a "Hello, Angele" as

though he had known her all his life. Robert had scarcely time to
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notice that she was blushing, before Janine introduced them to some

other guests on the far side of the room.

"Do you know him then?" Robert asked her afterward.

"Yes," Angele said in a low voice, "but not intimately. I don't

care for him."

Robert smiled. "Nor do I."

They sat down to supper. Monsieur Alfons presided at the head

of the table with Janine on his right and Vladimir on his left. Then
came the senior guest, the sergeant major, Adjudant-chef Kemper, and

after him the other noncommissioned officers of the supply depart-

ment. The pay sergeant and the orderly sergeant had brought their

wives with them. The orderly sergeant's wife, a pretty French girl,

at once began a flirtation with the sergeant major, which the latter

found very much to his liking. He wore an officer's tunic made of

the finest gabardine and it was obvious that he thoroughly enjoyed

his position as the senior representative of the Legion.

The food had been cooked by Monsieur Alfons himself, and the

drink had been chosen with loving care, so it was not surprising that

the party was soon in a boisterous and convivial mood. A betrothal

such as this did not occur every day, and the Kepi Blanc, the Legion's

monthly publication, had inserted an elegant announcement, which

Vladimir proudly handed around among his guests.

What a pity that Angele was so quiet, when she had been look-

ing forward with such excitement to the evening. She is still so young,

thought Robert tenderly, and she is not used to this kind of thing.

He listened politely to the sergeant major as he made a speech in

honor of the engaged couple. It was the fourth he had made that

evening and his voice was already becoming noticeably thick. This

desire to hear himself speak seemed to be the only thing that recalled

Adjudant-chef Kemper's German background.

The party had now got well under way, but Angele remained sad

and depressed and at half past ten she asked Robert to take her home.

"Why so early?" he asked, unable to conceal his disappointment.

"I don't feel very well, I'm afraid."



Chapter Thirteen 301

Robert solicitously escorted her back to her house. Mamita was

standing in the doorway and Robert found no opportunity to kiss

Angele good night. Mamita gave him a sweet, motherly smile. Con-

found Mamita. Would he care to come in? No, he must get back

to his friends. Confound Mamita.

When he returned, the sergeant major was standing at the bar with

Janine and Vladimir. One glance showed that he was drunk, for he

had undone a couple of buttons of his jacket, which was an unheard

of thing for Adjudant-chef Kemper to do. He looked Robert up

and down with a disdainful smile on his face. "Well, have you

put the little thing to bed?"

"Yes."

"There she lies," said the sergeant major, "all alone—haha."

"Angele is nice girl," Vladimir said. "Must be protected from wicked

man. Rendezvous only with brother or sister."

"What?" said the sergeant major. "That's something new. She's

not been as careful as that with everyone."

"What do you mean?" Robert asked.

The sergeant major raised his glass. "Let's drink to the nice girl

Angele."

Robert felt the blood rush to his head. He gripped the sergeant

major's arm. "With whom has she not been so careful?"

"I'll let you guess," the sergeant major said. "But let go of my
arm.

"With whom has she not been so careful?" Robert demanded, with-

out releasing his grip.

The sergeant major smiled. "She's a good child," he said dreamily.

Robert gave the man's arm a jerk so that the contents of his

glass were emptied over his beautifully pressed tunic. The glass fell

to the floor and the sergeant major's yellow eyes burned with a sud-

den hatred. "Have you gone crazy?" he roared. "Remember who you

are, Altmann."

Robert paid no attention, but hunched his shoulders and clenched

his right 6st.
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At that moment Janine, with a couple of swift steps, pushed her-

self between them. Janine was used to such situations and knew how
to deal with them, but it was a misfortune that this should have

happened on the day of her betrothal. "Robert, I beg you." She

looked at him beseechingly and he felt ashamed of himself. She had
been looking forward to this day so much and had even made her-

self a wonderful new dress, of green silk. She had tried it on three

days ago, and had shown it to him and Vladimir. How happy she

had looked. "I'm sorry," he muttered awkwardly.

She turned to the sergeant major and gave him a bewitching smile

and then carefully wiped his uniform with a napkin. "What a thing

to happen," she said. "How very clumsy. Such a beautiful tunic. But
it won't leave a mark. It was only white wine." Then she took the

sergeant major by the arm and he followed her obediently as she

led him over to the table. It was really remarkable how she man-
aged it.

Robert picked up his kepi and started to go but Vladimir caught

him up before he reached the door. "Don't go away, Altmann. Ser-

geant major is stupid, drunken pig."

"I don't want to spoil your party."

"It's not spoiled."

"All the same, I want to go.

"Because of little Angele?"

"Oh, what the hell. He just made me mad, that's all."

"Good," said Vladimir, pushing Robert outside. "Get some fresh

air and come back in good humor. And don't forget: jeep comes at

three o'clock."

There was a drab little bistro not far away and Robert went in

there and ordered a brandy. He drank one glass after another, but

far from restoring his humor the alcohol only made him feel angry

and depressed.

When he left the bistro a couple of hours later he was very drunk.

It was three o'clock. With a great effort he managed to walk straight.

He found it very difficult, but the effort made him forget his melan-
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choly. His jeep was standing in front of the door. The driver lazily

came to attention. "Present, sergeant."

"Where are the others?"

"They've all gone, except Sergeant Dunjev."

"Good. Wait here."

Vladimir and Janine were clearing up. They were extremely happy

and the room was filled with their gay laughter. Vladimir had put

an up-turned wine-cooler on his head and with a broom in his hands

was presenting arms to Janine. Janine was holding the edge of the

table and rocking with laughter. They straightened up when they

saw Robert. "Hello, Robert, nice of you to come back."

"Very nice," Robert murmured, as he climbed cautiously onto one

of the stools. "Was it a good evening?"

Vladimir took the wine-cooler off his head and leaned the broom

against the wall. "It was very good. The best party of my life." He
took up a tray of glasses and carried it carefully into the kitchen.

Janine briskly collected the ash trays and emptied them into the wine-

cooler. Robert watched her dejectedly. She paused in her work. "Well,

say something, soldier."

"What can I say?"

"That the sergeant major is a disgusting lout, for example."

He stared morosely in front of him. "That little flirt," he said.

"That little flirt."

Janine took a few paces toward him and placed her shapely arms

on her hips. "Why a little flirt?" She threw her head back in irritation.

"Is she any the worse, or any the less pretty, because she once fell

for a man without knowing that he had a wife and a couple of chil-

dren waiting for him in Oran?"

"I see. He had a wife and two children as well. And she tried it

out with him. You seem to know a lot. Did he tell you all this be-

forehand?"

"Don't be stupid. I've always known about it."

"Aha," he said with gloomy satisfaction. "You always knew about

it." He tried to stand up but he found it too difficult, and sank back
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in his seat. "And why didn't you tell me about it? I thought we
were friends."

Vladimir returned from the kitchen. "We are friends," he said

gaily. "You are my friend—you are Janine's friend, too."

"Of course," Janine said, giving him an affectionate smile. "Just

take the ashes away, cheri." She came back to Robert. "I don't like

interfering in other people's affairs. And anyway, I did tell you to

be careful."

"Yes, you did say that. But it was not enough." He gazed thirstily

at the rows of bottles standing on the glass shelves. "Give me a drink,

Janine."

"You're drunk already."

"Merde. What does that matter to you? Have I been invited here

or have I not?"

Janine laughed. "Of course you've been invited." She went be-

hind the bar and, taking a bottle and a glass off the shelf, poured

him a drink. "Calvados," she said. "Let's hope it burns up those silly

ideas in your young head."

"Frost," said Robert, raising his glass.

Janine placed her elbows on the counter. "Listen, my lad. Do you
think it makes any difference, either to the girl or yourself, whether

she's still innocent or not?"

"For me it does."

"So for you it does," she said angrily. "You come from a good

family, eh? Accustomed to going about only with high-class young

virgins. In Sidi-Bel-Abbes, for example, and in Hanoi and Saigon and

Constantine, and in this filthy hole here."

"Don't talk rubbish," he said. "You give me another Calvados."

Vladimir appeared from the kitchen again. "What's the matter?"

he asked. "You being fresh to Janine, Altmann? I can fight even my
best friend if he's fresh to Janine." Janine smiled at him. "That's

not necessary, cheri. We get on very well together. I'm only giving

him a good talking to." She filled Robert's glass up once more.

"Thanks," he said. "Now tell me the story."
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"What story?"

"About Angele and this swine Kemper."

"Good Heavens, what story is there? It was a year ago. The child

was eighteen when Kemper first met the Gonzales family. An ad-

judant-chef, a big bug! You know what that means to those kind

of people. A son-in-law with a good income—entitled to a pension

when he retires. When you have a pretty daughter it's important to

get her respectably married off as soon as possible. You'd think the

same if you had a grown-up daughter."

Robert gulped down the Calvados. Why the hell should he care

what was troubling the minds of Mamita and the little Monsieur Gon-

zales. He was only interested in Angele, the nice, innocent . . . But

now everything was different. She had given herself to this dressed-

up swine Kemper of all people, and Mamita had doubtless prattled

away to her customers about the wonderful son-in-law she was going

to get, just as she was now doing with him. Only this time she saw

to it that Manuel came along when he took Angele for a walk be-

cause of what had happened with Kemper.

"Go on," he said. "Go on, Janine."

"There's nothing more. You can work out the rest for yourself.

After a time the mighty adjudant-chef ceased to put in an appearance.

He'd probably had a visit from his wife. Then the honest Monsieur

Gonzales made inquiries about him and a proper family drama took

place."

"Another Calvados, Janine."

Janine poured one out. "So you see, it wasn't the child's fault."

Family drama, Robert thought. He could imagine it only too

well: the stout, businesslike Mamita, wild with anger and disillusion-

ment; the worthy little Monsieur Gonzales completely bewildered;

the weeping Angele who had dreamed of becoming the wife of a

sergeant major and who was now overwhelmed with Mamita's re-

proaches. She doesn't want to be a sergeant major's wife any longer.

A sergeant's wife will be good enough. Sergeant Altmann. But the
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bloom has gone. "The bloom has gone/' Robert murmured as he

drained his glass.

Janine burst out laughing. "Did you hear that, Vladimir? The
bloom has gone, he says. Monsieur le sergent values the bloom of

youth, but is not in the least interested in the innocence that lies

behind it."

Vladimir put his arm tenderly around her waist. "Don't listen to

him. He's as tight as an owl."

Robert smiled stupidly. "Main thing is you're happy. Give me
another one, Janine."

"No. You can hardly sit straight."

"Give him one, Janine," Vladimir said. "He's heartsick. A man
must drink plenty when he's heartsick like that."

Their friendship stood the test that night. They argued and argued

and drank and drank. They did not get any further, but it helped;

Robert felt less lonely and so something had been achieved. In the

end he was so drunk that he could never afterward remember how
he had got home.

He woke in the morning with a throbbing head and a tongue

that feli like leather. He sat up with a groan. There had been a

terrible mess-up somewhere. Was it Vladimir's betrothal? Ah yes, he

remembered now, it was Angele—everything had gone wrong.

He staggered to his feet and went to the shower. The water was

warm and unrefreshing. He slung a towel round his waist and stood

in the doorway. The sun blinded his eyes as he blinked at the clock

on the main building. Half past ten. Strange that no one had wakened
him.

Vladimir ambled across the parade ground. "Well, you old drunk.

How are you feeling?"

"Terrible."

"You can go back to bed. I report to captain, you're sick. Cap-

tain laughed because sergeant major sick too. Sergeant major said

it was best betrothal party of his life. He's already forgotten quarrel.

He said it was l<"ng time since he'd been so beautifully drunk."
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Robert made an effort to smile.

"Bandit Luigi sends his greetings."

"What for?"

"Second company went back to mountains this morning. Make
operation."

"Has there been some trouble?"

"I don't know. Everything quiet in El Djellah."

Robert fetched a can of beer from his room. The beer was warm,

too, and he screwed up his face in disguct.

"Come along this evening to Janine," Vladimir said. "We make

another celebration. You can cool your fiery throat"

"Thanks, but I'm going with the battalion convoy tomorrow."

Vladimir looked at him out of the comer of his eye. "Because of

heartache over little Angele?"

"Meide." said Robert.

Vladimir gave him an affectionate slap on the shoulder. "You've

got hangover. Go back to bed and sleep it off. All forgotten by eve-

ning."

But when the evening came, Robert found he had forgotten noth-

ing. And it was the same on the following morning as he set off in

the convoy. The sergeant major stood at the barrier in a n*wly pressed

uniform on which no spot or stain could be discerned. He lazily ac-

knowledged Robert's salute and smiled in his usual disdainful manner.

No doubt he had smiled in the same way when he had first sat at

table with the Gonzales family as their honored guest and future

son-in-law and also later on when he had got what he wanted from

Angele. After that he had lost his charm for Mamita, but she had

at once looked around for someone else and had put on her act once

more: "I can trust you with the child." The child. What rubbish. And
Angele had smiled her sweet smile, clean and pure. Merde.

He stayed in the mountains for five days and visited each company
in turn to carry out those duties which devolve on a sergeant in

charge of the mail. His final visit was to the men of the Second

Company, who had recently returned from the operation and were
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back in their old quarters in one of the many miserable little villages

hidden among the mountains.

Captain Verdoux, the commanding officer, was sitting outside his

billets clad in a shirt and pair of shorts, with a bottle of wine on the

table in front of him. As Robert approached to make his routine re-

port, Captain Verdoux laid aside his pen and the papers he was sign-

ing and raised a hairy arm in greeting.

"Salut," he said. "How are you, Altmann? Sit down and tell me
the news."

The captain's unorthodox camaraderie did not take Robert by sur-

prise, for every veteran from the Indochina campaign was treated

by Verdoux in this way. Captain Verdoux was the regiment's Indo-

china hero. A glance at the four rows of ribbons on his chest revealed

the fact that he had been wounded on no less than seven occasions.

He was particularly proud of the fourth row, which was rarely seen

on the chest of a mere captain. He was even prouder of his glass

eye, which was so beautifully made as to be indistinguishable from

his real one. But most of all was he proud of his kepi, which had

attained fame throughout the regiment. A considerable part of the

gold braid had been shot away by machine-gun fire during a suc-

cessful sortie in front of Dien Bien Phu. He wore it, however, only

on particularly festive occasions.

For simplicity's sake Captain Verdoux called every enemy of France

—whether he were an Annamese, a Moroccan insurgent, a Riff, or

one of the fellaheen—a "Viet." As a young lieutenant in General

de Lattre's army he had taken part in the invasion of Germany and

when the conversation got round to those far-off days he would talk

of the "SS-Viets" and the "German Army Viets," against whom he

had fought in the country around Karlsruhe.

Since he had come to the Legion, however, his objections to his

nation's traditional enemy had disappeared once he had found that

more than sixty per cent of this Corps Elite consisted of Germans.

Verdoux considered the Germans good soldiers and that was the end

of the matter.
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Robert sat beside him and told him the news from El Djellah.

"Those damned Viets," said Verdoux. He leaned back in his chair.

"Bruno. Bring another glass." The orderly rapidly placed a glass on

the table in front of Robert and filled it "Thank you, my lad," Ver-

doux said in German. He loved to display his knowledge of the lan-

guage. "Prost."

"Prost, mon capitaine."

"Those damned Viets," Verdoux repeated. "We'll give them some-

thing to think about."

"Oui, mon capitaine."

Verdoux then returned to a subject that always came up when-

ever he found himself alone with Robert. "A man like you, Alt-

mann," he said, "shouldn't be doing supply jobs. An old woman could

distribute the mail. A man like you should be #ith the fighting troops,

with the Second Company, in fact; do you see what I mean?"

"Oui, mon capitaine."

Verdoux unbuttoned his shirt and scratched his hairy chest. "Well

then, why don't you put your name down?"

"I've got a close friend down in the base camp."

Verdoux stared at him with his glass eye. "Are you a queer?"

"Non, mon capitaine. He is an old comrade from Indochina, a

Sergeant Dunjev."

Verdoux wiped a tear from his glass eye. "Aha, I understand. But

nevertheless . . . you could have a platoon if you were with me. And
you wouldn't be running around as a sergeant for long either. Well,

think it over again. Prost."

"Prost, mon capitaine."

"Anything special on today?"

"Non, mon capitaine, the usual routine. If I may, I will go over

to the orderly room and get the job finished."

"Yes, you get on with it. Salut."

"Salut, mon capitaine."

When Robert had finished his work at the company office, he paid

a visit to Luigi, who lived with his section in a little stone-built house
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on the edge of the encampment. Luigi took Robert aside. "Have you

brought anything to drink?"

"Sorry, Luigi, I haven't. But what's wrong with your canteen?"

"They've only got warm beer. I need something stronger."

"Was the operation that bad?"

"Bad?" Luigi spat. "It was a filthy business."

"What did you do?"

"Collected taxes."

"What?"
"Collected taxes," Luigi repeated angrily. "As though we were ruddy

bailiffs. We and three battalions of regulars surrounded the place.

It was just like an operation in Indochina, you know, except that

instead of partisans we were searching for goats and cattle and

donkeys."

"Well, at any rate it can't have been very dangerous/'

"To hell with that. What do you imagine I felt about it? It was

a bloody job even though it does sound funny. As soon as I started

leading some animal away an old woman would rush after me
screaming 'Suleika.' Damn it, I thought, I'm not running off with

your daughter, and then I realized what she meant: Suleika was the

goat." He glared furiously at Robert. "Is that what I'm supposed

to be here for? To steal poor people's goats? We collected all the

animals in front of the village and then some officials, who'd come
with the regulars, told the owners they'd have to pay their taxes or

they wouldn't get their animals back. The poor bastards couldn't do

that, of course, so the cattle were loaded into trucks and taken away.

And can you guess what the colonel said, who'd organized the whole

thing? 'Dregs of humanity,' he said. 'Too lazy to work.'

"

"Well, they're not particularly energetic," Robert said.

"Altmann, when I hear you talk like that I could give you a punch

in the mouth."

"You'd better not. It would mean at least a year's detention."

"Listen, Altmann," Luigi said bitterly. "When I was a boy, my
family had a couple of goats. Often the whole lot of us were kept
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alive by those two animals. Supposing they'd been taken away from

us just because my mother couldn't pay the taxes."

"That was in Sicily. We're in Algeria now."

"As though that makes the slightest difference."

"But why make such a fuss? You're only doing your duty."

"Duty, duty," Luigi spat. "Do you know what I am? Nothing but

a bloody policeman. Or even something worse, if there is anything

worse than a policeman."

"An officer, perhaps," said Robert sarcastically.

"Diavolo. It's not a matter for joking. You just don't know what

it means to an Arab. But I do. When I was sixteen I went into the

mountains."

"As a bandit?"

"Call it what you like. What else can you do when there's not

enough to go round at home? We robbed quite a lot of people, I can

tell you, and we finished a good many off, too; the ones that gave

trouble. But never once did we take any poor bastard's only goat from

him. I tell you, these people here are worse than bandits."

"Come off it, Luigi. This is politics and we don't understand any-

thing about it."

'Tes, I know. The blame's always laid on someone else. But I'm

not carrying on with this much longer. Just wait till we get near

the coast."

"You?" said Robert. "You'll be a sergeant before long. One gets

used to everything in time."

"Porco. You're making a big mistake there," said Luigi. He went

over co Pat and started a game of "seventeen and four."

On the following day Robert returned to El Djellah with a con-

voy from the Second Battalion. He felt peaceful and contented. He
had got rid of his anxiety over Angele. He was going to do exactly

what the sergeant major had done and simply not go to her house

any more. That would settle the matter. But when he turned into

the street leading to the farm he saw her in the distance standing

by the barrier. The blood rushed to his head and then all at once
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he became furious. She was without Manuel. Completely unprotected,

the poor, innocent child.

He stopped the truck at the gate. "Drive on in," he told the man,

"and start unloading the mail." He stood where he was and Angele

came slowly toward him, smiling shyly. "Bonjour, Robert."

"Bonjour."

"Have you been away?"

"Yes."

"I thought you must be ill, as we never heard from you."

"I was in the mountains."

"My mother thought you were."

He was silent. What should he do now? Stand around with her

here or simply tell her what was in his mind? If only she didn't

have such an angelic face.

"I thought we might go to the theater this evening," she said.

"I'm a bit tired. I've had an exhausting time."

"It's a French film. Jean Marais."

"Hm " he said doubtfully.

She looked at him with a forlorn expression. Such beautiful eyes.

Suddenly he thought of Mamita. Mamita must have persuaded her

to come here and she had probably already prepared a meal for

them after the movie. Perhaps she intended to leave him alone with

Angele that evening. He thought of his own mother. He found it

hard to recall her face, she had been dead for so long, but he re-

membered very well her telling him that one should always take a

look at the mother of the girl one wanted to marry. It was funny

how clearly he remembered that.

Angele waited for him to speak. She held out her small delicate

hands in front of her, in a very touching way. Mamita's hands were

small, too, he thought, only they were fat, as Angele's would be fat

in ten years' time.

"I must go," she said softly. "Mamita is expecting me."

Mamita. She was already standing in the door of the shop, wait-

ing for him. And the customers too.
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"Au revoir," she said.

"Au revoir."

She turned round slowly and walked away. She had a slender, pliant

figure. Her dark curls swung softly at the nape of her neck and

the thin material of her skirt played with her bare legs in the warm
evening breeze. She had lovely legs. She walked with her head bent

forward a little, as though she were weeping. All at once he felt

he could no longer bear to watch her going off like that and he called

after her, "Angele," but she was too far away and never heard him.

He looked over his shoulder. His jeep was standing in front of the

mail office and as his driver disappeared through the door with a sack

of mail, the sergeant major emerged, tapping his cane against his

well-pressed trouser leg. He had probably observed the whole thing,

the swine.

The sight of him turned the scales. Robert did not look at Angele

again but, thrusting his hands into his pockets, strolled slowly over

to the office.

That was the last occasion on which he spoke to Angele. Three

weeks later he saw her again in the theater. She was sitting a few

rows in front of him, surrounded by her numerous family. Mamita

held the child on her broad lap and every now and again stuffed

a chocolate into its eager mouth. Sitting between Mamita and Angele

was a blond corporal from the Second Battalion's supply department,

a cheerful fellow, a German from Flensburg. Robert had met him

once on a convoy. The corporal was sitting slightly aslant in his

chair toward Angele and Angele was sitting slightly aslant toward

the blond soldier from Schleswig-Holstein.

At Christmas an engagement announcement appeared in the Kepi

Blanc, the Legion's monthly magazine. It was the usual sort of notice:

Le Corporal-chef Rolf Oelschlaeger du 2 me Bataillon i.R.E.i.,

a l'honneur de vous annoncer ses fiancailles avec Mademoiselle An-

gele Gonzales.

El Djellah Noel 1955.

That was the last that Robert ever heard of Angele.
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In Paris, governments succeeded each other like the seasons of

the year, but their policy with regard to Algeria never altered. Nor

in fact did the numerous interested parties upon which a French

government depended desire any alteration. They insisted on a policy

of strength and the matter was then handed over to the generals.

"Bad," said Vladimir Dunjev. "Very bad. Not even with very large

army will we get peace." And he went on to relate some of his ex-

periences of guerrilla warfare in White Russia.

By Christmas 1955 the French forces in Algeria had swollen to

320,000 men. The number of rebels was officially given as 20,000.

Nevertheless these 320,000 soldiers strengthened by local police and

Home Defense units were quite unable to cope with the comparatively

tiny numbers of insurgent peasants.

"Wrong policy," said Vladimir. "Quite wrong."
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Apparently the new Prime Minister, M. Mollet, was of the same

mind as the Russian sergeant, Vladimir Dunjev. Mollet was in favor

cf a peaceful solution to be achieved by bold liberal reforms. To em-

phasize his good will he made a special visit to Algiers, but his own
people, the French inhabitants of Algeria, betrayed him. They wanted

to remain the masters and were afraid of losing their privileges, so

the Prime Minister was received with angry catcalls and bloody riots.

Mollet returned to Paris in bewilderment.

A fresh wave of arrests followed his visit. Terror begat terror and

the army groped around in this vast territory like a blind colossus,

quite unable to force a decision.

A few months later Paris officially reversed her policy. The govern-

ment declared that the military phase in Algeria had come to an end.

Thereafter peace would be sought through sympathy and under-

standing. The troops were to remain, but they would be given in-

structions to establish and maintain friendly relations with the in-

habitants.

"Good policy," Vladimir told Robert. "Good policy at last." Vlad-

imir regarded himself as a future Algerian landowner and was there-

fore in favor of negotiation and a peaceful settlement. He had been

a soldier for sixteen years and during almost the whole of this time

there had been fighting. Now he wanted to spend his last years of

service under conditions of, as it were, peace with honor. He now
had Janine, and Janine symbolized for him the end and the purpose

of a long journey. They both wanted to get married as soon as pos-

sible.

They already had a considerable sum in the bank, but as yet it

was insufficient to buy them a farm and the various accessories that,

according to Vladimir, should go with it. They would need to save

for another three or four years, but apart altogether from that, they

wanted to wait until the end of the present emergency. They could

afford a house, however, a little stone-built house on the outskirts

of El Djellah. From its verandah a man could watch the sun as it

sank behind the vineyards and the cornfields and if he turned his
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eyes to the south the blue peaks of the Aures mountains would be

there to greet him,

Vladimir had g'ready inspected the land that he wanted to buy.

It lay more to tl?2 west, between El Djellah and a little village called

Chrys. Both the land and the house on the outskirts of the town

belonged to a wealthy Arab named Hadj Dawud ben Jussef. Hadj

Dawud, who was the owner of immense estates, including several

villages, was a man held in great esteem and a good friend of France.

The negotiations between the stubborn Arab and the cautious

Russian had continued throughout the summer until at last, on a

blazing September Sunday, the bargain was finally sealed.

Robert was sitting with Janine beneath the blue-and-white awning

of the Pavilion Bleu. There was not a breath of wind and the heat

was overpowering; the kind of heat that makes a man irritable and

short-tempered.

On the other side of the street in front of a small, grubby caf6 a

group of Arabs squatted on the ground drinking green mint tea and

chattering excitedly among themselves. Their agi
f ated voices pene-

trated the noise of the street and reached the Pavilion Bleu.

Janine was smoking nervously. "Vladimir is always so punctual.

They both should have been here long ago."

"Why didn't you go with them?" Robert asked. "You ought to

have signed the contract, too."

"That's a man's business," she said. "We're in Algeria and Hadj

Dawud is a Moslem."

"But it's your money as well."

She laughed. "Vladimir won't pay a franc too much. I'll sign when
they're both agreed."

He looked at her. "You're very happy, aren't you?"

She lit another cigarette. "I don't know many girls of thirty-three

who are as happy as I am."

"You have a gift for being happy."

"One must know what one wants."

"I wish I knew what I wanted."
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"Ah, you've got plenty of time; you're still so young . ,
." She

broke off and half rose from her seat. "There he is," she said. "At

last." She raised her hand and then sat back in relief. Vladimir was

coming along the street toward them accompanied by Hadj Dawud.

He waved a piece of folded paper that he was carrying. "That's the

contract," Janine said gaily.

Hadj Dawud waved too. He was a tall man, a bit on the stout

side, and he looked like a wealthy merchant out of the Arabian

Nights. He wore a cream-colored kashibia of fine wool and beneath

the open neck could be seen a pleated silk shirt. His red fez was

wound with a yellow scarf.

As they came nearer, two beggars approached them, clad in tat-

tered brown sackcloth and leaning on sticks, like figures from a Bible

story. Bowing their heads, which were wrapped round with dirty cloths,

they barred the way in front of the elegantly dressed Arab and the

thickset sergeant. Hadj Dawud fumbled carelessly in the folds of his

kashibia for a coin.

Then it all happened. In the fierce light of the afternoon sun

the murder scene was enacted before Robert's eyes in all its agonizing

detail. The two beggars dropped their sticks and flung aside their

brown rags. They were no longer old, but young and active and each

held a pistol in his hand. Fellaheen! Three, four, five shots rang out.

For a moment the traffic in the street seemed to stand still and every

noise seemed to be hushed. Hadj Dawud gripped the left side of

his chest with his brown, well-kept hand and then sank to the ground.

The two fellaheen turned and ran. Vladimir stood motionless and

stared after them with wide-open eyes. He slowly felt for his revolver,

but before he could reach it his han.d fell slack at his side. Then he

half turned in his tracks and collapsed.

Janine's choking scream brought Robert to his senses. The fella-

heen! They were coming directly toward him. In an instant his re-

volver was in his hand. The two men saw him and doubled back to

the other side of the street. The iron table fell with a crash as Robert

sprang to his feet and in two strides he was standing in the middle of
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the road. Hurling aside a donkey driver and a couple of screaming

women who blocked his path, he stood and fired. In quick succession

the shots rang out, shattering the silence, and even before he lowered

his gun he saw the two assassins stumble and fall to the ground.

He turned and ran back. An excited mob of gesticulating French-

men and scared Arabs had gathered in the street. Ruthlessly he forced

a way through the crowd. Vladimir lay motionless on his back. A
stream of bright-red blood gushed from two round holes that pierced

his shirt beneath the long row of brightly colored ribbons. Janine

was kneeling beside him on the dusty road. Her red lips moved in

silent speech.

Robert touched her shoulder. "Janine, go and get things ready.

We'll bring him inside. And get hold of a doctor. As quick as possible,

there's no time to be lost."

Janine obeyed without a word. A path was made for her through

the crowd and she hurried away to the Pavilion Bleu.

Robert looked up. The crowd that stood in a circle around him
and Vladimir consisted almost entirely of Frenchmen, fidgeting ex-

citedly with their weapons. The situation had become dangerous for

Arabs. "What are you standing about for?" he shouted. "Give me a

hand, can't you?" They sprang to his help and a policeman led

the way across the street. They carried Vladimir into the bar, which

was cool and shadowy behind the closed shutters. Janine had pulled

away a table and had laid a few cushions from the benches on the

floor. Monsieur Alfons stood in the doorway wringing his hands and

calling frantically for the servant girl Fatima. "A doctor, do you under-

stand? Any doctor. Now run, for God's sake." Fatima gave a fright-

ened glance at Vladimir and ran, her face unveiled.

They laid Vladimir carefully on the floor and with trembling hands

Janine placed a cushion beneath his head.

"Bandages," said Robert. "Cloths, napkins, anything will do."

Then they brought in Hadj Dawud. They laid him down on the

flagstones by the bar. "He's gone," said someone. "He died at once.

Three bullets . .
."
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Robert opened Vladimir's shirt. The blood still spouted from the

wound. "He is still alive," said the policeman who had cleared the

way for them.

Robert glanced at him irritably. "I can see that for myself. Get

all these people away, can't you? That's what you're here for."

The man's face flushed under the perspiration. "Of course," he

murmured. "Of course." With the help of Monsieur Alfons he turned

the people out of the cafe and locking the door, stood vigilantly in

front of it.

Janine arrived with a bundle of clean towels. Robert tore one

out of her hand and pressed it against Vladimir's bare chest. The

cloth at once became sodden with bright blood. "Give me another,"

he said.

Janine placed a second cloth over the first and then a third. The

third stayed white. "Vladimir," Janine whispered. Vladimir slowly

opened his eyes. When he saw who she was, he forced his mouth

into a smile. "Vladimir," she said in a choking voice. "Does it hurt?"

He shook his head gently. "Lie quite still," she whispered. "Don't

move. The doctor will be here in a minute."

He closed his eyes to show he had heard her. He was quite peace-

ful and his tranquillity communicated itself to her. She smiled

up at Robert and the tears ran down her face.

Robert avoided her eyes. Nor did he look at Vladimir. He had

seen enough: the white cloth on which the bright-red flecks were al-

ready reappearing and the face that had gone ash gray beneath the

sunburn. He knew the color, he had seen it a hundred times before,

years ago in France and then in Cochin-China and Laos and Tong-

king. Outside in the street the babble of the crowd had risen to a

savage, murderous clamor and above it could be heard the shrill voice

of the servant girl Fatima. "Mademoiselle Janine. Monsieur Alfons.

The doctor. Unlock the door."

The policeman pulled open the door and revealed a howling mob
of men brandishing their weapons. They were swarming angrily

round an Arab who was holding a black instrument bag helplessly
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over his head. Robert rushed to the doorway. "Have you gone crazy?"

he roared. "He's a doctor. We've been waiting for him."

Grumbling and cursing, the men made room for him to pass. Robert

pulled the Arab and the girl Fatima inside and the policeman locked

the door behind him.

The doctor stood breathing heavily and wiping his forehead with

his sleeve. He was wearing only shirt and trousers. He was quite young

and looked like a foreign student at the Sorbonne. He glanced rap-

idly at the dead Hadj Dawud and at Monsieur Alfons, who sat hud-

dled in a chair with a face as white as a sheet, and then took a couple

of quick strides toward Vladimir. Kneeling down beside him he

opened his shirt and removed the blood-sodden cloths from his

breast. The blood no longer spouted from the wounds.

The doctor gave a searching look at the wounded man's face. Then
he slowly raised his slender head and looked at Janine out of his

dark, velvety eyes. "Would you please bring some hot water, madame?"

he said in fluent French.

Janine went off obediently. The doctor bent once more over Vlad-

imir and gently pushed back the lids from his eyes. He held them

like that for a little while before letting them fall. Then he took two

fresh towels and carefully folding them, placed them on the two bul-

let wounds from which the blood had now ceased to flow. With deft

fingers he buttoned Vladimir's shirt. His bag of instruments stood

unopened beside him.

It was quiet in the room and the clamor in the street outside had

grown fainter.

"Is he dead?" Robert asked.

"Yes," said the doctor.

They stared at Vladimir's waxen face. The eyelids were still half

open and the doctor gently drew them down. Vladimir now looked

as though he were sleeping and in the corners of his mouth there

was a trace of his last smile.

The doctor got up and without a word went over to Hadj Dawud.

Robert watched him, but could not bring himself to move. It was
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like a dream, unreal and terrifying: the darkened room, the two bodies,

Monsieur Alfons huddled gray-faced in the corner, and the police-

man standing at the door and watching the doctor with a dull, servile

expression. Then Janine came in and with her, reality returned. She

carried a basin of water and as she put it down by Vladimir's side,

she saw the cloth, white and clean, beneath his shirt. "Have you

already bandaged him?" she asked.

Robert did not answer.

Her eyes fell on Vladimir once more. "He's sleeping," she said.

"Has he been given an injection?"

Robert went up to her and taking her arm drew her aside. "He's

not sleeping, Janine. He's dead."

He would never be able to forget how she tore herself from him

and rushed to the dead man; how she sank to her knees by his side

and shook him, and then her scream.

The crowd that had gathered at the door of the Pavilion Bleu

heard Janine's scream and it was like a gust of wind to a smoldering

fire. It was taken up by the mob and turned into a mad, undisciplined

roar. It cost a gaping Arab youth three of his teeth and concussion

of the brain; it cost an unsuspecting camel driver two broken ribs and

a smashed kidney; and it cost the Arab owner of the dirty little cafe"

opposite the Pavilion Bleu the whole of the shabby furnishings of

his premises. Only then did the members of the Home Defense

begin to calm down.

A quarter of an hour later Robert accompanied the doctor into

the street, which had been swept clear of Arabs. They had left Janine

upstairs. The doctor had given her an injection and she was asleep.

The doctor felt in his bag and handed Robert a tube of sleeping

tablets. "For madame," he said.

"Thanks," said Robert, putting the tube in his pocket. The doctor

looked uneasily at the Europeans carrying their weapons. "I'll take

you home," Robert said.

The doctor smiled with relief.

When Robert got back, his jeep was standing by the door of the

K.
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Pavilion Bleu with two policemen beside it. The driver saluted and

the policemen saluted as well. "Were you the soldier who shot the

two fellaheen?" one of them asked him.

Robert nodded. An approving crowd had begun to gather. "Con-

gratulations," said the policeman. "One of them was shot dead. I

attended to the other at once."

"I see," Robert said as he started to get into the jeep.

The policeman held him by the arm. "We want to get the evidence

as soon as we can, Sergeant."

Robert angrily shook the man off. "I haven't time now. You can

come along later on."

"It's better to do it straightaway," said the policeman officiously,

"because of the reward."

Robert did not understand and the man explained it to him. The
assassins were carrying revolvers. There was a reward for every weapon

captured; for a pistol it was 30,000 francs, he surely must be aware

of that. "Three-quarters for you and one-quarter for me. Is that

right?"

All at once Robert's nerves went to pieces. He raised his fists. "You
swine," he shouted. "You bloody swine. You filthy damned swine."

The men shrank back in amazement as Robert climbed into the

vehicle. "Drive on," he yelled. "For God's sake get a move on." The
driver rammed in the gear and the jeep roared away down the empty

street.

The startled policemen watched him go. "There's something wrong

with his nerves," said one of them.

"It's no wonder," said the other. "What with the heat and these

riots. What exactly was it he said?"

"Couldn't make out quite, but it didn't sound too friendly. He
was a German. These fellows in the Legion are nearly all Germans."
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It was a long time since the little town of El Djellah had seen

a funeral like that of Sergeant Vladimir Dunjev.

Preceded by the priest and his acolytes, the open six-wheeler bear-

ing the flower-strewn coffin slowly emerged from the precincts of

the hospital. The carriage was flanked by an escort of the Legion

en grande tenue—wearing red epaulettes and blue sashes. Behind it,

in a carefully rehearsed slow march, came the guard of honor in full-

dress uniform led by a tall, slim lieutenant. Then came Janine, a

lonely figure wearing a black veil that concealed her face, accompa-

nied by Sergeant Robert Altmann and Monsieur Alfons, the propri-

etor of the Pavilion Bleu. They were followed by the officers of the

garrison and various civic dignitaries. A long procession of the Eu-

ropean inhabitants of El Djellah brought up the rear. Although

scarcely any of the town's Europeans had known Sergeant Dunjev,
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nearly all of them had turned up, for the funeral was in the nature

of a public demonstration.

As the procession moved slowly along the sun-baked highroad on
its way to the European cemetery, the Arab's, regardless of where
their sympathies lay, skulked out of sight in their houses. They were

well aware of the risk of provoking the Europeans by some thought-

less action on their part.

Overhead stretched the cornflower-blue vault of the African sky

and a hot wind from the Aures mountains blew up great clouds of

dust and played with the veil over Janine's face. Mademoiselle Ja-

nine's demeanor was beyond reproach and the funeral guests ob-

served her with satisfaction. A good, upright Frenchwoman. She con-

cealed her grief beneath her veil but it could not hide the violent

trembling of her shoulders as the coffin sank slowly into the brown
earth. The tall, lean sergeant by her side gripped her arm and held

it until the end of the ceremony. It made a fine, encouraging sight.

As the words of the priest's blessing died away she was besieged

by people who wished to shake her hand. Robert and Monsieur

Alfons also received many handshakes. A few of their well-wishers

murmured something about reprisals but Janine merely nodded me-

chanically without listening to what they were saying.

After it was all over Monsieur Alfons and Robert escorted Janine

to a waiting taxi. The officers got into their jeeps, the civic dignitaries

got into their Citroens, and the guard of honor marched off at the

sharp command of the tall, slim lieutenant. Most of the men among
the guests made their way back on foot. They talked excitedly among
themselves and every now and again their hands would go to the

pistols that they carried beneath their coats.

The funeral had provided El Djellah with a spectacle that, for im-

pressiveness and dignity, it had not seen for many a long day and

it ended in a way that gave much satisfaction to the black-garbed

and exasperated mourners: on the road back from the cemetery four

Arabs were shot dead.

It was later reported in the local paper that the victims were rebels
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and it was said that two hand grenades and a revolver had been

found on the body of one of them. No official confirmation of this

fact, however, was ever published.

At the time of the shooting Robert was standing with Janine at

the door of the bar in the Pavilion Bleu. "Please come upstairs with

me," she said. These were the first words that she had spoken since

the beginning of the funeral procession. Her voice was calm and

clear.

