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            Epigraph

         
         
            It may be doubted if there are any other animals which have played such an important part in the history of the world as these
               lowly organized creatures.
            

            —Charles Darwin, The Formation of Vegetable Mould through the Action of Worms (1881)
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            I

         
         “Earthworm. First of all, as far as names go, it’s not a particularly kind one, more of an insult really. Better to call them
            ‘lumbrics’ and restore a little scientific dignity. Family: Lumbricidae. Species: Lumbricus terrestris. And these lumbrics represent the earth’s most substantial animal biomass. In other words, if we put them all on a scale,
            they would far exceed the combined weight of Homo sapiens and every elephant and ant in the world. To give a rough estimate, there are between one and three tons of them in every hectare,
            assuming humans and their dirty paws haven’t yet had a chance to interfere with the soil.”
         

         
         It was Professor Marcel Combe’s short video doing the rounds on YouTube that had made Arthur keen to attend his lecture. But
            on entering the vast, almost empty, lecture hall and seeing a smattering of students in rows barely acknowledging each other,
            Arthur felt disheartened. The place still smelled new, with its plywood walls that were designed to add a touch of “nature”
            but only managed to draw attention to the steel and glass of the surrounding buildings. This was not how he had pictured his
            agronomy degree.
         

         
         Arthur wondered what moment of madness had led to the AgroParisTech campus being relocated to the concrete desert that was the Saclay plateau. The previous year’s cohort had still been able to spend their freshman year at the Château de Grignon, amid three hundred hectares of fields and forests. It was where generations of students had learned how to milk ewes and get laid in the underbrush. Instead, Arthur now had to swipe a card twenty times a day to get through security barriers and then find his bearings in a maze of indistinguishable corridors where the only things that differed were the numbers on the doors. He had never seen so little nature as in the six months he had been at college. The only chirping to be heard outside was the sound of bulldozers ripping up the earth. The students’ dorms looked like the classrooms, which in turn looked like gym lockers. Sure, there were efficiencies to being on this campus where everything was at your fingertips, but efficiencies that allowed time to do what? Watch porn? Labor over perfecting chemical formulas? Who felt like going for a drink in a cafeteria that was cleaned twice a day, and who felt like being on display in their goldfish bowl of a student union room, located smack bang in the middle of the central thoroughfare? 

         
         Arthur had felt like he was in exile from day one. Previously one of the most fertile places in France, the Saclay plateau had been transformed into a functional desert, an interminable commercial precinct where instead of business logos there was branding for some of France’s most prestigious colleges, the likes of Polytechnique, Mines-Télécom, or the École Normale Supérieure. It was supposedly a magnet for the best minds in France, students as well as researchers. But what happens to a mind confined by an unrelentingly geometric space, blinded by the neon pallor of the corridors, overshadowed by a forest of cranes? It turns into an atrophied supermachine, ready to reproduce with other supermachines in order to create a world of even more supermachines. Was this now the declared mission for future agricultural engineers from AgroParisTech? To learn the correct language descriptors relevant to regenerative agriculture, so they could feel better about transforming French farms into meat-processing plants covered in solar panels? 

         
         The most perverse thing about the layout of the place was the introduction of a few pastoral flourishes, as if by way of afterthought.
            After climbing an endless staircase from the train station of the RER B line, out-of-breath students would unexpectedly find
            themselves having to cross a little wooded area and then a field of reeds before reaching paved walkways and closely mowed
            lawns. On the campus itself, a carefully demarcated wetlands meadow preserved a few square meters of wilderness. Around the
            minuscule gravel beach, tufts of shaggy grasses had sought refuge alongside bulrushes sprouting clusters of tobacco-brown
            flowers and a few marsh marigolds floated on the water like giant daisies. A devil’s pool for the Anthropocene visitor.
         

         
         In any case, Arthur had sworn it would be a temporary exile. As soon as he had the degree society required of him, he would
            be out of there. Whenever people asked him which sector he was considering working in after college, he would say, “Working
            on my garden.” It was vague but sincere.
         

         
         

         Arthur was still standing at the door to the lecture hall, hesitant. He would probably have turned on his heel had he not noticed the boy with the well-groomed blond hair and pronounced cheekbones. Everything about him exuded good health and a calm state of mind, from the gray T-shirt that hinted at a lean, toned physique, to the laptop still closed on the desk in front of him, to the impassive expression on his face as he waited for things to start without shifting about in his seat or fiddling on his phone. There was something particular about him, Arthur thought, something quite different from the other students who were all fidgeting and distracted by one another. He headed over and unfolded the seat next to him. The blond boy moved his laptop to make room and readily held out his hand to Arthur, as if they had run into each other at a stand at some agricultural fair. Spontaneity of that sort was unusual, even among students. Especially among students. 

         
         “Hi. Kevin. No accent on the ‘e.’”

         
         Funny, thought Arthur. He doesn’t look like a Kevin, much less a Kevin with no accent on the “e.” He quickly chastised himself for the ridiculous thought before also introducing himself. Kevin smiled at him and said nothing.
            They both opened their laptops. The lecture was about to start. Its title: “Advances and Challenges in Geodrilology.” Geodrilology,
            the science of earthworms. Suffice to say that for a talk not featured in any part of the mandatory curriculum, there was
            not much of a crowd.
         

         
         “Maybe I shouldn’t have come,” muttered Arthur, feeling some last-minute regret. “I’ve got a seminar paper due tomorrow.”

         
         “Don’t say that,” came Kevin’s reply. “Earthworms are really cool.”

         
         “Why? Because you can cut them up into little pieces?”

         
         “No. You kill them if you do dumbass stuff like that.”

         
         “What’s cool about them, then?”

         
         “For starters, they’re hermaphrodites. Which is not that common in the animal world. That’s what fascinated me when I was
            a kid. They’re male and female at the same time.”
         

         
         “If we’re going there, let’s not forget snails, too . . .” said Arthur, getting to his feet.

         
         Too late. Marcel Combe, “world-renowned expert” according to the poster advertising the lecture, had just made his appearance.
            Arthur sat back down. After all, why not? He was already intrigued by the speaker. He’d probably been expecting some lab assistant
            type with a waxy complexion. But here was an old lion, eighty at least, with a curly mane of hair, blue eyes, a boxer’s jaw,
            broad shoulders. He was well-dressed. His dark suit gave him an air of importance. His polka-dot tie was fixed by a silver
            tie pin. He was the Jean Gabin of earthworms.
         

         
         Professor Combe relished the impact he made. He took in the scattered audience with an indifferent gaze and then eyed the
            state-of-the-art electronic system mounted into the stage’s solid wooden lectern.
         

         
         “Good heavens, aren’t you kids spoiled?” he commented in a rasping voice.

         
         Murmurs from around the lecture hall. Students at the selective grandes écoles secretly adored having their privilege called out.
         

         
         “They must have killed some earthworms to build this campus!”

