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THE NOTEBOOK




Arrival at Grandmother’s

We arrive from the Big Town. We’ve been travelling all night. Mother’s eyes are red. She’s carrying a big cardboard box and we two boys are each carrying a small suitcase containing our clothes, plus Father’s big dictionary, which we take it in turns to carry since our arms get tired.

We walk for a long time. Grandmother’s house is a long way from the station, at the other end of the Little Town. There are no trams, buses or cars here. Just a few army trucks driving around.

There aren’t many people in the streets. The town is very quiet. Our footsteps echo on the pavement; we walk, without speaking, Mother in the middle, between the two of us.

When we get to Grandmother’s garden gate, Mother says:

‘Wait for me here.’

We wait for a while, then we go into the garden, walk round the house, and crouch down under a window, where we can hear voices. We hear Mother say:

‘There’s nothing more to eat at home, no bread, no meat, no vegetables, no milk. Nothing. I can’t feed them any more.’

Another voice says:

‘So you’ve remembered me. For ten years you didn’t give me a thought. You never came. You never wrote.’

Mother says:

‘You know why. I loved Father.’

The other voice says:

‘Yes, and now you remember that you also have a mother. You come here and ask me to help you.’

Mother says:

‘I’m not asking anything for myself. I just want my children to survive this war. The Big Town is being bombed night and day, and there’s no food left. All the children are being evacuated to the country, with relations or with strangers, anywhere.’

The other voice says:

‘So why didn’t you send them to strangers, anywhere?’

Mother says:

‘They’re your grandsons.’

‘My grandsons? I don’t even know them. How many are there?’

‘Two. Two boys. Twins.’

The other voice asks:

‘What have you done with the others?’

Mother asks:

‘What others?’

‘Bitches have four or five puppies at a time. You keep one or two and drown the others.’

The other voice laughs loudly. Mother says nothing, then the other voice asks:

‘They have a father, at least? You aren’t married, as far as I know. I wasn’t invited to any wedding.’

‘I am married. Their father is at the front. I haven’t had any news of him for six months.’

‘Then you can put a cross over him.’

The other voice laughs again. Mother starts crying. We go back to the garden gate.

Mother comes out of the house with an old woman.

Mother says to us:

‘This is your grandmother. You’ll be staying with her for a while – till the end of the war.’

Grandmother says:

‘It could last a long time. But I’ll put them to work, don’t you fret. Food isn’t free here either.’

Mother says:

‘I’ll send you money. Their clothes are in the suitcases. And there are sheets and blankets in the box. Be good, you two. I’ll write to you.’

She kisses us and goes away, crying.

Grandmother laughs very loudly and says:

‘Sheets and blankets! White shirts and patent-leather shoes! I’ll teach you what life is about!’

We stick out our tongues at Grandmother. She laughs even louder and slaps her thighs.




Grandmother’s House

Grandmother’s house is five minutes’ walk from the last houses in the Little Town. After that, there is nothing but the dusty road, blocked a bit further on by a barrier. It is forbidden to go any further, a soldier is on guard there. He has a machine-gun and binoculars and, when it rains, he takes shelter in a sentry box. We know that beyond the barrier, hidden by the trees, there’s a secret military base and, beyond the base, the frontier of another country.

Grandmother’s house is surrounded by a garden at the bottom of which there is a stream, then the forest.

The garden contains all sorts of vegetables and fruit trees. In a corner, there’s a hutch, a hen-house, a pigsty and a hut for the goats. We have tried to climb on to the back of one of the biggest pigs, but it’s impossible to stay on.

The vegetables, the fruit, the rabbits, the ducks and the chickens are sold at the market by Grandmother, as well as the hens’ and ducks’ eggs and the goat’s cheese. The pigs are sold to the butcher, who pays for them with money, or with hams and smoked sausage.

There is also a dog to keep away thieves and a cat to keep away mice and rats. We mustn’t give the cat anything to eat, so that he’s always hungry.

Grandmother also owns a vineyard on the other side of the road.

You enter the house through the kitchen, which is large and warm. A fire burns all day long in the wood-stove. Near the window there’s a huge table and a corner bench. We sleep on the bench.

From the kitchen a door leads to Grandmother’s bedroom, but it’s always locked. Only Grandmother goes into it and, even then, only at night, to sleep.

There’s another room, which can be reached without going through the kitchen, directly from the garden. This room is occupied by a foreign officer. The door to that room is also locked.

Under the house there’s a cellar full of things to eat and, under the roof, an attic where Grandmother doesn’t go any more since we sawed away one of the rungs of the ladder and she fell and hurt herself. The entrance to the attic is just above the officer’s door and we get up there by means of a rope. It’s there that we hide the notebook, Father’s dictionary and the other things we have to hide.

We have now made a key, which opens all the doors in the house, and made holes in the attic floor. With the key we can move freely about the house when nobody’s in and, through the holes, we can observe Grandmother and the officer in their rooms, without anybody knowing.




Grandmother

Grandmother is Mother’s mother. Before coming to live in her house, we didn’t even know that Mother still had a mother.

We call her Grandmother.

People call her the Witch. She calls us ‘sons of a bitch’.

Grandmother is small and thin. She has a black shawl on her head. Her clothes are dark grey. She wears old army shoes. When it’s fine, she walks barefoot. Her face is covered with wrinkles, brown spots and warts with hairs growing out of them. She has no teeth left, at least none that can be seen.

Grandmother never washes. She wipes her mouth with the corner of her shawl when she has finished eating or drinking. She doesn’t wear knickers. When she wants to urinate, she just stops wherever she happens to be, spreads her legs and pisses on the ground under her skirt. Of course, she doesn’t do it in the house.