When she reached her room she tore the hat and the veil from

her head and hurled them savagely onto a chair. She took a cigarette

from a silver box and pushed the box over toward Robert.

Robert gave her a light. In spite of the heat, her face was deathly

pale. She walked up and down the room, puffing nervously at her

cigarette and running her hands over her rustling black dress. "Please

make yourself at home," she said. "Would you like a drink?" He
shook his head. "I'll be back in a moment," she said and went into

the next room.

A few photographs lay on the table next to a magnifying glass. He
took them up and gave them a fleeting glance. They were flashlight

pictures of her engagement party which the orderly sergeant had

taken. They were happy pictures, even if they were not particularly

artistic.

When Janine came back into the room she had exchanged her

mourning clothes for a gray skirt and white blouse. She smiled apol-

ogetically. "I'm sorry, but I can't bear that black dress. It makes me
cry when I put it on." She took the photographs from him and sit-

ting down at the table examined each of them in agonizing detail.

"He's laughing in that one," she said. "We laughed such a lot that

evening, do you remember? He had such a wonderful laugh."

"Yes."

"And here he is with the sergeant major. Heavens, how drunk

that man was; Vladimir literally had to carry him into the jeep. You
know how strong he was."

"Yes, fantastically."
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"And this one," she said. "I like this one best. The three of us

together." He took the pictures out of her hand and pretended to

look at them again. Then he put them aside.

"What are you going to do, Janine?"

"I? What do you mean? Oh, I see." She lit herself another cigarette

and he noticed her hand was trembling. "Monsieur Alfons has of-

fered to take me into partnership. But I don't want that."

"Why not? It might be a sensible solution."

She looked at him. "No," she said emphatically. "No, I can't stay

here any longer. I couldn't bear it—not even the sunshine."

"But what else can you do? You'll have to do something."

"Yes, I know." She stared in front of her. "I thought about it last

night. I think I'll go to Dijon—to my sister."

"Will she want you?"

"I wouldn't go empty-handed. I can pay for everything. I shall

only need a few weeks' rest, while I look around in Dijon. Then I'll

get a job."

"An inn, or a cafe?"

"God forbid! No, some little business—a patisserie or something

like that."

"Perhaps you're right," he said. "Yes, I think that would really be

the best for you." He gave her an encouraging smile. "Things don't

look too good here at the moment and if the situation doesn't get

better pretty soon, none of us will be here much longer."

"Do you think so?" she said eagerly. "That's what Vladimir says.

He says . .
." She suddenly realized she was speaking as though

Vladimir were still alive and her spirits fell like a stone. She dropped

her cigarette and, putting her hands to her face, started to cry like a

child.

He went over to her but did not dare touch her or try to console

her. He could only stand near her, like a sentry, waiting patiently for

her sobbing to end.

At last her body ceased to quiver and she lay still, with her head

resting on the arm of the chair. He put his hand cautiously on her
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shoulder. "You are overwrought, Janine. You've got to give yourself

some rest. You must try to sleep."

"I can't," she sobbed.

He remembered the sleeping tablets that the doctor had given him.

He dissolved three of them in some water and handed her the glass.

She drank the contents obediently. "Now you must go to bed."

She shook her head. "I don't want to be left alone."

"Then lie down here."

She went over to the couch and kicked off her shoes. He brought a

cushion from the next room and placed it under her head. Then he

closed the shutters.

She at once sat up in alarm. "You're not going away, are you?"

He brought up a chair and sat down. "I'll stay here until you are

asleep." He sat quietly beside her until he heard her deep, regular

breathing and then very softly he left the room.

Downstairs in the bar he found Monsieur Alfons, looking pale and

worn, with a bottle of brandy on the table in front of him.

"Ah, Monsieur Altmann," he said in an unhappy voice. "How is

she?"

"She's sleeping."

"Tant mieux. How terribly sad it is. She has been with me for

eight years. What will become of us now?"

"I don't know."

"Do you think perhaps she'll decide to stay, after she's had a little

time to get over all this?"

"I don't think so."

"Ah—quel malheur," said Monsieur Alfons staring gloomily at his

glass. "I would never have believed she could have fallen in love like

that."

As he walked along the street in the blazing sunshine, Robert pon-

dered on the strangeness of love. He had never before seen a love

like Janine's and Vladimir's. It had been a gay, trusting love, a love

that had no need of the habiliments of mourning to display its grief.
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For a moment he felt almost envious of the dead Russian soldier,

who had wanted to make a paradise for himself out of North Africa,

and who now lay out there in the cemetery, the trace of a smile still

lingering on his unmoving lips.

Three weeks later Robert took Janine in a taxi to Constantine. A
letter from her sister had arrived from Dijon a week previously: she

was very glad that Janine was coming and she would be made welcome

and her husband was very anxious to meet her and the children, of

course, too. A photograph of the family was enclosed with the letter.

It showed an elderly man dressed in his best clothes, a rather stout,

blonde woman, and three undernourished, dark-haired children.

They had four hours to spare in Constantine before the airplane

left for Paris. They walked together along the wide, well-kept streets

and Janine stopped in front of every shop and observed its layout

with a critical eye. Then she began to make some purchases. A blouse

and a bag for her sister, a tie and a pair of gloves for her brother-in-

law, and a whole heap of toys and clothes for the children. "You

oughtn't to spend so much money," Robert said. "Your sister has

done nothing to merit all that."

"But I've got the money, heaven knows," she replied. "It was

enough for a house and half of a farm." She stifled a sob and went on

quickly, "I want the children to get a good impression of their Aunt

Janine."

At the barrier on the airfield she gave him her hand. "Au revoir,

Robert." She pronounced his name in the French way and the sound

of her sad, rather husky voice made him feel as though he were bid-

ding farewell to Vladimir once again. He tried to say something cheer-

ful but the words stuck in his throat. Janine gripped his hand tightly.

"I'll write to you," she said, "and if you ever come to France you must

pay me a visit."

"Yes."

"You'll definitely come one day, won't you?"

"Definitely," he said in a gruff voice. Neither of them believed it
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and they were both glad when the last agonizing minutes were over.

She smiled to hide the tears which had suddenly come to her eyes.

"Au revoir, Robert."

"Au revoir, Janine."

He turned and walked quickly away.

He had taken three days' leave but he went back the following

morning. He found the lovely, sparkling town of Constantine intol-

erable and, as he walked along its wide, animated streets, he felt more

lonely than he had ever felt in the jungles of Indochina.

On the evening after Janine had left him, his loneliness had driven

him to enter one of those respectable-looking houses which (unlike

those designed for soldiers of the Legion
)
give no obvious indication

of the purpose they serve. He had sat down near one of the fashionably

dressed girls who unobtrusively waited, like well-bred women, for their

customers in the luxurious cafe on the ground floor. But when she

had asked him with a smile whether he wanted to come upstairs with

her, he had quickly put a few coins on the table and hurried outside.

As he journeyed back to El Djellah, he was filled with anxiety. He
was afraid of experiencing again what had happened to him so many

times in the weeks since Vladimir's death: some legionnaire, a corporal

or a sergeant, would come toward him and make some gesture, which

he had seen a thousand times, and he would give a sudden start

and think: Vladimir! Or he would be sitting in his little room and

the door would open behind him and a man would come in.

Vladimir, he would think, and jerk round in his seat, only to find

himself looking into an unfamiliar face.

Vladimir is dead. He lies over there in the cemetery and the smile

has already faded from his lips.

No, El Djellah was as unbearable to Robert as it had been to

Janine.

One day in the autumn he stood at attention in front of Captain

Verdoux in the strong point then occupied by the Second Company.
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It had taken him four weeks to get his transfer approved and to hand
over his job to his successor.

Verdoux extended a hairy hand. "Well, well," he said with satisfac-

tion. "I always told you, Altmann, that any old woman can distribute

the mail." He wiped the tears from his glass eye. "I'm giving you the

third platoon. You've come at the right moment: we've just been

sent reliefs and I can tell you they're not up to much. Nothing like the

stuff we used to get. If you give them a damned good kick up their

backsides, you can be sure I'll give you all the support you need."

For some time beating and kicking in the Legion had been of-

ficially abolished, but Captain Verdoux did not think much of this

humane innovation and still favored the old, well-proved methods of

discipline.

Robert took over his platoon at once: seventeen Germans, six

Hungarians, three Italians, a Dane, a Belgian and, if one believed

what was inscribed on Pat Kilby's papers, an American. His deputy

platoon leader was Corporal Wimmer, a man with watery eyes and a

face like a shark, but an excellent soldier nevertheless.

Robert first had a talk with the only one of them he already knew:

Lance Corporal Luigi Locatelli. He had sent word for him to come
and see him that evening. Luigi saluted smartly and grinned cheer-

fully. "Present, sergeant."

Robert poured him out a glass of wine. "Frost, Luigi. Tell me how
things are going here."

Luigi sat down and lit himself a cigarette. "What do you want to

know? You've been in the Legion long enough. The same bloodiness

wherever you look."

"For example?"

"For example your predecessor. He was a proper swine. Now he's

sick, thank God."

"He's gone, anyway, so we needn't bother about him. What else?"

"The deputy, this Corporal Wimmer; he's a swine, too."

"Good God! Are there any decent fellows here, apart from your-

self?"
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"Oh, yes. Lieutenant Rochat, for example, is all right. If he weren't

such a dreamer."

"In what way?"

"He talks on and on about politics and reconciliation and a union

between Europe and Africa and so on."

Robert thought of Vladimir. "There's not much wrong about

that."

"No, there's nothing wrong, but what do we get out of it? He's

always having a row with the Chief and we're the sufferers."

"Tell me something about the platoon. The Chief says the new

intake isn't up to much."

"Oh, the Chief," said Luigi, "he's just a plain savage. He's got no

use for anyone who doesn't have at least three fellaheen for breakfast,

without mustard. The new lot are green, of course, like all recruits.

But they're not so bad, apart from one of them who's got a weak

chest. We're going to have some difficulty with him in an operation."

"Who's he?"

"The 'Kid'; Gerber's his name. He's just nineteen."

"Does he give any trouble?"

"None at all. But the whole thing just gets him down. You know
what I mean? There are people like that. He's an 'intellectual.' Was
a student, a real student." Luigi laughed. He was all at once very

proud of the "intellectual" in his section. "His father's rolling in

money. You should hear him talk about Germany. It would make

you sit up."

"Why?" Robert asked apprehensively.

"Well, the Germans may have lost the war, but now they're living

on the fat of the land. The Kid showed me some photos once; they've

got a house like those you see in American films. And he's got his

own car. What do you think of that? A pikobello sports car." Luigi

laughed again. "Porco Madonna, I never had anything like that. And
now this boy sits up in the mountains with us shooting fellaheen.

That's not his cup of tea at all."

"What made him join the Legion then?"



332 Lost Sons

"I've no idea. He never talks about it."

"We'll get it out of him, sometime," Robert said. "We know why

we're here, anyway, don't we, Luigi?"

Luigi grinned.

"I depend on you, Luigi. I want our platoon to be the best in the

company."

"That suits me. As long as you don't turn the place into a bloody

circus, like your predecessor."

"Don't worry, Luigi. Salute"

Luigi raised his glass. "Salute, sergeant."

On the following morning, during target practice, the new platoon

leader was given an opportunity of getting acquainted with his men.

Legionnaire Kilby was the best marksman. He handled the heavy

machine gun as though it were a walking stick and his first volley was

always on the target. The clumsiest was a thin, blond boy. It was

only with the greatest effort that he managed to bring the machine

gun into position at all.

"That's not much good," Robert said. "Try it again."

It was no better the second time.

"What's your name?"

"Legionnaire Gerber, Sergeant."

So this was "the Kid." Robert observed the good-looking but rather

weak face and remembered what Luigi had told him. The description

seemed to fit. A mother's boy, Robert thought, and he pictured the

Kid in civilian clothes at the wheel of his sports car. Yes, it fell into

place. Rich parents and a mother perpetually fussing over him. "Once

more," he said. "About turn, quick march. Take up position. Now
get going." The Kid crawled forward with the gun but he had to make

three attempts before the weapon was standing properly on its bipod.

"Fire," Robert shouted.

The Kid pulled the trigger. His narrow shoulders shook under the

recoil, the muzzle wobbled and the stream of bullets was scattered

around the range without one of them reaching the target.
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"He's got no idea," Robert said in exasperation. Corporal Wimmer
grinned maliciously. Wimmer's sharklike grin deterred Robert from

making the boy do it once more. "Stand over there a moment," he

said quietly.

The Kid moved aside and Robert lay down behind the gun. He
had always been good at shooting, ever since he was seventeen, and

the machine gun was to him as a well-oiled typewriter is to an experi-

enced typist. He pressed the butt firmly against his shoulder and

pulled the trigger. The volley hit the target fair and square raising a

cloud of dust and splinters.

"That's the way it's done," he said as he got to his feet.

"Oui, Sergent," said the Kid. He gripped the stock and tried once

more, but again failed to hit the target.

"My dear friend," said Robert impatiently, "you've got to learn

how to do it, so you might as well start trying now."

"Oui, Sergent," the Kid said and his lips trembled.

A mother's boy, Robert said to himself once more as he detailed

Legionnaire Gerber for sentry duty that night. That wouldn't do him
any harm.

At that time of the year the nights were cold up in the Aures

mountains. It was pleasant, frosty coldness, reminiscent of late Sep-

tember in Germany, and it enticed one to take a stroll in front of the

stone buildings of the barracks and stare at the silvery moon and

perhaps dream a little.

Robert did not dream. He was going the rounds and inspecting

the sentries put out by his platoon. He felt like a lesser Prunier—

and just as Prunier had done, now he too went from sentry to sentry

exchanging a few words with his men. A soldier is apt to become

talkative during the silence and loneliness of the dark hours.

At last he came to where the Kid was posted. As the latter heard

Robert's footsteps behind him, he turned about and came to atten-

tion: "Legionnaire Gerber on sentry duty. Nothing to report."

"Turn about," said Robert. "Point your nose toward the enemy.



334 Lost Sons

Place your rifle in position on the parapet. Now report once more."

The Kid obeyed.

"There you are," Robert said. "Didn't they teach you that in Sidi-

Bel-Abbes?"

"Oui, Sergent."

Robert observed the thin figure standing before him and in some
curious way he felt moved at the sight.

"Well, Gerber," he said in a friendly voice. "How do you like being

with us? A bit rough, eh?"

The Kid looked up at him with wide-open eyes and then all of a

sudden laid his head on the parapet and began to sob. It was an ex-

traordinary sight to see this young legionnaire in battle dress, with steel

helmet and rifle, leaning against the wall in the cold light of the moon
and weeping like a lost child. Robert thought he knew all the many
different types to be found in the Legion: the uncouth trooper, the

unstable asocial, the foul-mouthed recidivist, the pig-headed profes-

sional, the smart alec. But he had never before met anyone like this

weeping boy and he felt rather shocked.

"Good heavens, Gerber," he said. "What on earth's the matter?"

The Kid murmured a few incomprehensible words. Robert laid a

hand on his shoulder. "Crying won't help," he said sternly. "You
won't get anywhere that way."

The Kid straightened himself up and made an effort to choke back

his tears. "Oui, Sergent."

"Now tell me," said Robert. "Has something happened?"

The Kid turned away his face. "I can't bear it any longer," he
stammered. "I never knew it would be so hard. They've taken it out

on me . . . from the very beginning."

"Who?"
"Oh, back in Sidi-Bel-Abbes . . . the sergeant major and the lieu-

tenant and the corporal; they've all had a down on me. Then I was

given detention and I had to kneel on a piece of wood until I fell

down."

"A recruit's life is always hard," Robert said. "Do you think it was
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any different for me? They gave me ten days' detention too. It's better

here with the company. Or don't you find that?"

"It's even worse here," the Kid stammered. "That platoon leader

who . . . who was before you, used to beat up anyone who did any-

thing wrong."

He looked up at Robert and his face in the deep shadow thrown

by his steel helmet seemed to grow visibly thinner and softer. "I'm

always doing things wrong."

"You shouldn't let that worry you too much. You'll learn it all in

good time."

"I'll never learn," the Kid said, choking back his tears. "The ser-

geant major always said I wouldn't. Even when I tried as hard as I

could, he'd hit me. That was what was so frightful; no one had ever

hit me before, and he was a German, too."

"There are no Germans here," Robert said. "And no Russians, or

Italians, or Hungarians. There are only legionnaires."

"All the same," the Kid faltered, "there was no need for him to beat

me. Then he told me to go into his room and with a match he made

me . . . Oh, God."

"Hold a piece of paper against the wall," Robert finished the sen-

tence for him, "with the end of your nose."

The Kid nodded. "Then he asked me if I . . .1 can't talk about it."

He blew his nose loudly.

"The sergeant major has gone now," Robert said.

"The corporal," the Kid whispered, "was always there, too." He

glanced furtively around as though he feared Corporal Wimmer might

hear his words.

Robert was silent for a while. He knew what sort of a man his

predecessor must have been. He had had plenty of experience of that

type, starting with Sergeant Quillastre, nine years ago; and as for this

Wimmer, one could recognize him at a glance. "Try and forget it," he

comforted him. "You meet these people wherever you go. They may

have even meant you well, the sergeant major and Corporal Wimmer,
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and only wanted to make you tougher." He heard the lack of convic-

tion in his own voice and hastily changed the subject. "What on earth

made you join the Legion? Had you got yourself into trouble?"

The Kid nodded.

"Bad?"

The Kid nodded again. "I ran over someone with the car. In

Cologne—at night. I'd been drinking."

"Was the man dead?"

"I don't know. I drove straight on and when I got to Mainz, I

crossed the frontier and joined up. That sort of thing is punished

pretty heavily, with imprisonment, and so . . . well, I didn't want to

go to prison."

"What about your parents? Haven't they told you what happened

to the man?"

"They've no idea where I am."

"Do you mean to say that you haven't written home yet?"

"I don't write home."

"Good God," said Robert. "What a crazy way of carrying on. You
ought to be glad that you've got someone to write to."

The Kid was too scared to speak.

"Listen to me, Gerber," Robert said after a pause. "It's not nearly

so bad in the Legion as you make out. You may have had a bit of bad

luck to start with . .
."

"I'm not a good soldier," the Kid said hopelessly. "You've seen for

yourself, Sergeant. I'm no good at shooting. I'm a bad marcher and

I'm always doing things wrong."

"Nonsense, Gerber. You've joined up and you've got to finish your

five years. That won't do you any harm. You'll find it'll soon get

easier. But the first thing you've got to do is to write home. You're to

report to me tomorrow evening and tell me that you've done so,

understand?"

"Oui, Sergent," the Kid replied after some hesitation.

"You've got to make an effort. When you're with me and I see that
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you're really trying, nothing will happen to you even if you never hit

the target. The shooting is not now all that important. And if you

ever have anything on your mind, come and tell me about it."

The Kid's eyes looked trustfully up at Robert from beneath his

steel helmet. "Oui, Sergent."

Robert shook his hand. "And now stand and face the enemy. What
is the password?"

"Victor Hugo, sergeant."

"Good. Now you understand what I've said, don't you, Gerber?"

The Kid stared over the top of the stone wall at the cold, moonlit

mountains and came smartly to attention. "Oui, sergent."

Ever since that night Legionnaire Second Class Jochen Gerber

had clung to Sergeant Robert Altmann with a doglike devotion. Every-

one got to know about it and not even Captain Verdoux was left in

ignorance. Once during an engagement the latter said to Robert: "I

think you must be queer, Altmann."

"Non, mon capitaine," Robert replied resentfully.

The captain wiped his glass eye. "It doesn't worry me, Altmann,

whatever you are—the main thing is, you're a good soldier."

But the Kid would never become a good soldier, however hard he

might try. And God knows, he tried hard enough—he was almost

bursting with professional zeal as though he wanted each day to win

anew the approbation of his platoon leader. Luigi grinned. "A new

method of approach," he told Pat. "Psychological it's called. It

wouldn't have had any effect on you."

Corporal Wimmer grinned too, an unpleasant, shark's grin. "This

Kid," he said. "This little runt. This arse-crawler." But he did. not

dare ill-treat him any more and took good care not to cross Sergeant

Altmann's path.

Then at Christmas Gerber gave Sergeant Altmann a present, a

real Christmas present: two book ends that he had carved from a

block of pine wood. This was very embarrassing for the sergeant. "But

I haven't any books," he said.

The Kid stood awkwardly in front of him. "That doesn't matter,
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sergeant; sooner or later you're bound to have some. Book ends will

always come in useful."

"Well, thank you very much," he said in a rather formal manner

and hastily put the gift away. The others grinned and the Kid went

off tc bed with the disappointing feeling that he had managed things

badly once more.

It was a very poor Christmas when compared with the universal

excitement that always attended this feast in the garrison. Captain

Verdoux had not bothered about it at all; sentimental occasions such

as this were an abomination to him. "It's my failing," he said, "my

only failing." He hated failings, especially when they were his own;

so he spent the morning drinking champagne and brandy and was

seen no more for the rest of the day.

Lieutenant Rochat represented him. He was quite happy to do this,

for on such occasions he was aware, as a French officer, of his spiritual

responsibility toward his soldiers and he proceeded to give the com-

pany a Christmas address of a kind that could surely never have been

heard in the Legion before.

Rochat was young and as he spoke to his men his eyes shone with

lofty enthusiasm. For almost ten minutes he addressed the silent ranks

of the legionnaires. He talked of the spirit of love and brotherliness.

"In this sense," he said, "the Arabs are also our brothers. It is up to

us to win them over through the example of our Western code of

conduct and of our chivalrous methods of fighting and not by paying

them back in their own coin. They should be made to realize that

our cause is just and we must show by our deeds that we are not

their oppressors, but their friends." He paused, and as his shining

eyes glanced along the rows of impassive faces, he saw that his words

were breaking themselves against an impermeable wall of apathy and

ignorance. He passed his hand uncertainly over his forehead and after

a few conventionally worded Christmas greetings, dismissed the com-

pany.

"Do you see how the fellow dreams?" Luigi said to Robert. Robert
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shrugged his shoulders. He had come to like Rochat, even if he were

a dreamer.

In the Second Company's outpost in the Aures mountains there

was little sign of the spirit of love and brotherliness to which Rochat

had referred. The Legion provided each man with a Christmas parcel,

the contents of which were well-known to him beforehand: ciga-

rettes, chocolate, writing paper, a pipe, and similar impersonal gifts.

In addition there was a particularly good evening meal, a bottle of

wine for each soldier, and a bottle of brandy to be shared between

every three soldiers. Ah well, one would perhaps be able to drink one-

self into the proper frame of mind as the captain himself had done

in somewhat greater style.

Altmann's platoon had a Christmas tree in their quarters, a stunted

little pine that Robert had only found after considerable difficulty.

The meager branches had been decorated with strips of silver paper

and on it burned five candles. The men sang "Stille Nacht, Heilige

Nacht" and for a brief moment they were gripped by an emotion that

even softened the sharklike face of Corporal Wimmer. When the song

was finished the men split up feeling rather embarrassed and busied

themselves in investigating the contents of their parcels.

Robert hurriedly withdrew to the room which he occupied by him-

self as platoon leader. For the first time during the whole of his period

of service, which was now almost ten years, he had received some

private mail: a parcel from Dijon. He had taken it from the orderly

with a beating heart and he felt a violent desire to tear it open there

and then. But he had forced himself to put it aside until the evening.

Now it lay waiting for him on his bed, next to the Kid's book ends.

He swiftly untied the string and found an envelope inside the paper.

Janine wrote that she was the happy possessor of a small patisse-

rie. Everything had happened so quickly, but she believed she had

done the right thing. And Africa seemed so far away. What was it like

in the mountains? It must be quite cold. She was sending him a pull-

over, which he should put on at once. She hoped that he wouldn't be

engaged in any action over Christmas. How she wished she could
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have him for a few days, so that she could spoil him. And a Happy
Christmas. And now, after she had written that, she would have to

have a little cry. Janine . . .

He felt a lump in his throat as he slowly unpacked the parcel.

Cigarettes, a book, the pullover, cream-colored and very light and

soft, and a hoard of sugary sweets such as could only come from

France.

He laid the pullover in front of him on the table. It had a little

ticket sewn on it on which was written "Pure Lambswool." "It is just

what I want," he said out loud, as though Janine herself were in the

room, and he ran his fingers tenderly over the soft, silky wool. Then
he held it against his forehead and felt very sad and lonely.

Every Christmas Elisabeth Altmann had sent a parcel to the Soviet

Union to be given to a prisoner who had no relatives; but now it had

been officially stated that there were no prisoners left in Russia so

the parcel remained unpacked. This year, too, Frau Altmann had

another, more pressing, matter to occupy her attention: Sabine's

betrothal. This was of no little importance. The standard of living in

Germany had risen enormously and preparations for the wadding

would have to be worked out with great care.

Her preoccupation with her daughter's affairs had one good effect:

it distracted her thoughts, which, at that time of the year, would

otherwise have revolved painfully and inevitably around Robert. But

life went on. A son-in-law had now come into the house: Wolfgang

Heim, a student of architecture in his last year at the university, a

healthy young man of good family with plenty of ambition.

Sabine had now almost forgotten about her brother and even Frau

Altmann only spoke of him on rare occasions. Her common sense

told her that he would never come back. The four thousand marks

which she had put aside for his professional training would now go

to Sabine on her marriage. But common sense is not all and faith is

not bound by any rules; Frau Altmann, in spite of everything, could

never bring herself to believe in Robert's death.
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They sat round the table in the living room—a gay, eager little

circle. In the adjoining room the candles were burning on a splendid

Christmas tree. Sabine had insisted that, to celebrate the occasion,

the candles should be allowed to burn down to their sockets.

Wolfgang's father, Dr. Heim, an official of the government's build-

ing department, rose to his feet with a flourish and, tapping his

glass, began to make his speech. Fine people, these Heims: respect-

able, well-bred—an old established Hanoverian family. Frau Altmann

endorsed her daughter's choice up to the hilt. One could judge the

children by their parents, she said to herself contentedly.

Dr. Heim was a good speaker. Smiling and in a gentle voice he

spoke to the engaged couple without pathos or hesitation. As he got

to the end of his speech he looked toward Elisabeth Altmann. "And
you, dear lady," he said, "will no doubt be thinking ahead to the

day when little Sabine, whom we have all taken to our hearts, gets

married and no longer needs your motherly care. But that is the

way of the world and we old ones have to become reconciled to it.

And you must remember that there are many compensations. We,
my wife and I, find happiness in our new relationship with yourself

and I can assure you that our son already looks on you as a second

mother. Am I not right, Wolfgang?"

Wolfgang nodded his head vigorously.

"So you see," Dr. Heim continued, "you have received, in our

Wolfgang, a new son who, I hope, will compensate a little for the

loss which you have suffered through the war. So let us drink to that."

They raised their glasses and brought them together and Elisabeth

Altmann suddenly felt a little stab in her heart. She looked across

at the young couple. Wolfgang was stroking Sabine's hand. A sub-

stitute for Robert? She forced herself to smile. "Thank you," she said

to Wolfgang's father, "I, too, am very happy about it all." Then
she rose from her seat and went quickly into the adjoining room.

Robert's picture stood on the chest of drawers and beside it lay

a sprig of pine. She knew that it was silly to go and stand in front

of his picture like that, but she could not help it. The sound of
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happy laughter came from the other room; they had not realized

why she had left them. The last time we were together, she thought,

that was . . . that was twelve years ago. How quickly the time went

by. He had said, "When the war is over we'll have a nice time

together, Mother." He had said, "I think I won't stay a soldier but

I'll be a doctor. A surgeon." He had said, "I won't marry for a

long time, I think girls are silly. You can keep house for me and

then it will be done properly." And he had talked a lot of other

nonsense as boys of his age do, and it had made her so happy to

listen to him.

"Mother," Sabine called from the next room. "Where are you

hiding yourself? Wolfgang wants to make a speech too."

"Yes, of course," Frau Altmann replied, taking pains that her

voice should sound gay and cheerful. "I'm just coming, my child."

The war in Algeria was costing France a billion francs a day. This

was proving a strain on the national economy, which had already for

many years been in an extremely shaky condition. All the same,

although there was not much about the great French nation that

one could admire, it was remarkable how she always managed to

find enough money for the most risky political and military adven-

tures—including the construction of atom bombs—without getting

drowned in the sea of inflation.

A considerable proportion of the billion francs a day was swallowed

up by the air force. Every inch of this vast country, four times the

size of France, had to be patrolled from the air and particularly

those parts which adjoined the Tunisian border, for it was across this

frontier that the rebels obtained their supplies of weapons and freshly

trained recruits.

On one cold, clear January morning a reconnaissance plane circled

above the strong point occupied by the Second Company. The radio

message intercepted from it was as follows: "0755 hours rebel group

about eighty strong sighted in map square cg-36 moving westwards."

Captain Verdoux at once sounded the alarm and, while the com-
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pany hastily got ready, he ascertained that map square eg- 36 was about

three miles to the west of his positions. The terrain was what might

be expected: mountainous and rocky with shriveled vegetation and

intersected by deep gorges.

Almost at once the message was passed on from battalion head-

quarters with a sentence added to the effect that the Second Company
was to set off at once in pursuit and to destroy the enemy. "Bruno,"

Verdoux shouted excitedly. "Bring me my kepi."

* The captain left the orderly room exactly eight and a half minutes

after the alarm had been given. The company stood ready by their

vehicles as Lieutenant Rochat reported. "Excellent," said Verdoux

and he smiled benevolently at Rochat, although he did not like him

very much. "Excellent," he shouted to the legionnaires. "I hope that

you will show the same speed and efficiency when you deal with the

Viets later on." He rubbed his glass eye with exceptional vigor, for

his excitement had caused the tear ducts to work rather faster than

usual. "Start up," he shouted as he climbed into his jeep. "Advance."

The company moved off. Engines roared and clouds of dust swirled

up into the blue morning sky. The company pennant fluttered from

Verdoux's jeep, and the Verdoux kepi, dark-blue and braided with

gold, stood out like a challenge among the nodding rows of gray

steel helmets.

The battle which ensued was to be discussed by the Second Com-
pany for many a long day afterward. As they sighted the approach-

ing legionnaires, the fellaheen proceeded to establish themselves in

three caves among the rocks and in a deserted barn. They were

armed with rifles and machine guns and were only too well aware

that they were fighting for their lives.

For the whole of that day the cliff walls echoed with the rattle

of machine-gun fire and the raucous shouts of the officers and platoon

leaders. The rays of the cold January sun mockingly illuminated the

grim, mountainous landscape.

Toward three o'clock in the afternoon two fighter bombers flew

in from the north. For an hour they pounded away at the barn where
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the rebels had set up a couple of machine guns among the ruins.

When at last they turned away in a wide circle against the sun the

little building was no more than a heap of smoking rubble beneath

which the mangled bodies of its defenders lay buried.

"And now for the rest of them/' Captain Verdoux's shrill voice

came over the radio. "Lieutenant Rochat, Sergeant Altmann, con-

tinue to attack."

Rochat and Altmann formed up their platoons against the last

pocket of resistance, a rocky cave in a cliff, from which a machine

gun still fired sporadically.

It was five o'clock. They lay motionless, fifty yards from their target.

The enemy machine gun had turned these last fifty yards of rocky

ground into a zone of death, through which it seemed impossible to

force a path. As was always the case during a long and inconclusive

engagement, the legionnaires had become lethargic and unambitious.

They waited, unready to take any further risks. Why should they?

The captain, who was behind them with the radio transmitter and

in touch with the battalion, would find a way out of the impasse

or his name wasn't Verdoux. The men crouched under cover and

smoke and waited for the coup de grace.

The coup de grace, however, was given, not by Captain Verdoux.

but by Corporal Locatelli. Luigi huddled with Robert and the Kid

behind a large boulder. A short distance away a wounded man lay

screaming; he had been there for nearly an hour and his cries were

driving them mad. But they could not go and fetch him so long

as that machine gun was able to fire. Luigi was in a very bad temper.

"Porco Dio, have we got to lie here in the cold all night because

of a couple of fellaheen?"

"It depends on how much ammunition they've got left," said

Robert. He shifted his position and peered round the rock at the

enemy. His action attracted a stream of machine-gun bullets which

raised a fountain of dust near his feet. Robert dropped back behind

the rock. "They seem to have got plenty," he said. After a while



Chapter Fifteen 345

he added, "They'll have to be taken from the side. Just a couple

of men with hand grenades."

"From the side," Luigi repeated pensively. "A couple of men

—

with hand grenades." He glanced around him and as he turned his

face again toward Robert he was no longer the everlastingly grum-

bling legionnaire but the Sicilian mountain bandit, whose dark eyes

sparkled with the lust for danger and adventure.

"I'll do it," he said.

"Do what?"

"Get them from the side. With hand grenades."

"You're mad, Luigi."

"It's not so difficult. But you'll have to attract their fire until I

get near enough."

All at once Robert, too, felt that it would not be so difficult.

Hadn't they done far worse things than that before now?

"Give me a signaling pistol," Luigi said. "I'll send up a flare just

before I jump. That means you stop firing."

"Good. Who are you taking with you?"

"Pat and the Pole."

"Okay, I'll start shooting with everything I've got."

"Au revoir," said Luigi. He crept cautiously away along a declivity

in the ground.

"Fire," Robert shouted and the Kid passed the order on to the

flanks. The machine guns and rifles blazed out once more and the

noise thundered against the crags and echoed down the glens. Robert

gazed spellbound at Luigi as he and Pat and the Pole crawled over

to the left and then ran from cover to cover as they approached the

side of the cave.

"Lieutenant Rochat," Robert called into the mouthpiece of the

transmitter. "Lieutenant Rochat. A patrol from my platoon is about

to attack the enemy from the left-hand side. We are going to stop

shooting when they fire the signal."

"D'accord, Altmann," Rochat replied.

That fellow Luigi. Robert understood now how the refractory cul-
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prit from the Compagnie Discipline in Indochina had come to be
promoted for gallantry under fire. Closer and closer he worked his

way toward the enemy's position, followed by Pat and the Pole. Then
they were lost to sight in a hollow. Any minute now. At last, the signal.

"Cease fire," Robert roared and the Kid repeated the command.
The machine guns were silent and simultaneously the three men

leaped from their hiding place. A couple of hand grenades exploded

and there was a burst of fire from a submachine gun—then they

disappeared from view.

"Advance," Robert shouted. "A l'assaut."

The legionnaires sprang to their feet. Luigi's example had driven

away their lethargy. "L'assaut," they yelled but their words died away

under a devastating burst of fire from the fellaheen's machine guns.

Two—three men fell to the ground and the rest crept back in dismay

to their holes.

There was a sudden silence.

"Luigi," Robert called. "Luigi."

Another burst from the machine gun was his answer. The bullets

ricocheted from the stones and flew whining into the pale evening

sky. Splinters of rock whirled through the air.

Someone threw himself down on the ground next to Robert. It

was Lieutenant Rochat. "What happened, Altmann?" he asked,

breathing heavily. "That was a crazy thing to try to do. With only

three men."

"They volunteered," Robert murmured. He was bewildered by

the turn of events. He ought to have forbidden the attempt.

"We must get them back," Rochat said. "At once."

"Oui, mon lieutenant," He felt sick. Get them back? Luigi must

be dead by now. They would have cut his throat, as those bastards

always did. And he, Robert, could have prevented it.

"Listen," Rochat was saying. "I'll shoot a green flare and you fire

with all you've got. Then I'll shoot a red and . .
."

"Mon lieutenant," said the Kid.

"What?"
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"Someone's calling."

They listened intently. It was true—a hoarse voice came from the

cave, speaking a guttural French: "Attention. Attention. We will

hand them over in exchange for a safe-conduct for us all."

"Luigi," Robert yelled. "Luigi."

"Quiet," Rochat hissed. He cupped his hands to his mouth. "Give

the names of the prisoners."

They waited, holding their breath. Then the voice spoke again:

"Corporal Locatelli and Legionnaire Kilby."

"What's happened to the third?" Rochat called.

"He's dead."

"Let Corporal Locatelli talk."

There was a long pause. At last Luigi spoke. "Corporal Locatelli

here. It's correct what they say. Kilby's alive."

"And the Pole?" Robert shouted.

Luigi did not reply but the harsh voice of the Arab said. "We will

kill them both unless we are given safe-conduct."

Robert looked at Rochat. Rochat chewed his lower lip and then

half stood up. "Safe-conduct for all of you," he shouted. "Leave your

weapons behind."

There was a pause and then the voice said, "Who will guarantee

that your word will be kept?"

"I, Lieutenant Rochat. A French officer. Come out with your hands

up and without weapons."

There was another pause, longer this time. Then at last, "We
are coming."

The legionnaires gazed in silence at the entrance to the cave. Luigi

came out first, followed by Pat. Then came the fellaheen, one after

the other with their hands above their heads, nine young men, their

leader bringing up the rear. They wore obsolete American uniforms

with the crescent moon and stars on their caps and sleeves.

Lieutenant Rochat stood up and simultaneously the legionnaires

round about came out of their hiding places to watch this strange

performance.



348 Lost Sons

"Halt," Rochat shouted. "You can drop your hands."

The fellaheen stood still with their hands at their sides. Luigi and

Pat went on a few paces. They were both very white. Luigi sank down
on a stone and lit a cigarette with trembling fingers.

Rochat called up two legionnaires. "Go and see that the cave is

empty." They went over to the entrance of the cave with their rifles

at the ready.

At that moment Verdoux's jeep rumbled up. It picked its way

cleverly between the boulders, and danced over the holes and along

the furrows, while the tall aerial of the radio apparatus swayed to

and fro like a standard of victory. At the foot of the cliff it stopped.

Captain Verdoux jumped out. "Contact the battalion straightaway,"

he ordered the operator and then went rapidly up to the rock face.

Rochat raised his hand to his steel helmet and made his report.

"The last pocket of resistance has surrendered ... in exchange for

safe-conduct."

"What was that you said?" Verdoux asked.

"In exchange for safe-conduct, without weapons," Rochat said.

"They'd taken two of our men prisoner. They have now set them
free."

"These men are bandits," Verdoux said scornfully. "Bandits can't

lay down conditions." The leader of the fellaheen gave a start

and his dark eyes wandered restlessly between the captain and the

lieutenant.

"I gave them my word," Rochat said.

Verdoux did not answer.

The two legionnaires came out of the cave. "All in order," one

of them called out.

Verdoux nodded.

"My word as an officer, mon capitaine," Rochat said quietly.

Verdoux still did not say anything.

"The battalion," the wireless operator called up to them from the

jeep below.
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Verdoux turned round. "Signal: operation completed. Rebel group

destroyed. Detailed report follows."

"How many prisoners?" the operator shouted.

Verdoux took a couple of quick paces toward the fellaheen. "One,

two, three," he tapped the first three lightly on the chest with the

butt of his submachine gun. "Step forward."

The three Arabs took a pace forward, their youthful faces full of

suspicion. Verdoux signaled to Corporal Wimmer. "March these fel-

lows off," he ordered. "Wait by the jeep." He turned his head. "Signal:

three prisoners," he called out to the wireless operator.

"Three prisoners," the operator repeated.

The leader of the fellaheen started to protest in a loud voice,

speaking a mixture of French and Arabic, so that his own men could

understand what he was saying.

Verdoux took not the slightest notice of him.

"Mon capitaine . .
." Rochat began.

Verdoux turned on him furiously. "Lieutenant Rochat, I have not

asked you to speak."

Rochat kept silent.

The leader of the fellaheen continued angrily to argue and ex-

postulate. He pointed at Lieutenant Rochat: "The word of honor

of a French officer," he shouted fiercely. "Safe-conduct for everyone.

For everyone."

Captain Verdoux raised his submachine gun. "Ferme ta gueule."

The man stopped shouting.