         
         Silence. Arthur thought back to the scene from Seven Years in Tibet in which Buddhist monks from Lhasa save earthworms with their bare hands before pouring the foundations of a building. Western architects took no such precautions. Arthur watched for Kevin’s reaction; his neighbor was upright in his seat, fingers ready to tap out the first morsel of noteworthy information. 

         
         “Let me introduce myself. We don’t need to linger on my qualifications: I never received anything beyond my elementary school
            diploma. I started off as a gardener. Learned on the job. And then I became Research Director at INRA, which, if I’m not mistaken,
            is about to move out here, and take up position right next door to you people. They’ll have some very fancy labs and be able
            to spend even less time on the land, in the fields. That way they’ll come up with even more ridiculous things to say.”
         

         
         Stifled snort. INRA, the National Institute for Agronomic Research, was not, however, to be sneezed at. Arthur wondered if
            they were in the presence of a scientific genius or some conspiracy nut. Kevin was still at the ready, cursor flashing on
            the blank screen in front of him.
         

         
         “Lumbrics, you realize, are responsible for ensuring the fundamental well-being of the soil. As a result of their continuous
            digestion, they ingest the equivalent of their own weight every day, breaking down organic matter into biogenic elements,
            which then go to feed plants. It is estimated that lumbrics swallow and excrete three hundred tons per hectare every year.
            Yes, you heard correctly, three hundred tons! Indeed, the earth on which you walk, the earth which provides us with food to
            eat, is, in large part, ‘lombrimix’—also known as earthworm poo. Which is why the great Charles Darwin considered our lumbrics
            to be the most significant animals in the natural evolutionary process. Without them, everything collapses.”
         

         
         “Ah yes, Darwin,” murmured Arthur.

         
         Distant memories surfaced from a biography of Darwin.

         
         “That’s in his last book,” he explained with some authority to his neighbor. “He spent years studying the earthworms in his
            garden.”
         

         
         Kevin nodded.

         
         “. . . two hundred and seventy tons per hectare per year!” exclaimed the professor.

         
         Arthur had lost track of what was being said. He noted down the figure automatically.

         
         “Darwin was happy just to calculate the weight of fecal deposits on the surface. I’m the only person to have calculated the
            total weight of lombrimix or fecal castings, which includes that found beneath the surface. The only person since Darwin!”
         

         
         Arthur and Kevin exchanged an amused glance.

         
         “. . . so I hope that from now on you’ll be more polite around lumbrics.”

         
         Marcel Combe had set the stage with figures, references, and formulas he had belted out a thousand times before, and which
            were probably sufficient to render dumbstruck a lecture hall filled with the uninitiated. But this audience remained skeptical.
            Agronomy degrees consist in no small part of having to listen to specialists explain the vital significance of their particular
            field and the injustices facing it, before they make a case for a funding hike. But then Marcel Combe played his trump card:
            the earthworm’s reproductive system.
         

         
         “The habits of the lumbric are utterly fascinating. Unlike their marine forebears, terrestrial lumbricids are hermaphrodites.
            Each individual is endowed with a male reproductive organ, sometimes in the form of a tiny penis, and a female reproductive
            organ.”
         

         
         Kevin gave a smile intended to catch Arthur’s attention.

         
         “Copulation takes place top to tail. It can last for up to several hours, which puts our own performance on that front as
            humans in perspective!”
         

         
         Barely two or three stifled snickers. The students of AgroParisTech were clearly not the target demo for Marcel Combe’s comedy.
            Arthur had only one, deeply held wish: that he not end up like that. A crusty old lewd scientist.
         

         
         “The two partners exchange sperm without mixing them up. Then, on the female side of things, each one produces ova that are
            then entirely encased in a cocoon, which will be deposited on the ground. Fertilization is then left to progress, you might
            say, entirely on its own. In any case, it all happens outside the parental body. The embryo then turns into larva and, like
            billions and billions of others over the last two hundred million years, the hatchling worm will emerge from its cocoon to
            carry out its mission of looking after our soil, a mission for which we show so little gratitude.”
         

         
         The story’s conclusion was neat enough. But then Marcel Combe had to go and spoil everything.

         
         “Basically, the earthworm’s reproductive cycle is like gay sex followed by an assisted reproductive procedure between girls.”

         
         Now the lecture hall was awake. “Is this old man an asshole or what?” exclaimed Arthur to his neighbor who was laughing out
            loud. Several students stood up, outraged. They were making it clear in no uncertain terms to Marcel Combe that when it came
            to jokes, especially jokes of that nature, topics like that were off limits.
         

         
         “But there’s no judgment on my part . . .” he defended himself awkwardly. He was more used to an audience of older farmers who reveled in his “politically incorrect” remarks, as he proudly described them. 

         
         Nobody would have imagined that a lecture on earthworms could provoke such a tumultuous response. AgroParisTech students being
            generally well brought up, most contented themselves with posting furious tweets hashtagged #lumbrifacist. Some left the lecture
            room threatening Marcel Combe with worse reprisals. Arthur considered following them. But a glance at his neighbor who was
            calmly waiting for the next installment, looking delighted, dissuaded him.
         

         
         “Aren’t you shocked?” he asked Kevin, nonetheless.

         
         “Nah, I think it’s pretty funny.”

         
         The professor ran a hesitant hand through his white mane. With their spots and lines, hands betray those who don’t look their
            age. They wear the wrinkles that might elsewhere be spared. The spectacle of Jean Gabin, defeated and out of character, was
            no victory for anyone.
         

         
         Marcel Combe sighed. “I will now share with you the results of fifty years of research . . .” he resumed, clinging, in a world
            he no longer understood, to that by which he could still justify his place in it. Fifty years in fields and laboratories,
            fiddling with, observing, measuring, dissecting earthworms. Fifty years publishing research read by a handful of obscure geodrilologists.
            Fifty years of enduring jeers or embarrassed looks every time he was asked what he did for a living.
         

         
         His lecture, presented with a solemn rigor, supported by figures and graphs, left Arthur entranced. An entire subterranean universe opened up to him. The infinite spaces that captivate philosophers are to be found not over our heads but beneath our feet. Earthworms transform soil into a labyrinth of pathways, junctions, shafts, and hidden chambers. Every square meter of earth conceals five meters of tunnels, a network even more concentrated than that of the pyramids. It is these tunnels that allow the nutrient-rich elements necessary for life to surface from the bowels of the Earth and, inversely, that allow rainwater to drain and be stored in reserve. Absent this complex architecture, soil subsides, water runs off the surface, and plants starve. 

         
         Earthworms are blind pharaohs. They take the time to enjoy life, sovereign rulers over themselves and their domain, masters
            of their biological clock. Fleeing the light, they slowly traverse their kingdom, retracting and expanding like accordions.
            They’re at no risk of suffocation: they breathe through their skin. Wanting for nothing, they store their own excrement and
            reingest it after it has fermented. In winter, they hibernate, rolled into a ball in a deep lethargy. In summer, they flee
            the heat and gather in the cool of their chambers, descending deeper as the soil’s temperature increases. They chew the fat,
            waiting for the dry period to pass. When they die, two or three years later, and are summoned before Osiris, weigher of hearts,
            they emerge victorious; they have five of them.
         

         
         Of course, there are earthworms and earthworms. Over five thousand species have been identified, across every continent. Professor Combe had studied them in detail. He had meticulously reconstituted their biopaleogeographic path according to plate tectonics. He had traveled to the far reaches of the earth to touch them. He had devised innumerable experiments. Kevin did not stop tapping his keyboard. It was the scientific humility shining through the orator’s boastful front that Arthur found most appealing. Marcel Combe was constantly harking back to the fact that geodrilology, and soil studies more generally, were in their nascent stages. Clearly an intense focus on geodrilology, a field about which the greater public remained ignorant and one scorned by other researchers, lent itself to modesty. 

         
         “At this point in time, there is nobody who is able to describe the workings of a clod of earth,” the professor explained.
            “A microscope reveals an unlikely diversity. No single thousandth of a millimeter resembles another. You’ll find bacteria,
            yeasts, dead organic molecules, mineral particles, in short, millions of disparate elements, most of which we still know nothing
            at all about. And yet, this clump of earth functions! It breathes in oxygen and releases carbon dioxide. How? By what biophysico-chemical
            miracle? Nobody can say.”
         

         
         In an era where every other geek claimed to be reinventing the world, Arthur found it comforting to discover in Marcel Combe
            a true scholar, an inquiring mind that knows what it doesn’t know.
         

         
         After a presentation of fairly technical information lasting more than an hour and a half, the incident had been forgotten,
            but the AgroParisTech students’ interest had noticeably waned. Casting a glance around, Arthur noted that most laptops had
            a Facebook or Insta page open. He himself had started looking at emails.
         

         
         The lecture hall came back to life during Marcel Combe’s long summarizing, when he described with the dramatic emphasis of an aging actor the unfolding ecological disaster. Deep tillage and widespread use of pesticides have decimated the lumbricid earthworm population in most crops, reducing it to some dozen kilos per hectare. The ground then becomes soil-less, a compacted, devitalized substance, a giant shelf onto which fertilizers are poured in order to create commercial products in the guise of tasteless plants. Which in turn leads to landslides, the draining of water tables, and of course, the impoverishment of ecosystems at a dizzying rate. “Techno-science,” as described by Marcel Combe, had turned its back on science; agroindustrial productivism had ruined natural fertility; and humanity had, in a matter of a few decades, managed to destroy the subtle equilibrium that was the product of millions of years of biological evolution. “No earthworms,” resumed Marcel Combe, “means no more earth. It is no coincidence that astrophysicist Hubert Reeves describes the disappearance of earthworms as disturbing as the melting of the glaciers.” Arthur felt overwhelmed. This was not about to help his eco-anxiety. 

         
         Yet, if one were to believe Marcel Combe, who was not fond of leaving his audience in a state of despair, the earthworm could
            become humanity’s best ally. First off, earthworms are able to be reintroduced into soil using an inoculation method, a process
            discovered a century ago by a certain Mr. Ashmore, a New Zealand farmer. Better yet, they can be put to work processing humanity’s
            waste. Professor Combe proceeded to sing the praises of vermicomposting, which involves feeding a colony of lumbrics organic
            waste, anything from cardboard to potato peelings; a few months later and it will have been transformed into a fine, odorless
            vermicompost, a black powder ready to be used as fertilizer for anything from houseplants to crops.
         

         
         “These days there are some very elegant little setups for individual use that can be kept in the kitchen,” explained Marcel Combe. “You stack up drawers, one on top of another, place waste in the top drawer, and extract compost from the bottom one, in both solid and liquid form.” 

         
         “Imagine that thing in our dorms,” murmured Arthur.

         
         “You can bet some idiot would end up kicking a ball into it,” continued Kevin. “Go explain that to management. Thousands of
            little pink worms squirming all over the place.”
         

         
         Arthur gave a forced laugh, attracting a disapproving frown from Marcel Combe.

         
         “You won’t be laughing so hard once you hear about the potential of vermicomposting on an industrial scale,” the professor
            continued. “I’m calling it a lumbri-polytechnic.”
         

         
         It was the stuff of dreams. His dreams. Marcel Combe and his lumbrics saving humanity from its sins.

         
         “You could build veritable factories where billions of worms would be busy in giant trays working for our common good. Lumbri-composting,
            lumbri-filtration, lumbri-recycling: with these creatures, anything’s possible. I’ve done the studies. The results are conclusive.
            All you would need to do is invest one thousandth—no, one millionth—of the amounts spent on creating digital idiocies in order
            to fertilize the soil, recycle a town’s waste, purify waste water, treat farming effluent, and eliminate liquid manure. In
            short, to solve the fundamental problems we’re facing. There’s only one thing that upsets me: I’m not going to witness it
            in my lifetime. I’ll be feeding the worms before they feed you.”
         

         
         Arthur heard a few snickers. Marcel Combe had straightened up and was looking off into the distance, over the heads of the
            students busy scratching their noses or liking a post. He was alone at his dais. He knew nobody believed him. It was too simple
            to be true.
         

         
         “What are humans?” exclaimed Marcel Combe, whom nothing now could stop. “Etymologically, nothing more than humus. Which is why humus will be the thing to save humanity.” 

         
         This last statement was met with a round of desultory applause. Arthur clapped his hands enthusiastically. Kevin, too. Their
            well-meaning noise offered some small consolation perhaps to the patriarch of earthworms.
         

         
         “I don’t take questions,” said Marcel Combe, haughtily, gathering up his papers.

         
         

         The two boys hung back, chatting at the door of the lecture hall. The enthusiasm of one reinforced that of the other. Had
            they not met, that lecture would probably have been subsumed into the daily flood of material they were receiving. But it
            had given them the perfect pretext to become friends.
         

         
         The long Saclay evenings were thus spent deepening their knowledge of lumbrics. They subscribed to some of the few specialized blogs and read the bible published by Marcel Combe. They rummaged through expert publications and shared their limited findings. Arthur expanded his research into the fields of history and literature, long his favored subject areas. He emerged empty-handed. After Cleopatra who, aware of the earthworm’s role in fertilizing the Nile valley, accorded the creature semidivine status, the world’s royalty came instead to prefer the eagle, the lion, the bee, or the salamander. As for writers more generally, they hardly seemed to show any more interest. Even the alexandrine written by Victor Hugo on the subject, giving literary life to an “earthworm in love with a star,” was scarcely flattering. The earthworm referred to the lowly manservant, Ruy Blas, while the star, of course, represented the Queen of Spain. Only a romantic author could prefer a dead star to the source of all life. 