"Now clear off," Verdoux ordered.

The Arab pointed to his three comrades who were standing below

by the jeep, guarded by Corporal Wimmer. "Those as well," he

snapped out.

Verdoux placed the muzzle of his gun against the man's chest.

"Clear off," he said again. "I'll count up to three. One—two "

For a second the Arab hesitated, then he called out something

to his men. They turned and ran down the hill.

Verdoux watched them go. Then he raised his submachine gun.
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Four—five—six shots split the silence. The six fellaheen stumbled

and fell and lay motionless.

The legionnaires stared at the six bodies and then at Captain

Verdoux and then at Lieutenant Rochat. Rochat had opened his

mouth as though to utter a cry but no sound came from his throat.

Captain Verdoux took the empty magazine out of the gun, felt in

his pocket of his battle dress for another and snapped it into position.

Click—it was the first sound to break the silence since the noise

of the volley had died away.

The two officers looked at each other. "Do you want to say some-

thing?" Verdoux asked.

Rochat cleared his throat with an effort. "I gave them my word."

"Well?"

"My word as a French officer," Rochat cried out.

Verdoux threw a glance at the legionnaires standing around.

"That was perfectly correct, Rochat," he said with a smile. "You

had to get our men out. I would have done the same. But these

bandits are completely ignorant of the meaning of a word of honor

and the rules of war do not apply to them, you understand?"

"No," said Lieutenant Rochat.

The smile vanished from Verdoux's face. "You will learn," he said

coldly.

"Oui, mon capitaine." Rochat's lips were trembling a little. "But

I will have to take the consequences of this incident."

Verdoux gave a vigorous rub to his glass eye. It was the only in-

dication of his suppressed fury. "You go and do that, monsieur,"

he said.

Rochat raised his hand to his steel helmet and walked away. His

gait was stiff and awkward like that of a man who is drunk.

"Mon capitaine," the wireless operator called out. "The battalion

are inquiring about the prisoners. They are to be brought back im-

mediately."

Verdoux nodded. "Lieutenant Rochat," he shouted. Rochat halted

and turned about sharply. "Take the prisoners back to the bat-
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talion," Verdoux ordered quietly. "Wimmer's section will go with

you as escort."

For a moment Rochat hesitated. He seemed to be about to say

something in reply.

"Any more questions?" Verdoux said sharply.

Rochat raised his hand to his helmet. "Non, mon capitaine." He
turned round and went down the hill to the prisoners.

The captain looked around him. "Now who exactly was it," he

asked, "who made the assault?"

"Corporal Locatelli," Robert reported, "and Legionnaire Kilby."

"Come over here," Verdoux ordered.

Luigi got up from his stone and, throwing away his cigarette, he

beckoned to Pat. They stood at attention in front of Verdoux, who
observed them with military pride. "Excellent," he said. "Excellent.

Volunteers, eh?"

"Oui, mon capitaine," said Robert.

"Excellent," Verdoux repeated. "I am proud of you. The whole

company is proud of you." He shook them both by the hand. "You

can consider yourselves promoted to the next higher rank. I will apply

today for your promotion for bravery in the face of the enemy."

Luigi listened to the captain's words of praise with indifference and

took the hand that Verdoux proffered him without moving a muscle

of his face.

"Alors," Verdoux shouted cheerfully to the others. "What are you

standing about for? Get the wounded back. Vite! Vite! Altmann,

have the cave searched and then the stable over there. Detailed reports

on weapons captured and number of dead. Leave the Viets where

they are, we'll send a burial party out tomorrow. Allez hopl Weari-

ness is no excuse." Whereupon he ran gaily down the slope, climbed

into the jeep, and took the microphone out of the operator's hand.

Robert quickly gave the necessary orders and then drew Luigi aside.

He gave him a cheerful thump on the shoulder. "My God! Luigi. I

never thought I'd see you alive again. Congratulations, Corporal-

chef. Twice promoted 'au feu'! I defy anyone else to achieve that."
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"Porco Madonna" Luigi said through clenched teeth. "I was a

bloody fool! Why on earth I did it, I don't know." He looked down

the slope toward Verdoux. "That swine! It's the last time you'll catch

me volunteering for anything, I can tell you."

"Take it easy, Luigi," said Robert. "Take it easy."

"Altmann," Verdoux shouted. "Come down here a moment."

"You buzz off," Robert told Luigi. "Have a bit of a rest. You're as

white as a sheet." Then he went down to Verdoux.

The captain was talking over the radio to the battalion commander.

"Enemy casualties about sixty men," he said in his clipped manner

of speech. "The exact number will be reported later. Our own

casualties: seven dead, twelve wounded. Weapons captured: three

light machine guns. The exact number of rifles and submachine

guns found will be reported later! Three prisoners have been

dispatched with Lieutenant Rochat for interrogation by the battalion."

"Splendid, Verdoux," the battalion commander's voice squawked

back over the receiver. "Absolutely splendid. I see you haven't lost

your touch. I'll pass report on to the general straightaway. Heartiest

congratulations."

"Merci, mon commandant," said Verdoux. "End of message."

He smiled to himself and, lighting a cigarette, turned toward Robert.

"My congratulations to you, too, Altmann. I am extremely pleased

with the spirit shown by your platoon."

"Merci, mon capitaine," said Robert, but the words of praise left

him unhappy and perplexed.

The camp canteen did a roaring trade that evening. Robert fought

his way to the bar through a noisy crowd of legionnaires. "Two

bottles of beer."

"Oui, Sergent. Voila! One hundred francs."

Robert handed over the money and shouldered his way back.

"Hello, Altmann." Luigi was beckoning to him through the turmoil.

He was sitting with Pat and the Kid at a little table near the door
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and they had a bottle of champagne in front of them. Robert worked

his way over to them. "That's a bloody fine drink you've got there."

Luigi put his arm under the table and produced a bottle of brandy.

"Come and join us, Altmann."

"Well, well," said Altmann. "What do you think of that? Cham-
pagne and brandy; you've got to be a lieutenant to afford that kind

of liquor."

"It's not my money," Luigi said. "It's the Kid's." The Kid stood

up and made room for Robert.

"He got a letter from his parents," Luigi went on. "Wads of money.

He could buy up the whole canteen with it."

Robert put his beer down on the table next to the bottle of brandy.

"Really," he said to the Kid. "How much was it then?"

"A hundred dollars." The Kid's ears were red with embarrassment.

"A hundred dollars," Robert repeated. "That's about thirty-five

thousand francs. Come over here a moment, Gerber." He took

the Kid aside. "Who sent it to you? Did it come from home?"

"Oui, Sergent."

"Why didn't you tell me about it."

"I've only just got the letter."

"Well, what did they say? What's happened?"

The Kid drew a blue sheet of notepaper from his pocket and

eagerly unfolded it. "Here."

"Do you want me to read it?"

"Oui, Sergent."

At the head of the letter was printed: Gerber & Son, Instrument

Manufacturers, Cologne.

Robert read: My dear boy, We, your mother and I, have spent a

few very worrying months. Now at least, thank God, we know that

you are alive, horrified though we are to hear that you have joined the

Foreign Legion. I have tried by every means at my disposal to obtain

your discharge, but it seems quite hopeless. If only you had placed

a little more trust in us. The man you ran over is alive and well. Just

a few scratches. I made matters all right straightaway—without the
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police coming into it, or the courts. Now you must pay for your

thoughtlessness. Your mother, of course, is beside herself with anxiety,

since the wildest rumors are going around about the Legion. I enclose

some money and trust that it reaches you safely. Write again soon and,

in particular, write to your mother and tell her that you are well. And
write at once if you need any more money. With love. Father. P.S.

Mother begs you to be careful and not take any unnecessary risks.

Robert handed the letter back with a feeling of embarrassment.

"Well, it was a bit of luck that nothing happened to the man."

"No . .
." the Kid faltered. "I mean . . . yes." He smiled wearily

at Robert. A bit of luck? Robert saw the look of desperation in the

Kid's eyes. Everything had been quite pointless: the flight across the

frontier, the bullying, the bloodshed, the daily anxiety. If he had only

kept a hold on himself he would now be living with his family

in Cologne and continuing his studies. Instead he had to spend

another four and a half years in this purgatory and all because he'd

once lost his head for a few seconds. And no one could help him. All

this could be read in the Kid's eyes as he stood there biting his lips

and wrinkling his brow and trying to put a good face on it. No, there

wasn't anyone who could help him.

"Leave the sergeant alone, Kid," Luigi shouted. "It's no good

trying to bribe him with some of your dollars. Come back here. We
want to drink your health."

"May I invite you?" the Kid asked respectfully. Robert went back

to the table with him and the Kid poured him out a drink with such

haste that he spilled half a glass of brandy while doing so.

The mood of the legionnaires became increasingly boisterous and

it was not only the wine and the cognac that went to their heads. The

tension that had been built up during the day had at last found its

release, and the wonderful sense of relief at having emerged from the

action unscathed combined with the alcohol to produce a heightened

sense of camaraderie. In the mortuary outside lay the dead. They had

given their lives for France. To hell with France! We want to live,
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nothing more! However miserable our lives may be. "Annaliese . .
."

they sang. "A-ne-lie-se—what made you do that."

When they were halfway through the song the door opened and

Corporal Wimmer appeared. He stared round the smoke-filled room

and then went up to Luigi with a grin. "Just heard the news," he said.

"Promotion au feu!" He gazed longingly at the bottle of brandy.

"Hearty congratulations, Luigi. You deserved it."

"Do you think so?" Luigi said with a frown. Then he laughed.

"Come on, sit down. Have a drink. You've got a lot of leeway to make

up." He tipped a glass full of cognac down his throat. "Drink it up,"

he ordered. "To my health—and to the Kid's. He's paying for it all."

Wimmer drained his glass and sat down.

"That took a long time," Luigi said.

Wimmer wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "Yes, it took

a long time," he said. "It was interesting, though. Boy, oh boy. Come
on, let me have another." He quickly emptied the second glass.

"What do you mean?" Luigi asked. "What was interesting?"

Wimmer's cold eyes began to glisten. "The way those Intelligence

Bureau fellows get to work. There wasn't a dry eye in the place."

"How?" asked Pat condescendingly. "Beating, I suppose. That's

nothing new."

"Much more elaborate."

"Come on, no need to make it sound so thrilling," Luigi said in a

bored tone. "That business with an electric current, we know all

about, too."

"Something quite different," said Wimmer. "Give me another one."

Luigi filled his glass. "Were you there?"

"Frost" said Wimmer. "Of course I was there. They were dealing

with one, just as I brought our three customers along. He was sitting on

a bottle."

"On a bottle?"

Wimmer grinned. "Haven't you heard about that one? They sit

you down, with a naked arse, on the neck of the bottle of course, and

then question you. And after five minutes at the latest you tell them
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the truth, so that you can get off the bottle. Boy, oh boy, I wouldn't

like to guess what his insides look like. Give me another."

"Help yourself," Luigi said in a husky voice.

The Kid's face had gone green. "What about Lieutenant Rochat?

Was he there, too?"

Wimmer's fishlike eyes stared contemptuously at the Kid. "The
lieutenant," he said to Luigi, "retreated out through the door when he

saw that business with the bottle." He screwed up his mouth. "A
fine fellow, our lieutenant. Couldn't bear to look any longer."

"Porco," said Luigi, taking a large gulp of brandy. Wimmer was well

under way. He was delighted to have someone to talk to. "Then they

brought in another, a proper dried-up old Viet. They gave him an

enema. With a garden hose."

The Kid got up and stumbled out of the room. Wimmer watched

him go and laughed. "Another fine fellow. He ought to be a lieu-

tenant."

"Carry on," said Pat.

"They pumped him full with the hose," said Wimmer. "Until he

looked like a Buddha. Then they got the water out by jumping on

him. That finished him, I can tell you. That finished him all right."

"And now stop your trap," said Luigi.

"What's wrong?" said Wimmer grinning. "Life's hard, Luigi. They
only had to use the hose . .

."

"I told you to stop your trap."

"What's the matter with you," said Wimmer good-humoredly.

"It's quite sensible. By this method you don't notice anything from

outside, you understand? Only inside, of course, everything's broken

to pieces, see? The hose . .
."

He got no further. Luigi suddenly sprang to his feet and hit him
in the chest. "I've told you to shut your bloody mouth." Wimmer
tumbled from his chair, then staggered up and raised his fists, but

before he had time to strike, Robert was in front of him. "You keep

quiet," Robert said in a quiet voice. "Go and tell your damned stories

somewhere else. You can see that none of us wants to hear them."
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Wimmer slowly dropped his hands to his sides. He was glad to do

so, for he would have got the worst of it with Luigi. "It's all the

same to me, Sergeant," he muttered. "If no one wants to listen.

It's all the same to me." He reached for his glass. "Prost, Luigi. I don't

want to spoil your evening."

"Prost," Luigi mumbled under his breath, but he did not drink.

"Well, I'll be going," Robert said to Luigi.

"Stay a bit longer, Altmann. There's plenty left in the bottle."

But Robert would not stay. He'd had enough, damn it. Wimmer's

stories could spoil one's appetite for enjoyment. And what was the

point of it all? Ah—indeed. It was the same question that he had

asked himself so many times before.

When he got outside he found the Kid leaning against the wall.

Was he weeping again? "Gerber," he called. "What's the matter with

you?"

The Kid turned round. He was not weeping, but he had spewed

up all the champagne he had drunk and was looking extremely

miserable. He looked at Robert with wide, staring eyes. "They

shouldn't have done that, Sergeant," he whispered.

"What?"

"What the corporal was talking about. And that affair with the

fellaheen this afternoon."

"It's none of our business, Gerber."

"It's a crime," the Kid said. "A crime against humanity. With us

they would have all been punished for it."

"What makes you think so?"

"Everyone knows that. It's international law. Not even a soldier

can obey an order like that."

"Yes, but . .
." Robert groped for words, but was suddenly over-

come by a feeling of helplessness. He would have liked to have

listened to the Kid longer, but could he stay and let this boy start

giving him instruction? "Now, you get along to bed," he said roughly,

"and look sharp about it."
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"Oui, Sergent." The Kid saluted and stumbled off as quickly as

his legs allowed him.

Robert walked slowly across the parade ground. In the center stood

the flagstaff from which day after day the tricolor fluttered in the

breeze. Honneur et Fidelity stood engraved on the cement base.

Honor and Truth. For Honor and Truth . . . yes, but true to whom?
He heard footsteps approaching from the direction of the officers'

quarters. It was the tall, slim figure of Lieutenant Rochat.

Robert came to attention and saluted. He did this with particular

smartness, as though he were a raw recruit, for he felt that in some

way he owed the young lieutenant a special mark of respect. His

energy was wasted, however, for Rochat never noticed him, but went

past as though he were walking in his sleep. Robert thought: one can

never again call him a mere dreamer. One must say, mon lieutenant,

I stand by your side and most of my men stand by your side, too.

We legionnaires are not nearly so stupid and indifferent as you

imagine.

Lieutenant Rochat had already vanished into the shadows of the

buildings. Robert had the strange feeling that he had failed in some

way. How then, in heaven's name? He was a soldier and had done

his duty. He would sleep now, at last. He felt tired, terribly tired.

Robert dreamed. He was standing in a small, dimly lighted room.

An interrogation room, obviously, since a ladder leaned against the

wall and over there was a garden hose and on the table an empty

bottle. At the table sat an interrogating officer whose face Robert

could not recognize. "You are German?" the officer asked. "Yes, of

course," Robert replied. "I see. You are sure you are a German?" the

officer repeated. What an absurd question. "Answer me," the officer

said sharply. "Of course I am. I was born in Stettin. In Stettin

. .
." He was suddenly oppressed with a feeling of guilt. Why exactly?

He had committed no crime. But how was he to explain to this man
that he had committed no crime? He turned and ran from the room.

The interrogating officer shouted after him, but he took no notice,

he must get away . . . away. A car was standing outside, a low-built,
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open sports car. Robert jumped into it and pressed the starter but

when he tried to get the engine into gear, he found he could not

grip the lever. It was not surprising, for his hands were heavily band-

aged. He heard the steps of his pursuer behind him. He jumped out

of the car and attempted to run, but try as he would he could not

budge an inch. Then he saw Kleiba standing in front of him. "My
dear man," said Kleiba. "For Honor and Truth." "Yes, yes," said

Robert fearfully. "Now let me pass. They're right on my heels. They're

going to kill me." And at the same moment he heard a shot behind

him.

The shot woke Robert up. It was a real shot and no dream. Some-

one was calling outside. He sprang out of bed and pulled open the

door.

The parade ground stretched in front of him, bathed in the cold

light of the crescent moon. In the center stood the flagstaff, stuck in

the ground like a giant knitting needle. At its foot lay a man.

Robert ran toward him, barefoot and in pajamas. A sentry was

hurrying across the parade ground. They reached the place simul-

taneously and together they bent over the prostrate figure. It was

Lieutenant Rochat. Blood flowed, dark-red, from a hole in his right

temple. His hand still gripped his revolver. He was wearing the full-

dress uniform of the Legion. He was dead.

That," said Luigi on the following morning, "was the only decent

officer I've ever known."

"I thought you always complained he was a dreamer," Robert

replied irritably.

Luigi thought for a moment. "Perhaps a man has got to dream a

little if he wants to be a decent man."

But Captain Verdoux said, as the orderly sergeant subsequently

confirmed, "That damned fool. He would have done better to have

saved his ammunition for a Viet." Verdoux made no further remark

concerning the death of Lieutenant Rochat, but he arranged for the

body to be taken with full honors to El Djellah and marked the

event by wearing the famous Verdoux kepi.
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A fortnight later Rochat's successor arrived; a keen young officer

with a conventional military point of view. No dreamer. Captain Ver-

doux was pleased with him. The legionnaires were satisfied too, so

far as they could ever be satisfied with an officer.

Rochat was forgotten. A man forgets quickly in the Legion, as

indeed he must if he wants to retain his sanity and survive.
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At the beginning of March the regiment was moved. The long

columns rolled northward for three days and the spirits of the legion-

naires rose as each day went by.

Life was much better near the coast, even for the most impoverished

legionnaire, than in the tough encampments in the Aures mountains.

On the seaboard lay the splendid and seductive cities of Constantine,

Philippeville, Algiers, and Oran. The area controlled by the battalion

stretched from Boghari to Blida, and the distance from Blida to

Algiers was only a matter of fifty miles. The entrancing capital city

of Algeria was now within easy reach of men going on leave and no

restrictions were attached to the passes issued to legionnaires of proved

reliability.

Verdoux's company was excellently accommodated in an aban-

doned farmstead set among cornfields and vineyards. Rows of clean,
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prefabricated wooden huts were grouped around the central building

and these were surrounded by a low wall, which was itself protected

by a series of barbed-wire defenses.

From the top of the watchtowers, on which two searchlights were

mounted, a wide view could be obtained of the green, undulating

countryside. Gone were the barren mountain peaks and the deep

ravines, and even the heat was tempered by a merciful breeze that

blew unceasingly from the sea. One would certainly have to search

a long time before finding a more pleasant place to camp.

There was an attractive canteen, too, which on the evening of the

legionnaires' arrival was filled to overflowing.

Robert had just ordered a round of beer for Luigi, Pat, and the

Kid. "Well there you are, Luigi," he said. "Now you've got what
you wanted: you're right near the coast and you can swim away
whenever you like." Luigi gave Pat a wink. "Not a bad idea, Alt-

mann."

Robert tapped Luigi's sleeve. "And what about the pretty chev-

rons?"

"Madonna, you don't think a bloody chevron makes me any dif-

ferent, do you? Porco! What do you take me for, Altmann?"

"An honest bandit and a good soldier," Robert laughed. "You
ought to try and enjoy life more, Luigi. Salute."

"Damn that," Luigi said angrily.

"No need to get so worked up," said Pat. "It's pretty good here.

What have you got to moan about?"

"Okay," said Luigi, somewhat mollified. "Perhaps you're right.

Salute, Altmann."

They drank, but the mood had changed and a noticeable awk-

wardness had crept into their conversation. Robert soon went off,

leaving his beer untouched on the table. He sensed a feeling of hostil-

ity on the part of his friends, but he was so preoccupied with other

matters that the thought quickly passed from his mind. If he had

turned round once more before leaving the canteen he might have

seen the three of them talking earnestly together, and he might
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have noticed something on the faces of Pat and the Kid which
would have made him pause. Perhaps he would then have been
able to alter the course of events . . . perhaps.

Robert did not have the mind of a policeman and so he saw nothing

suspicious in the fact that Corporal Locatelli spent a great deal of

his time with Legionnaires Kilby and Gerber and that the three of

them frequently visited Algiers together when they were off duty.

From his own point of view, Robert had nothing against this. On the

contrary. The Kid had become increasingly self-confident as time

went by and he never slackened his efforts to make himself more

efficient. Luigi's friendship appeared to have done him good.

Robert therefore saw no reason for withholding his approval when
the three of them applied for permission to spend their next leave

in Algiers. But nothing came of this expedition, for on the previous

evening all leave was suspended and the whole battalion was ordered

to remain in a state of readiness. Fresh disturbances were expected

in Oran and Algiers, it was said, and no one could tell for how
long the emergency would continue.

The legionnaires were not unduly put out. A state of readiness

had its advantages. They spent most of their time lolling in front

of their quarters playing cards. Routine duties were cut to a minimum,
since Captain Verdoux regarded it as of primary importance that the

company should be ready for action at a moment's notice.

That evening the captain had decided to inspect the various sentry

posts personally, and while making his tour of inspection he came

across Sergeant Altmann, who was engaged in a similar task.

It was a perfect May night, redolent with the fragrance of the

countryside and filled with the drowsy chirping of the cicadas. For

a while Verdoux and Robert walked along together. Verdoux was

in the best of spirits and softly whistled the tune of the "Blue Dra-

goons." "A good song, that one," he said to Robert. "On the whole,

the Germans have very good soldier songs."

"Oui, mon capitaine," said Robert with a smile.
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Verdoux paused in his walk. "I hope you haven't regretted coming

to my company, Altmann?"

"Non, mon capitaine. Why do you ask?"

"Eh, bien," said Verdoux; "I told you at the time that you wouldn't

stay a sergeant for long."

"Oui, mon capitaine."

"I keep a good eye on my men," Verdoux said. "I have watched

you, too. Your platoon is in fine fettle. But you could often be a

bit stricter, Altmann."

"I have my own methods, mon capitaine."

Verdoux wiped his glass eye. "So long as your platoon is up to the

mark, I don't care what methods you use."

"Oui, mon capitaine."

"I submitted a recommendation yesterday for your promotion,

Altmann."

Robert came to attention, "Merci, mon capitaine."

"Good," said Verdoux, as he walked on. "I hope that together

we will . .
." He stopped in the middle of his sentence and listened.

An excited voice called out in the darkness. "Halte la." It was the

sentry at the next post. Again came the challenge, harsher this time.

"Halte la!"

They were at the boundary wall in a couple of strides.

"What's wrong?" Verdoux shouted.

"Someone's running out there," the sentry replied.

Verdoux bounded over the wall, followed by Robert. "There he
goes," cried Verdoux. "Halt! Stand still!" Robert saw three figures

making their way through the wire. "Shoot!" Verdoux yelled at the

sentry. "Shoot, damn you!"

The sentry fumbled excitedly with his submachine gun, but the

firing mechanism had jammed. Cursing, Verdoux drew his revolver

and pushed aside the barrier that guarded a path through the de-

fenses. At that moment a shot was fired. The revolver fell from the

captain's hand and with a cry he clutched at his arm. Another shot

followed and the bullet whistled past Robert's head.
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Robert ducked and as he did he saw the three figures quite clearly.

He raised his revolver and pulled the trigger. A scream came from

out of the darkness.

"Searchlight!" Verdoux roared. "Put the searchlight on, you fools."

A powerful beam of light shone out from the watchtower, flickered

over the flat ground beyond the wall, and then caught in its rays

three men clad in civilian clothes. One of them lay on his face, while

the other two attempted to avoid the beam.

"Stay where you are," Verdoux shouted, "or I'll have you shot."

The two men stood still, with their backs to the searchlight.

"Hands above your heads."

They slowly raised their hands.

Robert ran toward the wounded man. Seizing him by the shoulder,

he turned him over and to his horror found himself staring into the

Kid's face.

Verdoux came up to them gasping for breath, with one hand

clutching his wounded arm. "Turn round," he roared at the others.

"Face this way." The two men slowly turned round, their eyes blink-

ing in the blinding glare from the searchlight: Corporal Luigi and

Legionnaire Pat Kilby.

Up in the watchtower the alarm gong sounded. The duty officer

ran up, followed by two sentries. Verdoux took no notice of him

but, holding his wounded arm, stood breathing heavily in front of

the two deserters. He stared silently for a moment at their brightly

illumined faces and then went up to Luigi. "Void le corporal-chef

Locatelli," he rasped in a voice trembling with anger. "The hero of

the Aures mountains. A fine hero you are. A blood) fine hero." He
let go of his wounded arm and smashed his fist into Luigi's face,

once, twice. Luigi dropped his hands in an effort to defend himself.

"Put your hands up," Verdoux screamed. The officer of the watch

rammed the muzzle of his submachine gun into Luigi's ribs. Luigi

raised his arms once more. "Above your head," Verdoux she ted.

Luigi folded his hands on the top of his head in the way that he

had seen so many Viets and fellaheen do before him. The blood
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trickled from his nose. Verdoux hit him a third time. "Criminal!"

he yelled. "Desertion in the face of the enemy, that's what it is. And
that it should have happened in my company, too." Then he went

over to Pat. Pat stood like an enormous mountain in front of the

stocky Verdoux. He took without flinching the rain of blows that

the captain delivered on his nose and mouth and square, tilted jaw.

At last Verdoux was finished with him. Exhausted, he fumbled again

at his wounded arm, from which the blood trickled slowly to the

ground. "Who fired the shot?"

The two men were silent.

"Who fired?" Verdoux roared at them.

Luigi glanced at Pat and then over at the Kid, who still lay on

his face on the ground. "I did," he said in a thick voice.

"Search him," Verdoux ordered.

The duty officer pulled a revolver out of Luigi's trouser pocket.

He found nothing on Pat except a few coins. Verdoux brandished

the revolver in Luigi's face. "Weapon stealing," he said. "That means

another two years, you scoundrel." Luigi said nothing.

Verdoux turned round. "Who is the third man?"

"Legionnaire Gerber," said Robert. "He is wounded."

Verdoux went over to the Kid and gave him a kick with the toe

of his boot. "Get up." The Kid staggered to his feet: the front of

his shirt was soaked with blood. Verdoux looked at him contemptu-

ously. "Search this little runt, too, Altmann."

Robert passed his hands swiftly over the Kid and searched his

pockets. "Nothing," he reported. "Just a handkerchief and some

money."

Verdoux fiddled with Luigi's revolver. "Take them away," he said.

"To the orderly room."

Luigi and Pat went first, with their hands above their heads and

the Kid followed, assisted by the two legionnaires of the guard. The
beam from the searchlight followed them as they made their way

through the wire and across the parade ground, where the rest of

the company stood talking in low voices. At the door of the orderly
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room it left them and swept back to continue its probing of the

outer defenses. Everything was quiet once more. It was a really won-

derful spring night.

Ten minutes later Luigi and Pat stood again in front of the captain,

naked except for their underpants. The Kid lay behind them on a

stretcher, with a fresh bandage gleaming on his chest.

The captain sat on the edge of the desk smoking, while a medical

orderly bandaged his arm. Robert stood against the wall between the

sergeant major and the duty officer. Outside the building the rest

of the company had dispersed to their quarters, chattering excitedly.

"A clean hole, mon capitaine," the orderly announced. "The bone

has not been touched."

Verdoux looked at the deserters and behaved as though he was

completely unconcerned about his wound. He played the role of the

granite-hard Verdoux to perfection. The orderly tied a sling round

his neck and settled the arm comfortably inside it. "Don't move it

more than you can help, mon capitaine."

"I want you out of here as quickly as possible." Verdoux said.

The orderly hastily collected his things and left the room. Verdoux
stuck a fresh cigarette between his lips and the sergeant major re-

spectfully held out a light. Verdoux drew the smoke deeply into his

lungs and expelled it toward Luigi. "So you wanted to desert did

you, you scoundrel."

"Oui."

"Where were you going to?"

"Away from the Legion."

"Put your hands at your side when you speak to me. Where were

you going, I asked?"

Luigi placed his hands against his hairy thighs. He hesitated a mo-
ment before answering. "We didn't know exactly."

"You look as though you knew exactly where you were going,"

Verdoux said.

Luigi was silent.

"We'll drag it out of you sooner or later." Verdoux flicked the ash
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from his cigarette. "But there's one thing I wish to know: why? Why
did you want to run away?"

Robert looked uneasily at Luigi. Keep your mouth shut, Luigi.

Keep your mouth shut. You'll only make things worse. "We'd had

enough," said Luigi. "We wanted our freedom."

Verdoux threw away his cigarette. "What a lame excuse. You'd

got the wind up, you bloody shirker. That's what it was."

Luigi's eyes flashed with anger. "I've never yet got the wind up.

But I don't want any part in it when it comes to torturing Arabs

to death. Or shooting them to bits . . . behind their backs."

The others held their breath and all eyes were fixed on Verdoux;

but he seemed not to understand in the least what Luigi meant.

"Ah," he said. "It gets better and better. A Communist, eh?"

"No," Luigi cried. "Not a Communist, but a human being. If

by any chance you know what a human being is."

This man Verdoux! He remained quite calm. He slid off the edge

of the desk and gave Luigi a couple of swift blows on the side of the

face, first with his palm and then with the back of his hand. "That

is not the way a man speaks to his commanding officer. Put your

hands at your sides."

Luigi dropped his hands. His eyes burned with hatred.

Verdoux smiled. "Take them away. Put handcuffs on them. And
no blankets, so that these temperamental gentlemen will have a

chance to cool off a bit."

As Luigi was led past Robert he spat and with unerring aim the

spittle hit the toe of Robert's boot. Robert pretended not to have

noticed it, as the guards pushed Luigi roughly through the door.

Captain Verdoux had resumed his seat on the desk and was

thoughtfully wiping his glass eye. "Not a satisfactory thing to happen,

Altmann," he said. "Not at all satisfactory."

Robert remained silent.

"I shouldn't have put so much trust in your platoon," he said

reproachfully. "Your methods don't seem to lead anywhere, Altmann.

You'll have to tighten things up after this." He settled his arm in the
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sling. "Hold yourself ready for the security officer tomorrow morning.

He'll need your evidence."

"Oui, mon capitaine."

"Bon soir, Altmann."

"Bon soir, mon capitaine."

Robert left the company office and went straight over to the hos-

pital building.

"How is Legionnaire Gerber?" he asked. "Is he bad?"

"No, he was lucky. No bones broken or internal bleeding. Just

the lung grazed a bit. That'll heal itself up in a couple of weeks."

The orderly grinned sympathetically. "He'll need strong lungs in the

Compagnie Discipline."

"Thanks," Robert said and went out.

That night there were four men in the camp who found sleep

impossible. Captain Verdoux had the best of it and withdrew to the

officers' mess where he assuaged the pain in his arm and also his

indignation over this extraordinary occurrence with large quantities

of brandy.

That the two deserters Locatelli and Kilby could not sleep was

not surprising, for they were chained to each other and lay naked

and shivering with cold on the hard clay floor of their cell. Sergeant

Altmann also found sleep impossible and in order to get through

this endless night he went the rounds every hour, although it was

no part of his duty to do so.

He visited the cellar beneath the guardroom at the first opportunity.

The guard unlocked the door and switched on his torch. Luigi and

Pat blinked in the bright light.

"Stand up," said the guard.

The two men got awkwardly to their feet and their handcuffs

rattled softly.

For the first time Luigi saw who it was. "Welcome," he said.

"Have you brought us something to smoke?"

Robert automatically felt in his pocket, but after a glance at the

guard withdrew his hand empty.



370 Lost Sons

"Or a couple of nice, warm blankets, perhaps," Luigi said scorn-

fully.

Robert did not answer him. "Where's the wounded prisoner?"

he asked the guard.

"Upstairs, next to the guardroom, sergeant."

"Good. Lock the door again."

"Well, what do you think of that," Luigi said to Pat. "He only

wanted to see if we were still here."

"Hold your mouth," said the guard.

"Hold your own," said Luigi.

"I told you to lock the door again," Robert said to the guard.

Luigi pursued them with a volley of abuse which lasted until they

reached the stairs.

The guard conducted Robert into the narrow room adjoining the

guardroom. The Kid lay motionless on his stretcher. As Robert bent

over him, he opened his eyes and stared at him in bewilderment.

"Does it hurt?" Robert asked. The Kid shook his head. "It's cold

though," he whispered.

"Bring a blanket," Robert told the guard. The latter fetched one

out of another room and said reproachfully, "It's the one used by the

guard."

"You can get yourself another from the hospital. Tell them it's for

the wounded prisoner. Tell them it's an order from me."

"Oui, Sergent."

"You can go now. I'll call when I want you." The guard departed.

Robert spread the blanket over the Kid. "That better?"

"Thanks, Sergeant."

Robert hesitated. Why exactly had he come here? To console the

Kid? The boy must have known very well what would happen to him.

"What will they do with us?" the Kid asked in a weak voice.

Court-martial, Robert said to himself. Then the Compagnie Dis-

cipline. Or even worse, Prison Militaire. He shrugged his shoulders.

"Haven't any idea."

"You must know, Sergeant," the Kid pleaded.
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If Luigi hadn't fired, Robert thought, it wouldn't have been

nearly so bad. Then I wouldn't have fired either and the Kid would

be all right. He stretched out his hand as though to stroke the boy's

hair, but quickly stopped himself. "You go to sleep," he said. "You

must get well first of all. What happens after that, remains to be

seen." He turned and went toward the door.

"Sergeant, please."

Robert stood still. "What?"

"Could you . . . would you mind . . . writing to my father to tell

him . . .
?"

Good God, now thev were going to learn all about this. "Yes,

I'll write to him. Good night."

"Sergeant, please. . .
."

"For heaven's sake, what else do you want?"

"You don't know the address."

Robert took his notebook from his breast pocket. "Well, give it

to me."

"Otto Gerber," the Kid whispered. "Kbln—Marienburg, Goethe-

strasse, 15."

Robert closed his notebook with a snap and hurried out of the

room.

At eight o'clock the following morning the security officer from

the Intelligence Bureau reported to Captain Verdoux. The latter

was still fairlv drunk, although this was something that only those

who knew him well would have noticed. His capacity for drink was

enormous, but his self-control was something that very few people

could emulate.

Robert's interrogation was soon over. He described in a few words

the events of the previous evening. Verdoux nodded his approval at

ever)' sentence and only stopped when Robert affirmed that Luigi and

Pat and the Kid were good and reliable soldiers.

Then Robert was allowed to go. As he went out of the room, the

three prisoners were brought in. He pushed his way quickly past
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them without looking up and went to his room to draft out a letter

to the Kid's father.

For almost one hour he sat over the letter and then in the end

he took his lighter from his pocket and consigned the draft to the

flames. What on earth could he say to this Herr Gerber. It was much
too soon to write. Better for him to wait until he knew the verdict.

Three years—four years—seven years, how could he possibly tell?

What a string of bad luck he'd had. That he should have been on

duty last night and that the Chief should have been there too and

finally that he should have shot the Kid.

A messenger came across the parade ground toward him. "Ser-

geant Altmann, the captain wants to see you."

If only it was all over, Robert thought wearily. I don't want

anything more to do with it. There's just the letter. I must write that

damned letter to Cologne.

Verdoux was standing by the window as he went in. The security

officer was sitting at the desk dictating something in a quiet voice

to the orderly corporal. Verdoux turned toward him and said: "Alt-

mann, I want you to take these fellows to the military prison in

Algiers."

Robert drew a deep breath. He was to be landed with this now.

"You know where it is?"

"Oui, mon capitaine. But . . . pardon, mon capitaine, my men
... I mean ... we are in a state of readiness . .

."

"Exactly," said Verdoux abruptly. "For that reason you will take

the Dodge truck from the first platoon." He turned to the sergeant

major. "Who is the driver? He'll have to be someone reliable."

"Lance Corporal Chazarin," the sergeant major replied.

"Ah yes. He'll be all right. Tell him to be at the main gate and

ready to move off at a quarter to eleven."

The sergeant major made a note of it in his book.

"I can't send an escort with you," Verdoux told Altmann. "I don't

want to waste precious men on these bastards. You can join up with

the battalion supply convoy. It'll pass by here at eleven o'clock."
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He turned to the sergeant major: "Is that right?"

"Oui, mon capitaine."

"Good," said Verdoux. "Go and get yourself ready."

Robert saluted and made toward the door.

"And if you feel like it," Verdoux called after him, "you can spend

the night in Algiers." He smiled. "A little reward." Robert saluted

a second time and left the orderly room without replying.

The hot sunlight blazed in his face and he screwed up his eyes.

A night's leave in Algiers! Of all things! Why the hell did they have

to pick on him to escort Luigi and Pat and the Kid? What a bloody

mess the whole thing had been.

At exactly a quarter to eleven the Dodge stood ready at the gate.

Moving with difficulty because of their handcuffr <:he deserters

climbed on board. They were wearing their uniforms and they had

washed and shaved, for Captain Verdoux put great store on such

matters.

They laid the Kid on the floor of the truck.

"Why isn't he handcuffed?" Verdoux asked.

"The wound . .
."

"That little scratch," said Verdoux scornfully. "Chain him to the

bench." The duty officer obeyed. "Bien," said Verdoux. "Drive on,

Altmann."

Robert got into his seat and laid his submachine gun, loaded and

ready to fire, at his side. "Allez," he told the driver. The barrier at

the gate was raised and the truck moved off along the narrow track

leading to the main road a couple of miles from the strong point.

The battalion convoy was already waiting—three six-wheelers laden

with empty cases and barrels. The leader of the convoy, a broad-

faced sergeant with many ribbons on his chest, stood by the leading

truck. Robert noticed that more than half of his decorations had

been won in Indochina. He was a German. "Hello, chum," he said

to Robert. "You seem to have got an interesting cargo."

"Yes, three deserters," Robert replied.
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The man glanced at Luigi and Pat. "They never learn," he said

sagely. "Ninety-nine per cent are always caught, but they never learn.

Ah well, let's be off. Will you bring up the tail?"

"D'accord," said Robert. "I'm ready."

It was a fearful journey. A nerve-racking, torturing procession. He
sat with two handcuffed men who only yesterday had been his

friends, and who a couple of months before had been at his side in

an attack against an enemy machine-gun position. While a third, still

only a boy, lay on the floor, handcuffed too, despite a fresh bullet

wound in his chest. And now he had to deliver them to a military

prison and it wasn't difficult to imagine what their fate would be

when they got there.

And this Luigi, this damned Luigi, kept on looking at him as

though it were he who was responsible for it all.

Robert sat screwed up on the bench and looked ahead over the

driver's shoulder, to avoid Luigi's eyes. Every time the truck rattled

over a pothole, the handcuffs jangled and the Kid gave a groan.

Another three hours—three hours of eternity.

But it was impossible to spend the whole journey staring ahead.

Robert shifted his position and turned his face toward the two men.

Luigi's eyes narrowed. "Altmann," he said. "Wouldn't you like to

have another shot at us?"

Robert felt the blood rush to his head, but he kept his temper.

"Who was the first to fire?" he said.

"I was," said Luigi, "but not at an old friend."

"I had to fire," Robert said. "It might have been the fellaheen.

How was I to know? You could have said something before you

started."

"Say something beforehand? So that you could lock us up straight-

away in one of your cells."

"They're not my cells. And I didn't lock you up in them either."

"But you came along afterward and made sure we were safe and

sound."
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"It was my duty to do so."

"Duty, duty!" Luigi said venomously.