         
         Arthur and Kevin had the rare feeling of discovering an almost brand-new field of research. As a result, they quickly forged
            the complicity of explorers. They made a solemn promise to each other never to abandon their earthworms. To devote their careers,
            their lives to them, one way or another.
         

         
         The two boys fell into the habit of fleeing their dismal dorms in the agricultural engineers’ residential wing to have a beer
            in the evenings on the top floor terrace of the college’s main building. They would make their way through the spaces dedicated
            to scraggly urban vegetable patches and lean on the terrace railing. From up there, they could just make out the woods adjacent
            to an old Benedictine abbey that had miraculously survived the suburbanization of the Essonne. In front of them, the dark
            mass of the forest was crisscrossed by the elevated tracks of the future Grand Paris Express transit line, and illuminated
            from afar by the glowing halo of the city. The natural world was on borrowed time, and it compelled them to philosophize.
            Unlike previous generations, they were not there to rebuild the world. They were watching it fall apart and trying to find
            a role for themselves in the pending collapse.
         

         
         Arthur, then, wrote a thesis on the scourge of abundance with the faux despair of someone in their early twenties, that age when you can amuse yourself by believing in nothing because you still believe in yourself. An only child long accustomed to solitary monologues, he had at last found an audience. At night, on his feet, his face illuminated from below by up-lights set into the terrace, he laid into productivism, condemned the endless multiplication of human needs, and extolled the virtues of general frugality in all aspects of life. In order to describe the current state of the world, Arthur recited the figures of Jean-Marc Jancovici, otherwise known as “Janco,” the engineer idolized by an entire generation of conscientious youth seeking to understand the scale of the disaster bequeathed to them by their parents. In imagining tomorrow’s world, he invoked Epictetus, Rousseau, Élisée Reclus. He was in no way conceited. Writers from the canon simply formed part of the pond in which he swam; he quoted them much as he would relay the drunken musings of a mate, without really knowing whether to take them seriously. 

         
         Arthur had a soft spot for Henry David Thoreau, who had gone off to live as a semihermit for several years on the shores of
            Walden Pond, in the heart of Massachusetts. Here was someone who had taken austerity to its ultimate consequences. He spent
            his time eliminating rather than accumulating, living in a single room with three chairs (“one for solitude, two for friendship,
            three for society”), giving up all stimulants (including coffee, which dashed a morning’s hopes), refusing even the offer
            of a doormat (what use would it be? The ground is not dirty). Working on his little vegetable patch, he even unwittingly developed
            the technique of direct sowing without plowing. Was Thoreau a libertarian or an anarchist? A poet or philosopher? Arthur couldn’t
            care less really. In his mind, he represented the ideal of a free man.
         

         
         From his lawyer father, Arthur had inherited a facility for rhetoric, a taste for questions ending with an ellipsis, and a certain cynicism when it came to politics, which made him run a mile from any sort of activism. After graduating from the respected Henri-IV high school, he had taken preparatory classes for an agronomy degree, almost as if to make a point, cultivating an image that, intellectually, he was his own man. Everybody had told him: take the humanities prep classes and get into Normale Sup, the prestigious École Normale Supérieure, which would have been a natural fit for his distinct predilection for writers who’d been dead more than a century, whose egos were no longer anybody’s concern, and whose opinions were thus able to flourish all the more freely. But Arthur was not fond of well-trodden paths. He held his future peers—apprentice philosophers ranting about degrowth yet all the while incapable of planting so much as a leek—in pretty poor esteem. He dreaded the thought of his private convictions being sullied by the herd mentality of champagne rebels. But more than anything, he couldn’t see himself making a living in the sphere of critical thinking. He had no wish to become a professional in the field of exegesis, nor somebody fixated on injunctions. If the point of philosophy had long been to make sense of the world, its purpose now was to transform it, and it was time to roll up his sleeves. 

         
         So, Arthur had diverted to the STEM stream to study biology and earth sciences and, without too much difficulty, was accepted
            into AgroParisTech. At least there he was master of his own ideas, without having to transform them into some sort of crusade
            or career plan. Like Thales, proud of the yield of his olive trees, or Montaigne of the splendid alignment of his melons,
            he wanted to finish his days with dirt under his nails. Even if he was convinced that his efforts would ultimately be in vain
            and that a good number of species would disappear in the sixth mass extinction, he would do his part, heading up the front
            line, and not stash himself away among books and conferences.
         

         
         Kevin, as taciturn as Arthur was voluble, would listen to his friend holding forth with the curiosity of a child watching a fly crash into a window. Kevin admired Arthur’s erudition without really understanding his motivation. He always wanted to agree without ever feeling like exploring the opposite side of the argument. He wondered how exhausting it must be, this constant state of indignation, and offered his friend the most precious thing he possessed: a solid, loyal, reassuring presence. He absorbed Arthur’s words the way good soil soaks up water. 

         
         

         There was nothing predetermined either about Kevin becoming an agricultural engineer. But for different reasons. His parents were simple farm laborers, his mother employed on a fixed-term contract at a cheese manufacturer where she spent every day packaging fermented sheep’s milk, his father driving tractors for a cooperative for which he was paid according to the seasons and to demand. They rented a nondescript cinder-block house in a nondescript small town in the Limousin, a region where notwithstanding the many intervening years, they still felt like they were just passing through, much like they would always feel as if they were passing through life. They were the product of generations of pieceworkers and vagrants, shunted around according to the shifting winds of the economy, always ready to plug the holes in society. They remembered what it was like to own a bindle and knew they could always pack their own again should the work ever dry up. And so, they harbored no anxiety. They were a couple with no history, no attachments, no ambition, no resentment. Nothing noteworthy ever happened to them, which itself was never a source of complaint. Rather, it was as if fate had concentrated every share of their good fortune in this placid, unassuming child of theirs, with his Grecian beauty. They had overseen his education from a distance, refraining from undue interference for fear of unintentionally spoiling this unusual sapling that demanded only to be left alone to grow in peace and quiet. 

         
         Kevin managed to succeed at everything he encountered, without ever really trying. After middle school, he went to an agricultural
            high school, following the path taken by most young people in the area. When he did well, he was sent off to the STEM stream
            to study life sciences. When he did well at that, he took the preparatory classes for a technology degree in Limoges rather
            than the more traditional advanced technician’s certificate. And when he did well at that, one of his professors registered
            him for the highly competitive entrance exam for AgroParisTech; only fifteen spots a year offered for the “pro” pathway. Because
            he did well at that, he was admitted. And so, against all expectations, there he was, mixing with the country’s future elite.
            He didn’t make a big deal of it but graciously made the most of his new surroundings. Not unlike his parents, Kevin tended
            to meander, but in a way that passed for ambition in the eyes of others.
         

         
         His only disappointment was not to be living in Paris; he couldn’t wait to get to know the city better. He almost didn’t accept
            his offer when he realized the college was moving from its Rue Claude-Bernard location out to the Saclay plateau. But enrollment
            was already underway and everybody was offering their congratulations, so he didn’t dare let them down. In any case, a decent
            half of the course was in the field, on site at businesses, in labs, or on farms. And he was not about to decline the funding
            he’d been offered, in his eyes a fortune.
         

         
         Kevin was economical, unintentionally so. Whereas Arthur preached sobriety in his fluoro Camper shoes and tortured himself in his attempts to define acceptable compromises, Kevin had no specific needs. A couple pairs of jeans, his laptop, the student refectory; he wanted for nothing. The rest of his funds went toward evening beers. For some, it was the definition of student insecurity. For him, it was the beautiful life. 

         
         To Arthur, Kevin was a sage who, without recourse to books or even thoughtfulness, instinctively followed the rules of virtue.
            He admired him for it, and was also somewhat resentful. What was the point of all this self-interrogation, punctuated by anxiety
            and epiphanies, if you could reach the same result just as easily, without any apparent effort?
         

         
         When their discussions carried on into the night on the terrace, Kevin and Arthur often found themselves caught out by the
            11 p.m. curfew. The security guards would be carrying out a quick round to check that the college was clear before locking
            the gates. The first few times, the two friends complied. Then they grew bolder and, concealed in some recess, allowed themselves
            to be locked in. The night was clear and warm. They still had a six-pack of beers and a thousand topics to discuss. They took
            turns pissing over the railing. At around one in the morning, they tried to make their way back through the deserted corridors.
            They amused themselves by prowling through seminar rooms where test tubes were stewing away and leaped over deactivated barriers
            like subway fare evaders. They gave themselves a scare trying to exit through the locked glass doors before finding one that
            opened from the inside.
         

         
         Once out, they just had to get through the external gates to the campus. They wandered right through the freshly planted shrubs and found themselves at the wetland meadow. It was now or never. The moment had come to do what every student dreamed of doing on those days that were already insanely hot. They sat down on the little beach, removed their shoes, and plunged in their feet. Arthur mumbled some nonsense about Bachelard and the poetics of water while Kevin half dozed off. The cool of the water gently sobered them up. Overhead, a few stars could be seen in a sky still relatively free of light pollution. There was even the hooting of an owl from over near the future Électricité de France lab, which was still under construction. Wriggling his toes, Arthur generated a meditative lapping of the water. 

         
         “Come on, let’s do it,” said Kevin suddenly, emerging from his drowsiness. He took off his T-shirt, and then stripped right
            down with a lack of prudishness typical of the locker room. Arthur averted his eyes, a little embarrassed, but followed suit
            all the same. The pond was just wide enough for them both to splash around.
         

         
         “It’s the best part of this whole school,” said Arthur.

         
         Their legs sank halfway up their calves into the sludge. It was a curious sensation, being pulled down to a depthless bottom,
            spongy and organic, a living layer of earth that might suck them up and digest them in an instant. The edge of the pond gave
            off an acrid stench, like sweating vegetable matter. Dragonflies skimmed the water, oblivious to the pond’s new occupants.
            Duckweed ran through Arthur’s fingers, flashes of green gold. Even after being shunted into such a confined space, nature
            had reasserted its freedom.
         

         
         Suddenly Kevin pointed to the intermittent beam of a flashlight. The two boys fled from the water stifling their laughter,
            pulled on their clothes while still dripping wet, and lay down on the pebbles. They heard steps approaching.
         

         
         “It’s the dude from security,” whispered Kevin.

         
         “I feel like we’re in The Great Escape.”
         

         
         “We’ve gotta get out of here!”

         
         Kevin made a move for the student union. Arthur followed. They managed to hide behind the wall just when the light would have
            caught them. They waited for the guard to head off toward D block and then raced over to the garden gates, which were a good
            six feet or so high.
         

         
         “I’ll give you a leg up,” said Kevin, offering the palms of his hands as a step.

         
         “What about you?”

         
         “We’ll see.”

         
         Arthur awkwardly hoisted himself up, grabbing on to the bars. As he tried to pull himself up, leaning onto his arms, his damp
            fingers slipped. He lost his grip and fell backward with a loud yelp. Kevin managed to grab him by the waist to break his
            fall, and they found themselves tangled up on the ground.
         

         
         “You okay?” asked Kevin, getting up.

         
         He reached out a hand to Arthur to help him to his feet.

         
         “Yeah, but we’re toast.”

         
         The guard had turned his torch onto them. In the crude light, Kevin looked like a water nymph with his pale, gleaming skin. The guard rushed toward them, shouting. After a lengthy discussion, Kevin and Arthur succeeded in opening the main gate, solemnly swearing never to do such a thing again, a promise that of course they wasted no time in breaking. Their nocturnal jaunts multiplied. They planted cannabis cuttings in the middle of the college flower beds. They also made it as far as Paris to puncture SUV tires, a high-profile activity prompting healthy competition among their peers. Little by little, Kevin and Arthur became inseparable. Everybody at the college associated one with the other. From parties to exams, they turned up everywhere together. 

         
         Orbiting around the duo were the feminine figures invariably attracted to Kevin. While Arthur, a poor errant male from Generation
            Z, ashamed of his desires, would deploy various byzantine seduction strategies without much success, flirting without annoying,
            urging without harassing, caressing without rushing, climaxing without dominating, all Kevin had to do was take a seat in
            the cafeteria in order to find himself surrounded by a veritable assembly of female students. His amiable indolence, accentuated
            by an incurable lack of imagination, lent him an air of refinement. In his company, women seemed suddenly to forget all the
            rigid strictures of #MeToo and reverted insouciantly to being lighthearted, chirping girls. Back in Limoges, Kevin’s friends
            were often being paired off—some of them were even parents already—but here, nobody had any reason to fear the future, and
            youth was lived more overtly. All Kevin had to do was choose; an outdated privilege he exercised with a certain sensitivity,
            but which deprived Arthur of his evenings of fun and games and conversation. Arthur felt slightly jealous, without knowing
            exactly of whom. Of Kevin and his easy love interests, or of the girls his friend preferred to him?
         

         
         

         Arthur soon had the opportunity to see Kevin at work. Both had received through friends of friends one of those open invitations to a gathering where the fortunate select of Parisian colleges converge courtesy of one plus one after another. No Facebook posts or Telegram chats. Evolution has proven that word of mouth is still the best way of ensuring the endogamy of the elite. 