"Look, Luigi," Robert said. "You yourself are responsible for what

you did. You knew very well what desertion meant, especially as

things are at the moment."

"Yes, of course I knew. I've always known. But there was one

thing I didn't know and that was that you would side with Verdoux.

Anyone who can do that and then take on the duty of getting us

to prison is an even worse bloody swine thin Verdoux."

Robert straightened up and raised his fis The driver looked round

to see what was happening and Robert dropped his arm to his side.

"Keep your eyes on the road," he told the driver.

"You can hit me if you like," said Luigi. "It shouldn't worry your

conscience."

Oh blast! Why the hell start an argument with Luigi? Why should

he try to find excuses for doing his duty? For it was his duty, wasn't

it? ... or ... ? Robert leaned forward a little. "Listen, Luigi," he

said. "I've been given orders to take you to Algiers and I am carrying

out those orders. I don't like doing it, I can tell you. But I suggest

that you now keep your mouth shut, for you won't get anywhere

by talking."

"Yes, I can see that," Luigi sneered. "There's not much use in

talking to a bastard like you."

"O.K.," said Robert. "And for the rest of this journey I'm Ser-

geant Altmann to you. And if you make any trouble you'll learn for

the first time that I can be obstinate, too." He raised his voice. "As

obstinate as . . . Captain Verdoux."

Luigi ran his teeth excitedly over his lower lip. "Pack it up, Luigi,"

the Kid groaned.

Luigi placed his hands in front of him on his knees. "All right

then, we all keep our mouths shut. Just because you ask us to, Amen."
He threw back his head and closed his eyes.

Had he stopped at last? If he starts again, Robert thought de-

spairingly, then . . . then ... I don't know what I might do. But
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Luigi stayed quiet, and Pat huddled apathetically beside him. The
Kid lay on the floor as though he were asleep. If only the Kid hadn't

been there . . .

The hours passed by and then the convoy suddenly halted on the

open road. There was a great deal of cursing and shouting. Luigi

bent forward and peered ahead. A glimmer of hope was in his eyes.

Robert knew what Luigi was thinking. He was thinking of an ambush,

an ambush prepared by the fellaheen that would enable him to get

free. That would suit me, Robert thought, they can come happily as

far as I'm concerned. I don't mind what happens, as long as I can

get rid of the three of them at the earliest possible moment. I

don't care whether it's the military police or the fellaheen. He jumped

down from the truck and went to the head of the convoy.

The sergeant in charge was standing by the leading truck. The
hood had been flung open and the sweating driver was fiddling

beneath it with a wrench.

"Engine trouble," said the convoy leader. "A bloody nuisance.

These trucks have every . .
."

"How long will it be?" Robert interrupted him.

The driver lifted his head from under the hood. "At least an hour,"

he said. "It's the fuel pump again."

"Can you beat it," said the convoy leader bitterly. "It'll all have

to come off our time in Algiers."

One hour, thought Robert. He had hoped that everything would

be over in an hour and now he would have to hang around here with

Luigi and Pat and the Kid. He wanted more than anything else to

be rid of them. He could no longer bear to see the Kid's tortured

face or Luigi's contemptuous eyes or watch Pat's stupid grin. "I'll

go on alone," he told the sergeant.

"It's against the regulations."

"I can't help that. I've got a wounded man on board."

"A deserter. He won't last long anyway."

"That's nothing to do with me," Robert said irritably. "I have

to hand him over alive."
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"O.K. then," said the convoy leader. "As you wish. If anything

happens you'll have to take the blame yourself."

"Don't worry. I wasn't born yesterday."

He went back along the road and climbed into the truck. "Drive

on, Chazarin," he said to the driver. "We're going on alone."

"Without an escort?"

"Are you frightened?"

Chazarin grinned. "Not me."

"Good. And step on it a bit. I want to get there as soon as possible."

Chazarin drove carefully past the stationary vehicles and then put

his foot hard down on the accelerator. "You can't wait to get it

over, can you?" Luigi said, his eyes full of hatred.

"No," said Robert.

"You'll be really glad when you're shut of us."

"I certainly shall. And now shut your mouth."

But Luigi had thrown off his lethargy. He knew the road to Algiers.

At the most it was not more than another twenty-five miles. And
when they had traveled those twenty-five miles, the doors of the

Prison Militaire would close behind him. For many years. There

would be no hope then. "Mamma mia," he said to Pat. "Just think

if some fellaheen were hanging around and put a few bullets in the

engine. We'd be rescued."

"If we could get out of this crate in time," Pat said. "They couldn't

guess that we're sitting inside."

"We'd have to shout. Vive L'Algerie or something like that."

"I'll leave it to you," said Pat. "I'll shout all right. But nothing

ever happens along this stretch of road; it's too near the town."

Luigi was not listening to him. "Madonna, do you believe one

could have such luck? It would be the first time in my life. And
then I would sit and watch them finish this Altmann off." He laughed

brutally, but there was a note of despair in his voice.

Robert paid no attention to Luigi, but leaned forward and started

to light a cigarette. The draft caused by the motion of the truck

made it difficult but at last he succeeded. Luigi raised his manacled
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wrists and rubbed his small mustache with the back of his hand.

"Give me a cigarette too, Altmann."

"Sergeant to you," Robert replied coldly.

"Oh, I beg your pardon," said Luigi sarcastically. "Sergeant! Mon-
sieur le sergent! Please give a poor prisoner a cigarette."

Robert shook his head.

"You swine," said Luigi.

Robert remained silent.

Luigi gave Pat a nudge. "The swine," he said. "When I think of

the fags he got off me in Indochina. That was in Hanoi, in the

hospital. He had both his hands bandaged and could do nothing

without me. Luigi, a cigarette . . . Luigi, something to drink . . .

Luigi, a match . . . have you forgotten all that?"

Robert turned his head away. "Drive faster," he shouted to the

driver.

"We've got a casualty on board," said Luigi. "You've got to drive

carefully with casualties."

"He's certainly in a hurry," said Pat. "He can hardly wait for the

medal they're going to give him in Algiers. Capturing three deserters."

He jerked his head toward Robert's row of ribbons. "That means at

least a gold star to go in with the rest of the fruit salad."

The truck lurched over a series of potholes and at every jolt the

Kid cried out in pain. Robert gave him a quick glance. The red

stain on the bandage seemed to have grown larger. Robert turned

his face away. "Look at the blood," said Luigi. "It was poor shooting,

Sergeant. If you'd hit him a bit higher, he'd be dead by now and

you wouldn't have any more bother with him."

"Let it go, Luigi," the Kid groaned. "He can't help it."

Pat bent over him. "You're bleeding again, Kid. You're bleeding

like a stuck pig. Let it come, though. Better to bleed to death than

be hanged."

"You won't be hanged, don't worry," said Luigi. "You're going

to be finished off nice and slowly instead. You know how they go

about things in the Compagnie Discipline, Pat, I don't have to
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tell you anything about that. And they're going to stick me up against

the wall because I shot that swine Verdoux. Sergeant Altmann will

give the order to fire as a reward for his service in the Legion."

The truck jolted over another bad patch of road. The Kid moaned

softly and the chain fastening him to the bench rattled. Robert could

bear it no longer. He took a key from his pocket and kneeling down,

unlocked the handcuffs.

"Thanks," the Kid whispered. "Thanks, Sergeant." Robert stared

for a moment at the Kid's emaciated, boyish face, then straightened

up and stuffed the key into his breast pocket.

"Well, what do you know," said Luigi. "The sergeant's turned

into a good Samaritan."

Pat grimaced. "He should have put him out of his misery. That

would have been more charitable. Hey, Sergeant, why don't you

finish him off? You've got enough bullets and you can get a medal

for that, you know."

Robert's face became dark with anger. He leaned forward. "Hold

your mouth, Kilby," he snarled and even the imperturbable Pat was

taken aback at the savage look in his eyes.

But Luigi refused to be intimidated. "Nobody keeps their mouths

shut here," he shouted. "Not us anyhow. We don't have to any more.

And a swine like you, who lets his own friends . .
."

Robert's nerves suddenly gave way He raised his fist and crashed

it into Luigi's face, knocking his head back so that it hit one of the

struts supporting the hood. Luigi gave a groan and pressed his man-

acled hands against his mouth.

Robert fell back exhausted onto the bench and stared at the back

of the driver's neck. Dear God, if only this damned, bloody journey

were over.

Luigi licked the blood from his split upper lip and looked at

Robert, his dark eyes burning with hatred. Then he started once

more. "I can't pay you back, Altmann," he said. "Maybe someone

else will do it for me. You're a swine. I know that now; but you

weren't always a swine, that's the pity of it."
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"For God's sake shut up," the Kid moaned. "Forget it can't you?"

"Leave it to me, Kid," said Luigi. He suddenly roared at Robert.

"Take a look at that boy. Nineteen years old and a German like

yourself. And now they're going to beat him to death in the Com-
pagnie Discipline. Haven't you any feelings? What were you doing

when you were nineteen?"

Pat laughed maliciously. "What do you think he was doing? I'll

bet when he was a baby it was the Legion that gave him his bottle."

But Luigi was serious. "Look, Altmann," he shouted. "When you

were nineteen, you couldn't surely have been such a hard-boiled

bastard." He raised his hands, expecting another blow.

But Robert did not move. At nineteen? His eyes wandered over

the boy's thin body. At nineteen . . . that was . . . that was twelve

years ago. . . . Twelve years of his life with a machine gun or a

tommy-gun in his hand. Twelve years during which, as Janine had

said, he had always been on the run . . . running away from himself.

His eyes fell on the Kid's glistening forehead. Desertion in the

face of the enemy, he thought; that would mean at least three years.

Perhaps even more . . . five—six—seven years. Merciless hard labor-

beatings—bad food. The Kid could never stand that. Never. And if

by any chance he did manage to come through, he would have

another four years to serve in the Legion and then he would be

as old as I am. As for Luigi, they would very probably shoot him.

He could never pretend he didn't know what he was doing. But

what a savage punishment—what a terribly savage punishment. He
was a brave fellow, too, there was no doubt about that. And now I

have to hand them over to a military prison. And some bastard of

a military policeman will receive them with a smile of welcome. And
the Kid, with that bullet hole in his lung . . . Dear God, what

ought I to do? I'll have to write a letter to his parents. Dear Herr

Gerber, your son will not be coming home for the next five or seven

years. If he ever gets home at all. If they don't beat him to death

. . . No, the Kid would never stand it . . . not even for one year.

Dear God, what ought I to do?
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Robert turned away his head and stared through the windshield.

The dusty road, flanked on both sides by dark-green vineyards, was

empty. Far away in the distance he could see a farm lying peacefully

in the shimmering haze.

Robert kept his eyes glued on the farm. What shall I do with the

driver, he thought? What on earth can I do with the driver? The

voices of Pat and Luigi kept cutting across his thoughts. Pat was

saying: "How many years do you think they'll give me, Luigi?"

"No idea. The main thing is to say as little as possible every

time you're interrogated. Even if the swine beat you."

"Beat me," Pat laughed proudly. "I can stand a beating. It's only

when I think of the Kid . .
."

"It's different for you, Kid," Luigi said. "You'll have to tell them

straight out all that you know—then they won't do anything to you.

The only thing you must keep to yourself is where we were going."

Robert glanced over his shoulder. The road behind was empty

too. He pulled himself together and tapped the driver on the shoulder.

"Halt here, Chazarin," he ordered.

Corporal Chazarin applied the brakes. Pat and Luigi stopped

talking.

Robert climbed over the front seat and jumped from the vehicle.

"You get out too," he told Chazarin. The latter obeyed in surprise.

"Come along with me a moment." Robert walked back along the

road with Chazarin, so that they were hidden from the farm by the

truck. He pointed toward a vineyard over on the right. "Do you

see that?"

"What?" Chazarin asked.

Pat and Luigi had pushed their heads through the awning and

were watching the two men silently. Robert drew his revolver from

its holster.

"That brown dot," he said. "About two hundred yards away. Just

by the dead tree."

"Yes, I see. What about it?"
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"It may be one of those damned fellaheen. I saw him running

like a rabbit across the scrub. He was up to no good."

"A rebel," Luigi told Pat. "Let's hope there's more than one."

Chazarin looked at Robert and smiled ingenuously. "I don't think

so, Sergeant. It's only a stone."

"Nonsense," Robert said gruffly. "You're not looking at the right

place. Look over there, straight in front of you." Chazarin turned and

looked straight in front of him. Robert twisted the revolver in his

hand and held it tightly by the barrel.

"A rebel," said Luigi, and all at once he started to scream: "Hello,

hello! Vive l'Algerie. . .
." He shook his manacled hands. "Vive

l'Algerie. . .
." Then Pat started to shout too.

Robert stood close behind Chazarin. He raised his revolver and

gritted his teeth. Then he struck. Corporal Chazarin twisted half

round and for a fleeting second stared at Robert with an expression

of utter bewilderment on his face. Then he collapsed to the ground

without a sound.

Luigi and Pat at once stopped yelling.

Robert felt in his pocket and, taking out the key to the handcuffs,

held it out to Luigi. "Here," he said. "Unlock them."

Luigi never moved. "He's gone mad," he said.

"Good God, Luigi," Pat howled. "If there's anyone gone mad,

it's you. Go on, take the damned key, you bloody fool."

Luigi leaned out of the truck and took the key. "Altmann," he

jerked out breathlessly. "Altmann, if you're playing any tricks."

"For God's sake, shut up," Pat cried. "He's not playing any tricks.

He's serious. Give me the bloody key."

Robert knelt down beside Chazarin and pulling off the man's cap,

examined his head. The Frenchman's dark hair was stained with

blood. Robert turned him over onto his back in dismay. Chazarin's

face was the color of chalk, but his breathing was regular. Robert

felt Luigi's hand on his shoulder. "Altmann, does this mean that

you're coming with us?"

Robert straightened up. "Do you think I gave this fellow a crack
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on the skull for fun?" He wiped the sweat from his forehead. "Come
on. Get him on board."

"Are you going to take him along for a bit?"

"What else can we do?" said Robert. "We'll have all the police

in Algiers around our necks in half an hour. Quick, lift him up."

Pat let down the tailboard and jumped from the truck. They lifted

the unconscious Chazarin and laid him beside the Kid. "Take his

shirt off, Kilby," Robert ordered, "and give it to Luigi. Put Luigi's

shirt on Chazarin. And see that he's chained to the bench."

"Oui, Sergent." There was an unusual note of respect in Pat's

voice.

"Get in," said Robert. "Luigi, you come in front with me."

They climbed on board. Robert started up the engine and they

moved off.

"Porco Madonna" Luigi muttered. "Porco Madonna."

"Cut out the swearing," Robert said, "and get changed."

"O.K.," said Luigi in bewilderment, "but what for exactly?"

"Because you're now Corporal Chazarin, the driver of this truck,

you bloody fool."

"Oh, of course. I am a bloody fool." Luigi pulled his shirt over

his head and threw it into the back of the truck. Then he dressed

himself in Chazarin's shirt. "My God, Altmann," he said, "you're

a good fellow."

Robert felt under his seat and, pulling out the driver's rubber

cushion, swung it over his shoulder. "Put it under the Kid, Kilby.

I'll have to drive fast and I can't watch where we're going. How's

Chazarin?"

"He's slowly waking up, but he's still dizzy."

"And the Kid?"

"I'm all right," cried the Kid.

Luigi grinned. "He's not so bad, thank God. They said he'd be fit

to go on a route march again in a fortnight."

"Let's hope they're right," Robert said. He overtook a peasant's
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cart at high speed and almost grazed the donkey that was drawing

it. The Arab shook his fists angrily after them.

Luigi turned round and laughed merrily. "What's your plan, Alt-

mann?" he asked. "What are we going to do?"

"You ought to know that," Robert said irritably. "Didn't you have

any plan?"

"Yes, of course. I'm sorry, Altmann, I'm a stupid bloody fool.

Don't take offense because of what's gone before."

"Cut the cackle," said Robert. "Tell me what you were going to

do."

"It was a wonderful chance," said Luigi. "We'd found a ship. She's

been lying in Algiers for a fortnight with engine trouble. The Bayern

—a German ship. Do you know the Bayern?"

"Don't talk so loud. We don't want Chazarin to hear. How the

hell should I know the Bayern? Go on."

Luigi lowered his voice. "A week ago I met two of her crew, an

Italian and a German, and they promised to get us on board. Every-

thing was planned and then this state of emergency comes along.

What could we do? We just had to push off. You would have done

the same."

"Not I," said Robert. "I'm a decent soldier. I would have carried

out the contract which I'd signed. Well, anyway let's think. It's too

late now for the ship."

"Madonna, no," Luigi shrieked.

"Softly."

"The ship's still there," Luigi said with suppressed excitement. "We
could still make it. She sails tonight." He began to laugh hysterically.

"They're in the Matelot Fidele at six o'clock every evening, and we

could meet them there. Two trusty sailors in the Trusty Sailor, ha ha

ha. Good God, Altmann, if anyone had told me this morning . .
."

"For God's sake stop blathering," Robert interrupted him. "Where

were you going to stay the night?"

"With Madame Crittin."

"Who's she?"
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"She runs a small sailor's hotel down by the docks. A bit of a shady

character, you know. It's a sort of knocking-shop, but you have to

bring your own girl, vou know what I mean. We've always spent the

night there, when we've been in Algiers. Never any checkup. No one

to worry you. I think she's got some sort of agreement with the

police. She can be trusted all right, provided you've got enough

monev." He broke off. "Porco," he swore, "all the money's gone.

Two hundred dollars belonging to the Kid."

"You didn't have any monev when they searched you."

"I did. I'd got it in the sole of my boot and they took my boots

awav and gave me another pair because mine were new."

"I've got five thousand francs on me," Robert said.

"That'll probablv settle Madame, but what'll we do after that?"

"I've got enough in the post-office bank," Robert said.

"If you can only manage to get it out."

"We'll see."

Chazarin had now started yelling from the back of the truck. Pat

came to the front. "The fellow's getnng a bit worked up. Shall I

give him one on the jaw?"

"No," said Robert. "Tell him that nothing will happen to him

if he keeps quiet. And handcuff his other hand as well."

"Oui, Sergent."

"Perhaps we ought to ask him if he'd like to come too," said

Luigi.

"He wouldn't come. He's French."

"You're wrong," Luigi said. "He's a Belgian."

"He's been a Frenchman for the last four weeks," Robert said.

"Really? I suppose he's been in some trouble."

"Have vou ever met a French legionnaire who hasn't been in

trouble? He was an electrician and he stole a gold watch from a

house where he was repairing the light. When they found out who
did it, he made a bolt for it and joined up as a Belgian."

"Where did you get all this from?"

"The sergeant major. Four weeks ago he completed his first three

M
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years and he applied to the colonel and because he had a good

record, he was given a regular's pay. After he has served the remain-

ing two years, he can go home and the business about the watch is

forgiven and forgotten. He'll never join us. He'll be glad if he can

get back safe and sound to the company."

"If only you're right," Luigi said, and after a pause he added, "The
Legion seems to be a very practical institution for Frenchmen."

"You don't miss much."

Pat appeared once more from the back of the truck. "He wants

to speak to you, Sergeant. He says he's going to raise hell if you don't

talk to him."

Robert stopped the truck. "You take the wheel, Luigi."

They changed places and Luigi drove on. Robert climbed into

the back and dropped down beside Chazarin, who was now chained

to the bench by both wrists. His handsome face was dark with anger.

"What sort of damn fool business is this, Sergeant?"

"You shut up," Robert said. Chazarin was silent. "Listen, Chaza-

rin," Robert said. "I'm sorry I had to do this to you, but there was no

alternative. The lives of my friends were at stake, do you under-

stand?"

"Friends," Chazarin said, scornfully. "Fine friends, they are. De-

serters."

"As you like," Robert said. "But get this in your head: I'm clearing

off with them. And we're taking you with us to Algiers. We'll set

you free tomorrow morning at the latest. Until then you keep your

mouth shut, and don't play any tricks, see?"

"It's not me that's playing tricks," Chazarin said scathingly.

Robert drew his revolver. "Look here, Chazarin; we've got nothing

to lose. If anyone wants to queer our pitch, he does it at his own
risk, understand?" He gave the gun to Pat. "Kilby will look after you.

If you say one word that might betray us, he has my permission to

take any steps he thinks necessary."

Pat twirled the revolver.

"And that includes shooting," Robert added.
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Chazarin went pale.

"You be sensible, Chazarin," Robert said. "I promise that nothing

will happen to you and that you'll be freed by tomorrow morning

at the latest." He smiled. "D'accord?"

Chazarin hesitated. He glanced at Pat, who was giving the barrel

of the revolver an affectionate polish. "D'accord, Sergeant."

Robert climbed to the front and sat down beside Luigi. "What's

the name of Madame's hotel?"

"Coq d'Or."

"You're sure she can be trusted?"

"Like a priest."

"We'll drive there first, then, and leave the Kid and Chazarin.

After that we'll get some money from the bank and see about meet-

ing your friends. What time did you say?"

"Six o'clock."

"It's now half past three. That gives us plenty of time."

"What about the truck?" Luigi asked. "What are you going to do

with that?"

"I'll park it away, somewhere."

"We'll have to get some civvies."

"We can do that afterward."

"Do you mean to go around the whole time in uniform?"

"Of course," said Robert. "We'll be far less conspicuous in uni-

form. No one will have suspected anything so far. Chazarin and I

have all-night leave and they won't be expecting us at the Prison

Militaire at any particular time. Drive straight to this hotel, compris?"

"Compris," said Luigi. He drew a deep breath. "If it comes off,

Altmann, if only it comes off."

Robert did not reply. He needed all his energy to control the

feverish excitement which had gripped him. He gazed ahead. The

road had become more crowded now and on the horizon, white and

gleaming like a fairy-tale city, lay Algiers.
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The town lay sweltering in the early afternoon sun and the

streets were almost empty. The Dodge cruised slowly along one of

the broad avenues and then turned off into the maze of little alleys

near the harbor. "Here we are," said Luigi, applying the brakes.

Above the door of a narrow building, the facade of which was in

urgent need of a fresh coat of whitewash, Robert read the words:

Coq d'Or—Hotel-Restaurant. The shutters were closed.

He glanced over his shoulder into the back of the truck. The Kid

was sitting on the left-hand bench and had buttoned up his shirt

so that his bandage was no longer visible. Chazarin lay on the floor,

freed from his handcuffs. Pat was kneeling by his side and although

he did not speak, his face showed only too clearly what would happen

to Chazarin if he uttered a sound. "You know the plan," Robert
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said. "We'll be back in a moment." Pat and the Kid nodded their

heads.

Robert and Luigi jumped out and went into the hotel. The place

stank of cooking oil and garlic. The little reception desk was unoc-

cupied and a spindly-legged Arab boy crouched on the floor in front

of it. "Where is Madame?" Luigi asked.

The boy jerked a thumb over his shoulder. "She's asleep."

Robert gave him a hundred-franc piece. "Go and get her," he

said brusquely. "At once. It's important

"

The boy grabbed at the silver coin and without a word ran across

the flagstones and disappeared behind a bead curtain. Luigi took a

package of Chazarin's cigarettes from his pocket and held it out

to Robert and the two men leaned against the reception desk smoking

nervously.

At last Madame arrived : a blowsy figure wrapped in a stained dress-

ing gown, with dyed black hair and a lethargic expression on her

face. She was nevertheless not unattractive. "Ah, Monsieur Luigi,"

she said. "I thought you were coming yesterday."

"It wasn't possible," Luigi said. He pointed to Robert. "This is

our sergeant, a good friend of mine." Madame displayed a row of

pearly teeth, stained red with lipstick. "Monsieur." She extended a

hand to Robert, like a cat stretching out its paw.

"Enchants, madame," said Robert politely.

"We had a piece of bad luck," Luigi said. "We were celebrating

all night, and ran into some trouble this morning. You know what

it is."

Madame nodded lazily.

"One of us got hurt," Luigi continued. "Not badly, but he'll have

to watch it a bit. The other's completely tight."

"How many rooms do you want?" Madame asked.

"Four."

"There are only three vacant."

"Good enough," Luigi said. "We'll pay for them now." He nodded
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to Robert. Robert pulled three one-thousand-franc notes from his

pocket and laid them on the desk.

Madame glanced at the money. "For one night?"

"We don't know, yet," said Luigi.

She stuffed the money into her dressing-gown pocket and took

three keys out of a drawer. "Thirteen, fourteen, and fifteen," she

said. "Two doubles and one single. Have you got girls with you?"

"No," said Luigi, taking the keys. "Not until this evening."

"Three rooms," said Madame. "You can't bring more than three

girls. I run this place in a proper manner."

Luigi grinned. "Don't worry. We'll take it in turns. And we'll pay

you for every girl we bring. Besides, as I told you: one of us has been

hurt, that's the Kid, and the other's as drunk as an owl. They won't

have any interest in girls today."

"Bien," said Madame.
"But we'd like to have a little quiet get-together first of all," Luigi

said. "Our sergeant's just been given a medal and two fat rewards and

that calls for a celebration."

Madame looked with respect at Robert's row of ribbons and smiled.

"I never disturb any one here, so long as he pays and behaves himself

decently."

"Bene," said Luigi. "We'll go and fetch the others."

They stood outside the house and Robert looked carefully to the

right and left. The narrow street had not yet awakened from its

siesta and it was empty save for a couple of veiled women sitting

in the shade of a house and a few brown-skinned children playing

noisily in the gutter.

Robert went over to the truck and, taking out the submachine

guns, wrapped them in a ground sheet. "Allez," he said softly. The
Kid stumbled out onto the road. "Get out," Pat said to Chazarin.

"You know what's going to happen to you, if you try any funny

business."

Chazarin got down from the truck. Pat and Luigi got on either

side of him and hustled him through the door. When they got to
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the stairs the two men gripped him firmly by the wrists. "Come on,

Pierre," Luigi shouted gaily. "You'll be able to get your head down
in a minute and then you can sleep it off properly. That's right: one

leg after the other. Take it easily, you old drunkard."

Madame gazed indolently at them from behind the bead curtain

and the Arab boy leaned against the reception desk and watched

with interest as the three men made their way upstairs.

They pushed Chazarin into one of the double rooms. "Lay him

on the bed," Robert ordered. "Take his clothes off and lock him to

the bedpost. You stay and look after him, Pat."

"What about something to eat," Pat asked.

"I'll bring something up," Luigi said, "but we'll have to see to

the Kid first."

They put the Kid into the other double room. He had all at

once become quite lively. "I'm nearly fit again now," he proclaimed.

"There's no need to fuss around so much."

"Nonsense," Robert insisted. "You get undressed and into bed.

We're going to have trouble enough over you. Stay there quietly

and try to get some sleep."

"Oui, Sergent," the Kid said obediently.

"You've got to learn to forget the 'sergeant' by this evening."

"Oui, Sergent."

"We'll have to find a doctor," Robert said. "That wound must be

looked at, or you'll topple over before we get on the ship."

"I'll ask the old girl," said Luigi. "She's sure to know of one."

He helped the Kid to undress. "There's no need to worry," he told

him. "You'll be all right."

"I'm not worried," the Kid replied as he got into bed.

Robert looked at his watch. It was half past four. "Go down and

fetch something to eat," he told Luigi. He nodded to the Kid and

went into the next room. Chazarin lay on the bed in his under-

clothes. His right wrist was handcuffed to the bedpost. Pat leaned

against the window playing with his revolver. Robert went over to

the bed and sat down beside Chazarin. "Does it ache?"
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"Could be worse, I suppose," Chazarin said peevishly.

"I'll get you an aspirin later on. You'll just have to put up with

it until then." Robert offered him a cigarette and gave him a light.

He put the packet of cigarettes by the side of the bed. "Pat will light

it for you, when you want one."

Luigi entered the room with a tray, on which were bread, butter,

tomatoes, cheese, and four bottles of Coca-Cola. He put the tray

on the table by the bed. Pat drew up a chair for himself. "Pat," said

Robert. "You're responsible for Chazarin. He can eat and drink and

smoke as much as he likes. Only if he does something stupid . .
."

Pat raised his powerful fists. "He knows all about it," he said.

"Give me the revolver, Pat. You take my tommy-gun instead. And

don't leave the room until we get back."

"D'accord," said Pat, shoving a slice of bread between his sharp

teeth.

"Come along," Robert said to Luigi, who was gazing hungrily at

the tray. "You can eat later on. We must go and get the money first."

They went down the stairs and got into the Dodge. "Where to?"

asked Luigi.

"To the main post office, of course; where else?"

Luigi started the engine. "Good God, you've got a nerve," he

said.

"No more than you. I've got my papers and my orders and also

my leave pass. I hope you have got yours, too."

Luigi patted his breast pocket where he had put Chazarin's papers.

"Madonna" he murmured. "Who would have thought of that?"

"Put your cap on straight," Robert said.

"Oui, Sergent." Luigi gave his cap a nervous push.

He stopped the truck gently in front of the main post office and

remained sitting at the wheel like a toy soldier. "Wait here," Robert

ordered in a tone of authority.

"Oui, Sergent," Luigi replied smartly.

Robert crossed^the pavement and entered the post office. He went
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to the banking counter and laid his book on the desk. "Four hundred

thousand francs, please," he said.

"Four hundred thousand?" the official repeated, looking at Rob-

ert with interest. "You're going to do some spending."

"Exactement," said Robert. "Have you any objection?"

"Good heavens, one can make a joke can't one?" said the official.

"Sorry," said Robert. "But I'm in a hurry. I'm not in the mood
for jokes at the moment."

The official bent grumpily over the book and while he was making

the entry Robert looked around with studied boredom. A captain

of the Legion was standing in the small queue at the neighboring

counter. Robert saluted him smartly. A bit too smartly, he thought

uneasily.

The captain acknowledged his salute with a friendly smile. Robert

leaned wearily against the counter. The official seemed to take an

eternity to make his entries. Robert drummed the desk irritably

with his fingers. He had the feeling that everyone's eyes were upon

him.

At last the man was finished. He counted out the money and

placed the book beside it on the counter. Robert folded the notes

with trembling fingers and stuffing them, together with the book, into

his breast pocket, went quickly outside.

Luigi stood by the truck, smoking. "Drive on," said Robert.

"Oui, Sergent." Luigi jumped into his seat and the vehicle moved
off. "Where to?"

"To the Lyautey barracks."

"Are you going to leave the truck there?"

"Certainly. That's the best place for it."

"You've certainly got a nerve, I must say," said Luigi.

Robert smiled. Nerve? He felt far from happy about the whole

affair, but now that he had a definite plan his brain worked calmly

and smoothly as it had in the old days in Indochina, when he had
been entrusted with some dangerous task that had to be pursued to

the bitter end. He took the money out of his pocket and handed
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Luigi a bundle of notes. Luigi pocketed it, without taking his eyes

off the road.

When the Lyautey barracks came into sight, Luigi pulled out a

large blue handkerchief and wiped the sweat from his face and neck.

"Put your snot rag away, Chazarin," Robert said. "What sort of an

impression do you think that's going to make?"

"Merde," murmured Luigi, stuffing the handkerchief rapidly into

his pocket. He drove cautiously through the gates of the barracks and

stared anxiously around him.

Robert lazily acknowledged the sentry's salute. "Where do we go?"

Luigi asked in a husky voice.

"Over there by the notice that says 'For through traffic.'"

Luigi carefully maneuvered the Dodge alongside a jeep. "Thank

you, Chazarin," said Robert. "Jump out. That's all for now."

They walked back across the sun-drenched parade ground. When
they reached the gate Robert pulled out his pass and showed it to the

sentry, who gave it a fleeting glance. "Chazarin," Robert called. "Your

pass."

"That's all right, Sergeant," the sentry said, giving him a friendly

salute.

"They're a slack crowd, these regulars," said Luigi when they had

reached the street once more. "They ought to have a spell of sentry

duty with us. They're like a lot of bloody civilians."

Robert grinned. "You can't beat the Legion, Luigi."

They took a taxi back to the Coq d'Or. Madame was sitting at the

reception desk with a cigarette in her mouth, making some entries

in the register. She wore a printed cotton dress and looked quite at-

tractive. "Salute," said Luigi. "I hope you've not written our names in

that."

Madame smiled past him at Robert. "Not unless you particularly

want it."

"Madame," said Luigi. "We have another request to make. The

Kid's been wounded, as I told you." Madame continued to s;aze at

Robert.
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"It's not all that bad," Robert said, "but we need a doctor. Only

no one must know about it or the Kid will get into trouble, you

understand."

Madame showed by her smile that she understood.

"So if you know of one who can do the job without asking for a

lot of details. One who—shall we say—"

"I know what you mean," Madame smiled. "But he's expensive."

"We don't mind about that," Luigi boasted.

"He hasn't a license," Madame explained. "So he has got to charge

a bit more."

"The main thing is that he should know his job," Luigi said. "And

he must bring along with him everything that he might need."

"Penicillin," said Robert. "And some kind of drug to ease the pain

and, of course, bandages."

Madame gave him a piercing look. "I'll tell him," she said get-

ting to her feet with indolent grace.

They sat in the Kid's room and waited. The afternoon sun blazed

down on the closed shutters and the sweat dripped from their bodies.

The room stank of unaired bed linen and stale perfume. They dared

not smoke because of the Kid, but waited in silence, quenching their

thirst with lukewarm lemonade.

At last the doctor arrived. Robert intercepted him in the hall. He
was a small, olive-skinned man with thinning hair and a depressing-

looking goiter. He put down his greasy bag and silently removed

his sweat-sodden jacket.

"It's a stupid story, Doctor," Robert began. "We had a bit of an

argument last night. With some sailors. Americans. That's how it

happened. A shot from a revolver . .
."

The doctor nodded gloomily and, rolling up the sleeves of his

damp shirt, washed his hands in the little wash basin.

"We particularly don't want it to be known," Robert went on. "It

would lead to all sorts of unpleasantness—prison and so on, and a

lot of inquiries, if you understand?"
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The doctor dried his hands and glanced at the Kid. "Five thou-

sand," he said mournfully.

Robert eagerly produced his money and counted out five thousand

francs. The doctor crumpled the notes and thrust them into his

trouser pocket. He sat down on the edge of the bed and felt the

Kid's pulse. Then he opened his ba? and after strewing the contents

onto the other bed, he began to cut away the bandage. He examined

the holes made by the bullet, nodded sadly, and put a fresh bandage

on the wound. Robert and Luigi helped him.

The doctor's breath smelled strongly of absinthe, but it was ob-

vious from the way he had bandaged the Kid that he knew his job.

Then he filled a hypodermic syringe and held it against the light.

"One thousand francs," he said in the same mournful tone.

"Is it penicillin?" Robert asked.

The doctor shook his head. "It's to help the coagulation of the

blood."

Robert had no idea what coagulation meant, but he placed a one-

thousand-franc note on the table beside the bed. "Penicillin," said

the doctor, "is not strictly necessary. The patient has only a slight

temperature. One could of course, if you . .
."

"Certainly," said Luigi. "Certainly."

"Two thousand five hundred," the doctor said. Robert handed him
the money.

When the doctor had given the Kid the penicillin injection, he

began to pack his things together. "We still need something to help

the pain," Robert said.

The doctor pulled a tube of aspirin out of his pocket. "How much?"

asked Robert.

The little man waved his hand magnanimously and put on his

jacket. "How do you think he'll get on?" Robert asked.

"He'll be all right," the doctor said. "It's the prettiest shot in the

lung that I've ever seen. It will probably have healed over in about

a week's time." He gave a wan smile and went out of the room.

"Mamma mia," Luigi said. "The prettiest shot in the lung that
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he'd ever seen. What a bit of luck." He leai^d over the Kid. "The
prettiest shot he'd ever seen. Only Altmann could shoot like that."

The Kid smiled happily. Robert looked at his watch. "Five minutes

to six, Luigi. How far is the Matelot Fidele?"

"Exactly five minutes away," Luigi replied.'

The Matelot Fidele was one of those innumerable small bistros

near the harbor with romantic names but little else to recommend
them: a wooden counter stained dark brown, with a wooden shelf

full of bottles behind it, a stone floor, crude tables, and rickety chairs.

Two men were sitting at the end of the narrow room. Luigi went up

to them. "Bonjour, messieurs," he said and sat down.

The two men grinned. "Bonjour," they said. One of them was

fat and dark and exceedingly cheerful; the other was thin and blond.

They looked up at Robert. "A sergeant," said the thin one.

"My friend Altmann," said Luigi. "Take a seat." Robert sat down.

"This is Vittorio," Luigi said, indicating the fat one. "And this

is Fiete."

The fat one nodded jovially and the thin one got to his feet and

shook Robert by the hand. His name was Beerboom, he said. Robert

then introduced himself.

They need not behave so formally, Luigi told them, for his friend

Altmann was coming too. The thin one explained that he had thought

that a sergeant, with so many decorations . . .

As a matter of fact he had been recommended for sergeant major,

Luigi informed them with pride. Fiete was duly impressed.

Robert nudged Luigi impatiently and the latter at once began to

argue voluably with Vittorio. He spoke in Italian. This did not suit

Fiete and so they agreed to talk in German. Luigi explained that

they had been caught while escaping and that Altmann was sup-

posed to have taken them to the military prison in Algiers, but that

instead, he was coming with them.

The story appealed to Fiete and he at once expressed himself

ready to take Robert on board with the others; but he pointed out
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that now they would have to get another pass and that one of them

would have to come with him to get it. They agreed, therefore, that

Robert should go on board the ship with Fiete and that Luigi should

go with Vittorio to buy some civilian clothes.

Fiete felt in his pocket and handed Luigi three gray cards of the

kind that are issued to sailors who want to go ashore at Algiers.

"Thanks," said Luigi. "When's the best time to come?"

"When it's dark, I think," Fiete said. "Round about nine o'clock.

We sail at three."

They separated outside the bistro, after Luigi had magnanimously

paid for the two sailors' drinks. Luigi and Vittorio dived down the

next street where there were a few old-clothes shops. Robert and

Fiete made their way toward the harbor.

Robert would have liked to have asked this seaman, sauntering

along at his side, something about Germany; but a curious feeling

of shyness prevented him. It was as though he had suddenly met a

friend of someone whom he had loved and then forsaken, but whom
he had never been able to forget. He found it impossible to make a

straightforward inquiry under such circumstances.

His thoughts then turned to the ship and he wondered what sort

of a reception he would get on board. What was the captain going

to say about it, he asked Fiete. The captain? Good God, the captain

knew nothing about it at all. Had he ever heard of a captain who
would willingly take a stowaway on his ship?

But they had a wounded man with them, Robert had said anxiously.

A wounded man? Heaven help us! What was wrong with him then?

He's not so bad, Robert had said quickly. Only, of course, he

needed a bit of attention.

Fiete had considered the matter for a while. Perhaps he could

be tucked away in their sleeping quarters somewhere, he had said

at last. Yes, that would be the thing to do. When they were out

at sea they could all come up on deck anyway, for the skipper

wouldn't be able to do anything about it any more. The ship was
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sailing direct to Hamburg; they couldn't want anything better than

that.

As they approached the dock gate, Fiete c
'11 silent. The policeman

on duty gave a quick look at Fiete's pass. He waved Robert on.

"How long are you staying, Sergeant?"

"As long as it takes to drink two or three bottles of German beer."

The policeman grinned and touched his cap in a friendly salute.

Robert arrived back in the hotel at half past seven. Madame was

perched at the reception desk. She had changed her clothes and

was now wearing a white summer dress, which suited her better than

the colored one. She looked at him with smoldering eyes. "Is Mon-
sieur Luigi there?" he asked with feigned indifference.

"Yes, he's upstairs."

He smiled with relief. "Have my friends been behaving them-

selves properly?"

"Splendidly," she said and her eyes wandered over his body from

head to foot and back again. "They're bound to behave when they've

got a he-man of a sergeant to look after them."

"C'est 5a," he said. "Madame—may I ask a favor of you?"