         
         “Anne’s place, Rue Gay-Lussac.” Arthur knew how it would play out. Some parents’ apartment temporarily transformed into a
            hippie camping ground, random playlists but nothing too loud for the neighbors, joints doing the rounds but please, use the
            ashtrays. Arthur was dragging his feet at the prospect of undertaking the long and unreliable crossing of the Essonne courtesy
            of a combination of night buses and the RER express train. Kevin, on the other hand, was keen. Especially after having seen
            on Google Maps that Rue Gay-Lussac was next door to the former site of AgroParisTech. He wanted his share of the renowned
            and mythical Montagne Sainte-Geneviève, home to the Pantheon in the fifth arrondissement. This was his long-awaited chance.
            Arthur would serve as guide.
         

         
         It was Anne who opened the door, a brunette with a fulsome figure, and a pretty, round face that she was doing her inept best
            to desecrate. She had punctuated it with as many piercings as she could manage, and in the Andalusian curls of her hair she
            wore a bandanna sporting the anarchist “A.” She welcomed them with a jaded smile. It took three sentences for Arthur to know
            exactly who he was dealing with. A nice second-year from Sciences Po who was ready to get down and dirty and whose anticapitalist
            sentiment was proportionate to the height of her ceilings. “Here’s one for Kevin,” he said to himself.
         

         
         They drank, pretended to dance, and collapsed into a gigantic velvet sofa that was perfectly designed for pointless conversations. In this student environment that was anything but indifferent, where people were already keeping an eye on the anticipated trajectory of everybody else’s career path, the Agro kids occupied a particular position. They had gone through the same ruthless selection process as all their fellow students at the party, and nobody was disputing their intellectual chops. But it seemed they were destined to deal with powdered baby formula or corn yields. Whereas the others were acquiring a form of generalized incompetence that would then allow them to occupy any position with the requisite confidence, the agronomists already had their hands in the dirt. They were the peasants of the engineering world, the commoners of National Administration School grads. All of which lent them a somewhat ambiguous aura. 

         
         

         Anne came and sat between the two boys.

         
         “So, what is it exactly you do in agro?” she asked Kevin, resting a hand on his thigh. “Are you the guys who’re going to save
            the planet?”
         

         
         “Basically, we study earthworms,” replied Arthur, who was determined to use any possible means to sabotage his friend’s easy
            and inevitable success.
         

         
         “You’re joking, right?” She laughed, without taking her eyes off Kevin, as if she were speaking to a ventriloquist.

         
         “Earthworms are humanity’s future,” continued Arthur. “And then there’s the fact they’re just adorable, sensual little creatures.
            They’d be right at home in this apartment. Good temperature, ideal humidity levels . . .”
         

         
         This time, Anne had no choice but to turn to Arthur. He continued in his mocking tone, which, to his great surprise, didn’t
            seem to irritate his target, who was always happy to be castigated for her way of life. She was only seeking to atone for
            her Parisian childhood, her weekends in Italy, and her studies paid for by the Bank of Mom and Pop.
         

         
         “Agribusiness has destroyed the poor earthworms,” asserted Arthur.

         
         “True!” exclaimed Anne, who knew not a thing about it but could only imagine that agribusiness was pure evil. “Agribusiness
            and neoliberalism,” she clarified. She wasn’t at Sciences Po for nothing.
         

         
         In the meantime, Kevin had picked up a conversation with his neighbor on the sofa, a pretty boy straight out of business school,
            hair gleaming with product. Arthur didn’t have a second to lose.
         

         
         “My mission,” he confided in Anne, in all seriousness, “is to reintroduce earthworms into soil that has been stripped of its
            goodness. Using inoculation,” he added, thinking back to Marcel Combe’s remarks.
         

         
         “Rad!” She nodded in agreement. “I’m all for it, reneger . . . gerena . . .”

         
         “Regenerative farming.”

         
         “Yeah! Sorry, I’m a little buzzed,” she lied. “You know you’ll be up for a fight with the pigs from the farmers’ unions.”

         
         “Well, yeah.” Now it was his turn to lie. He knew perfectly well that the farmers’ unions couldn’t care less about some soft
            daydreamer wanting to try out alternative methods.
         

         
         “So how do you do it?”

         
         “How do you do what?”

         
         “I mean, how do you reintroduce earthworms?”

         
         Arthur was caught off guard. He mumbled some explanation randomly punctuated with scientific terminology. As he spoke, he looked at her lip piercing, a shaft of metal passing from one side of her bottom lip to the other with a gleaming ball at either end, and wondered what it must feel like. Then suddenly he interrupted himself. Anne followed his gaze. Next to them, Kevin was making out with the pretty boy. 

         
         Anne withdrew her hand, which, until then, she had distractedly allowed to remain on Kevin’s thigh, and turned, resolutely,
            back to Arthur. And so their story began.
         

         
         

         Half an hour later, Arthur and Kevin ran into each other in the kitchen amid a whole lot of wasted École Polytechnique kids
            who were busy spreading bread with tarama.
         

         
         “Maybe we should get out of here soon,” suggested Kevin, natural as anything.

         
         Arthur didn’t know what to say. A thousand questions were running through his head. Kevin seemed as relaxed and wholesome
            as ever.
         

         
         Leaving the party, the two boys walked past the former, feebly lit, AgroParisTech buildings. The words “INSTITUT NATIONAL
            AGRONOMIQUE” could still be made out in handsome capitals on the facade. The building, which only a few months earlier had
            stood as a proud rallying point, now had the air of a historic monument. Scaffolding had been erected on the Rue de l’Arbalète
            facade. The new occupants, a private vocational college, were undertaking a complete renovation at significant cost. It was
            death in a display case.
         

         
         “It’s like a château,” Kevin marveled. “In the very heart of Paris.”

         
         It was true: the monumental portal, the combination of dressed stone and gingerbread-colored brick, and even the onion-domed
            section of roof all lent the former premises the air of a seventeenth-century hunting lodge.
         

         
         “Don’t get too carried away.” Arthur’s response was more tempered. “It dates from the late nineteenth century, when the Institute took over from the Faculty of Pharmacy. And before that there was the Apothecaries’ Garden. It was full of bizarre plants . . .” 

         
         “You really do know everything, don’t you,” said Kevin, rubbing his shoulder.

         
         Arthur tensed.

         
         “Listen, I have to ask you something,” he started off. “I’m sorry if . . .”

         
         He was interrupted by a police car screaming up Rue Claude-Bernard. Once it had disappeared, the city felt suddenly silent.

         
         “Are you gay?”

         
         “No! Why do you ask?” answered Kevin smiling.

         
         Arthur felt like he was being tortured. Ahead of them, a traffic light changed color, restoring some semblance of normality
            to the unsettled evening.
         

         
         “Back there, on the sofa . . .”

         
         “Oh yeah, every now and again I change it up. Otherwise things get a bit tedious, all that pussy.”

         
         “And you . . .”

         
         There were things that Arthur didn’t want to imagine.

         
         “All bodies are made for pleasure,” concluded Kevin. “You have to make the most of it, don’t you think?”

         
         “So, you’re bi?”

         
         “I dunno, I’d have to do some more homework. Didn’t think I’d be painted into such a tedious corner in Paris.”

         
         Arthur was quiet, abashed. They set off again in silence toward the Port-Royal to take the night bus service. Kevin took his time, loitering. Arthur was laconically offering commentary on various landmarks as he chewed things over. He regretted his inappropriate questions, he whose upbringing had been steeped in a culture of battles against discrimination, thanks to the court cases in which his lawyer father would appear. 

         
         “And here we have the Garden of the Great Explorers. An extension of the Luxembourg. You can see the Senate, right at the
            end there. I like this view. It’s calming.”
         

         
         Arthur felt uncool. It wasn’t even about fighting discrimination. Kevin didn’t belong to any group and was not claiming any
            particular rights. He was just happy being himself, “the universal man” as he had once read in Machiavelli’s letters. So Kevin
            acquired a superior status; in Arthur’s eyes he was beyond classification, beyond taboos and prohibitions. He ranked above
            common humanity by virtue of his very simplicity, his openness to being in the present moment, his complete acceptance of
            the desires coursing through his body.
         

         
         Universal man, calmly sitting in the bus shelter on Boulevard de Port-Royal.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            II

         
         Kevin had found a seat at the back of the hall, next to the aisle. He was reserving the seat next to him for Arthur, just
            in case. He was not particularly interested in being at this evening commencement ceremony, but at least it was being held
            in the Grands Boulevards district in the center of Paris, which he hadn’t had as much opportunity to discover as he might
            have hoped during these last three years of study, between courses at Saclay and fieldwork placements. The gilded scrollwork
            of the Italianate theater delighted him. He felt as if he were in a cocoon, cradled in the repeating folds of balconies and
            false ceilings. He would finally emerge as an adult, a fully qualified agricultural engineer. He was impatient not to have
            to justify himself anymore.
         

         
         

         As was the case each year, or almost every year, a group of “career divergers” would take advantage of the occasion to denounce agribusiness and present their alternative plans to work on self-managed farms or for the Confédération Paysanne agricultural union. They’d be met with the applause of their peers who, for their part, would already have entered into agreements with Danone. It had become a tradition since the stunt pulled in 2022, when eight students had derailed the ceremony to expose the hypocrisy of an education, which, in their words, encouraged them to be participants in the “unfolding social and ecological devastation.” With their long hair, and wearing open sandals, flowery T-shirts, or striped maxi-dresses, they had attacked the social conscience of businesses, government inaction, and society’s inertia, inciting their peers each to look for their own way of diverging from the accepted path. By way of professional plans, they had declared their commitment to various protest movements, their occupation of future development zones, or their participation in farming collectives. Their calls for defection, springing straight from the heart of the system, initiated by the very people from whom answers were expected to be forthcoming, had generated considerable emotion in the court of public opinion. They had not attached themselves to the gates of the theater, they hadn’t yelled vulgar slogans, they hadn’t bared their breasts. They had calmly taken the microphone and, for seven long minutes, had listed off their precise and rational arguments. It was like watching some group project’s bashful presentation. And that was what had made it so powerful. If good students were turning their backs on their studies, if the engineers were renouncing all efforts to find any solutions, if the agronomists no longer believed in agriculture, wasn’t this truly the end of the road? 

         
         Of course, the end always takes a while coming. Once the YouTube video had duly made the rounds, everybody got on with their lives. Since then, this appeal for defection had become institutionalized. College leadership devoted fifteen minutes to “alternative futures.” A dozen students called for the overthrow of capitalism, the journalists present took down the best punchlines, and then the ceremony continued peacefully on its merry way, with one presentation after another on sustainable development and testimonies from alumni having launched successful start-ups in the green tech space. An admirable way for the system to absorb its own internal challenges. 

         
         

         Kevin saw numerous parents around him, solemn and dressed in their Sunday best, for this ceremony marked the very official
            start of their own path to old age. He hadn’t even considered inviting his own, who had just moved to the other side of the
            Limousin region where his father had been offered a position in a cooperative. His mother would once again pick up seasonal
            work, true to the precariousness that had always been her lot. They had settled in to a house that was as ugly as their last
            one and were planning to buy an RV so they could see out their days on the road. What would they have made of this Italianate
            theater? They were superbly disinterested in the career of their only son, “so long as he had food to eat and was not headed
            for prison,” as his father had said once. It was their way of showing affection.
         

         
         The head of the school appeared at the lectern in a suit but no tie, intending to convey a laid-back look but managing only to give off an unfortunate impression of incompleteness. The lights dimmed and the theater fell silent. Arthur still hadn’t appeared. Kevin had hardly seen him during their third year. They had both selected “Biology and Biotechnologies relating to Health and Microbial or Plant-based Productions” as their majors, but were sent to different labs some distance apart. Kevin was continuing his easygoing existence, making himself readily available to anyone who was neither too ugly nor too stupid, male or female. From time to time he would be subjected to long weeks of abstinence, which didn’t bother him in the slightest. However, for the first time, he had to admit he was missing something: Arthur, or more precisely, Arthur’s voice that used to beguile him with ideas, and in the evenings would talk to him about Aristotle’s definition of economics, of exchange and accumulation, of phronesis and mediety. It was better than Netflix. 

         
         Kevin dreaded seeing Arthur associate himself with the divergers. He was not keen on the idea of his friend demeaning himself
            in a discourse that would be less a discussion of Aristotle than of defection and struggle, slogans that Kevin considered
            beneath him. They had exchanged several WhatsApp messages on the topic.
         

         
         
            
               
                  They suggested I join them 😂

                  Of course they did. They ask everyone. 😠

                  They’re right.

                  Yeah, and?

                  Why say it like that?

                  Why ruin the party? 🤔

               

            

         
         Kevin was entirely on the same page as his peers when it came to concerns about global warming, loss of biodiversity, or declining ecosystems. He just didn’t understand the point of the battle they claimed to be waging. Even if he had no other solution to offer, for the time being. 

         
         
            
               
                  It’s about raising consciousness.

                  And not supporting the blahblahblah of corporate social responsibility. 🤮

                  Social and environmental responsibility is like sex:

                  The more you talk about it the less you do. And vice versa.

               

            

         
         Kevin took this last comment as a compliment. But still he had his doubts.

         
         
            
               
                  Isn’t it a bit easy to say all that when you’re fresh out of AgroParisTech?

                  Not at all. It’s brave.

                  Nobody will ever want to employ them.

                  I expect they all have the means to support themselves without working. I don’t.

                  👍

               

            

         
         Ever since finding himself moving in Parisian grandes écoles circles, Kevin had learned how, when necessary, to wield the social argument: a weapon of mass destruction that obliterated
            any conversation.
         

         
         
            
               
                  We need to talk earthworms. I have a plan.

                  Me too! 😜

                  😍

               

            

         
         Kevin sighed with relief when Arthur arrived and sat down next to him. So he wasn’t going to take over the stage with the
            divergers after all.
         