"For you?" she said. "You have only to ask."

He took his money out of his pocket. "Could you change this

into dollars for me?"

She looked up at him from the corner of her eyes. "Why?"
"I ... I have some business with a sailor. Some jewelry. He won't

take Algerian money."

"Jewelry?" she asked. "Are you married?"

"No."

"But you've got a girl friend?"

"Not even that," he said evasively. "Not here at any rate."

"Have you got one for tonight?"

"No."

She ran the tip of her tongue over her lips. "I saw from the start

that you were not the kind of man to pick up the first girl that
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came along." Her eyes had lost their indolent expression. "Unfor-

tunately, I have no dollars, only French francs and a few German
marks. Is that any good to you?"

"That'll do."

She counted the money with deft fingers. Then she opened a

drawer and handed him a bundle of French and German notes.

"Check them," she said.

"How long are you going to be drinking together?" she asked,

as he counted the notes.

"Hm— it's hard to say beforehand. Besides—we want to go for a

stroll in our civvies."

"I don't go to bed until midnight," she said.

He went on counting. What was she trying to say? Did she mean
that the door would be locked at twelve o'clock? "I expect we'll be

back before twelve," he said.

She gazed into his face and fluttered her black eyelashes. She

looked very pretty in the dim light; like a sleek, well-groomed cat.

"As far as I'm concerned the others needn't come back at all. But

you . .
."

He had finished counting. "Yes, of course," he said absent-mind-

edly, as he put the money into his pocket. It was not until he was

on the stairs that he realized what she had meant. He turned and

gave her a friendly wave of his hand.

The others had collected in Chazarin's room and had already put

on civilian clothes. "At last," said Pat. "I've been going crazy sitting

around watching this fellow."

"You've got nothing to moan about, Pat," said Robert. "Has he

given you any trouble?"

"He's shown no desire to get hurt," Pat said grimly.

Chazarin lay on the bed with his eyes closed as though the whole

affair had nothing to do with him. "Do you feel any pain," Robert

asked him.

"What do you think?" Chazarin replied, without opening his eyes.
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"Would you like an aspirin?"

"No thanks."

"He's afraid we're going to poison him," said Pat.

"Can he understand German properly?" Robert asked.

"He knows the obscenities," Pat grinned. "Such as . .
."

"Good," Robert interrupted him. "Get a gag ready for him. Do
you know how to make one?"

"Sure," said Pat, going over to the washbasin to fetch a towel.

Luigi thrust a bundle of clothes into Robert's arms. "For God's

sake get changed," he said nervously. Robert held the things up for

inspection: a pair of khaki trousers, a pink shirt, and a blue jacket.

The jacket was too tight for him and he would have to wear it

unbuttoned. He rolled his uniform into a bundle, and as he stuffed

it under the bed, he was suddenly overcome by a feeling of intense

sadness.

"Adieu, Sergeant," said Luigi.

"Gone is the dream of becoming a sergeant major," said Pat.

"Stop talking nonsense," Robert said irritably. He stuffed his wallet

and his service torch into his jacket. "Another fifteen minutes," he

said. "Lie down on the bed, Kid."

"I feel fine."

"You lie down. We've already had enough trouble over you."

"He's right," said Luigi.

The Kid did as he was told.

Robert lit a cigarette and sat down on the edge of the bed.

They smoked and waited and each man's thoughts were the same:

would they succeed in their desperate venture? At last Robert could

bear the silence no longer. He looked from one to the other. "What
are you actually going to do with yourselves?"

"What do you mean?" said Pat.

"When it's all over. You must have given it a thought or two,

about what you're going to do next, you peculiar American."

"I really am an American," Pat said in a hurt voice.
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"It's true," said Luigi. "Even if he did originally come from Mul-

house."

"I see, an Alsatian."

"An American," Pat insisted.

"That's hard to believe. You don't look in the least bit an Amer-

ican."

"It was like this," Pat explained. "In 1951, no 1948 ... no, wait

a minute. . .
." He began to count on his fingers, but soon had

to give it up. "Well, anyway, in the war, they made us Germans

. . . then afterward, that must have been 1944 or was it 1945 . . .
?"

"Good heavens, Pat," said Luigi. "When you have to say three

sentences in a row, you always get mixed up. Come on, let me tell

them. Well it's like this: our Pat isn't really Pat at all, but Jean

Schulman and he doesn't like the Germans, because of the war, you

know. And then afterward he didn't care for the French either, be-

cause they used to brag so much, about the resistance and so on.

And under no circumstances did he want to be a soldier, so he

emigrated to America. But as soon as he became an American, they

dragged him into the army to defend his newly-adopted country.

Diavolo, it's the same wherever you go, whether you're a Communist
or a Fascist or a democrat or nothing at all, you find yourself a

soldier. And six months later our Pat—you'll die of laughing—found

himself back in Germany as a soldier in the army of occupation."

"That's really funny," the Kid said. Pat nodded gloomily.

"Well, he played the part of the well-fed American," Luigi went

on, "and it suited him fine. Then one evening he had a date with

a girl, but he had no money, and as he didn't want to let the girl

down, such a cavalier is our Pat, he jumped into a taxi and, sticking

a revolver into the driver's ribs, emptied the meter. All because of

this girl, who was hanging around in some bar for him."

The Kid sat up. "What? Did he do that?" His face was flushed.

"You say he's a taxi-murderer? Pat, is that true?"

"It's not true," said Pat. "I never had a revolver. I was only there

when it happened. The others did it."
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"Yes, but you watched, while the others killed him," the Kid

cried.

"No one killed him," said Pat. "He produced the money of his

own free will. It was only about twenty-five marks, anyway."

"Then you're a taxi thief," the Kid said bitterly. "That's almost

as bad."

"I didn't want to do it," Pat said angrily. "I only joined in with

the others. A friend persuaded me."

"You seem to be always doing what your friends suggest," Robert

said. "Well anyway, have you thought what you're going to do after

this?"

"Don't worry," said Pat. "I'll soon find something."

"But not in Germany," the Kid said, still shaking with anger. "If

I'd known about this before, I would never have come with you. A
taxi thief!"

"Oh, shut up!" Pat said irritably. "You've no idea what it's like to

be without money. You with your mansion and your car and your

swimming pool—twenty-five-yards long."

"Twenty-three," said the Kid.

"Only twenty-three," Luigi laughed. "At my home, we were glad

when there was enough water to fill the well."

"What's that got to do with it?" the Kid snapped. "My father started

from nothing in 1948. Everyone had the same chance then. It just

showed who was clever and who wasn't."

"You mean,'^ Luigi said, "who was cleverer at doing the other one

down."

The Kid turned on him. "If by that you're insinuating . .
."

Robert pushed him back onto the bed. "He's insinuating nothing."

"But I'm not going to let my father be slandered. Not by such

a . .
."

"Such a what?" Luigi's tone was threatening.

"You hold your tongue, Kid," Robert said sternly. "We're not

having any quarreling as long as I'm here, see?"

"Oui, Sergent," said the Kid, lying back on the bed.
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"That little runt/' said Luigi. "If it hadn't been for us, he'd never

have got away and would be sitting in jail at this moment. But now
when it looks as if everything's going to turn out all right, he can

see himself back in his sports car driving along through Germany."

"Ah, stop it, Luigi," said Robert.

"As you wish," said Luigi. "But he should remember to keep his

mouth shut when grown-up people are talking, like he used to do."

Robert lit himself a fresh cigarette. Driving through Germany in

a sports car . . .it was impossible to imagine. Whenever he thought

of Germany, he saw in his mind the smoking ruins of Freudenstadt

and it was a picture that symbolized for him the whole of Germany
at that time. I shall never be able to find my way about there, any

more, he thought.

"And what about you, Altmann?" Luigi asked. "What do you in-

tend to do?"

Robert crushed his cigarette under his foot and looked at his

watch. "It's time. Come on, we must get to work on Chazarin."

It was twenty minutes to nine when they went down the stairs.

The reception desk was occupied by the night porter. "Where is

Madame?" Robert asked.

She appeared at once between the strings of the bead curtain.

"Wait here," Robert told Luigi, as he went up to her. "Madame . .
."

She held the curtain aside. "Come in," she said and opened a door.

He went inside. It was her own room, prettily furnished in an old-

fashioned, sentimental style so often seen in French houses. She

closed the door behind him. "Please sit down."

"Oh, thank you . . . no." • *

She smiled and looked inquiringly at him. She had changed her

clothes for the third time. She now had on a bright-red dress that

went well with her black hair and she was wearing a perfume that

was far too heavy for the oppressive heat.

"Madame," he said. "We are now going."
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She let her eyes wander over him. "The uniform suited you better."

He looked down at himself. "Do you think so? Oh—by the way,

Madame—I wanted to tell you: we have left our drunk friend up-

stairs. He's asleep. Please see that he's not disturbed. When he's full

of drink, he sometimes gets violent."

She went up close to him. "He's one of those . .
."

"Yes. Even if he should make a noise, don't go up to him. He's

a good fellow, but when he has drunk too much . . . He's in Room
13. I've locked the door from outside. He'll be all right again tomor-

row morning."

"D'accord," she said, never taking her eyes from him. He stepped

back cautiously, but she came with him. This is crazy, he thought.

Now, of all times. She passed the tip of her tongue rapidly across

her painted red lips. "When are you coming back?"

Now it was out. She did not beat about the bush but made it

clear what she wanted. "Porco Madonna," Luigi would have said at

this moment. But a lot might depend on her. Robert thought quickly.

"At twelve o'clock then. Is that right?"

"That is right," she smiled. She suddenly raised her arms and

placed them on his shoulders. "You can come straight in." She

brought her mouth nearer to his. "Even if I'm asleep." The smell of

the heavy perfume was mixed with garlic. He gritted his teeth and

kissed her.

She clung to him tightly. "It could be even earlier," she mur-

mured.

"I don't think that will be possible. It might even be a bit later.

May I still come then?"

She laughed. "As long as you're not drunk."

"I've never been drunk."

"D'accord," she said contentedly and kissed him again.

He tore himself away from her embrace and went quickly out of

the room.

The others were waiting impatiently in the hall. "Porco," said Luigi
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nervously. "What have you been doing with the old girl all this

time?"

"Everything's okay," Robert replied. "Let's go." He led the way

outside.

At ten minutes to nine they were standing at the dock gate. It

was a different policeman than the one they had met that afternoon

and he took his job seriously. He hesitated when he saw the Kid. "Are

you sailing tonight?"

"Yes," said the Kid, holding his breath. Robert saw that he was

swaying and he gripped him by the arm. "You drunken pig," he said

to him in German.

The policeman understood him and laughed. "I see," he said,

handing the Kid back his pass. Robert kept by the boy's side until

they had got through the gate.

They made their way to Quay 5. As they got near they saw the

silhouette of the Bayern outlined against the blaze of the arc lamps.

Vittorio and Fiete were waiting for them at the prearranged place.

"Right on the dot," said Fiete. "I've always said there's some value

in a good military training." He laughed softly. "Where's the Laza-

rus?"

Robert indicated the Kid.

"You stay with me," said Fiete. "The others keep with Vittorio.

Follow in single file." A man was coming toward them from the

direction of the ship. "One moment," said Fiete and stepped aside.

The man stopped when he reached Fiete. He was wearing an officer's

cap and his face was hidden in shadow. "Well, well," he said. "Where

are you off to?"

"Going on board, Chief," Fiete said. "They're all members of

the crew."

"I see," said the man, looking along the row of figures. "I expect

I recognize them. I hope that brings the crew up to full strength

at last."

"Indeed it does, Chief."
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The man moved on. "Have a good time," he called out as he

disappeared into the darkness.

Luigi drew a deep breath. "Who was that?" he asked. "The cap-

tain?"

"Mamma mia" said Vittorio. "If it had been the captain! No,

that was the Chief Engineer. He knows a bit about what's going on.

Avanti! Avantil"

Fiete went on ahead with the Kid, and Vittorio followed him

with the others. When they got on board, Fiete and the Kid vanished

behind the superstructure in the stern. Vittorio turned in the other

direction, with Robert, Luigi, and Pat close on his heels. They made
their way to the bows, where thev climbed down two iron ladders,

and after negotiating a narrow gangway, came at last to a room which

was in complete darkness. Vittorio flashed a torch. They saw at their

feet a round, iron cover. Vittorio lifted it up. "The fresh-water tank,"

he said. "It's only two-thirds full. You'll have plenty of room. There

are two inside already. You'll have to perch on the struts, but you'll

find it quite comfortable. When you're inside I'll screw down the

cover. We'll use the ventilation pipe as a speaking tube and I'll

come along every now and then to see how you're getting on. You'd

better get in, now."

They climbed in and hung to the iron rungs until their feet found

the struts that Vittorio had told them about. Then very carefully

they let themselves down.

Vittorio cautiously replaced the heavy iron cover. They heard him

tighten up the nuts. There were twenty-two of them and Luigi

counted each one as it was turned. Then Vittorio's footsteps faded

away into the distance and everything was quiet.

"A fine evening," said a voice out of the darkness. "If you've got

a torch, switch it on for a moment."

Robert pulled out his torch and in the light of its beam saw a

stubby-nosed individual huddled against the opposite wall of the

tank, his eyes blinking in the sudden glare.

"Just so that we know each other. There's another one here," he
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said, pointing to a figure at his side. "My friend, Legionnaire Appel."

Robert moved his torch so that it shone on Legionnaire Appel, a

disheveled-looking fellow with blond hair. "Good evening," the man
said laconically.

"Shine it on your own buddies now," said the first man. "Just so

that we know who we are."

Robert flashed the torch on himself and Luigi and Pat. "Thanks,"

said the man in a polite voice. "Here's wishing us a good voyage."

At twelve o'clock, Madame Crittin sent the night porter to bed.

She made herself a cup of coffee and settled herself down at the

reception desk. This was not her usual habit, especially when her

house was full and all the guests were already in their rooms—with

or without their lady companions; but tonight she felt too restless

to retire and the responsibility for that could be laid at the door of

the tall stranger, the sergeant who would shortly be returning to her.

Madame had been divorced for ten years. She had one or two

friends, of course, but they were rather sedate, elderly men, fixed in

their ways and inclined to corpulence. This sergeant, however, with

his broad shoulders and narrow hips, was a very different sort of

fellow. There was a trace of wistfulness in his eyes and at the corners

of his mouth that set him apart from the men one usually met.

And his strong, brown face, which could suddenly become so tender,

made her want to spoil him. Madame dreamily closed her eyes. She

had never heard his name and she longed for the moment when he

would tell it to her. Madame still treasured in her heart a considerable

capacity for romance.

The minutes went by, but Madame suppressed her vexation and

waited with what patience she could muster. At last around half

past twelve, she heard footsteps outside the door. She patted her

hair and rose to her feet with a sm^e as the door opened. But almost

at once she resumed her seat. It was a sailor with a girl. "Bon soir,

madame. Have you got a double room vacant?" She shook her head

irritably, although the man had spoken to her very politely. Instead
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of going away, however, the man came over to where she was sitting,

while his girl waited in the background. He made a good impression

on her; he was well dressed and seemed to have money. Madame
had an infallible instinct in such matters.

"We don't mind what kind of a room it is," he said, "but unfor-

tunately I would have to pay you in dollars, since I have no francs."

His reference to dollars was a bit of cunning. Madame knew this,

but she had no objection to that sort of thing. Her piquant dreams

of the sergeant were temporarily laid aside while she attended to

business. "Wait a moment," she said. She had suddenly remembered

the drunken guest in Room 13. He could just as easily sleep it off

in a single room, she thought, and she could shift him round into

Room 15. Luigi and his two friends would have to make the best

of the double bed in Room 14. They would be drunk, anyhow, like

the last time. And the sergeant? Her lips trembled. He could sleep

—

with me.

"I might be able to arrange something," she said. "But it would
mean moving someone around. It's a very expensive room."

"How much?"

"Ten dollars," she said, shamelessly.

"Okay," said the sailor, taking out his wallet.

"Wait a moment," she said and hurried up the stairs to Room 13.

She put her ear against the door and listened. A soft moaning came
from inside. The fellow must have slept it off then, and was now
awake. She turned the key and opened the door. By the sound of

his breathing he must have had a pretty bad time of it. "Are you

awake?" she asked softly. He did not answer, but groaned pitifully.

She turned on the light and recoiled in horror.

Madame had seen a number of extraordinary things in her house

but never anything lik<~ this. The drunk man lay stretched full-length

on the bed, with his arms above his head. A towel was tied round

his mouth and his hands and feet were fastened to the four bed-

posts. Madame shook her head. It was just like a crime film. Rififi

or something like that. That Luigi! A really crazy fellow! He probably



410 Lost Sons

thought it was funny. The drunk man was rolling his eyes desperately.

She bent over him and tried to untie the towel that had been tightly

knotted at the back of his neck. "Are you as violent as all that?" she

asked. "Really, you ought to be ashamed of yourself, getting into

this state. You're a bad boy, I tell you."

He shook his head vigorously.

"Keep still, if you please," she went on, "or I'll never be able to

untie the confounded thing."

He seemed to appreciate what she was saying. He turned his head

to one side and waited quietly until she had undone the knot. Then
he appeared to go raving mad. He spat in her face and began scream-

ing at her. It was obvious, however, that he was unable to use his

tongue properly, for she could not understand a word that he said.

She jumped back from the bed and wiped the spittle from her face.

"Have you gone off your head?" she shouted at him. "I'll give you

something to scream about if you don't behave yourself decently

—

you besotted lout!"

His face was dark with fury, but he stopped screaming neverthe-

less.

"Unlock me," he croaked.

"What do you want me to unlock?"

"The handcuffs. The key's in the table drawer."

She stared at his hands and feet. He was indeed fastened with

handcuffs, which had been carefully bound round with pieces of

cloth. An unholy suspicion came into her mind. The sergeant? Im-

possible. He would never do such a thing. It was one of Pat's or

Luigi's practical jokes. They would be quite capable of it. A very poor

sort of joke, too. She took the key from the drawer and unlocked the

fetters.

He was off the bed in a flash. He rushed toward the basin, and

filling a glass with water, drained it in one gulp. At last he seemed

to have recovered the use of his tongue. "Call the police at once,"

he roared.

She stood there dumbfounded.
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"Can't you understand? Or shall I have you arrested as well?"

That was too much for Madame. She put her hands on her hips

and tossed back her untidy shock of hair. "Don't you talk like that

to me, you drunken sot, or I'll get the porter to throw you out."

Her eyes blazed at him. "Where do you think you are? This isn't

a legionnaires' brothel! This is a respectable hotel. Who exactly are

you? If you don't . .
."

He took a couple of strides toward her and stood there, half-naked,

towering above her. She was filled with terror and tried to get past

him to the door; but he gripped her tightly and she noticed for the

first time that he was neither drunk nor even suffering from the

after effects of drink. He was cold sober and beside himself with

fury.

"Now you listen to me, madame," he said in a shaking voice.

"I am Corporal Chazarin. Those four others are from my company.

They are deserters. And if you don't behave sensibly, you're going

to get it in the neck for helping them." He went over to the bed and

pulled out some uniforms and a couple of submachine guns from

beneath it. Then he started to dress as fast as he could.

Her face had turned pale beneath the thick layer of powder. "The
sergeant, too?" she wailed.

He shoved a leg into his trousers. "He was the worst of the lot."

"That can't be true."

He laced up his boots with quick movements of his fingers. "You
can take it from me he was. He gave me a blow on the head that

knocked me unconscious. Would you like to see the wound?"
She had no wish to see the wound. Her disillusionment had been

like a blow in the face from a dirty wet rag. But her sound common
sense soon gained the upper hand. She thought of her guests. Her
house was full. If the police should come now . . . She racked her

brains as to what she should do.

Corporal Chazarin had finished dressing. "Where is the tele-

phone?"

"Downstairs, by the reception desk."
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"Do you know the number?"

She tried to gain a little time. "What number?"

"The number of the police, what the hell do you think?"

She knew the number by heart, but instead of giving it to him,

she told him where lie could find the telephone book. He seized

one of the submachine guns and rushed downstairs.

She glanced round the devastated room. For a brief moment her

thoughts went out to the sergeant with the tough, sunburned face

and the narrow hips, for whom she had waited so long and whom
she would now never see again, then she bravely swallowed her dis-

appointment and closed the door behind her. She hurried along the

narrow corridor and banged loudly on the door of each bedroom.

"Policel" she said. "Police! In ten minutes." Then she went down-

stairs.

Corporal Chazarin was leaning across the reception desk, speaking

excitedly into the telephone. The sailor and his girl were standing

nearby, staring at him in astonishment. "Has something happened?"

the sailor asked.

"No," said Madame. "But you can't have, the room."

"I thought you would probably tell me that." The sailor put his

wallet back into his pocket and taking the girl by the hand, led her

out of the hotel.

Corporal Chazarin banged down the receiver. "You're to get

ready," he told her. "The. police are coming at once." He slung the

submachine gun over his shoulder and hurried off.

"For heaven's sake," she said as she watched him go. He was really

quite a good-looking fellow. If only he wasn't so excitable. But the ser-

geant was better, the sergeant had class. Now she would never know
his name. What a bastard, she thought angrily, but there was a tender-

ness in her anger all the same.

A few frightened guests began to appear from upstairs. She took

no notice of them. She went into her room and, slipping out of

her red dress, ripped off her corset. It's been hurting me the whole

evening, she said to herself, as she hurled it irritably into a corner.
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She was now really furious with the sergeant. She scratched her

back where the corset had pinched her. They could do what they

liked with the sergeant; he deserved it and he had not acted honor-

ably with her from the very beginning. And look at the way he had

kissed her. It had been only half a kiss, with teeth clenched. She

remembered it very clearly. And she had imagined it was shyness.

They could do what they liked with the bastard.

She put on the stained dressing gown, scratched her hip once

again, and then went into the hall to await the police.

Madame had regained her spiritual equilibrium.
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They sat in the darkness and dozed. The tension was too great

for them to talk very much. It was half past one. In another hour

and a half the ship would sail and once they had left the harbor they

were saved; there was no question about that. But just because their

escape seemed so certain, the brief period that had to be endured,

before its final accomplishment, was like time spent in a torture

chamber.

Ten minutes ago Vittorio had come along and asked them through

the ventilator how they were doing. The ventilator tube stuck out

of the side of the tank next to Luigi. Luigi had answered that they

were all O.K. and had inquired after the Kid. The Kid was doing

fine and was now asleep. Vittorio had then gone off and left them

to themselves once more.

Since then no one had spoken; not even their new companion,
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the stubby-nosed individual, whose accent showed that he hailed from

Saxony and who in the beginning had talked endlessly about the

Legion and his officers and his battle experiences. His unit was

stationed near the airfield at Algiers and his friend came from there,

too.

The silence was broken at last by Pat. "Is this actually drinking

water?" he asked.

"Of course it is," said the Saxon. "What did you think it was?"

"There's no harm in asking, is there," said Pat. There was silence

for a while. Then Pat started up again: "Where can one have a

piss here?"

The Saxon tittered. "I've got an old tin with me, but it'll soon be

full up."

"Do you think they'd notice?" Pat asked.

"Notice what?"

"I mean, if I use the tank. . .
."

"They'd have no idea," the Saxon said knowledgeably. "There's

at least a thousand gallons of water in it and in any case it's filtered

before it goes into the pipes."

"You seem to know a lot about it."

"I'm an expert on the subject. I was in the navy myself."

"Really? Where was that? You don't look all that old."

"I was in the D.D.R."

"D.D.R.?" said Pat. "Does that mean Bundesrepublik?"

"No," said the Saxon. "That's the other one. Fancy you not know-

ing that."

"I'm not interested in politics," said Pat. "Well, I think I will

... if you don't mind."

"Don't do anything of the sort," Robert said.

"What shall I do then?" Pat said. "After all that Coca-Cola."

"Just wait," Robert said.

The Saxon offered Pat his tin. Pat took it and they heard the

tin filling up. "Half full," the Saxon said. "The other half is for

me." Pat laughed and the noise made a hollow sound inside the



416 Lost Sons

water tank's steel casing. He handed the tin back to the Saxon.

"There you are."

"Quiet a moment," said Luigi.

They stopped talking. They heard the rumble of footsteps and

voices raised in argument. The noise came nearer. There were many
voices. "Madonna," whispered Luigi. "That's not the crew, they're

speaking French."

Robert listened intently. He could not distinguish the words, but

Luigi was right, they were speaking in French, rather loudly, almost

threateningly. Suddenly a man's footsteps came quite near to them
and they heard Vittorio's voice though the air pipe. "Hello there.

Police on board. A whole gang of them. Stay quiet. Hello there.

We're going to turn the water on."

They waited with beating hearts.

Soon afterward the sound of voices and tramping feet above their

heads was drowned by the noise of the water as it poured into the

tank. Robert flashed his torch. The water was coming from a pipe

in the wall of the tank between Pat and the Saxon. It was a comfort-

ing sound and enveloped them in a noisy mantle of safety.

Robert kept his torch switched on. It consoled them to watch

the water as it bubbled in. So long as it continued, no one could

ever believe that five men were hidden inside the tank. All at once

he felt blissfully happy. They were good fellows, Vittorio and Fiete.

What a magnificent idea, to start pumping in the water! And the

police, in the meanwhile, were frantically searching the ship, from

top to bottom. It was really a wonderful idea! He flashed the light

on the water below him. The level had already risen a considerable

distance. He would have to pull his legs up.

He pulled up his legs. Another twelve inches and the water would

reach the crossbars. Then we'll get our trousers wet, he thought. That

wouldn't matter. It was warm enough. Better to sit with a wet behind

in this uncomfortable tank than with a dry one in a cell in the Prison

Militaire.

He listened again. They seemed to be making a pretty thorough
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search. Let's hope they don't find the Kid. How the devil had they

got on to them? Chazarin? Madame? Or had Verdoux made an

inquiry at the prison? Verdoux! Only this morning he was my com-

manding officer—and had recommended me for promotion!

There, now his trousers were getting wet. An unpleasant feeling

—like going for a swim when the water was cold, step by step, think-

ing it would be easier that way. One should jump straight in and

then one would never notice it at all. One clear jump into the

water . . . one clear jump into life . . . now it had reached his

waist. Damn it, they'd have to turn it off soon, or we'll . . . Robert

felt Luigi's hand on his arm. "What did you say?" "Give us the light,"

said Luigi. He directed Robert's hand as it held the torch, so that

the beam fell on the air tube. There were now only a couple of inches

between the round, dark hole and the surface of the water.

"They'll turn it off soon," Robert said, but nevertheless he flashed

the beam once more onto the mouth of the pipe and everyone's eyes

were fixed on the little dark circle.

Another inch—half an inch—then

Robert switched off the torch.

"Keep the light on," said the Saxon.

"I've got to save the battery."

"Keep the light on."

"Don't make such a noise."

"For God's sake, keep the light on," the Saxon gasped. Robert

switched on the torch and shone it on the man's face. His eyes

were wide-open with fright. "Shine it over there," the man said

hoarsely. "Onto the air pipe."

Robert directed the beam onto the air pipe. His hands began to

tremble and the light wavered uncertainly. He took the torch in his

other hand. When at last he managed to throw the beam on the

wall of the tank near Luigi, the air vent had disappeared beneath

the surface. Only a few bubbles rose to show where it had been.

That night twenty-five policemen searched the German freighter

Bayern as she lay in the harbor at Algiers. They searched for a whole
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hour and then the police inspector in charge of the operation

mounted to the bridge.

The captain was standing with the first officer and the pilot. He
eyed the Frenchman with hostility. "May I speak with you for a few

minutes," the inspector asked. "If possible, alone."

"Certainly," said the captain. They went into the wheelhouse. The
captain offered the inspector a cigar. "Well? Have you found any-

thing?"

The Frenchman looked at the captain's brown fist holding out the

cigar case. "That's very kind of you, but I don't smoke cigars," he

said. "No, we have found nothing."

"Well, that's that." The captain closed the cigar case with a bang

and the snap of the lock seemed to repeat the captain's words:

"Well, that's that."

The inspector glanced at him suspiciously. "Nevertheless, the fel-

lows must be on your ship. Four Germans, one Italian, and one

American." The captain returned the man's gaze with equanimity.

"We have reliable information," the inspector insisted.

The captain shrugged his broad shoulders. "I'm sorry. But you've

just searched the ship with twenty-five of your men and that is more

than all my crew put together."

"Your crew," said the inspector, "were not exactly helpful."

The captain turned his eyes toward the bows of the ship, where

the twenty-five policemen had gathered together. A few members

of the crew stood around with exaggerated indifference, entirely ig-

noring their presence. "The police," said the captain, "are not par-

ticularly loved by seamen; especially when they come and turn the

ship upside down, just before she's due to sail. That kind of thing

is not likely to make the crew very enthusiastic."

"My men would also prefer to be lying in their beds," the in-

spector replied irritably. "I would have liked to have had a bit more

co-operation from you, as captain of this ship."

"What exactly do you want?" the captain interrupted. "Have I

put the slightest obstacle in your way?"
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"No, you haven't done that," said the inspector. He glanced round

the wheelhouse as though he thought the deserters might have hidden

themselves even there. He began to argue once more and was not in

the least put out by the captain's impatient look at his watch. "They

are dangerous men. Criminals. One of them has shot a French officer

and another has beaten up a corporal and half-killed him."

The captain once more looked at his watch. "I see, so they're

criminals," he said brusquely. "Well, I can only repeat that they're

not on board my ship."

The inspector bit his lip. "Good," he said at last. "You may be

right. I am only doing my duty. But there's just one thing I'd like

to say to you: if these fellows are in fact on your ship, then it will

be an expensive matter for your company."

The captain looked up in surprise. "What do you mean by that?"

"Exactly what I say." The inspector had suddenly got the upper

hand and his voice became cold and stern. "If the deserters are

found on your ship—and we shall learn about it in due course-

then this will be the last French port from which your ship will sail.

Once and for all. I hope that I have made this quite clear, Captain."

He paused for a moment. When the captain made no reply, he

added casually. "As far as I'm concerned, you are now at liberty to

sail. Good night." He turned and started to leave the wheelhouse.

"One moment, Inspector," the captain called after him. The

Frenchman turned and waited for the captain to continue. "I've been

hanging around in your port for fourteen days with engine trouble,

which has caused me a great deal of inconvenience and has cost

my company a good deal of money. Do you think for a moment

that I would want to get into difficulties with the authorities because

of a few scoundrels on the run?"

The inspector smiled superciliously. "If you really want to show

your co-operation, you can inform us by radio when you are at sea

that you have found these men; if that should be the case." He raised

his hand to the peak of his cap and departed.

The captain stared after him angrily. He wondered whether per-
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haps after all . . . without his knowledge . . . but that was quite

impossible. He knew what went on aboard his ship. He ran his ship

according to the rules. He waited until the inspector and his men
had left and then went over to the loudspeaker. His voice thundered

round the ship. "Close the gangways. Get ready to cast off."

The level of the water in the tank was now two inches above the

opening of the ventilation pipe. It was quite quiet. The only noise

was the soft splash made when one of the five men shifted his

position. Pat struck a match and the sudden glare dazzled their eyes.

He took a cigarette from his breast pocket and stuck it between his

lips. "Are you crazy?" Luigi hissed.

"I can't wait any longer," Pat said, bringing the match close to

the cigarette.

Luigi reached over toward him and knocked the match from his

hand. It sizzled out in the water, "Damn you," said Pat angrily.

"I'll give you a clout on the jaw if you do that again."

"Use your common sense," said Robert. "We need that little bit

of air to breathe."

"As though that would make any difference."

"It makes a lot of difference," said the Saxon. "Fire needs oxygen,

and I need oxygen, too, to breathe. Got it?"

"No," said Pat.

"Put the cigarette away," said Robert. Pat unwillingly did as he

was told.

"And if you want a light," Robert switched on the torch, "here

it is." He flashed the torch on his companions. Heavy beads of sweat

glistened on their faces, for the atmosphere was like that of a Turkish

bath.

"Better leave the light on," said the Saxon. "If I haven't got enough

air to breathe, I might as well be allowed to see a bit."

Robert directed the light onto the steel roof above their heads. He
tried to remember his mathematics and work out exactly how many
cubic feet of air they had left. Then he tried to recall his lessons in
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physics—or was it biology? How much air did one man need for one

hour? He arrived at no conclusion, but he noticed that he was sweat-

ing more than ever and that his breathing became quicker as the

minutes passed by.

It seemed an eternity before the smooth surface of the water sud-

denly began to tremble. Then he felt the vibration in the steel strut

on which he was sitting. The others all at once became wide-awake

and looked at him excitedly. "The engines," the Saxon whispered.

They glanced upwards as though they hoped to see the wheels re-

volving. The vibration increased and they heard in the distance the

sound of scurrying feet and voices shouting. Then the ship listed

slightly and the water in the tank splashed heavily against the side.

"We're moving," the Saxon whispered, and his eyes sparkled. "We're

moving."

"Thank God," his companion groaned. "Now they'll come along.

I can't stick this any longer."

But no one came. "Bang on the sides," the man said. "We must

let them hear us." He pushed his hand under the water and tried to

find something in his trouser pocket with which to hit the wall.

"There will be no banging," Robert said. "Not yet."

"We may die here," said Luigi.

The other man started screaming. "I can't stay here any more. I

don't want to die here. I would rather . .
."

"Shut your mouth," Robert shouted at him. "If there's enough air

for you to yell there's enough for you to sit quiet and wait."

"He's right," the Saxon advised his friend. "There's enough air

for me. Perhaps a bit more will come in through the roof. We've

got to wait till we're outside the three-mile limit and the pilot's left

the ship. Best not to talk any more. Sit quite still, chum, and

breathe slowly. We'll notice it as soon as the air starts to give out."

"Madonna," said Luigi. "We'll notice you as soon as you stop talk-

ing." The others laughed and then sat in silence, and although they

had laughed at the Saxon, they took his advice and sat quite still

and tried to breathe slowly.
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They stayed like that for another half hour. Their breathing be-

came more rapid and the sweat poured down their faces. Then the

Saxon's friend suddenly collapsed and fell head first into the water.

Pat and the Saxon grabbed at him simultaneously and hauled him
out by the collar of his coat. The man was wheezing and rolling

his eyes.

Robert glanced at Luigi and Luigi nodded. Robert twisted his

torch round in his hand and reaching above his head, started ham-

mering against the steel wall of the tank. None of them said a word,

but the harsh metallic noise made them feel as though they were

waking from a nightmare and they no longer cared whether the

French pilot was still on board the ship or not.

At last they heard footsteps approaching, but Robert did not stop

banging until every nut that held down the cover was unscrewed.

Air flowed into the tank, warm, stale air that stank of oil and scrubbed

wood, but to the men in the tank it was sweeter than the coolest

breeze that blew on the beaches of Oran or Philippeville. Light

streamed into the tank, too, and through the hole they saw Vittorio's

greasy mop of hair and Fiete's weather-beaten face. Vittorio gazed

down at Appel. "Good God! Is he drowned?"

"No," said Luigi. "We hadn't any air left."

"God!" said Vittorio in a shocked voice. He shone a light on the

mouth of the air tube. "Why didn't you shout sooner?"

"Why do you think," said Luigi. "Do you suppose we wanted to

be caught at the last moment? Come on, give me a hand."

Vittorio and Fiete seized hold of Appel and pulled him out of

the tank. The others climbed out after him and dropped exhausted

onto the deck. "Has the pilot left?" Robert asked.

"Yes, he's left."

"And are we now outside the three-mile limit?"

"Yes."

"How's the Kid?"

"He's fine. He's in our cabin inside my sea chest. I sat on it

while the police were searching the place. For five anxious minutes."
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Robert laughed with relief. He pointed to the opening in the top

of the tank. "Will we have to go in there again?"

"I hope not," said Fiete. "How's the corpse?"

"He's just opening his eyes again," said the Saxon. He knelt down

beside him and slapped his face. "Look, Appel, now you're once

more among the living."

"Listen," said Fiete softly. "We'll take you to Number 4 hold and

we'll bring your Lazarus there too. You'll find it quite comfortable.

We've got you something to eat, but you can't smoke because of

the cargo. And you've got to keep quiet; the skipper mustn't know

about it yet. After we've passed Gibraltar you can come out and

report to him. We'll let you know when."

The dripping men looked at each other in relief. "Come on, let's

go," Fiete whispered. "Follow in single file."

The midday sun shone fiercely out of a cloudless sky. Beneath

its rays the sea looked like a sheet of hammered metal, across which

the ships moved like lazy, pot-bellied insects.

One of these ships was the German freighter Bayern, sailing at

ten knots along the African coast toward Gibraltar. The crew of

the Bayern were in the best of spirits. The smooth sea and the ex-

cellent weather infected everyone, from the captain downward, and

in addition the engine was now behaving splendidly, after the re-

pairs that had been made to it in Algiers.

In Number 4 hold the morale was good, although the sun was hard

put to send a few spare rays down into the murky gloom. Number 4
hold was filled with coconut fiber—a rough, unyielding material

indeed, but to the six deserters it was like the stuffing from a giant

feather bed.

They had enough to eat and to drink and they had plenty of

space and time at their disposal for sleep. Their clothes were dry

again; the crew had seen to that, and the crew also saw to it that

someone looked in on the stowaways from time to time to make
sure that all was well. The chief engineer, too, whom they had met
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on the evening of their departure, also paid them a brief visit. There

was no doubt whatever that the crew of the Bayern was a happy
crew. If the people in Germany were like them, then the qualms

which Robert had felt at the prospect of arriving in Hamburg would

be entirely groundless.

Robert and Luigi were lying comfortably together watching the

golden sunbeams fall through chinks in the hatchway onto the bales

of fiber below—like the strings of a heavenly harp. Luigi lazily turned

on his side. "Could you wish for anything more, Altmann?"

"No."

"Nor I. Holy Madonna, we are saved at last."

"It looks like it."

"In a few days we'll be in Hamburg."

"Yes."

"You don't seem to be all that happy about it."

"Well
"

"What's the first thing you'll do?"

"I don't know yet."

The Kid, who was lying on a blanket nearby, stuck his head round

a bale of fiber. "You're coming home with me, of course," he called

over to him.

Robert thought of the mansion in Cologne and the swimming
pool and the sports car, and the old, uneasy feeling took possession

of him once again. "We'll have to see."

"But that's all fixed, surely, Altmann," said the Kid.

"Yes, yes," said Robert. "You lie down again. Who can tell what

may be in front of us."

"I feel fine," the Kid called out. "Really fine."

"All the same, you should lie down." The Kid obeyed and dis-

appeared behind the bales again.

Luigi observed Robert critically. "You don't seem to look forward

to the prospect much."

-Well
"

"I don't suppose you really know what you're going to do."
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"Good God, don't ask so many questions. How on earth can I

know? I've been a soldier for twelve years. They haven't been waiting

for me all this time."

"Exactly," said Luigi emphatically. "That's exactly it."

Robert turned on his side. "Now leave me in peace."

But Luigi would not leave him in peace. "I want to tell you some-

thing, Altmann. I've been thinking about this for a long time: you

have been a good soldier, but a good soldier is very far from being

a good civilian. I know about civilian life. It's far from easy. The
best thing would be for you to come with me and then we can start

again together."

"What do you want to be, then?" Robert asked scornfully. "A
company director?"

"Porco," said Luigi. "I'm not joking. I'm going to Turin, to the

Fiat works, and you'd be far better off if you came, too."

"There are factories in Germany, as well."

"Yes, I know. Far too many."

"You're just dreaming."

"Altman," Luigi said, "you have no idea." He gripped Robert's

arm and began to argue with him fiercely. "You're no longer a ser-

geant with a pension in front of you," he said. "You're just a poor,

bloody swine. You've got to begin entirely afresh, and that's easier

with us than it is in Germany. I'm telling you, you'll never get along

in Germany. Especially you. Yes, yes, I know what you're going to

say," he said. "You're a German yourself. But you were away for

ten years. They're quite different to what you think. I know, because

I've met them." He stared at the narrow shaft of sunlight and went
on: "When the war was over we thought: they won't come any

more. We thought they didn't exist any more; then all at once there

they were again; fat, well-fed, each with his camera knocking against

his stomach, taking photographs of the dirty little Italian children.