         
         “You were right,” whispered Arthur, “they kinda act like spoiled brats.”

         
         On stage, the head of the school was addressing the new agri-engineers like they were “gifts to a sustainable planet.”

         
         “What does that even mean?” Arthur fulminated. “It’s not the planet that is or isn’t sustainable. The planet couldn’t give
            a damn; it just exists, that’s all.”
         

         
         “Chill . . .”

         
         Kevin put a hand around his shoulder. Arthur relaxed and sank down into the seat. One agro student ten years their senior wearing jeans and a headset was now promoting his most recent product, a wireless soil analysis sampling probe. He was striding about, looking out into the hall like a person possessed, as he had probably been taught to do in his TED Talks training, presentations that were designed more to strike at the audience’s emotions than to convince. “Soltech allows us to follow the evolution of soil properties in real time and provides recommendations based on progress of the crops. Volumetric moisture content, pH, amount of light, and even density . . . it’s all processed.” He ran through slides with the smiling faces of bearded cereal producers, looking just rustic enough to be authentic, but who were equipped with the latest MacBook Pro to track their crops from their living room. “The issue is not the number of fertilizers,” he had the audacity to assert, “but the ability to administer the right dose at the right time.” Graphs appeared on the screen, showing an increase in yield corresponding with a reduction in chemical inputs. “The day those curves intersect, we’ll have done it!” Kevin heard Arthur snort. Personally, he thought the tech stuff was interesting but was careful not to show it. 

         
         “Our ambition,” concluded their elder, “is to revolutionize farmers’ quality of life. No need to travel kilometers across
            the fields every morning to handle a clod of earth. Soltech is more precise and more reliable than the human eye. Better knowledge
            of our environment for a more responsible treatment of our soil!”
         

         
         “And nothing about earthworms, go figure,” grumbled Arthur. “What’s the point in knowing the pH if we don’t know the number
            of lumbrics per square meter?”
         

         
         Kevin acknowledged there were obvious limits to Soltech from a scientific point of view. Soil quality can’t be summarized
            using a handful of parameters. It depends on thousands of factors, millions of microorganisms that are still, for the most
            part, beyond the grasp of humans. As Marcel Combe had repeatedly noted, nobody is currently able to carry out a complete biophysico-chemical
            analysis of a clump of earth. And it’s in reference to this fundamental ignorance that human intuition, the product of a long
            evolution that largely exceeds what is known of consciousness, takes on more meaning.
         

         
         “They should invent a worm radar,” said Kevin, half joking.

         
         “I’m sure any good earthworm would devour his probe.”

         
         Kevin was aware of Arthur’s obsession and had followed its many manifestations. Ever since that evening in Rue Gay-Lussac, he had not deviated from his notion of lumbric inoculation. His relationship with Anne had ensnared him in the plan; as time passed, he had found himself playing along. What had started out as a vague attempt to flirt had turned into a vocation. He had rapidly carried out a survey of the few publications on the topic. They were able to be summed up in a bibliography only a few pages long. Everything remained to be discovered. Arthur had the impression, so rare in such a jaded era where every horizon seemed already to have been explored, that he was making inroads into a new continent where pioneers remained few and far between and everybody knew each other. Unlike the majority of his peers, who were joining communities of tens of thousands of researchers in order to scrounge for the crumbs of those still unresolved questions, he encountered no difficulties in accessing the best conferences that always featured the same dozen specialists, aware of their marginality but convinced they represented the avant-garde of scientific progress. Humanity had hurtled toward understanding the infinite expanse of the heavens but remained stammering before the infinite immediacy of the planet’s soil. 

         
         According to Arthur, who never missed an opportunity to drown Kevin in cultural references, earthworms undermined La Bruyère’s
            assertion that “we are thinking creatures and have been for more than seven thousand years. And we are too late; everything
            has already been said.” Everything? No. Seven thousand years had proven insufficient to see what lay beneath their very feet.
         

         
         Following his master’s, during which he studied the degradation of organic matter, Arthur enrolled in a doctoral program at INRAE, the National Institute for Agronomic Research—recently rebranded to reflect the mood of the times and now known as the National Research Institute for Agriculture, Food, and the Environment—and was looking at three or four years of study and, in particular, carrying out experiments on the repopulation of earthworms. Anne was excited by his dissertation topic: “Agronomic solutions in the context of agroecological transition: Soil revitalization through lumbricid inoculation.” And yet she was careful not to mention lumbrics in the ecofeminist groups she had joined at Sciences Po. There were battles to fight about the equal division of domestic labor and the deforestation of the Amazon. Earthworms could not be prioritized, even if they were hermaphrodites. 

         
         “I’ve found some land,” declared Arthur, who seemed to be following Kevin’s thoughts.

         
         “Crappy land where you’re going to be able to work your miracles?”

         
         “Exactly. Turns out I didn’t have to look that hard. I’ve told you about my grandparents before, haven’t I?”

         
         “I thought they were dead.”

         
         “Yes. But before they died, they used to own a farm in Lower Normandy.”

         
         “I didn’t realize. You only told me you used to spend your holidays in the country.”

         
         Kevin felt almost disappointed. The land, livestock—that was his parents’ world. A not entirely disagreeable world, but nor was there anything enviable about it, and he had imagined Arthur
            divinely protected from it.
         

         
         “It’s not something I’m particularly proud of,” Arthur continued. “My grandfather practiced polyculture farming, like everyone else. Papi’s method involved calculating the balance between the cost of inputs, Common Agricultural Policy subsidies, the interest rate on his borrowings, and grain prices on world markets. He managed to get by, more or less. But his land didn’t survive.” 

         
         “Did he find somebody to take it over?”

         
         “No. My father left all that behind to study law in Paris and never had the slightest desire to get involved, either up close
            or from afar. The farmhand, who had started out as an apprentice and could have taken over the business with his eyes shut,
            ended up following a woman to Brittany. Papi finally put the farm on the market on some specialist websites. He had some interest,
            but it depressed him, these strangers who would ask questions about the water tightness of the animal stalls. So, he sold
            the bulk of the property to his idiot neighbor who keeps expanding. He’s called Monsieur Jobard—I mean, can you believe he
            has such a ridiculous name? May as well have ‘fool’ for a middle name. Honestly you couldn’t make it up. You know the first
            thing he did?”
         

         
         “Pulled out the hedges to let a tractor through.”

         
         “Yeah. You get it! You’d think that sort of behavior was a thing of the past. Well, it’s not.”

         
         “No kidding!” murmured Kevin.

         
         As an adolescent, he had known a lot of guys who drove the farming equipment; they’d come back to his place to eat during
            their lunch break.
         

         
         “Hedges can be annoying, though,” he added.

         
         “What?” asked Arthur, startled.

         
         “Just joking.”

         
         “All Papi kept were the farm buildings and a few hectares with a bit of equipment, ‘to
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