They come in their large, shiny cars and gape at the ancient ruins

and pretend they understand about them. And they peer up at Etna

and say: splendidl And they hear us singing our songs and say:
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wonderful! But when they are back among their own kind, they

call us Macaronis or Eyeties and are proud of having been such

wonderful soldiers, even though they did happen to lose the war.

What a beautiful country, they say. How fascinating, their culture!

Then they go away and laugh about our drains because theirs are

so much better. And after they have seen enough and have burned

their hides to the right shade of brown, they give us some money
and one can see by their faces that they are trying to calculate

whether perhaps they've paid too much for Etna and the marble

columns and the beautiful weather."

Robert smiled. "You've got a funny idea about Germans."

"Yes, I know they may not all be like that. But the fact is they

are just too well off. It wouldn't suit you at all. You're only a poor,

ignorant bastard, Altmann, and you ought to live with people like

yourself. The poor are better comrades than the rich. They are

happier, too . . . and kinder. So there! You come along with me."

Robert did not smile now. Of course it was all a lot of tripe,

what Luigi had said about the Germans, but it had affected him

nevertheless. Luigi's words had touched that sensitive part of his

mind where his secret fear lay in uneasy sleep; the fear of the self-

satisfied, regimented Germany, where the streets seemed paved with

gold and where everyone had his allotted place—except himself. "I'll

think it over, Luigi," he said. "Let's get to Hamburg first."

"O.K.," said Luigi. "You wouldn't regret it, Altmann. I owe my
freedom to you, perhaps even more than that. I will never forget

and you can always trust me."

"Merci, Luigi."

Luigi was satisfied at last. He sat up and stretched his arms above

his head. "Tomorrow we'll have left Gibraltar behind," he said. "Then

we can go up on deck and report to the captain and he'll give each

of us a fine cabin."

He laughed happily. "Well, Pat," he called. "Have a good sleep?"

Pat came over to them, yawning. "Yes," he said lazily. "What about

a cigarette?"
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"Do you want to set the ship on fire?"

"No, but if I was very careful."

"Don't start it again, Pat," Luigi said. "Keep off it until we get

out of here."

Pat sat down miserably beside him. "When I can't have a smoke,

I can't enjoy anything."

"Don't be silly," said Luigi. "Come and have a game." Pat shifted

onto his side and they started to gamble, using matches for dice.

Two hours later Vittorio appeared. "Everything all right?" he

asked.

"Fine," said Luigi.

"Except for a smoke," said Pat longingly.

"You'll have to wait for that," said Vittorio. "Would you like a

quid?"

Pat took a quid from Vittorio, but spat it out almost at once.

"What muck! Tastes like camel dung."

Vittorio laughed and his fat chest wobbled with pleasure beneath

his string vest. "Hell," said Pat. "Couldn't I go on deck and hide

behind one of those crates. There's plenty of them up there. Only

for as long as it takes to smoke a fag."

Vittorio considered the matter for a moment. "O.K.," he said.

"Wait another hour. The skipper has his coffee then. But keep in

the stern and see that only one of you goes up at a time."

"Fine," said Pat happily. After Vittorio had gone he laid out his

cigarettes and for the whole of the next hour talked of nothing but

smoking.

At last Pat got to his feet and lifting the strip of tarpaulin covering

the hatch, peered outside. "Not a soul in sight," he said. "See you

later." He crawled out onto the deck. In ten minutes he was back

again.

"O.K.," he grinned. "I'm satisfied now. Smoked a couple. No
danger at all."

"Where did you go?" Luigi asked him.

"Immediately on the right there's a damn great thing with a piece
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of tarpaulin over it. You can creep behind that and you'll be protected

from the wind and out of sight of the enemy."

"Well," said Appel eagerly, "I think I'll have a go."

"Hey, wait a minute," the Saxon said. "Not so quickly. We all want

to have a puff." They argued for a while and then decided to draw

for who should go next. Luigi drew the longest matchstick. Grasping

a cigarette and his lighter in his hand, he climbed through the hatch.

Then he walked along the deck in the way he imagined a sailor would

walk: with his hands in his pockets and with a slow, swaying gait.

He found Pat's hiding place at once and crawling under cover,

smoked away happily. When he had finished, he got to his feet and

went back the way he had come.

It is possible that the captain would never have noticed him if

he had continued to behave in this inconspicuous manner. He
walked past the derrick, deep in his own thoughts, just as Luigi was
bending over the hatch. Luigi himself was afterward unable to ex-

plain exactly what came over him, but he agreed that it must have

been because of the uniform that the captain was wearing, and this

in spite of the fact that the uniform of an officer in the Legion is

as different from that of a captain in the merchant navy as a carnival

costume is from a funeral garment. Be that as it may, when Luigi

caught sight of the captain, he became Corporal Locatelli once more
and straightening himself up, raised his hand quickly to the peak of

an imaginary kepi.

The captain, who had never before been saluted in this manner
by one of his crew, awoke from his reverie and glared fiercely at

Luigi. "What sort of a sailor are you?" he asked.

Luigi felt a cold shudder go through his body.

"Can't you answer me," barked the captain. "Who are you? You're

not a member of my crew."

If there ever had been an opportunity of saving the situation,

Luigi's next remark killed it dead. "Oui, mon capitaine," he said

smartly.

The captain's face took on the appearance of a wounded gorilla.
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He strode past Luigi and lifting up the tarpaulin, peered into the

hold. One glance was apparently sufficient, for without bothering

about Luigi any more, he stamped off at once in the direction of the

bridge. Luigi at last found the use of his legs. He sprang through

the hatchway and threw himself down beside Robert. "Porco Dio,"

he gasped- "I'm a bloody fool. A proper bloody fool."

"What's up then? What's happened?"

"The captain," said Luigi. "I ran into the captain."

"What did he say?"

"He asked what sort of a sailor I thought I was."

"Anything more?"

"Nothing. He just went away."

"Then everything's O.K.," the Kid cried. "He's got to see us sooner

or later. Now he knows that we're here."

"It was not a very good way to do it," the Saxon said.

"Good or not, the thing's done," the Kid said.

"I'm not sure," said Luigi. "I didn't like the look on his face at all.

What do you think about it, Altmann."

Robert stood up. "Get yourselves ready and tidy up your gear so

that at least we'll make a good impression when he sends for us."

"Who'll do the talking?" Appel asked.

Luigi looked at him scornfully. "Altmann, of course."

The Saxon gave Robert a nudge. "You must ask him for asylum,"

he said. "And be very polite to him. Say we want to work."

"Yes, yes," said Robert. "Now get going."

While the six men in hold Number 4 helped each other to remove

the bits of coconut fiber from their coats and trousers and ran their

fingers through their disheveled hair, the captain was on the bridge

stamping his feet and screaming at the first officer. "Did you know
that we've got stowaways on board?" The first officer did not know.

The captain screamed at the second officer. No, he did not know,

either. Then he screamed at the chief engineer. The chief engineer

grinned. "Yes, certainly, sir."
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"God damn it, man. Have you gone crazy?"

The chief engineer did not take the captain's anger very seriously.

The captain was a blustering fellow and like to blow off steam when-

ever he had the opportunity. "They're only a few poor, hunted

wretches," the chief engineer said soothingly.

The captain was in no way consoled. "Poor hunted wretches," he

raged. "And what about the ship? I will make you responsible, sir,

for the damage."

"Damage?" said the chief engineer in astonishment. "I don't under-

stand."

"And what's more," roared the captain, "I will see that you're

sacked."

It was the chief engineer's weather-beaten face that now began

to turn color. "Sir," he flared up. "It was not I who brought these

people on board."

"But you knew about it."

"They are Germans."

"Don't make me laugh. They're criminals. Soldiers of the Foreign

Legion. Adventurers. And they'll have to get out of their own damn
mess. Without my help, sir," the captain screamed. "Without a scrap

of help from me." He took a deep breath, and glanced toward the

fo'c'sle, where some of the crew were working. "Listen to me," he

continued, lowering his voice. "When the French authorities get to

hear of this, the ship will never be allowed to enter a French harbor

again. That police inspector told me so and he looked the kind of

man who would keep his word." He glared at the chief engineer.

"Are you prepared to compensate the shipping company for this?"

The chief engineer's forehead wrinkled in a frown. "But you knew
nothing about it. And there's no need for anyone to know that these

fellows are on board."

The captain snorted. "No need for anyone to know, indeed! They
will know the moment we reach Hamburg." He started to pace back-

ward and forward in front of the chief engineer like an angry rhinoc-

eros.
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"Wouldn't you at least take a look at them?" the chief engineer

asked quietly. "They are not a bad lot, you know."

The captain swung round. "I can well imagine what these scoun-

drels look like. They are to remain where they are. See that none

of them gets in my way again." He went on angrily pacing the deck.

The chief engineer looked at the captain. He understood very well

that he was placed in an unfortunate position, but on the other

hand he could not suppress a feeling of satisfaction that his infuriated

skipper could take no further action against the stowaways. "What

do you want to do, then?" he asked after a while. "Shall I go and

speak to them?"

"Certainly not," the captain fumed. "You go and look after your

engines. They've given us plenty of trouble these last few weeks."

The chief engineer was a conscientious man and he understood

his job better than anyone else. Normally, he would not have let

such a remark from the captain pass unnoticed, but in the interests

of the six men down in hold Number 4, he decided to remain silent.

He left the bridge therefore, without saying another word. The skipper

was a cunning old fox and would soon think of some way of getting

out of the difficulty.

The skipper did not take long over his decision. He waited until

the chief engineer was out of sight and then went over to the wireless

cabin.

In about twenty minutes' time one of the crew went in search

of the chief engineer. "Could you come and see the wireless operator.

He says he has not got enough current."

The chief engineer cursed roundly and made his way up to the

wireless cabin. "What's the matter. Of course you've got enough cur-

rent."

The operator held up a pad with a message written on it. "I had

just sent off this message," he said. "And I have got the reply. But

now the juice has all gone."

"I can't understand it," said the chief engineer. "The engine's in

order and the dynamo's charging."
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The operator still held up the pad with the message on it and

began to wave it under the officer's nose. "When I was sending this

message," he said, looking straight at the officer, "the current was on.

It was to Algiers."

"Yes, yes," the chief engineer said impatiently. "It makes no dif-

ference whether it was to Algiers or . .
." The pad was still being

flapped under his eyes and at last he understood what the operator

meant. He saw that the message was in the captain's writing and

as he looked closer he felt the sweat break out on his forehead. He
read: To the Harbor Police, Algiers. Have ascertained deserters are

on board. Then followed details giving the exact position of the

Bayern and lastly the captain's signature.

The chief engineer swallowed hard. "And the message has been

. . . acknowledged?"

"Yes," the operator replied, again looking him straight in the face.

"The reply is over there." He pointed to a piece of paper. "The
reception was excellent. But now there's not enough juice."

The chief engineer and the operator went on with their play-

acting. "I'll just have a look," he said, bending over the piece of

paper. And while he continued to curse the engine for failing to

produce the required amount of electric current, he read: Maintain

course. Cruiser has been dispatched. Harbor Police, Algiers.

The news of the radio message to Algiers spread with uncanny
speed among the crew of the Bayern. Vittorio at once relayed it to

the legionnaires in Number 4 hold. He swung himself down through

the hatch and squatting beside Luigi, began to argue with him in

rapid Italian. Luigi translated to the others in a voice that was hoarse

with excitement.

Then Fiete arrived and confirmed everything that Vittorio had
reported. The crew were furious about it, he said, but one could

do nothing against the captain, for that would be mutiny and mutiny

was a serious matter as they would appreciate, even with their small

knowledge of the law governing vessels at sea. The Saxon nodded,
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his face white as a sheet. But why had the captain done this, he

asked.

The captain, said Fiete, would not have been so difficult if it had

not been that it would cost him a vast sum of money in damages

to keep their presence a secret. Fiete could not give any reason for

this.

"What about the officers, then?"

'They couldn't do anything about it either. The skipper said you'd

have to jump overboard, if you didn't want the French to catch you."

"And I can't swim," said Appel; but nobody listened to him.

"And the Kid?" Robert asked.

"I'll look after him," Fiete said. "He can go into the sea chest

again. And if the French start searching the place, we'll sit on top

of it and no one will get us off."

The Kid's face had gone white. "Sergeant," he said. "I . .
."

"You stay here," Robert said. "It's the best thing for you."

"What about me?" Appel stammered. "I can't swim a stroke."

"You'll each get a life jacket," Fiete consoled him. "I'll go and

collect them now."

"When will the French ship get here?" Robert asked.

"Depends on where she sails from. She may be cruising around

in the neighborhood already."

Luigi got to his feet. "Well, let's go. Where are the life jackets?"

"One moment, children," said Fiete. "One thing at a time. It's

no good jumping into the drink straightaway. We've still got a bit

of time; they won't be sending a speedboat after you. We'll have to

wait until we see a ship. There's plenty of traffic along this route.

You can always go overboard the moment the French ship appears."

"Just in time for them to fish us out," said Pat gloomily.

"Shut up," said Luigi. "Fiete is perfectly right."

The hatch above their heads opened and five life jackets fell at their

feet.

"Anything in sight?" Fiete called up.

"Not yet," a voice answered.



434 Lost Sons

"All in good time," Fiete said calmly. "Now hand them around."

They pulled the life jackets over their heads and Fiete and Vittorio

helped them tie them on. "There you are," said Fiete, when they were

all ready, "and now we'll take the Lazarus away." He tapped the

Kid's shoulder. "Come on, my lad."

They crowded round the Kid and he shook each of them by the

hand. They saw that he was nearly in tears. "You've got my address,"

he stammered. "AJtmann, you'll come and see me in Cologne, won't

you?"

"Yes, Kid. Or I'll write to you."

"You must come, Altmann. And you too, Luigi."

"Of course. Now get going, Kid. You'll be the first home; then you

can meet us all at the station in your car."

The Kid smiled wryly and followed Fiete up through the hatch.

"What now?" Luigi asked.

"That's all," said Vittorio. "Just wait. Don't get excited. We'll let

you know in good time. Do you want anything more to eat?" No one

wanted anything to eat. "Keep yourselves ready," Vittorio said.

"We'll have to move quickly, once we start."

"Madonna" Luigi cried. "Our money! What shall we do about

that in the water? We won't get far without money."

"Wait," said Vittorio. He swung himself through the hatch and

was back again in a few minutes. He took two little bags from his

pocket and gave them to Luigi and Robert. "They're watertight.

Hang them round your necks." They shared out their money and

stuffed the notes into the bags.

"Anything else?" Vittorio asked.

"What's the captain doing?"

"No one's seen anything of him."

"The bastard," said Pat.

"Lie down and get some rest," said Vittorio as he disappeared

once more through the hatch.

They squatted down on the bales of fiber and waited. Ft was

very like the night they had spent in the water tank. They avoided
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each other's eyes and tried to appear as calm as possible; but their

nervous movements showed only too plainly the excitement that

each of them felt.

Once again every minute seemed an eternity. The Saxon was un-

able to bear the tension for long. "Suppose the French ship arrives

before the . .
." He did not finish the sentence that voiced his fears,

but glanced at the faces around him.

Luigi cleared his throat and spat. "Then we'll jump overboard

straightaway. Someone will fish us out sooner or later."

"But I can't swim," Appel explained again.

"You've got your life jacket, haven't you?" Luigi said impatiently.

"But it might not hold me up."

Pat shifted his position and stretched out his powerful arms. "For

God's sake, man, you're beginning to get on my nerves."

"It's all very well for you to talk; you can swim and I can't,"

Appel complained. He suddenly lost his self-control. "I'm not going

to jump," he cried. "I'm not going to let that fellow up there send me
to my death. He's got no right to do that." He stared at the others

with a wild look in his eyes. "And all you cowards let him do it. And
these bastards on the ship let him do it, too."

"Calm down, Appel," said the Saxon. "You can't back out of it

now."

But Appel continued to rave against his fate. "I'm not going to

jump. I'm staying here." He fumbled with the tapes of his life jacket

and started to untie them.

Robert and Luigi were on him like a flash. They threw him on his

back and held his arms. "Listen to me," Robert gasped. "You're going

to keep that thing on as long as we're here. If you don't want to

jump when the time comes, that's your affair. And now keep your

mouth shut, see?"

"Be quiet a moment," Pat cried. "Be quiet, can't you?"

They released their grip on Appel and looked up. Fiete stuck his

head through the hatch. "What's going on?" he shouted. "No fighting

down there. Come on out."
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"Is it a ship?" Pat asked.

"Yes, a British one. Come on, quick."

The men scrambled excitedly over the bales of fiber and climbed

out onto the deck. No one bothered about Appel, but as Fiete and

Vittorio and four other seamen hustled them to the starboard rails,

they saw that Appel was with them. There was no sign of the captain

or the other officers. Fiete pointed to the southeast. "There."

The gray, ghostly shape of a tanker plowed its way through the

evening dusk.

"Are you ready?" Fiete asked.

"Ready," said Robert.

"Jump clear," Fiete said, "to avoid the propellers. And don't splash

around too much."

"Suppose they never see us," Appel said, his teeth chattering. His

pimply face had gone quite green.

"They'll see us all right. Who's going to jump first?"

"Luigi," said Robert.

Luigi and Vittorio shook hands and bade each other farewell in

exuberant Italian. Vittorio's fat chest wobbled with emotion. "Off

you go, Luigi," said Robert. Luigi tore himself away from Vittorio

and climbing over the rails, jumped into the sea.

Robert gave the Saxon a nudge. "Appel," said the latter. "Don't

start kicking up a fuss now." Then he jumped, too. Pat went over

almost at the same time.

Robert looked at Appel. "Well, what about it? Are you going or

not?"

Appel gave a despairing look at the water, then he crawled between

the rails and with eyes shut and holding his nose, he let himself over

the side. Robert watched him hit the water with a splash. He saw the

heads of the others spread out over the silvery surface of the sea like

so many tiny buoys. The Bayern was rapidly leaving them astern.

Robert turned to Fiete. "Well, thank you very much for . .
." He

stopped short. The Kid had thrust himself between Fiete and
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Vittorio. He was wearing a life jacket and was hastily knotting the

tapes. "What's the meaning of this?" Robert asked.

"I'm jumping too."

"Nonsense, Kid. Not with your wound you're not"

"I don't mind about that."

"You stay here."

"I'm jumping."

"You stay here," Robert shouted at him. "They'll take care of you.

You've been told all about that."

"I'm not staying," the Kid shouted back. "The captain will hand
me over, if he finds me. Once they get their hands on me in

Algiers . .
."

Fiete gripped him by the shoulders. "Come along, my lad, don't

get so excited. You'll be as safe as houses in our sea chest."

The Kid tore himself free. "Damn that," he shouted. "I tell you,

I'm jumping. That's the safest thing for me."

Fiete shook his head anxiously. "We're doing seven knots and if

you don't make your mind up soon you'll be too late."

Robert glanced astern. The others were already some distance away,

four dark blobs on the mother-of-pearl surface of the sea.

"All right," he said. "Then I stay too."

The Kid's trembling fingers tied the last tape of the life jacket. He
took two swift strides toward the rails. "Gerber," Robert cried. The
Kid never looked back. He stretched out his arms and jumped.

"Well, what do you know," said Fiete.

Robert leaned over the rails. He saw the Kid come to the surface

and beckon to him. Robert turned to the sailors and raising his hand
in farewell, jumped after him.

He hit the water with a painful smack and as he sank through

the dark-green depths his ears pounded and the bitter taste of sea

water was in his mouth and nostrils. When he rose to the surface he
shook the wet hair out of his eyes and looked around him. The
Bayern was already some distance away. Robert swam over to where
the Kid was tossing on the surface. The latter came toward him,
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puffing and blowing. "Well, here we are," he said with feigned

casualness.

Robert lifted his head and peered across the water. "Where are the

others?"

"God knows," said the Kid.

Robert strained his eyes, but the broad, shimmering surface of the

sea appeared to be quite empty.

"We'll find them soon," the Kid said confidently. "The water's

warmer than I thought. Quite pleasant, isn't it?"

Robert looked back toward the Bayern. She was so far away that

she looked no bigger than a toy. Beyond her the sun was sinking,

blood-red.

Robert spat the salt water out of his mouth. "Yes," he said. "Quite

pleasant."

A few miles to the east a boat launched from the British tanker

Jonas 11 rocked on the swell as the crew pulled the four men on
board. Luigi, Pat, and Appel sat dripping on the stern thwarts. The
Saxon was the last to be rescued, and as he was hauled over the side

he managed to gasp out a few words of thanks in broken English.

The British seamen grinned at him cheerfully and after stowing

him in the bows, started to row back in the direction of their ship.

Luigi at once jumped up. "Stop, One of us is still missing."

The coxswain did not understand what he was saying, but gave him
a friendly nod. "All right. Don't worry, chum," he said, and ordered

the crew to pull on their oars.

"Stop, stop!" Luigi cried. "There's one of us missing. A friend.

Don't you understand? He's in the water." The Englishmen still did

not understand and Luigi began to wave his arms and harangue the

coxswain in German, French, and Italian. The coxswain looked per-

plexed and stopped the boat.

"For God's sake don't keep us all hanging around here," Appel

said to Luigi. "We've not seen Altmann since we left the ship. He
must be drowned by now."
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Luigi swung round. "You keep your mouth shut, you coward. Alt-

mann is certainly not drowned. He's swimming about somewhere."

"Perhaps he got too near the propellers," the Saxon suggested.

Luigi turned on him too. "You bloody fool. Of course Altmann

didn't get into the propellers."

He started to argue with the Englishman again.

Pat prodded Luigi in the ribs. "You stop talking for a bit, Luigi,"

he said, "and let me have a try."

Luigi relapsed into silence and to everyone's astonishment Pat be-

gan to explain to the coxswain in English that One of them was miss-

ing. "He's the last one, see?" he said. "A German, see? His name's

Altmann?"

The coxswain listened attentively. Then he stared across the dark-

ening sea and shook his head.

"We'll have a look," he said at last.

"What did he say?" Luigi asked.

"He is going to have a look."

The boat circled around for a while, but the light was failing

rapidly and soon the coxswain gave up the search and they turned

away toward the tanker.

Luigi started to gesticulate like a madman until at last the coxswain

lost his patience and shouted at him angrily.

"What's he saying?" Luigi asked.

"He's telling you to shut up and that you ought to be glad they've

found you."

"I see," Luigi said furiously. "You don't care a damn, I suppose, if

we leave Altmann to drown."

"We may not be leaving him to drown," the Saxon said quietly.

"He may have stayed with the Kid. I never saw him jump."

"Madonna," Luigi wailed, staring out over the dark water. "Alt-

mann of all people. Why did it have to be Altmann." He crouched in

the stern, a picture of abject misery.

As the boat made toward the tanker's lights, Pat gave the coxswain
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a halting account of their adventures. The coxswain looked at Pat in

amazement, as he told his story.

The captain of the tanker Jonas II listened to the coxswain's

report and then turned to his first officer. "Mr. Smith, both engines

full head. Then ask the Bayern whether this story is correct and if so,

tell them we shall be happy if they will come and fetch these

fellows."

"Aye, aye, sir," said the first officer, and he made his way to the

bridge.

The captain observed the four dripping figures with compassion.

"Which one of you speaks English?" he asked.

"I do, sir," said Pat.

"Well, let's hear the story, my lad," said the captain. "And start from

the beginning."

Luigi gave Pat a nudge. "Tell him that Altmann's still in the sea.

He can't sail until he's had a look for him."

Pat translated, but the captain shook his head regretfully. Luigi

himself thereupon started to argue. He spoke German and Italian

and French in turn, but he was wasting his time, the captain was an

Englishman and had never found it necessary to learn a foreign

language. At last the captain lost his patience and tersely interrupted

him.

"What did he say?" Luigi asked.

"Exactly the same as that other fellow," said Pat. "He wants you

to shut up."

Luigi raised his hands in despair and was silent. Pat started to tell

the captain his story. His English was now noticeably more fluent. As
he got to the end, Mr. Smith returned from the bridge. "It's the most

peculiar yarn I've ever heard, sir," he said. "It's all true what these

fellows say. The Bayern is now twelve miles southwest of us, steam-

ing toward Gibraltar. I asked them whether they wanted the men
back, since some of them were German."

"What did they say?"

"They said no. They said the men were stateless and they don't
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want them back. They also said there were six who jumped over-

board."

"One of us stayed there," Pat interrupted. "The crew hid him
away. Perhaps the other one too, since we've seen nothing of him."

"An odd lot," the captain murmured and by this he meant the

officers of the freighter Bayern.

At that moment a member of the crew came up to the captain

with a piece of paper in his hand. "Radio message from the cruiser

Bordeaux, six," he reported.

"What does it say?"

"Request immediate handing over of the six deserters."

Pat stared at the captain and his jaw dropped. "What's the matter?"

Luigi asked him.

"The French ship."

"What about it?"

"Keep quiet," Pat whispered. His eyes never left the captain's face.

The latter took the piece of paper and as he read the cruiser's message

his brows wrinkled in an angry frown.

It was impossible to say what influenced the captain in making his

decision. Perhaps it was the ancient pride of the British sailor, or the

traditional dislike which the Britisher had always felt for the French,

or it may have been merely natural humanity, which in the Western

world is called Christian charity. Whatever it was, the captain gave

the piece of paper back to the sailor with an indignant movement of

his hand. "Send the following reply: 'Request refused. It is not the

custom of British ships to hand over shipwrecked persons to foreign

nations.'

"

"Aye, aye, sir."

"Repeat it."

The sailor repeated the message and while he was speaking, Pat

rubbed his eyes with his fists and gave a deep sigh of relief. "Thank
you," said the captain. He turned to Pat. "Tell your friends that they

will be treated as shipwrecked persons and will therefore be under

the protection of Her Majesty the Queen of England."
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Pat had difficulty in finding his voice. He translated what the cap-

tain had said and when he had finished, the Saxon turned to his

friend. "What do you think of that, Appel?" Appel's face lit up, but

he was too weak to answer. Luigi, too, said nothing.

"Luigi," Pat shouted excitedly. "We're saved. At last we're saved."

"Yes, I know," said Luigi. He looked toward the dark sea. "And

Altmann?"

It was a clear night and the stars, like the eyes of some remote

and cruel goddess, looked down indifferently on the two men drift-

ing in the immense loneliness of the sea.

After what seemed an eternity, their insidious sparkle began to

fade, and the eastern horizon took on the first, faint tinge of gray.

The sun rose from the sea and a golden path reached out to Robert

across the shallow ripple of the waves. He floated limply in his life

jacket and kept his face toward the sun, hoping to catch a little

warmth from its rays. He looked at the Kid. He, too, had turned his

face to the sun. His mouth, parched by the salt water, was open.

"Kid," Robert called.

"Oui, Sergent," the Kid grunted without opening his eyes.

Robert paddled wearily toward him. "Do you feel any pain?"

"Non, Sergent," the Kid murmured. "No pain at all. I feel fine. Just

having a little sleep."

Robert came up to him and put a hand on his shoulder. "Open

your eyes," he ordered.

The Kid did as he was told. "Ah, it's you, Altmann," he said as

though he had wakened from a dream. "Yes, yes," he whispered.

"I'm fine. A bit cold, perhaps. And thirsty . . . thirsty . .
." He

closed his eyes again.

Robert shook him. "Open your eyes."

"Yes, of course . .
."

"Look, Kid, you mustn't give up."

The Kid was at last wide-awake. "I'm not giving up, damn it."
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"We've got to keep our eyes open," Robert said. "If a ship doesn't

find us today, then we'll have to get through another night."

The Kid pulled himself together and opened his red-rimmed eyes

wide. "You take the east and I'll take the west," Robert said. "It

doesn't matter what sort of a ship it is or where it's going, so long as

it's not a French one."

"D'accord," the Kid croaked.

They stayed close to each other, shoulder to shoulder, one facing

east and the other west. They did not speak any more; speech taxed

their strength and wasted the last drops of saliva that still remained

in their burning throats. Once they saw smoke. They raised their

heads excitedly and splashed around, but they soon gave it up, for the

smoke disappeared and the funnel remained below the horizon.

They became dull and apathetic again. The sun rose higher and

began to impart a little heat to the surface of the water. They would

have been able to sleep if they had been less thirsty. Their thirst kept

them awake and that was something to the good.

The lukewarm water and their exhausted condition combined to

produce a curious weakness in their vision and their reactions, and it

was probably because of this that Robert saw the ship so late. Even
when he did see it, in all its improbable beauty, he was unable to trust

his eyes. As her snow-white slender shape glided through the water,

she reminded him of one of those dream ships that he had seen in

American colored films. It seemed impossible that she could be real.

The Kid was still watching the eastern horizon and Robert waited a

moment before telling him. He closed his eyes, and then opened

them again, but the ship was still there. Then he gave the Kid a push.

"Turn round." He had lost the use of his voice. He cleared his

throat and tried once more. "Turn round, Kid. Can you see that

ship?"

"What? Where?" The Kid blinked his eyes in bewilderment. "Yes,"

he whispered suddenly. "Of course I see it."

"What does it look like?"

"White."
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"How many funnels?"

"One."

"What flag?"

"I can't see," the Kid gasped. Then he started sobbing. "A ship! A
ship . . . Hello! Take us with you . . . here, over here."

"It's no good shouting," said Robert. "They can't hear us. We
must wave. Wave." They raised their arms wearily and waved. It was

an agonizing task because they frequently lost their balance and fell

face-downward into the water. They went on waving until at last

they saw the ship stop and lower a boat into the water.

"An American," the Kid said hoarsely. "Did you see? An Ameri-

can."

The ship was not very big, but Robert had never seen one so

dazzlingly beautiful. The Stars and Stripes fluttered lazily at the

stern, and inscribed in golden letters on the bows was the name
Texas Belle.

"Yes," said Robert. "An American."

They lay beneath soft, woolen blankets in a mahogany-paneled

cabin. Their faces were smeared with vaseline, and fresh bandages

had been put on the Kid's wound. A large syphon, a bottle of whisky,

and two glasses stood on a little table by their side. Also on the table,

and the one visible reminder of what they had been through, was

Vittorio's watertight bag. The notes inside had turned into a soggy

wad of paper.

Robert opened the port and threw the bag into the sea. Away with

it! Better to be on a ship like this without money than to have

1 50,000 francs in your pocket and be sitting in handcuffs in a French

cruiser.

What a ship! What a dream of a ship!

The Kid looked around in delight. "Marvelous, isn't it?" he whis-

pered. "Who could have imagined it?" He filled his glass for the

fourth time and drained it in one gulp.

Who could have imagined it! A tall, lean man, sunburned and as
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cheerful as Clark Gable at the finale of a South Seas film, entered the

cabin. He was wearing a beautifully cut blue jacket with gold buttons

and three gold stripes on his sleeve and the peak of his snow-white

cap was heavily decorated with gold braid.

Who could have imagined it! The man, whqse name was O'Bryan,

spoke good French and was the captain of this fairy-tale yacht. He
radiated optimism and self-confidence.

O'Bryan had a keen sense of adventure and the tale which the

two exhausted deserters had to tell him fascinated his American mind

more than any thriller on the television screen. But a shadow came

over his eager face at a certain point in Robert's story. "I'm afraid

you've chosen the wrong ship. We're going to France, you see. To
St. Tropez on the Riviera. My boss is already there, waiting for us to

arrive."

"Couldn't you put us ashore somewhere in Spain or Italy," Robert

suggested.

O'Bryan passed a hand over his well-groomed head. "Impossible,"

he said. "Quite impossible, I can't deviate one inch from my course."

When he saw the Kid's scared face, his sunburned Clark Gable fore-

head wrinkled. "Children, my boss is a bit of a sticker, if you know

what I mean. He can be damned unpleasant if he gets thwarted

—especially at this moment when he's showing the sights of the

Mediterranean to a couple of brand-new film floozies." He laughed

scornfully. "No, lads, I can't risk my job on your account. You'll

understand that."

"Of course not," said Robert.

"Let's work it out," O'Bryan said, and he became wrapped in

thought. After a while he came up with a new plan. "Listen," he

said. "We reach our destination sometime Wednesday night. I'll set

you up with some decent clothes and put you ashore in the dinghy

somewhere near St. Tropez, shall we say at Cap Camarat, where no

one will notice you. You can make your way to the main road from

there, it's not far, and then take a bus to the next railway station.
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From there you can go straight home. What do you say to that?"

"But we haven't any money," the Kid objected.

"That's O.K.," said O'Bryan with an airy wave of his hand. "We'll

be able to scrape some together." He would not let them say an-

other word. "Everything will be all right, lads; there's no need to

worry at all. You get some sleep now; we've got plenty of time. Later

on come up and see me on the bridge and we'll get down to details,

O.K.?" He shook their hands and left them alone with their thoughts.

"France," the Kid whispered. "For God's sake, not France." But

the unaccustomed drink had gone to his head and before he knew

where he was, he was fast asleep.

France, thought Robert, before sleep claimed him too; but France

strangely enough, in spite of all its dangers, seemed no more un-

pleasant than Germany.

Forty-eight hours later, at about two o'clock in the morning, the

Texas Belle hove-to off the French Riviera. A rubber dinghy was

lowered into the water and three men climbed into it. No one spoke.

The engine started up and the dinghy glided swiftly toward the

beach, which gleamed like a white handkerchief in the dusk. The

night wind blew softly from the southwest and cooled their faces. A
few lights twinkled and in the distance the headlights of a late car

stabbed the darkness.

The dinghy grated softly on the beach. Two of the men, with their

trousers rolled up and their shoes in their hands, stepped into the

water. "Good-by, lads," said the man at the tiller.

"Good-by," the other two answered. "Many thanks." They gave

the dinghy a push and it glided back silently into deeper water. The

engine started up again and the little boat vanished quickly into the

darkness. The two men waded through the shallow water to the

beach, where they sat down and put on their shoes. "Do you know

exactly where we are?" the Kid asked quietly.

"Yes," Robert replied. He pointed to the west. "Over there is
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Marseilles, about fifty miles from here. Eleven years ago I was shipped

on board a filthy troop transport there."

"So was I, ten months ago," the Kid whispered.

Robert stood up and brushed the sand from his trousers.

"Ready?"

"Ready."

"Let's go. And don't walk too fast. It'll look suspicious."

They walked across the soft sand toward a row of tall trees, as

though they were two people going for a late stroll. The night was

warm and heavy with the lush smells of late spring. After leaving the

beach they climbed up a rocky slope and made their way through

a wood until they reached a path. The path went in a northerly

direction and they marched along it for an hour, in step with each

other like two soldiers. As the sun rose they came upon a wide road

that went from east to west. "That's the main road from Toulon to

St. Tropez," Robert said.

They crossed it and climbing over a low wall guarding a vineyard,

dropped down between the growing vines. They lay in a furrow,

protected from sight by the tender green leaves. "What now?" asked

the Kid.

Robert unfolded the map that O'Bryan had given him. The Kid

came closer. "It's not far," the Kid said, pointing to the Italian

frontier.

"What do you want to go to Italy for? If you get picked up when
you try to cross the border, you'll get sent back. Besides, we'd have to

go through Austria that way."

The Kid ran his finger across the map. "Well then, we'll go to

Switzerland."

"That's no good either. I'm not a mountaineer. And the Swiss

would send us back too, if they caught us."

The Kid's finger went higher up the map until it reached the

German frontier. "Then we'll have to go across half France. Without
any papers."

Robert glanced up at him. "If you tried to go across half the length
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of Germany without papers, would there be any check on you?"

"No."

"Do you think it would be any different in France?"

"No," said the Kid. "I'm just scared, that's all."

"You'll have to snap out of that. Compris?"

The Kid smiled. "Oui, Sergent." He bent over the map. "Where
will you cross the frontier."

Robert had already worked out a plan. He broke off a blade of

grass and laid its tip on the map. Then he moved it a few inches to

the east, to Frejus. "We'll get as far as there by bus. The American

said that buses go along this road. From there we'll go to Avignon

and then on to Lyon and eventually Dijon. Our money will hold

out until then. We'll stay in Dijon one or two days and get ready to

cross into Germany."

The Kid looked at him doubtfully. "In Dijon? For two days? How
will you manage to live there, without money?"

"I've got a woman friend there."

"Is she French?"

"Yes."

"And you mean . . .
?"

"Yes, I mean."

The Kid passed his tongue over his lips. "I suppose you know
what you're doing, Altmann."

Robert put away the map and turned on his back. "You needn't

worry in the least, Kid. And now try and get some sleep."

They lay beside each other, their eyes staring at the green pattern

of the vine leaves. All around them were the sounds and smeUs of a

morning in spring that conspired to make them forget the very

existence of rain and sandstorms and biting cold and the damp heat

of the primeval forest.

"Do you really think we're going to be able to make it, Altmann,"

the Kid asked.

"Of course. Provided you don't make a fool of yourself. We must
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only speak French, when there are other people around. It's best to

talk as little as possible, compris?"

"Oui." The Kid started to chew the stalk of a vine leaf. "Alt-

mann "

"What?"
"When you first took over the platoon, I was scared of you. Funny,

isn't it?"

"I don't see why. Every recruit in the Legion feels like that."

"Were you the same?"

"Yes."

"And now we're running away together," the Kid said proudly.

"I say, Altmann
"

"Yes?"

"What exactly made you join the Legion?"

"I was with the SS?"

"That's no reason. In Germany now there are even clubs for

former SS men."

"Really? What do they do?"

"I think they try and trace people who've been reported missing

and so on, but I'm not sure. Anyway no one worries about them."

"Not now," said Robert. "But you should have been in a French

prisoner-of-war camp. And of course there was Oradour."

"Oradour?"

"That was some dirty business that we carried out. They called it

a reprisal action. You've probably heard about it."

"Were you there too?"

"No, but I belonged to the same division."

"I don't understand that."

"I didn't understand it either."

"It's different today," said the Kid. "Today you only get punished

for something you've done yourself. And then it has to be proved."

"That's fine. Perhaps it is like that now while there's peace. But
when there's war again, it'll be exactly the same as before."

"There won't be a war."

o



450 Lost Sons

"That's what you think. Why have you got soldiers again?"

"Why do you say 'you'?"

"Well, the Germans."

The Kid looked at Robert quizzically. "Sometimes I wonder if

you're a German at all. They're there for defense, of course. One
has to provide for all eventualities, surely."

"For war, too?"

"Yes."

"So there will be a war then."

"You're driving me crazy."

"The whole thing's crazy," Robert said. "Twelve years ago, when

the war was over, I never wanted to put on a uniform again or hold

another weapon in "my hand, yet since ther I have never been out of

uniform and I have never put down my rifle or tommy-gun, except

to sleep." »

"You're really a born soldier. That's what they all said, that time in

the Aures mountains. Luigi said it, too."

"Don't talk such nonsense," Robert said angrily. "No man is a

born soldier. Being a soldier is always the way out of a difficulty,

either because a man can't think of anything better, or because he

believes the uniform will suit him, or because he is just too damn
lazy to learn something more sensible. To be a soldier, it's so simple."

"I don't find it simple," the Kid said.

"I don't care how you find it," Robert said. "Now turn over and go

to sleep; we've got at least three hours to wait before the first bus goes."

The Kid turned over on his side, but his tongue would not keep

still. "I'd like to know where Luigi and the others are now," he

murmured.

"If the tanker found them, they're probably sailing along in the

Atlantic."

"Do you think it did find them?"

Robert did not answer. He had closed his eyes. A bumble bee

buzzed over his head and its drowsy hum made him sleepy and
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contented; that and the thought that he would soon be seeing again

the only friend he had left: Janine.

"I say, Altmann," the Kid persisted. "Do you think it did find

them?"

"Find what?" Robert opened his eyes. "Oh yes, of course. I'm

sure it must have."

The Atlantic was a very different place from the Mediterranean.

The British tanker Jonas II rolled violently as she plowed along on a

northerly course. Steep seas swept over her and she fought back

angrily as the waves hurled themselves against her steel sides.

Jonas II was no longer in her first youth. She had been at sea

during the whole of the war and had partaken in a great many

adventures. In those days she had been gay and sprightly; a fast,

efficient vessel that even in England's darkest hours had managed

by swif*- evasive action to avoid the German and Italian torpedoes.

That was a long time ago and after such valiant service the old

veteran could afford to appear a bit rusty and disreputable.

The captain did not worry much about the appearance of his ship,

so long as she was seaworthy. On the other hand, he had no objection

to the four legionnaires using their energies in giving her a good

polish. For the first two days they had scrubbed the decks—voluntarily,

of course. For eight solid hours they had been down on their knees,

and one had to admit that the decks looked considerably more

respectable as a result of their efforts. Then this Italian, accompanied

by his massive bodyguard and interpreter, had suggested that per-

haps the superstructure could do with a fresh coat of paint here and

there, and perhaps . . . well, they wanted to eam their passage.

The captain had not the slightest objection to this proposal either,

and he soon began to take a liking to these four strange characters

who were so desperately keen to show him their gratitude. Several

times a day he would go up to them and ask them if they were

content and whether there was anything they wanted. No, they
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wanted nothing. They were completely satisfied and they continued

to work with unflagging energy.

On the sixth day they had got as far as the starboard boat's deck

and had started to paint the galley bulkhead.

"Good morning, gentlemen," said the captain.

"Good morning, sir," they answered. Once more Pat assured him

that they were satisfied and had enough to smoke and had no further

wishes.

"Good," said the captain. He gave a wave of his hand and trotted

off in the direction of the bridge.

The Saxon watched him go. "They're gentlemen," he said. "But

work is not their strong point. Have you ever seen an Englishman

really work? And look at the state of this ship. A strange people,

don't you agree?"

Luigi dropped his paintbrush and gave him a pitying look. "It's you

Germans who are a strange people," he said. "Wherever you go,

you're always complaining that the other people don't work hard

enough."

"Well, what of it," said the Saxon. "Work must be done."

Luigi stuck his brush angrily into the paint pot. "Porco di Dio,"

he spat. "Work must be done. What sort of a queer lingo do you

speak anyway?"

"It's Saxon," said Appel.

"Never heard of it," Luigi said. "And I know German as well as

my mother tongue. Work must be done! But only so much as is

necessary. And these people here," he took up his brush again and

waved it in a circle round the ship, "these people here don't consider

it necessary to paint this tub. All the same I prefer them to people

who work the whole damn day and then want to hand over a few

poor wretches to the French."

"Steady on," said the Saxon in dismay. "I never meant that at all.

I've always said that they're gentlemen."

"O.K., then be glad that they are and keep your mouth shut."
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The Saxon fell silent and started to work even quicker than before,

until Pat interrupted him.

"Listen," said Pat. "Your D.D.R., what sort of a setup is that?"

.The Saxon wrinkled his brow. "The D.D.R. is a republic."

"What sort of a republic?"

The Saxon wrinkled his brow once more. "A Socialist Workers'

and Peasants' State."

"And where are the others?"

"What others?"

"Those who aren't workers or peasants."

"Those are the intellectuals. They are there, too."

"Hm—are they also Socialists?"

"Of course."

Pat thought hard for a moment. "Socialism is a good thing, you

say?"

"Under socialism all men are equal."

"Hm—are there police, too?"

"Certainly. The People's Police."

"Many?"

"A good number."

"But they don't do anything to a worker?"

"No. Only'when he does something against the State or criticizes

the Socialist achievements."

"Aha." Pat was silent. His red face showed deep concentration.

At last, after much hesitation he came to a conclusion: "Can't you

take me with you?" The Saxon stared at him in amazement.

"Good God, Pat," said Luigi. "You must be out of your mind.

I'll tell you what sort of a state that is: it's a Russian colony. And
you daren't open your mouth there, least of all if you're a worker."

Now it was the Saxon's turn to be furious. "A Russian colony," he

shouted excitedly. "It's certainly not. We have a president and our

own government and a parliament too. And we can say what we
like, only we mustn't criticize the government or the party or the

Socialist organization."
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Luigi snorted contemptuously. "Then what can you criticize, if

you can't say anything against the government or the party?"

"You can criticize the capitalists and the bourgeoisie and the war-

mongers and injustice and also the officials, if they are trying to

sabotage the organization."

Luigi tapped his forehead and spat.

"Well, how about it?" Pat asked. "Can you take me with you?"

"I could," said the Saxon doubtfully. "It's only that—well, you

know, the .difficulty is that I don't go there any more."

"Why?"
The Saxon scratched the back of his neck. "Well you see—it's on

account of money. You can earn more in the West, if you work

hard."

"But I thought you said it was a Socialist state," Pat said suspi-

ciously.

"Certainly—certainly—but they haven't got the organization going

properly yet, if you see what I mean. If you're an intellectual, you

see, you can earn as much as you like. Or if you're a specialist. But for

workers it is better in the West. You must see that. Socialism needs

time and the workers have to make sacrifices."

Luigi gave a scornful laugh and the Saxon went back to his paint-

ing. Pat, however, would not give up. "Could I go over there by

myself?"

"They would always take anyone," said the Saxon.

Luigi threw his brush on the deck. "They would always take any-

one," he sneered. "I don't want to hear any more of your worker

and peasant rubbish." He turned to Pat. "You're just crazy, Pat."

"But what shall I do then?" Pat asked dejectedly.

"I can tell you what to do." Luigi straightened up and stood in

front of him as though he were delivering a sermon. "You stay what

you are. An American. Madonna, I know hundreds of people who'd

give their eyes to have an American passport. And you, like a fool,

want to go over to the Communists. The best thing for you to do is to

go to the American authorities and say: I'm this and this, and I've
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committed that and that crime and I've ran away from the Legion

so that I can get things straightened up and now I want to serve my
sentence." Pat gaped at him.

"And then," Luigi went on, "they'll lock you up for however long

it may be. One year or two. And then you can go back to America

and start afresh. See?"

Pat still said nothing.

"You can't pull a fast one on life," Luigi said. "No one can do

that. I haven't been able to and neither has the Kid nor Altmann."

He suddenly broke off and stared at the sea. "Yes, Altmann," he
went on angrily. "When I think that he's had to go and get drowned

while a nitwit like you manages to stay alive, I could sit down and

cry."

"He may not be drowned," Pat consoled him. "He may easily

have been fished out."

Luigi turned on him once more. "I tell you: don't ran away again.

Pay the penalty for what you've done, that's the best thing that you

can do. I've learned that; I learned it in the Legion and if you

haven't grasped it yet . . . oh, well." He broke off and went on

painting. The others went on painting, too.

"I can't do that," Pat said after a while.

"You've still got time," said the Saxon. "We don't get there for

another couple of days."
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Mademoiselle Janine Durand's little patisserie was situated in

the Rue Leclerc in the western part of Dijon. The Rue Leclerc was a

dreary street, lined with rows of apartment houses that had been

built at the turn of the century, but Janine was happy among the

kindly, rather gossipy people who made their homes there.

The inhabitants of the Rue Leclerc had quickly accepted the new
owner of the patisserie and her business flourished. Janine, with her

apparently equable temperament, her good looks, and her readiness

to give a friendly ear to the tittle-tattle of her customers was the kind

of person whom people take to at first sight.

Janine was about to close for the day when the shop bell rang and

Monsieur Beaumont pushed his sturdy frame through the doorway.

He smiled cheerfully as he shook Janine's hand across the counter

and gave a fatherly nod to the girl apprentice.
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Monsieur Beaumont was the landlord. He was an imposing-looking

man in his late fifties. His appearance was rather like that of President

Herriot and he tried to cultivate the likeness. For example, he wore

his thick, iron-gray hair cut short and allowed his luxuriant eyebrows

to grow unchecked, and his manner of speaking was that of a politi-

cian in the Chamber of Deputies. When he was with Janine, how-

ever, he was always friendly and considerate and helpful. "I've come

about the sink," he said in a confidential tone, "but please, please do

not disturb yourself. I have plenty of time." He waited unassumingly

in the background until Janine had finished serving a customer.

Then he followed her with a springy gait and squeaking shoes

through the glass door into her apartment.

He examined the cracked sink in the kitchen and expressed his

professional opinion on the matter. "That will have to be repaired,

of course. I will send someone along first thing in the morning." He
drew close to Janine. "Is there anything else that your heart desires?"

he asked humorously.

"No, thank you." She smiled.

He glanced into the clean little kitchen. "It's a bit dark in there,"

he said. "The whole place is a bit dark for you."

"We can't do anything about that, now."

"A lot of things can be done, if one really sets one's mind to it."

He looked around for another excuse to display his generosity. "The

tiles could also be renewed," he said.

"Do you think so?"

"Of course. We will take the opportunity of having them done

at the same time."

"Good," she said, unimpressed by his apparent liberality. She knew

what he was like with his other tenants. He was renowned for his

thriftiness, if that word is sufficient to describe his habit of keeping a

tight hold on his money. He owned half of the Rue Leclerc and

was a rich man, but the richer he became the shabbier his houses

appeared.

When they returned to the sitting room, she offered him a glass of

o*



458 Lost Sons

Benedictine. He settled himself comfortably in the armchair, taking

care to pull up his sharply creased trousers. He wore a well-pressed

blue suit and had even put on a white shirt before paying his visit.

Usually he contented himself with a colored one that would only

require changing once a week.

Janine glanced through the glass door that led to the shop. There

were only a couple of children there. She fetched the bottle of liqueur

and two glasses from a cupboard on the wall and sat down in a

position from which she could keep an eye on Yvette. "Your health,

monsieur."

"Your health, mademoiselle," he replied formally. He set his glass

down on the table. "A little drink like that is very pleasant," he

said. "And doubly pleasant in such charming company."

She laughed unaffectedly, for she was used to his compliments.

Today, however, he was in a mood to expand on his favorite theme.

He was a widower, his wife having died three years ago from diabetes.

His two daughters had both made good marriages and now lived

in Toulon and in Paris. After his wife's death he had, for a time

enjoyed being on his own, but now he felt a desire to get married

once more. He was a good catch and he was not unattractive.

The shop bell rang. Janine gave a quick glance through the glass

door and saw that the customer was one of her neighbors. Yvette

would be able to deal with her. Yvette was not exactly a genius at the

job and was apt to become distraught if she had to serve more than

two customers at once.

As Janine had anticipated, Monsieur Beaumont would allow noth-

ing to distract him from his subject. He, as it were, spread out his

wealth in front of her, and at the same time spoke of the labor and

responsibility that his considerable possessions entailed.

Yes, of course. That must be no small burden. Would he care to

have another glass of Benedictine?

He would, indeed; if it were not putting her to too much trouble.

The bell rang once more. A woman with two children entered the
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shop, and then shortly afterward a young girl. Janine began to get

anxious about Yvette.

"Your health, mademoiselle."

"Your health, monsieur."

Monsieur Beaumont put down his glass and observed with pleasure

Janine's long, shapely legs. Yes, there was a lot of work and responsi-

bility, but of course one got something out of it. In fact, to be honest,

a pretty good deal; sufficient to provide for one's old age and even to

bring up another family, now that his own had gone out into the

world. He felt quite young enough for that.

Yes, he looked extremely fit; more like the middle or late forties,

really. He had been keen on sport when he was younger. And now

there was something on which he wanted to ask her advice.

"Of course," she said amiably. "But good advice is precious."

That was just why he had turned to her. He gave an anxious

laugh. Well, it was like this: he wanted to buy himself a little house,

on the edge of the town. He had had two very nice ones offered to

him. Would she perhaps drive out with him and have a look at

them. A woman had an eye for such things. He would be very grateful.

Once more the shop bell rang. Through the glass door she saw two

men, in blue pullovers and open jackets. They looked like seamen.

That was curious. Seamen in Dijon? She said, "Houses are a matter

of taste, monsieur."

"But, mademoiselle, you have the most excellent taste. One can

tell that at a glance, from the clothes that you wear."

She smiled. She was able to see the two men in the shop more

clearly now. One of them was speaking to Yvette. His face was in

shadow, but there was something about the way he spoke and

moved his hand that made her feel she had met him before. "Per-

haps," she said to Monsieur Beaumont, "we have got the same taste

and if I can help you . .
." The man in the shop turned toward her

and in that instant she recognized who it was: Robert! She wanted

to spring to her feet, but controlled herself and sank back in her
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chair. ".
. . then I would be happy to go and look at them with

you." She completed her sentence with an effort.

He had not noticed her sudden bewilderment; he was too busy

observing the curve of her neck. "Splendid," he said, "I am very

grateful to you. You know, a man living on his own has great need

of a woman's help; a woman of ability of course."

She was no longer listening to him and while he described in de-

tail the two houses that had been offered to him, she never let

Robert out of her sight. Why didn't he come in? And why did he

look so strange? What on earth was he doing in France? Had he

been discharged? But he would have written, surely. And he wouldn't

be dressed like a seaman. She was possessed by an uneasy fear. In

El Djellah, where she had often seen him in civilian clothes, he used

to wear a well-cut gray suit. What was the meaning of these clothes?

And who was that young fellow standing by his side with the dis-

tracted, anxious look on his face.

She interrupted Monsieur Beaumont's affectionate remarks. "Par-

don, monsieur, please don't think me rude, but I shall have to attend

to business. Yvette is still very inexperienced." She rose from her

chair. "If it would suit you, perhaps we could talk it over again

tomorrow."

"Of course," he said, courteously. "Please forgive me for having

taken up so much of your time. I am very grateful to you."

"Not at all." She smiled at him and squeezed his hand. Then
she opened the door and showed him out of the room.

Robert saw Janine's face over the man's broad shoulder. She

looked right through him as though he were a stranger. She passed

so close to him that he could have whispered in her ear, but he said

nothing and did not move.

Janine accompanied the man to the door of the shop. "Au revoir,"

she said in a strained voice. "We'll talk about it again, shall we? Yes,

when? I think at the beginning of next week."

The man looked at her with delight and bowed several times.
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"Very kind of you, very kind." He stepped backward into the street.

"And that matter we were discussing," he called out to her, "will be

put in hand tomorrow, straightaway. A bient6t, mademoiselle."

Janine closed the door. She hesitated for a second and then turned

and looked at Robert. Her face brightened. "Robert!" she said.

"Robert." How gladly he heard her speak his name again. He
smiled but he was still cautious and said nothing.

She took a few quick steps toward him. "Come in," she said

breathlessly. "If you have a moment to spare. Come along in." She

pushed him and the Kid through the doorway as though they were

two old friends. "Close the shop punctually, Yvette," she called

over her shoulder. "In five minutes' time."

"Oui, mademoiselle," the girl answered.

Janine shut the door behind her. She was no longer smiling and

her expression was anxious and watchful. She went over to Robert

and seized his hands. "Robert, where have you come from?"

He was thinking of the man who had just left the shop: a French-

man, an important citizen. What had he wanted of her? Perhaps it

would be better if he invented some story. But there wouldn't be

much point, she would see through it very quickly and it was obvious

that her suspicions were already aroused. "We have . . . run away."

She showed neither surprise nor alarm. Her face relaxed. "I see," she

said and her voice had now lost its strangeness. "When?"
"A week ago." He pointed to the Kid, who was staring wide-eyed

at Janine. "This is—Monsieur Gerber, a friend of mine." She gave

him a fleeting glance. "Good evening." The Kid bowed stiffly.

Robert expected her to bombard him with questions, but she did

nothing of the kind. "You must be hungry," she said.

He breathed a sigh of relief. "Not very. We had money and could

buy food, but if you have something . .
."

"Come into the kitchen." She led the way. "There, sit down."

She took some bread out of the cupboard and then some butter

and a frying pan and a few eggs. She lit the gas cooker. They heard

soft footsteps outside the door and Janine at once left everything
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and ran from the room. Robert could hear her speaking with the girl.

The Kid looked uncertainly at Robert. "Do you tnink she noticed

anything?" he whispered.

"Who?"
"The girl in the shop."

Robert listened intently. When Janine did not come back, he

cautiously opened the door. He crossed the hall and feeling his way

through the sitting room, peered into the shop. The girl was no

longer there. Janine was standing on the pavement putting the steel

shutter in front of the door.

"Can I help you?" he whispered.

"You go back into the kitchen."

He obeyed and shortly afterward she returned. She set the pan on

the cooker and put some butter in it. "Now, tell me about it," she

said.

Robert told her the story and while he did so she broke the eggs

into the pan and laid the table. The Kid's eyes were full of admira-

tion as he watched her. Janine never once interrupted Robert's

story. There was no need for him to go into details; she knew Algiers

and the Legion only too well. Robert continued to talk while they

had their meal and as he talked he realized that he was trying to

convince Janine that everything he had done had been done on

account of this boy now sitting by his side.

She smoked and listened in silence. Then her blue-green eyes

rested on the Kid. "How is your wound?" she asked.

"Oh, it's not worth talking about."

She pressed out her cigarette. "Let me have a look."

"It's nothing, really," the Kid stammered.

"Come on, take your shirt off," Robert said brusquely.

The Kid pulled his shirt over his head and smoothed his ruffled

hair. Janine took no notice of his embarrassment. She looked at his

thin chest with the impersonal gaze of a hospital nurse and undid the

bandages that had been put on him on the Texas Belle.

The wound had already healed over. Her capable fingers examined
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it carefully. "It looks fine," she said. She took two fresh pieces of

lint from a drawer and bandaged him up again.

"Merci beaucoup," the Kid said.

"C'est rien." She looked at Robert. "What's the next step?"

Robert feigned unconcern. "We have to work out how we can

get away from here— I mean over the frontier." He cleared his throat.

"Janine," he said. "Perhaps we did the wrong thing in coming here.

We don't want to put you to any trouble. You had a visitor here

when we came— I mean we're not depending on you for . .
."

"Good heavens," she interrupted him. "Don't gabble so much. That

was my landlord, he only comes in here when I ask him." She stood

up. "Now I must see how I can fix you up for the night. We can

talk about the rest later on."

"If you mean . .
."

"Yes, I do mean," she said and turned to the Kid. "You sit down
there and finish your meal in peace." The Kid flushed and resumed

his seat.

She left the kitchen and Robert followed her across the hall to a

small room where there was an iron bedstead. "My guest room," she

said. "Someone will have to sleep on the floor. "Come on, we'll soon

get it all fixed up."

He gripped her arm tightly. "Janine," he said in a serious voice.

"This could be dangerous for you. We are deserters, you know."

She threw back her head. "I don't care a damn about that."

"You oughtn't to treat the matter so frivolously," he said. "You've

had your hair cut once, you know."

She seized her blonde hair in her hands and smiled. "It seems to

be my fate. But they wer^ right, from their point of view. And it

did my hair no harm. Here, take these." She opened a narrow cup-

board in the wall and pulling out some blankets, threw them to-

ward him. "But don't imagine that I'd help just anyone who ran

away from the Legion. I'm not helping a deserter, I'm helping a

friend."

He spread the blankets out on the floor. "Janine," he said. "I'm
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rather—well, rather ashamed, that I didn't—from the beginning

realize that you . .
."

"Now you're beginning to gabble again," she said. She left the

room and returned in a few minutes with a couple of chair cushions.

"In any case," she said, "I do not know that you have run away. To
me you are an honest, reliable sergeant whom I met in El Djellah.

It has never occurred to me that you might be a deserter. I assume

that you've been discharged. Heaven knows you've spent enough

time in the service of France. And you're paying me a brief visit on

your way home, and this boy is a friend of yours who has also been

discharged." She placed the cushions at the head of the bed.

"Entendu, monsieur?"

He wanted to put his arms round her shoulders and hold her

tight. What an amazing woman she was. If he 'could be sure of

finding a woman like that in Germany, he would not be so scared of

taking these last few steps across the frontier. Did they have women
like that in Germany? "Entendu, mademoiselle," he said. She threw

a quick glance around the little room. "Good. Now we'll go and

have a glass of wine and discuss the best means of getting you

home."

When they returned to the kitchen, they found the Kid lying with

his head on the table, asleep. Janine smiled. "Take him to bed,"

she said. "Then come back into the sitting room." Robert gave the

Kid a shake. "You can't sleep here, Kid."

The Kid sat up. "Oui, Sergent." He opened his eyes wide. "Oh,

pardon," he said in embarrassment. He looked around.

"Where is the . . . lady?"

Robert grinned. "The lady is in her sitting room. And you must

go to bed at once."

The Kid stood up and followed Robert wearily into the bedroom.

Robert started to help him undress. "Thanks, Altmann. I can manage

all right." But he was glad of his help all the same. "She's a wonder-

ful woman," he murmured. "I never thought a Frenchwoman could

be like that."



Chapter Nineteen 465

"Idiot," said Robert. "But if I can find just one or two Germans

like her I'll be satisfied. What do you think? Are there any women
like that in Germany?"

The Kid thought for a moment. "I'm not sure. I only know a

few girls from high school and the university. They're different, of

course."

"Of course," Robert said. He pulled the blanket over the Kid.

"Now shut your eyes. I'll come along later. Good night, Kid."

"Good night, Altmann," the Kid whispered, already half asleep.

Robert closed the door gently behind him. He went across the hall

and knocked on the sitting-room door. "Oui," said Janine. He went

in. She had laid a gaily colored cloth on the table. There was a

bottle of wine and two glasses, a tin of biscuits and a box of cigarettes.

She handed him a corkscrew and he opened the bottle and filled

the glasses.

"It's good to see you again," she said.

"Thank you, Janine."

They drank. Janine put her glass down on the table. "Well," she

said. "How do you go from here?"

He frowned. "We'll have to get to the frontier. I don't yet know
exactly where. Perhaps near Saarbriicken. We must find a place where

we can get across easily; the Rhine would be impossible, so we'll

have to . .
." He noticed that she was no longer listening and he

paused.

She was absorbed in her cigarette and seemed to be unaware of

his presence. At last she said, "We'll go off on Sunday morning."

"Why we?" he asked stupidly.

"Don't be silly. Naturally I'm coming with you. Do you think I'd

let you go off alone in that seaman's outfit of yours? I'll hire a car and

we'll go in that. Two men and a woman on a Sunday excursion."

She laughed. "Is that a good idea?"

"Yes," he said. "Wonderful. How will you get the car?"

"We'll hire one. I'm afraid it won't be a jeep or a Dodge or a six-

wheeler."
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"Janine," he said, overwhelmed by her goodness. "To come your-

self . . . really, I had never dreamed you would do that. I don't

know how I can ever . .
."

"For heaven's sake, Robert," she interrupted him. "Just stop being

sentimental. You never used to be like that and I can't bear it."

He smiled awkwardly. "I'm sorry."

"That's all right," she said. "I'll do all that's necessary in the

morning. You must get rid of that terrible jersey; you need a shirt

and a tie. I must order the car for tomorrow evening. We'll have to

set off very early. That's about all I think. The rest will .vork itself

out. Can you think of anything else?"

"No."

She raised her glass. "Sante, Robert."

"A la tienne, Janine."

She lit herself another cigarette and crossed her legs. "Now it's

your turn to talk for a bit."

"What about?"

"Oh, anything."

He searched his mind for some story to tell her, in which Vladimir

would play no part. But it was impossible; the figure of the dead man
lurked in the background of every episode that was worth recalling.

He pushed his thoughts back further, much further. "Shall I tell

you about the time when I first came to France as a soldier and

how I fell in love with the very first French girl I saw—of course

only from a distance?"

She sipped her wine. "Yes," she said, all agog. "Tell me about

that."

At midnight they were still sitting there. Two empty bottles of

Beaujolais stood on the t?ble and the ash tray was heaped with

cigarette ends. He looked at the time. "You've got your shop to

attend to tomorrow, Janine, and I think it would be a good thing

for me to get to bed too; I've not slept for thirty-six hours."

"Good Lord," she said, getting to her feet.
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He took her hands. "Janine, I must tell you something. I would

never have believed . . . never thought that you, that I . .
."

She looked at him wide-eyed. "What?"

They stood close together and looked into each other's eyes. Ke
let go of her hands and put his arms round her shoulders, as he had

wanted to do a few hours before, in the bedroom. "I . . . I . . "He
felt her breath on his lips and drew her close to him. She did not try

to resist. He closed his eyes and felt her hands wander restlessly over

his arms and then clasp together around his neck. "Janine . . .

Janine."

She lay on her back and looked at the ceiling and he saw her

face clearly in the pale morning light that filtered through the chinks

in the shutters. She was unaware of his gaze. "What are you think-

ing?" he whispered. She gave a start and then laughed softly. "When
I was young," she said, "I had a friend whom I loved dearly. If we

didn't kiss each other or talk together, I used to ask him, 'What

are you thinking?' 'You shouldn't ask that,' he would say, and every

time I did it, he would get furious."

"Does that mean that you are furious with me?"

"No. The thought just came into my head. Most men don't like

to be asked what they're thinking. It's different with women. I was

thinking simply of you."

"Of us both, you mean."

"No, only of you. What are you going to do when you get over

there?"

He had not expected such a practical question. Was it so important

at this moment?

"Well?"

He suppressed his disappointment. She had every right to ask him

hadn't she? Good, he would tell her at once what was in his mind.

"I have thought about it time and again, ever since we were put

ashore at Cap Camarat." He turned on his side toward her. "I often
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think that the best thing would be to take the Kid to the frontier

and then . .
."

"And then?"

"Look," he went on quickly. "If I go back and give myself up,

they'll treat me leniently. They are very generous when a man comes

back of his own accord. I could explain to them why I did it, because

of the Kid being wounded. Perhaps they would only give me two

years and two years are quickly over. Then I would be a free man. I

could stay on with the Legion or I could, for example . .
."

"What, for example?"
".

. . come back to Dijon."

She lay for a while without speaking. Then she said: "You are mad,
Robert, absolutely mad. You know very well what you've done. They
won't be lenient, not in your case. They'll lock you up for years. You
have told me yourself what it's like in the Compagnie Discipline, or

in the Prison Militaire."

"Yes, I know," he said impatiently. Good God, couldn't she under-

stand? "But I would come out sooner or later."

"Listen," she said quietly. "The best thing you can do is to stop

talking about it any more, it's so crazy. You're simply scared, that's

what it is. Your Germany must be a queer country if you're as

scared of it as all that."

He put his hand on her shoulder. "You may be right, but it's not

only Germany, Janine. I didn't join the Legion of my own free will

and yet I stayed there for ten years. That was a mistake, I know; but

now I feel that I would be no good in any other kind of life, if I have

no one who . .
."

"That's just an excuse. You've always tried to find excuses. And
now the Legion is your excuse."

Her frankness made him angry. "Did you say that to Vladimir, too?"

he asked. It was the first time he had mentioned Vladimir's name
and now that the taboo was broken his anger made him talk of him

once more. "Vladimir had been even longer with the Legion," he

said. "Vladimir wanted to complete his fifteen years' service, because
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he felt happy there. Was that also perhaps an excuse? Vladimir was

surely . .
." He stopped in consternation. She had burst into tears,

burying her face in her hands. He put his arm round her trembling

shoulders and clumsily stroked her hair. "I'm sorry," he said. "I've

been talking nonsense. Things were different with Vladimir, I know.

I was his best friend and I knew him better than anyone else."

She took her hands from her face and pressed herself tightly against

him, covering him with kisses, and he tasted her tears on his lips.

Then just as suddenly she pushed him away and sat up.

He saw her silhouette against the window. "Janine . .
."

"Be quiet," she said in a shaking voice.

She got out of bed to fetch a handkerchief. His eyes followed her

as she went and he wished that he could always lie like that, watching

her crossing the room with bare feet and bending over the dressing-

table drawer with her hair falling over her face.

When she came back she pulled the blanket up to her waist and

wiped the tears from her eyes. She sat beside him with her knees

drawn up, without looking at him. After a while she began to talk

in a soft, clear voice. She said, "When I got to know you both well, I

first fell in love with you."

"But. .
."

"Be quiet," she said. "Don't say anything. Just let me speak. I'll tell

you all about it. I did not show you how I felt, because I knew it

would be no good with you. One day you would have run away

from me, Robert; I saw it in your eyes. Vladimir loved me from the

very beginning, I knew that. A woman can't help knowing when a

man loves her, really and truly loves her."

"And you?" he asked. "What were your feelings?"

"With me it didn't come so quickly, but later on I loved Vladimir

more than it would have ever been possible with you. Every woman
wants love, of course. But she wants more than that, she wants warmth
and security, do you know what I mean?" She hesitated for a mo-
ment. Then she said softly, "You don't belong to France, Robert, you

belong to Germany. Yes, don't interrupt me, you belong to Germany,
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even if you have no one left there. You are thirty-one, you are

young enough to start over again. It'll take you about two years; the

same amount of time that you wanted to spend in the Prison Militaire

or the Compagnie Discipline." She turned toward him and said,

"Robert, I don't want to marry you, even though perhaps you are the

only one, who . .
." She paused and then went on, "I will marry a

man who is much older than I am and who has made his way in life."

She paused again. "For a man like that will still love me in ten years'

time. But you, dear God, who knows what would happen with you

after only two years."

He clasped h ; s hands behind his head. "Have you finished?" he

asked.

"Yes, I've finished."

"May I say something now?"

"If you don't talk too much nonsense."

"I'll try not to. It may be that what you have said about women is

true. But I am not interested in it, because you are not the same as

other women. I have never yet met a woman who was like you."

"What sort of women have you ever met?"

"I'm doing the talking," he said. "Perhaps I'm quite different to

what you think. You can't really know me as well as all that. Isn't

that possible?" She did not answer. "Good," he said. "I will go to

Germany and I will work. But after three years I will come back.

Will you then still talk this rubbish about the old man you want to

marry and about security and so on, or will you marry me?"
She wrinkled her forehead.

"Answer me."

"Perhaps."

He said, "You are right when you say that I'm scared of Germany.

You are right to say that you do not want a man who has not

established himself. When I come back I will have a job and then I

will be able to give you both security and love. But this assumes that

you will have the patience to wait during those three years."

She sighed. "That will be hard for a girl as old as I am."
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"But you have got it do it."

"God willing."

He stretched out his arm and drew a deep breath. He felt re-

juvenated and immensely strong and brave.

She smiled and sank down beside him. She knew that she would

not wait for him. But she did not betray him, for she knew too that he

would never come back. Ah, she knew life better than he did. She

nursed his head in her arms and held him to her breast and for a

tiny, stupid, wonderful moment wished that she were ten or twelve

years younger.

On Saturday afternoon the tanker Jonas H docked at her home
port of Southampton. Shortly before her arrival the captain sent for

the four legionnaires. "Gentlemen," he said. "You have worked splen-

didly and you need have no fears that you haven't earned your

passage. In fact I really ought to pay you a special wage."

Pat translated this to the others. They grinned awkwardly and

Luigi gave Pat a nudge. "You must thank him, Pat. You must make

a little speech." Pat's speech was nothing to write home about, but

he managed to make it clear to the captain that they were grateful

for all the help he had given them.

The captain shook each of them by the hand. He wished them

good luck and now they were to go their quarters until he called

for them, when they would be interviewed by the appropriate officials.

With that he dismissed them.

"What did he say?" Luigi asked as they left the bridge.

"We're to stay down below until the ship docks."

"And then?"

"The appropriate officials will call for us."

"What sort of officials?" asked the Saxon.

"The immigration officials, probably," said Luigi.

When they got back to their quarters they examined their tattered

garments in a mood of excited anticipation, although there was very

little they could do to make them more presentable. Pat surveyed
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his red face in a pocket mirror given to him by one of the crew and
carefully combed his mat of wiry hair.

"Well," Luigi said to him, "what do you propose to do?"

Pat did not answer.

"Look, Pat," said Luigi. "I'm telling you for the last time: don't do

anything stupid. Give yourself up."

Pat put down the mirror. "I can't, Luigi. I don't want any more
prison, I've had enough of it. It's really quite simple: I'll pass as a

German and then go over to the D.D.R."

"Pat, you'll fade away over there. I know what you're like. You'll

very soon find yourself back in prison."

Pat shoved the mirror and comb into his trouser pocket. "Leave

me alone, Luigi," he said wearily. "It's all very well for you to talk.

For God's sake leave me alone." He went over to the door and

tried to turn the handle. Then he swung round on Luigi, with a face

as white as a sheet.

"What's up?" asked Luigi.

"It's locked," Pat whispered.

"Well what about it?" said the Saxon.

"What about it," Pat repeated in a scared voice. "It's locked!"

"That's so that we don't run about on deck while we're tying up,"

Luigi said.

"We're there already," said the Saxon, who knew something about

these matters. They listened. The engines had stopped and they

heard the rattle of chains.

"You know, Pat," said Appel, glancing at the door, "it doesn't

look to me like emigration officials."

Pat's jaw dropped. "What do you mean?" he murmured.

"Police," said Appel grimly.

"Porco," Luigi cried. "There's no need to lose your heads over it.

We haven't done anything."

Pat stared at him. "But I have."

"As though they knew anything about that. Anyway, if it were the

police, the captain would have said police and not officials."
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"That's true," said the Saxon.

Pat sat trembling on the edge of a bunk and gazed silently at the

locked door. "Don't worry so much, Pat," Appel said consolingly.

"It couldn't be as bad with them as it is in the Compagnie Dis-

cipline."

"He's right," said the Saxon. "They're gentlemen and won't do you

any harm. Always polite and well-mannered."

Soon they heard the door being unlocked from the outside. Pat

got off the bunk and crouched like a wild animal ready to spring.

The door was pushed open and a sailor appeared. "Come on, boys,"

he said gaily.

"What did I say," said Luigi, giving Pat a thump on his arm. Pat

straightened up and drew a deep breath. They followed the sailor

onto the deck. The gangway had already been let down and some

of the crew were standing by the rails. They greeted the four men
cheerfully and made some unintelligible but obviously friendly re-

marks.

While the seamen crowded round them, Pat saw for the first time

the two policemen blocking the entrance to the gangway. They stood

there peacefully, with their hands clasped behind their backs. All at

once Pat's slow brain started to work at frantic speed and he became

obsessed by the sight of these men—there was no doubt in his mind

but that they had come to arrest him. He crouched down and then

suddenly rushed away. Breaking through the circle of chattering

sailors, he brushed aside the two policemen and raced down the

gangway. Before he had reached the other end however he saw two

more men in uniform. They were standing below him on the quay

watching him closely and beside them stood two others in civilian

clothes. One of these raised his camera. Pat doubled back and found

he was caught, like an animal in a cage.

Pat made a quick decision and swung himself over the gangway

railing. He hesitated for an instant, then jumped.

Even as he fell, he realized he would never reach the quay. He
threw his whole weight to the left but only managed to touch the
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edge of it with one foot. He jerked himself round and his head

crashed against the stone. He felt a stabbing pain and then, in the

split second before he rebounded against the side of the ship, he

heard a voice calling far above him. "Pat," the voice screamed. "Pat."

It was Luigi. And at that moment this obtuse mountain of muscle

Pat Kilby, alias Jean Schulman, felt something like love for a fellow

human being, as he went out into the darkness with the fear-stricken

voice of his friend Luigi ringing in his ears.

"Pat, Pat," Luigi screamed in despair, as Pat's heavy body spun

like a discarded toy and hurtled into the narrow crevasse between the

ship's side and the jetty wall.

Luigi stopped screaming and ran down the gangway. A whistle

was blown and a voice shouted "Man overboard." Men with life

belts and ropes and grappling irons rushed to the scene of the ac-

cident. The ship was moved a short distance from the quay and two

men from Jonas II jumped into the dirty water of the harbor with

lines attached to their waists. Luigi tore off his jacket, but the police-

men held him back.

The civilian with the camera took a few photographs of Luigi

as he wrestled in the policemen's grip. He would be able to get

a nice price for the pictures. He was particularly proud of the one

he had taken of Pat as he jumped. "That was a scoop," he said

to his friend with ill-concealed delight. He waited impatiently while

they searched for the unfortunate victim. Luigi had now given up

the struggle and sat huddled in despair. The policemen and the Saxon

and Appel stood a little apart from him, out of respect for his grief.

It was half an hour before they found Pat. He was not a pretty sight

and some of the men turned their heads and moved away. Luigi

did not look at him either, but sat motionless and silent. The Saxon

made a fainthearted effort to console him. "Now he's got no more

worries," he said, but Luigi ignored him.

The boatswain gave a quick look at Pat and then brought a

blanket and spread it over his lifeless body and covered his blood-
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stained face. One of the policemen wrote a report of the incident

in his notebook.

The photographer went up to Luigi and touched him cautiously

on the shoulder. "What the devil made him do that?" he asked

Luigi did not understand him and the photographer repeated his

question in execrable French. Luigi turned his face away. "Leave

me alone," he snapped. "For God's sake leave me alone." All at

once he covered his eyes with his hand and began to weep.

The photographer went away discomforted. His companion, a red-

haired man with a pale face, sidled up to the Saxon. "Are you a

German?" he asked. The Saxon nodded his head importantly. The
red-haired man's German was just sufficient to make himself under-

stood. He pointed at Luigi. "Why so—sad?"

"He is the only one left," the Saxon replied.

"You are left, too."

"I know," said the Saxon. "But they were a club, do you under-

stand? Four of them ran away in Algiers. Two were drowned in

the Mediterranean and the one over there," he pointed to Luigi,

"is left alone."

The red-haired man translated this to the photographer, who raised

his camera and rapidly took a series of pictures of the weeping Luigi

and of the Saxon and of Appel, who was standing nearby, grinning

awkwardly.

"Now, off you go," said one of the policemen. "These men are

Doming with us."

"Where are they taking us to?" the Saxon asked nervously.

The red-haired man turned to the policeman and then said, "Until

Monday you will be the guests of the police and after that your

embassy will take care of you."

The Saxon breathed a sigh of relief. "There you are, you see," he

said, as he trotted happily down the gangway behind his new host.
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Robert and the Kid spent almost the entire day hiding in their

room. Janine had insisted on this and had even brought their meals

there and only when the evening came did she allow them into the

sitting room. She took a parcel out of a cupboard and tore it open.

"Here you are, some new shirts." She handed each of them a white

shirt packed in cellophane and then took from the parcel two colored

ties and hung them round their necks. "I hope they suit you."

A bottle of wine stood on the table and next to it lay a map of

the Saar district. She bent over the map. The route to the frontier

was plain: Langres, Neufchateau, Nancy, Saargemund, or For-

bach . . .

"And what then?" the Kid asked.

Janine folded the map. "Then I will have to . .
." she smiled at

Robert, "what's the word soldiers use?"
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"Reconnoiter," said Robert.

"I've never been up there," Janine said. "But I know it's not

difficult to get across."

"If one's got papers," Robert said.

"Nonsense. Even without papers. Don't start getting pessimistic.

We'll find a way all right. Come on, open the bottle and we'll have

a farewell drink."

Robert opened the bottle and Janine filled the glasses. "SanteV' she

said. "Here's to tomorrow." They drank. "The car's already outside,"

she said, "a lovely little white Fiat. We'll leave at seven o'clock,

when everyone's asleep. It's about a hundred and eighty miles. We
can drive slowly and we'll have plenty of time to reconnoiter." Janine

talked rather quickly as though she was determined to give Robert

no chance of interrupting her, and before they had even finished

the bottle, she got up from her chair. "Children, I've had a long

day. If you'd like to finish the wine . .
." She held out her hand.

"Good night, Herr Berber, good night, Robert."

Robert held her hand tightly, but she ignored the question in his

eyes and turned away.

After she had gone, the Kid filled up the glasses "Prost, Alt-

mann," he said in a voice full of confidence. "Here's to the last

stretch of our journey." He laughed excitedly. "They'll never believe

me, when I tell them about this at home."

Robert tried in vain to smile. The Kid had all at once became as

strange to him as a recruit on the parade ground in. Sidi-Bel-Abbes

and, like a recruit, he was now swaggering about and picturing to

himself the reception he would be given on his arrival home. Robert

ignored his chatter and listened for the sound of Janine's footsteps

outside the door.

Janine came from her bath and went into the bedroom. She put

on her night things and crossed to the window, but saw only her

reflection in the darkened pane. She could hear the two men arguing

in the adjoining room: the Kid's voice boyish and high-pitched,

Robert's deep and gruff. At last they stopped and she heard the
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sitting-room door open and the sound of their footsteps crossing the

hall.

Janine paced restlessly round the room for a while. One of the

men went into the bathroom and she stood still and listened with

her head on one side. Then she went over to her door and softly

turned the key. She sank down on her bed and switching off the

light, buried her face in the pillow and cried a little.

The Rue Leclerc lay empty and deserted in the morning light. It

was Sunday and the slovenly street was still asleep. Bits of paper and

orange peel and empty cigarette cartons from the previous night lay

strewn about it undisturbed.

The gay little white Fiat standing at the side of the curb looked

strangely out of place in these surroundings. Such a smart car was

not often to be seen in front of these gray, dreary houses.

Somewhere a clock struck seven. A door by the side of the patisserie

opened and Janine appeared with Robert and the Kid. Janine, look-

ing very pretty and smart, was wearing a blue linen dress and a white

cardigan. The men looked smart, too, in their white shirts and gay

ties. Robert carried a picnic basket.

Janine locked the door behind her and getting into the car, started

the engine. Robert put the picnic basket in the back and the Kid

bundled in beside it. Janine pulled back the sliding roof and blinked

up at the cloudless sky. "Ready?"

"Ready," said Robert.

She drove along a few winding streets until she came to a sign-

post to Langres. She turned right and when she reached the out-

skirts of the town met the main road going to the north. Janine

pressed her foot on the accelerator and the little white car purred

happily through the green, hilly landscape of the Cote d'Or. They
reached Nancy, where they stopped for a meal, at midday. Janine

ordered the food like a practiced hostess. The wine helped to relieve

the tension, so that when they arrived in Metz for a cup of coffee

they had got themselves into a mood appropriate to a gay threesome
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out on a Sunday afternoon's excursion. No one would have dreamed

that the two men were deserters sought by the French police.

They reached Forbach at three o'clock. Janine stopped in front

of the first hotel they came to. "You get out," she said. 'Til drive

on alone. I'll be back in about an hour's time."

They watched the little car disappear and then went inside the

hotel. The bar was full of weekend customers. They squeezed them-

selves down at a table near the window, and after ordering coffee,

busied themselves behind newspapers. They felt restless and ill at ease.

Four o'clock. "Waiter, another coffee, please." They might just

as well have talked in German, for it was being spoken all round

them, but French nevertheless seemed the safer.

Five o'clock. "Waiter, two beers please."

Half past five. The room was gradually emptying. The Kid shifted

uneasily in his chair. Robert ordered another cup of coffee.

Six o'clock. At last the Fiat could be seen through the window.

Janine stepped lightly out and entered the hotel. As she made her

way between the tables, Robert tried to read her face, but she was

still playing the part of the light-hearted holiday maker. It was not

until she had sat down beside them that he saw that her smile was

genuine. "It's quite simple," she said. "It's laughable how simple

it is, provided one takes the right road. I was a long time in finding

it. In the next village, not far from the frontier, there's a side road

that leads to Spicher and then goes up over a hill."

"The Spicher heights," the Kid said.

"Is that what it's called?"

"Yes, that's it," the Kid said. "It was there that my grandfather

"Shut up," said Robert. "Go on, Janine."

"What was that you were saying about your Grandfather?" Janine

asked.

"My grandfather was in that action— I mean the attack on the

Spicher heights."

"Your grandfather? When was that, then?"
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"In the 1870-71 war."

"I see," Janine sighed. "My God, what a lot of trouble you Ger-

mans have been to us. And now I've got you two on my hands."

"But mademoiselle . .
."

"For God's sake, shut up," Robert snapped. The Kid looked em-
barrassed and kept silent, but Janine smiled.

"Go on, Janine," Robert said.

"Well, when you've got over this hill, you're in Germany. There's

no frontier control. There's just one German policeman standing in

the road, a very friendly man, who never asked me for my passport

at all. It's a good thing he's not Monsieur le Petit's grandfather,

or he certainly wouldn't let us across."

The Kid's face flushed.

"Go on," said Robert.

"There's nothing more to say," Janine said. "I'll drive you up to

the top. The road goes downhill for a bit after that. All you have

to do is to get out and run across a meadow. You can see Saarbnicken

quite clearly from up there. Then I'll drive on as far as the German
policeman and keep him talking, until you've got across. That's all

there is to it."

In five minutes they were on their way. Janine was forced to

drive slowly because of the stream of cars coming from the other

direction.

"What an awful lot of traffic," the Kid said.

"They're only trippers coming to see the frontier," Janine said.

"It happens every Sunday, on both sides. People are more friendly

with each other now than they were in the days of the Spicher

heights."

"Mademoiselle," the Kid said unhappily. "I didn't mean to say

anything to upset you. My grandfather . .
."

Robert turned on him. "Listen, Kid, do me a favor and stop talk-

ing about your grandfather. Once we've got across, you can chatter

away to your heart's content, but at the moment we've got more im-

portant things in front of us."
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Janine laughed nervously and worked her way slowly forward

against the traffic, sounding her horn. "We'll be there in a minute.

That's the turning off."

"Where?" asked Robert.

"About a hundred yards along on the right."

"Stop," said Robert. He leaned forward. "It's blocked."

"That's all right."

"Stop, Janine. Stop at once. It's the police."

Janine pulled in to the side and stopped. "Good God," she said.

"They weren't there before. What shall we do now?" She put her

hands to her face and leaned her arms wearily on the steering wheel.

"Perhaps they know something's up," the Kid stammered.

"Nonsense," said Robert. "They've blocked the side road to stop

the traffic piling up. They won't be there tomorrow."

"Well, we'll have to go over tomorrow."

"No, tonight. You must turn round, Janine."

Janine took her hands from her face. She looked tired.

"I'm sorry, Janine."

"It's not your fault, Robert." She turned in a gateway and waited

for a gap in the line of cars.

"Janine," said Robert. "I've got a suggestion; we can get out here

and go across on foot tonight."

"Certainly not."

"Yes," said the Kid. "You've done quite enough for us."

"You know, Janine," said Robert, "it would probably be much
easier for us if we went on foot."

She looked at him. "Do you imagine I'd be able to sleep unless I

were absolutely certain that you'd got across?"

"We can telephone you."

Janine shook her head. "I'm taking you over." A gap opened up

in the traffic and she pushed her way in. When they reached the hotel

again, she said with forced gaiety, "Now we can have something

to eat at last. I feel terribly hungry. When do you think we ought

to leave?"
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"Around midnight," Robert said. "That'll mean we'll cross over

about one o'clock, which would be the best time for a job like

that."

They made the meal last as long as possible. They had nothing

more to say to each other, nothing at least that had anything to do

with the task ahead. They were like soldiers who at the last moment
have been forced to postpone their well-prepared plans and prefer

not to discuss them.

As for other matters—ah, there was so much that Robert would

have liked to talk over with Janine if the Kid had not been there.

The Kid—always the Kid.

At half past ten Janine stood up. "I can go and get the tank filled

anyway." Robert and the Kid stood up too.

"You stay here," Robert told him.

"What for?"

"You can keep the table for us."

"There are lots of tables here, Altmann. Besides we've not paid

the bill yet."

Robert went up to him. "Damn it," he said softly, "you stay here

and leave me alone, do you understand?"

A smile suddenly appeared on the Kid's face. "Oui—yes, I under-

stand."

Robert went after Janine. "Janine," he said, as they sat in the car.

"I want ... I would like."

"One moment," said Janine. "Where exactly is the next filling

station; have you seen one?"

"Yes, turn left. It's on the right-hand side."

"Ah yes. There it is."

"Janine . .
."

"Hand me my bag from the back."

Robert looked for her bag. By the time he had found it Janine

was already out of the car. She talked to the attendant while he

filled the tank. Was the traffic always like this? No, only on Sundays.

Then the people here must live from one Sunday to the next? No,
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it wasn't like that nowadays. The man told them all manner of

unimportant things about the frontier traffic. Janine was apparently

encouraging him to talk, while Robert was waiting for him to stop.

Should he look at the oil? No, that was not necessary. Air? Yes,

it wouldn't do any harm to look at the air. They took more than

twenty minutes to finish the job. At last Robert was sitting once more

beside Janine in the car. "Janine . .
."

Another car raced past them. Janine put her foot hard on the

brake. "He's got a nerve," she said.

"Janine . .
."

"He gave me a fright. We don't want to have an accident now."

She carefully turned the car round. "Is it clear on the right, Robert?"

"Yes, all clear."

She accelerated and drove quickly back to the hotel. She stopped

with a jerk and opened the door. Robert gripped her tightly. "One
moment, Janine."

"What is it?"

"Shut the door."

She closed the door with a bang.

"Janine," he said. "What's the matter with you?"

She carefully removed his hand from her arm. "Nothing. What
should be the matter with me?"

"You seem so different. Since yesterday we haven't spoken a word

to each other. I can't understand it."

She smiled softly. "But we've been talking almost without ceasing

for the last twenty-four hours."

"Yes. About all sorts of uninteresting things."

"If you call what you're going to do uninteresting."

"You know exactly what I mean. We've not exchanged a single

word with each other alone."

"Robert," she said. "I think we've said everything that is to be

said."

"No."

"Well, what is it you still want to say?"
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"Good God," he said indignantly. "What do I still want to say?

A whole heap of things. We could talk about what lies ahead of us,

for example. I don't mean our trip across the frontier, I mean . .
."

"What do you mean?"

"Janine I ... I love you," he stammered. "I wanted you to know
that."

"I see." She was not smiling now. "Have you got a cigarette?"

He searched desperately in his pockets and when he had found the

package and held it out to her, watched impatiently as she lit up.

She blew the smoke toward the window. "That's not true," she said

calmly.

"Janine."

"Let me finish speaking. You never loved me in Africa and you

don't love me now. You're not able to; you're not capable of loving

anyone, you're far too frightened."

"Damn it, I . .
."

"You've got to let me finish. Go home and try . .
."

"I have no home."

"Exactly. You want me to be your home. For the time being, at

any rate. That's the real reason for your love. Go to Germany and

try and get rid of your fears, then you'll see for yourself that it's

not true."

"Janine, I . .
."

She stroked his face tenderly and rather boyishly. "Come along,

Robert, we can't leave the Kid all this time, or he'll be doing some-

thing stupid." Before he could stop her, she had got out of the car.

Half past twelve. A small, white car made its way along the wind-

ing road leading to the village of Spicher. The street was empty.

The car went through the village with headlights dimmed and

turned away to the north. The gears grated a little, the engine growled

and the headlights lit a narrow path along the side of the bare hill.

The road curved to the left and then to the right and then went



Chapter Twenty 485

downhill by the edge of a wood. Janine switched off the headlamps.

"We're nearly at the bend. Are you ready?"

"Ready."

Ten yards before they reached the sharp left-hand curve, she

stopped. "Here we are," she said. "Straight down across the meadow.

Fifty yards and you'll be over."

Robert gripped her hand. "Au revoir, Janine," he said in a strained

voice.

"Adieu, Robert," she whispered.

He let her go and quickly climbed out. The Kid followed him.

They walked to the side of the road and stood still. The car seemed

to hesitate for a moment and then quietly glided away and disap-

peared round the curve.

"Come on," said Robert. They walked along the grass verge by the

side of the road until they reached the bend, and after jumping

a ditch, ran across a meadow that sloped gently downhill. A half moon
hung in the sky and in its pale light the trees and bushes assumed

strange and sinister shapes. The long, wet grass brushed against their

legs and the rustle of the grass and the sound of their quick breathing

were the only noises that broke the silence of the night. They crawled

through a hawthorn hedge and climbed over a fence and then Robert

stopped and looked round. He felt the Kid's breath on his face.

"Are we across?"

Robert did not answer. He looked up the hill and saw the head-

lights of a car. The car came to a stop and a figure moved into the

beam. It was Janine; he could see her white cardigan quite clearly.

"Altmann," said the Kid. "Are we across?"

"Yes," said Robert, "we're across." He could see the German
policeman now; he was wearing a white cap and was talking to

Janine.

"Come along, Altmann," the Kid said.

"Shut up! I tell you we're across. But you can run on a bit farther,

if you're scared."

Now Janine had moved out of the light and the darkness had
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swallowed her up. He heard the faint noise of the car door slamming

and then the beam of the headlights swung round and pointed uphill

again. Robert followed it with his eyes as far as the sharp bend in

the road. He saw it pierce the green shade of the wood, swing away

to the right, and vanish. For a brief moment he saw the red glow of

the rear lights and then they too vanished from sight. The noise of

the engine faded away into the distance. Janine was in France once

more.

And he, Robert Altmann, was in Germany.

He turned slowly round. The Kid was still at his shoulder. "We
can go on now," Robert said huskily. The lights of Saarbriicken

twinkled ahead of them.

"I ... I can't believe it, Altmann," the Kid said.

Robert said nothing. He walked slowly down through the meadow
toward the lights of the city.
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The papers were full of it. The news had been flashed in a

Reuter message from London. It was a scandal: the captain of the

German freighter Bayern had intended to hand over to the French

authorities six deserters from the Foreign Legion, four of whom were

his own countrymen. In desperation the six men had jumped over-

board and the German captain had calmly continued on his course

without bothering any more about them.

The story was published under headlines which varied from "Crime

against humanity" to "German captain faced with dilemma." Every-

one was agreed, however, that the affair would have a sequel in the

courts.

Frau Elisabeth Altmann had been persuaded by Wolfgang, her

future son-in-law, to take one of the serious national dailies. The
report therefore, did not at once catch her eye when she went to
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collect the newspaper and the bread on that Monday morning.

She laid the paper, still neatly folded, by the side of her plate on

the breakfast table and poured out the coffee.

Sabine arrived in the kitchen late as usual, and after giving her

mother a quick kiss, started to gobble up her breakfast with one

eye on the clock. Frau Altmann buttered a roll for her daughter

and reproached her for getting up so late and for eating her breakfast

too quickly and told her she would be worn out by the time she

got to the office and incapable of doing her work properly.

Sabine unconcernedly helped herself to another roll. "Once I'm

married," she said with her mouth full, "everything will be different.

I'm going to sleep until ten every morning."

"I'm afraid," said Frau Altmann, "that Wolfgang will hardly ap-

prove of that."

"He will. It's all been settled. I'll get the breakfast ready the night

before and he'll only have the coffee to make."

"Well, if he agrees to that. But after the first year you'll find you'll

have to be up at six to feed the child and then . ,
."

"We're going to wait at least three years before we have a child."

"That remains to be seen," Frau Altmann said imperturbably.

Sabine got up from her chair, grabbed the last roll, gave her mother

another swift kiss and ran from the room. Frau Altmann started

to clear the table. When she heard the front door slam behind her

daughter, she poured herself out a fresh cup of coffee and opened

the paper.

Frau Altmann began by reading the back page, which eschewed

politics and concerned itself with items of more general interest. The
account of the German captain and the six legionnaires was given

quite a considerable amount of space. Frau Altmann was intrigued

by the story. How could the man have done that? Had he no feelings

whatever? Of course the law in these matters was very strict and one

had to admit they had been serving with the Foreign Legion

—

adventurers, really, who had chosen that life for themselves. All

the same, Frau Altmann could not help feeling sorry for them. The
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poor fellows had not waited for the arrival of the French cruiser;

the crew had secretly fitted them out with life jackets—that was

splendid, really splendid—and they'd simply jumped overboard. Four

of them had been picked up almost at once by the British tanker

Jonas H—well, thank God for that—while the other two were at

present missing, namely Legionnaire Jochen Gerber and Sergeant

Robert Altmann. . . .

For a moment Elisabeth Altmann's heart stopped beating. Then

it started to race and she felt the blood rush to her head. She put

down the paper and forced herself to breathe calmly for a little while.

When she took up the paper again, the paroxysm was over. She

read every line as she searched for the name Altmann again.

The four deserters who were rescued reached Southampton last

Saturday in the British tanker, and were taken into custody by the

police. One of them, the American, Pat Kilby, tried to avoid arrest

by jumping from the gangway. He fell between the quay and the

side of the ship and was dead when he was taken from the water.

The other three, that is to say the two Germans Bromme and

Appel and the Italian Locatelli were kept at the police station over

the weekend and on Monday will be handed over to the diplomatic

representatives of their respective countries.

Elisabeth Altmann's eyes began to smart and she rubbed them

with her hands. She had been needing spectacles for some time. The
paper fell to the floor. She picked it up with trembling fingers, but

it was some time before she could find the right place again. Ah,

here it was. She went on reading:

The father of one of the two missing legionnaires, the Cologne

industrialist Otto Gerber, was informed by a German news agency

by telephone on Saturday evening of the events on board the

freighter "Bayem" and of the fate of his son. On receipt of this

information Gerber at once flew to England. He spent nearly the

whole of Sunday talking with the three survivors in Southampton

police station in an endeavor to obtain further details concerning

his son. There appears to be little hope that the sorely tried father
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will see his son again. The incident in the Mediterranean occurred

nine days ago and since then no trace has been found of the miss-

ing deserters Gerber and ALtmann. It can only be assumed that both

men found their graves in the sea.

Elisabeth Altmann laid the paper aside. She stood up and went

into the sitting room to get a cigarette. She could not find the

matches so she lit the cigarette at the blue flame on the gas cooker.

She puffed at it distractedly, but nevertheless it had a soothing

effect on her. Frau Altmann became calmer and picking up the

paper once more, read the whole story through again. Then she

pressed out her cigarette in the saucer, took a block of writing paper

from a drawer and wrote:

Sabine. I have gone to Cologne on an important matter. Will

let you know the news this evening. You'll find all you want in the

larder. Mother.

She quickly put the dishes in the sink and smoothed the table-

cloth and then left the note where Sabine could not fail to see it.

Otto Gerber, sole owner of the engineering firm of Gerber & Son,

sat at his large, but strictly practical desk made of unpolished teak

and signed the most important of the letters that lay in front of

him. It was one o'clock.

Gerber was in a hurry, and his chauffeur had already been waiting

a quarter of an hour to drive him to lunch. For the past six weeks

Otto Gerber had eaten at home, strictly in accordance with the orders

of his doctor, who had also advised him to take an hour's rest

every afternoon. Gerber was a methodical man. He had spent all

his energies during the last ten years in bringing his firm to its present

prosperous state and now he was determined to used the same energy

and care in bringing his impaired and overworked body back to

health. There was no "German economic miracle" for Gerber.

Miracles cost nothing, but Gerber had paid dearly for everything he

had achieved. He was more than two stone overweight, his heart was

causing him trouble and so was his liver, and as for his digestion,
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the less said about that the better. But he was barely fifty years old

and now that he had attained success he had no desire whatever

to be taken at an early date and with appropriate pomp to the local

cemetery.

This trouble over his son had done nothing to improve his con-

dition, and his hurried flight to England on the previous day had

left him completely exhausted. The lengthy conversations that he had

had with the three adventurous figures in the police station at South-

ampton, the realization that they knew no more than what he had

already learned through the press, and finally the acceptance of the

fact that Jochen was almost certainly dead—for how could he have

possibly survived all those days in the sea with a wounded lung?—

all these things had reduced Otto Gerber to a nervous wreck. He
had dark rings under his eyes, his face was sallow and flabby, and

the golden ball-point pen trembled in his hand when he signed his

name.

There was a knock on the door and Fraulein Schmitz silently en-

tered the room. "There is a lady outside who insists on speaking

to you."

"What does she want?" Gerber asked irritably.

"It is about a private matter."

Otto Gerber's nerves were on edge. He glanced at the clock. Five

minutes past one. "I know of no lady who could want to talk to me
about a private matter, except my wife. And she is away."

Fraulein Schmitz retained her composure. "I told her that you

were just about to leave the office, but she would not be put off.

She said that she had come specially from Hanover to see you. She

said that you would know what it was about. Her name is Frau

Altmann."

"Altmann? Altmann?" Gerber pushed the file of correspondence

to one side. Altmann, that was the name of the other one, who'd

been drowned with Jochen. Heavens above, was he to be plagued

about him now. If this woman were in the same state as himself,

they'd make a fine pair. A trouble shared is a trouble halved, no
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thank you. He did not feel like comforting anyone—least of all Frau

Altmann. He needed consolation himself. On the other hand he

couldn't just send her away. He looked anxiously at the clock.

Fraulein Schmitz sensed her chief's dilemma. "Perhaps tomorrow

morning," she suggested.

"No," he said peevishly. "Tomorrow morning would be even

worse." He looked again at the clock. "Ask her to come in."

Fraulein Schmitz left the room as silently as she had entered it.

Otto Gerber got up from his chair and stood by the side of his desk.

He had better keep on his feet during the interview so that she

could see he was in a hurry. And it would be better not to get too

friendly or he would never be rid of her. I'll tell her I've only got

ten minutes, and she can believe it or not as she likes; he wrinkled

his forehead into a busy frown and armed himself against feminine

tears and supplications.

The woman who entered the room did not weep, however, but

remained quite calm and gazed at him with steady, searching eyes.

She said, "I will not take up much of your time. I only want you

to tell me anything you may have learned about Robert Altmann

when you were in England."

Gerber felt relieved. She made it easy for him and was utterly

different than what he had expected; she had good features, gray

hair, and was nicely dressed in a quiet, inconspicuous manner. "He
was your son, wasn't he?" he asked. She did not answer. "Unfor-

tunately," he went on quickly, "I learned nothing that has not already

appeared in the papers."

"But—perhaps his friends told you a little bit about my son. What
he looked like, how long he'd been in the Foreign Legion or . .

."

"But don't you know all that?" Gerber said in surprise. "Didn't

he write to you?"

"My son has been missing," she said. "Since 1945."

Gerber's tone became more friendly. "But you can't ... I mean
Altmann is not a very unusual name, nor is Robert. He could have

written to you, surely, as my son did."
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"He couldn't have. We come from Stettin and he probably never

knew my new address."

"But the Red Cross have an inquiry service."

Elisabeth Altmann shrugged her shoulders. "Yes, yes, I know. I've

tried there all these years. But if you could just tell me what they

said about him. I would like to hear even the smallest thing."

"Well," said Gerber. "What is there I can tell you?" He raised

his hands regretfully. "I really only inquired about my own son, you

see."

"Of course," she said. "I don't want to distress you. Perhaps if you

could give me the addresses of his friends . .
."

"I'm afraid I can't," Gerber interrupted. "There would be little

point in that anyway. They are probably already on their way home
and I don't suppose you would learn very much from them." He
had now discarded his defensive attitude. He pointed to a chair.

"Won't you sit down," he said. He brought up another chair for

himself and sat facing her. "Well, let me think now. There was

this Italian. Locatelli was his name, he was the most intelligent of the

three and he knew my boy better than the others." He was suddenly

overcome by his memories. He swallowed painfully and vigorously

rubbed his eyes with his handkerchief. His nerves—his damn nerves!

Elisabeth Altmann was silent. Her silence was full of sympathy

and all at once Otto Gerber's self-control broke down and he found

that instead of the woman seeking comfort from him, it was he who
sought consolation from her. "Excuse me," he murmured. "I have

not yet become reconciled to the thought that my boy will never

come back. Twelve or fifteen years ago, this kind of thing was a

daily occurrence. In those days one got used to the thought that the

friend one met in the evening would be dead on the following

morning. But today . .
." He cleared his throat and getting up, went

over to the door. "Fraulein Schmitz, telephone my home and tell

them I'll be coming later on." He went back to his chair. "You see,

if it were just me, I would manage all right; but my wife . . . three

weeks ago I sent her away for a rest, with my daughter. Mercifully,
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as things have turned out. She was already at the end of her tether.

She had been reading every report concerning the Foreign Legion

and had been picturing to herself how terrible it must be for our

boy. And now this happens. I telephoned the doctor last night. I

have made him personally responsible to see that my wife is pre-

vented from reading a newspaper. She must never learn about this.

I will tell her the boy has run away and has not been found, so

that at least she will be left with some hope." He stopped suddenly.

"Forgive me. I'm afraid I've been talking too much about my own
troubles."

Elisabeth Altmann looked at him earnestly. "Don't do that, Herr

Gerber."

"Don't do what?"

"Don't keep this away from your wife. You do not know how
terrible uncertainty can be." She lost a little of her calm, and her

voice wavered. "I have been through that for thirteen years. You
must believe me when I tell you that I would be happy if I could

know for certain that my son was dead. Tell your wife the truth, it

is far better than this waiting and hoping."

Gerber looked at his plump hands. He was impressed and moved
by what this woman had said. She was right, absolutely right. She

had waited thirteen years for her son. Yes, he would have to tell

Irma. And he must try and help this woman, so far as he could.

He raised his head. The listlessness and apathy had gone from his

face. "Yes," he said. "I think you are right. Now let me try and think

what I heard about your son. There was this Italian. A bit of a rough

diamond. He spoke a lot about his friend Altmann, they had been

together for a long time. Yes and this Altmann must have been a

pretty good fellow; in some way or another he'd helped the Italian

out of a mess. Hm—as I told you, I didn't ask a lot about him; I'm

sorry about that, but you see, I was always asking about my son. Still,

we can find it out somehow, it shouldn't be too difficult. Wait a mo-

ment. . . . Yes, of course, I'll send a telegram to my agent in London



Chapter Twenty-one 495

and ask him to make inquiries." He pressed the bell and Fraulein

Schmitz appeared. "Send a telegram to Finniger in London."

Fraulein Schmitz hurried out of the room and returned with her

notebook. Gerber rose from his chair and paced up and down the

room as he dictated the telegram: "Please ascertain exact particulars

and previous history of Sergeant Altmann, missing with my son in

Mediterranean. Information from Legionnaire Locatelli, probably

through Italian Embassy. Telegraph reply earliest possible—Gerber."

Fraulein Schmitz vanished into her room. Gerber remained stand-

ing and looked at his visitor. "That should be sufficient, don't you

think?"

"Yes," she said, drawing a deep breath. She was obviously im-

pressed by Gerber' s professional efficiency. She stood up. "I am glad

that I came here. Thank you very much, Herr Gerber."

"It is nothing," he said. He had completely recovered his self-

possession. "Now you must have patience for a few hours. I do not

know, of course, how long they will take to find out about all this.

We won't get an answer before this evening, at any rate. Perhaps

not until tomorrow morning. Where are you staying?"

"I have made no arrangements. I came here straight from the

station."

"Hm—yes, of course. Then I would suggest that you stay some-

where nearby. As soon as I get a reply, I will telephone you. Let's

see now. Perhaps the Railway Hotel would be the most convenient

for you." He opened the door again. "Fraulein Schmitz, telephone

the Railway Hotel. A single room . . . and then order a taxi for Frau

Altmann."

"But please," said Elisabeth Altmann, "I could do all this for

myself. I have plenty of time."

"It's all done," Gerber said cheerfully. He was so thankful that

she had not wept on his shoulder and he was pleased that he could

now do a little to help her. He went over to his writing desk and
saw the rest of his letters lying there—ah, Kathe would pull a long

face to see him so late for his meal.
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Fraulein Schmitz put her head through the doorway. "The room

is booked. The taxi is waiting at the main entrance."

"Well, if you will excuse me, madam." He shook Frau Altmann

by the hand.

"I don't know how to thank you," she said.

"Really, it was nothing." He gripped her hand tightly. "There

is one thing I would like to say. You realize that this Sergeant .Alt-

mann may easily be someone else. ... I mean, I hope you are not

relying too much on his being your son. It would be such a terrible

disappointment to you."

"No, no," she said. "I am used to disappointments and I am pre-

pared for them. Once again, thank you very much."

Gerber saw her to the door and then returned with a sigh to his

desk and signed the rest of his letters. After that, he too left the

office.

Once in his car, his briskness deserted him. "Home," he said to his

chauffeur in a weary voice. He thought: food, just a dull, saltless

diet. No brandy. No cigars, or even a cigarette. Then lie down.

Wonder if I'll sleep. Got to be back at four. I hope Irma doesn't

telephone, I can't speak to her now. I must be back at four, Koch-

Wegelin and Dr. Kettel are coming and then that business about

the loan must be settled. Damn it what sort of a life was that. One
should really down tools and go away for three months. The firm

must get along without me. It would have to if I had a heart attack.

Get away, without Irma. See no one, telephone no one, no letters,

nothing. For three whole months. They would manage all right.

One only needed the courage to put everything out of one's mind.

I wonder if I'd ever be able to do it.

The car drew up quietly in front of his house in the Goethestrasse.

It had been raining and the trees and the earth smelled fresh and

sweet.

He strolled through the garden and suddenly felt happy in his

possession of it. The house, long and low and painted white, with

wide eaves, was his house. The lawn, like green velvet. It had cost
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a lot of money to get it like that. And the shrubs, all specially chosen

and carefully grouped. And the tulips—ah, they were over now. Had

been for three days. Why hadn't they been cut down? Really, that

gardener. He was given a pretty good wage; the place ought to be in

first-class order. Have I got to see to it myself? I wouldn't mind,

if only I had the time. This perpetual rush, with everyone always

expecting me to do everything.

He was still feeling irritable as he went toward the house. He saw

Kathe standing in the doorway. What was she gaping for? Was she

going to reproach him for being late? He remembered Irma's admo-

nitions. Kathe must be treated carefully. It was true that she was past

her first youth and was perhaps unlikely to get married, but pearls

like her, especially ones who could cook so superbly, were hard to

come by, even if one did offer them a nice room and a radio and all

that kind of thing. Damn it all—he was expected to show considera-

tion to everyone, but no one ever considered him.

Kathe came up to him hesitantly. "Herr Gerber," she said in a low

voice. "Please don't excite yourself. . .
."

"What's the matter?"

"Please don't excite yourself."

"Good God," he protested, "I'm not in the least excited. I'm com-

pletely calm, can't you see that? What's happened? Something terri-

ble? Come on, tell me."

"The boy," Kathe stammered and started to sniff, "Jochen . .
."

"Yes, for heaven's sake, what . .
."

"He's there," Kathe whispered. "He's been trying to telephone

you."

"What?" Gerber cried. He pushed Kathe aside and began to run.

At that moment Jochen appeared in the doorway. He laughed

awkwardly. Otto Gerber rushed toward his son and threw his arms

round him. His nerves gave way completely and the tears poured

down his face as he mumbled all kinds of childish nonsense. Kathe

started to wail. Gerber held his son in a tight embrace and stroked the
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boy's thin, sunburned face with his podgy hand. "My boy, my dear

boy."

"Everything will be all right, Father," Jochen muttered. He too

was extremely moved, but he managed to control his feelings. He had

never yet wept on account of his father.

"I have laid the table for three," Kathe cried, "but I hadn't enough

meat, because of your diet, Herr Gerber, so I have fried some eggs."

She dabbed her nose. "Jochen must be very hungry," she sniveled,

"and the other gentleman, too."

Jochen tore himself from his father's arms. "I've brought someone

with me. A friend. Sergeant Altmann."

Robert stood lost in the large drawing room. The wealth that

surrounded him made him feel uneasy and bewildered. The huge

carpet on the floor and the widely scattered furniture gave an im-

pression of immense space. The wall containing the fireplace was

built entirely of stone and on the opposite side of the room a wide

window reached down to the floor and looked out over the well-kept,

sunlit garden. Robert had seen houses like this before, in Europe and

in Africa; he had walked on similar carpets and had sat down in the

same kind of chairs; but it had always been in the fighting area and

the houses had been half destroyed or looted, and had never looked

anything but bleak and forsaken. This house, however, breathed life.

Everything was in its proper place, untrampled by soldiers' boots, un-

touched by the evil breath of war—strange, fabulous, and disquieten-

ing.

He heard a man's deep laughter outside and turned round. Then
they came in : the Kid and his father. Robert stood diffidently by the

side of a large china vase. Why the devil had he come here!

Gerber came up to him, holding out his arms. "My dear Herr

Altmann," he boomed. "I suppose I should say Sergeant Altmann,

after all that I've heard about you. This Italian—LocateUi—sang your

praises when I saw him and now I've heard it all again from Jochen."

He put a hand on Robert's shoulder and led him to a chair. "Now sit
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down for a moment. I've got something rather surprising to tell

you. Sit down, sit down. Good."

Kathe appeared at the door. She blinked her red-rimmed eyes.

"Herr Gerber, lunch is ready."

"Thank you, Kathe. We'll come in a moment/*

"It will get cold, Herr Gerber."

"Well, we'll let it get cold for once."

Kathe disappeared tearfully.

"Now my dear Herr Altmann tell me, what part of Germany do you

come from?"

"From Stettin," said Robert.

"And how long were you with the Foreign Legion?"

"Since 1946."

"Before that, I suppose you were a prisoner in the west?"

"Yes."

"Well," said Gerber, looking at Robert intently, "you won't be

wanting to sit there for long." He took out his handkerchief and

blew his nose loudly. This ridiculous childish emotion. And in front

of Jochen, too. "Well," he went on, putting his handkerchief care-

fully back in his pocket, "there was a lady with me a little while ago.

Frau Altmann."

"That's impossible," said Robert.

"Wait a moment. Frau Elisabeth Altmann from Stettin. Now living

in Hanover. Is that still impossible?"

Robert had gone white beneath his tan. He passed his hand over

his forehead. "Had she—a young girl with her?"

"No, she was alone. Who would the girl have been?"

"I was thinking—my sister."

"She probably left her at home," Gerber said. "But she must be

your mother, don't you think?"

Robert felt for his cigarettes. "Do you mind if I smoke?"

"Do, please." Gerber gave him a light.

Robert drew the smoke deeply into his lungs.
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"Who would ever have believed that, Altmann," the Kid said under

his breath.

"Where is she now?" Robert asked.

"In the Railway Hotel." Gerber stood up and went over to the

telephone. "Wait a moment. We'll ring her up straightaway. Jochen,

find the number of the Railway Hotel."

"Where is the hotel?" Robert asked.

"Just by the main station," the Kid said, rapidly turning the pages

of the telephone book.

"Come on," Gerber said impatiently. "Give me the book, boy. B
—be—bi bo—bu—Bundesamt—Bundesbahn—here we are." As he

dialled the first number, they heard the door bang. "Altmann!" the

Kid shouted. "Altmann, wait a moment." He ran outside and caught

Robert in the garden. "You must have a car," he cried. "Wait a mo-
ment and I'll take you there."

"No, leave me alone, Kid."

"What's come over you, Altmann?"

Robert seized his arm. "You shut up and go back to your father,

compris?" He turned the Kid round and gave him a friendly push.

"You'll phone at once, won't you, Altmann," the Kid shouted after

him.

Robert was already in the street. He raised his hand. "Yes, I'll

phone you."

Elisabeth Altmann could not bear to stay in her room any longer.

"Wait a little while," Gerber had told her on the telephone, "your

son won't be there for another half hour, because of the traffic." She

had sat down on the bed and waited. If you have waited for thirteen

years, she said to herself, you can wait for just another half hour. But

she was unable to do so. She looked in the mirror, dabbed a little eau

de Cologne on her forehead and neck and then went out into the

passage. The elevator carried her down to the ground floor. The
elevator boy opened the doors and she was swept into the busy

turmoil of the foyer.
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The hotel was very modern and she liked modern things, but at

that moment she would have preferred it to have been quiet and

old-fashioned, with high, decorated ceilings and heavy velvet curtains

and cool leather or brocade chairs.

Should she sit over there in the corner? Robert would be sure to

ask the porter for her. At any rate she must tell them she was waiting.

She went over to the reception desk. The porter was polite and

attentive.

"I am expecting someone," she said. "I wanted to let you know

so that . .
."

"Certainly, madam. If you will take a seat somewhere. May I ask

the name please?"

"Frau Altmann. Room 314."

"Thank you, madam."

"It is actually my son," she said. "He will ask for me. I will be

sitting over there."

"Yes, madam. Over there."

A pleasant man. Well educated. A person who invited one's confi-

dence.

"It is my son," she said again and suddenly she found she could no

longer keep it to herself. She felt she had to tell someone. "He has

been away a long time," she said. "Thirteen years."

A man pushed himself between them. "Two hundred and five,

please."

"Two hundred and five," said the porter. "Thank you, sir." He
turned to Elisabeth Altmann again. "Thirteen years. Really?"

"Yes. Perhaps the boy will find it a bit puzzling here. So, if you

would be so kind as to tell him that I . .
."

"Certainly, madam." The porter smiled his polite, rather harassed

smile, which he bestowed indifferently on every guest. Elisabeth

Altmann, however, did not think about that. She was glad to feel

that at least someone among all this busy crowd was aware that Robert

was coming. He was really a very nice man and it was a well-
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conducted hotel, she thought, as she went and sat in a chair from

which she could keep an eye on the reception desk.

As the minutes passed, her agitation increased and whenever she

saw a man go up to the porter and speak to him her heart gave a little

jump and then sank back in disappointment. They all seemed to be

businessmen, with imperturbable faces and well-cut clothes, and most

of them carried brief cases, or small suitcases pasted with labels. Not

one of them looked in the least like Robert, with his slim, overgrown

figure and his thick, close-cropped hair.

She looked at the clock. Half an hour had now gone by and she

could bear it no longer. She would go and meet him. She could not

possibly miss him; she knew every line of his face and every movement

of his arms. She stood up and straightening her skirt, went toward

the door.

Robert sat in the back of the taxi and stared over the driver's shoul-

der. What a fool I was, he thought. If I'd only written one letter, it

would have found its way to her sooner or later. How on earth had

she managed to keep going all this time? With the child to look after

as well.

The square in front of the station was packed with cars. The driver

turned round in his seat. "I won't be able to get much nearer," he

said. "If it's all right for you, I'll stop here."

"That's O.K.," Robert said.

The taxi stopped. "Four marks sixty," the driver said.

While he was paying, Robert looked about him. When he had

last seen her—that was in the garden—she had been wearing a green

dirndl dress that had suited her well—a petite woman with fair hair in

a green dirndl dress. She was beautiful or at least he had thought her

beautiful and had told her so that day he had left, and she had

laughed. Sabine had stood by her side in a little red frock that was al-

ready a bit too short for her.

"Five marks forty change," the taxi driver said.

"Ah, yes," said Robert. "Please keep it. Where is the hotel?"
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"Thank you, sir," said the driver. "Straight over there—about fifty

yards from here."

"Thanks." Robert went slowly toward the hotel. Perhaps she was

already standing in the entrance. He craned his neck and peered

between the heads of the people in front of him, but there was no

sign of a fair-haired woman with a child. Maybe she had not brought

Sabine with her.

He kept his eyes fixed on the doorway of the hotel. An elderly

man came out, then a youth with a spotty face and a brightly-colored

tie, then a fat man in a great hurry, and then a gray-haired lady in a

blue coat and skirt, who gave him a searching look as she passed him.

He had gone a few steps before the realization flashed upon him.

He stopped and slowly turned round. The lady had stopped, too,

and was holding her head a little on one side—just as his mother

had always done when she wanted to see something clearly. It was

his mother.

He did not say anything, a lump had risen in his throat. He knocked

into someone, but never noticed the surly glances that followed him.

He went toward his mother with halting footsteps that became

quicker and quicker until he found himself running. And as he ran

toward her he saw by her face that she knew him.

The father said to his servants: bring forth the best robe and put it

on him, and put a ring on his hand and shoes on his feet and bring

hither the fatted calf and kill it and let us eat and be merry. For this

my son was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found. And
they began to be merry.
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