Grandmother never undresses. We have watched her in her room at night. She takes off one skirt and there’s another skirt underneath. She takes off her blouse and there’s another one underneath. She goes to bed like that. She doesn’t take off her shawl.

Grandmother doesn’t say much. Except in the evening. In the evening, she takes a bottle down from a shelf and drinks straight out of it. Soon she starts to talk in a language we don’t know. It’s not the language that the foreign soldiers speak, it’s a quite different language.

In that unknown language, Grandmother asks herself questions and answers them. Sometimes she laughs, sometimes she gets angry and starts shouting. In the end, almost always, she starts crying, she staggers into her room, drops on to her bed and we hear her sobbing long into the night.




Our Tasks

We have to do certain jobs for Grandmother, otherwise she doesn’t give us anything to eat and leaves us to spend the night out of doors.

But at first we refuse to obey her. We sleep in the garden, and eat fruit and raw vegetables.

In the morning, before daybreak, we see Grandmother leave the house. She says nothing to us. She goes and feeds the animals, milks the goats, then takes them to the edge of the stream, where she ties them to a tree. Then she waters the garden and picks the vegetables and fruit, which she loads into her wheelbarrow. She also puts on to it a basket full of eggs, a small cage with a rabbit, and a chicken or duck with its legs tied together.

She goes off to the market, pushing her wheelbarrow with the strap around her scrawny neck, which forces her head down. She staggers under the weight. The bumps and stones in the road make her lose her balance, but she goes on walking, her feet turned inwards, like a duck. She walks to the town, to the market, without stopping, without putting her wheelbarrow down once.

When she gets back from the market, she makes a soup with the vegetables she hasn’t sold and jams with the fruit. She eats, she goes and has a nap in her vineyard, she sleeps for an hour, then she works in the vineyard or, if there is nothing to do there, she comes back to the house, she cuts wood, she feeds the animals again, she brings back the goats, she milks them, she goes out into the forest, comes back with mushrooms and kindling, she makes cheeses, she dries mushrooms and beans, she bottles other vegetables, waters the garden again, puts things away in the cellar and so on until nightfall.

On the sixth morning, when she leaves the house, we have already watered the garden. We take heavy buckets full of pig-feed from her, we take the goats to the edge of the stream, we help her load the wheelbarrow. When she comes back from the market, we are cutting wood.

At the meal, Grandmother says:

‘Now you know you have to earn your board and lodging.’

We say:

‘It’s not that. The work is hard, but to watch someone working and not do anything is even harder, especially if it’s someone old.’

Grandmother sniggers:

‘Sons of a bitch! You mean you felt sorry for me?’

‘No, Grandmother. We just felt ashamed.’

In the afternoon we go and gather wood in the forest.

From now on we do all the work we can.




The Forest and the Stream

The forest is very big, the stream is very small. To get to the forest, we have to cross the stream. When there isn’t much water, we can cross it by jumping from one stone to another but, sometimes, when it has rained a lot, the water reaches up to our waist, and this water is cold and muddy. We decide to build a bridge with bricks and planks that we find around bombed houses.

Our bridge is strong. We show it to Grandmother. She tests it and says:

‘Very good. But don’t go too far into the forest. The frontier is nearby and the soldiers will shoot at you. And above all, don’t get lost. I won’t come looking for you.’

When we were building the bridge, we saw fish. They hide under big stones or in the shadow of bushes and trees, whose branches meet in places over the stream. We choose the biggest fish. We catch them and put them in a watering-can filled with water. In the evening, when we take them back to the house, Grandmother says:

‘Sons of a bitch! How did you catch them?’

‘With our hands; it’s easy. You just have to stay still and wait.’

‘Then catch a lot. As many as you can.’

Next day, Grandmother puts the watering-can on her wheelbarrow and she sells our fish at the market.

We often go into the forest, we never get lost, we know where the frontier is. Soon the guards get to know us. They never shoot at us. Grandmother teaches us to know the difference between mushrooms you can eat and the poisonous ones.

From the forest we bring back firewood on our backs, and mushrooms and chestnuts in baskets. We stack the wood neatly against the walls of the house under the lean-to and we roast chestnuts on the stove if Grandmother isn’t there.

Once, in the forest, beside a big hole made by a bomb, we find a dead soldier. He is still all of a piece, only his eyes have gone because of the crows. We take his rifle, his cartridges and his grenades: we hide the rifle inside a bundle of firewood, and the cartridges and grenades in our baskets, under the mushrooms.

When we get back to Grandmother’s, we carefully wrap these objects in straw and potato sacks, and bury them under the seat, in front of the officer’s window.




Dirt

At home, in the Big Town, Mother often used to wash us. In the shower or in the bath. She put clean clothes on us and cut our nails. She used to go with us to the barber’s to have our hair cut. We used to brush our teeth after every meal.

At Grandmother’s it is impossible to wash. There is no bathroom, there isn’t even any running water. We have to go and pump water from the well in the yard, and carry it back in a bucket. There is no soap in the house, no toothpaste, no washing powder.

Everything in the kitchen is dirty. The red, irregular tiles stick to our feet, the big table sticks to our hands and elbows. The stove is completely black with grease and the walls all around are black with soot. Although Grandmother washes the dishes, the plates, spoons and knives are never quite clean and the saucepans are covered with a thick layer of grime. The dishcloths are discoloured and have a nasty smell.

At first we didn’t even want to eat, especially when we saw how Grandmother cooked the meals, wiping her nose on her sleeve and never washing her hands. Now we take no notice.

When it’s warm we go and bathe in the stream, we wash our faces and clean our teeth in the well. When it’s cold, it’s impossible to wash properly. There is no receptacle big enough in the house. Our sheets, our blankets and our towels have disappeared. We never see again the big cardboard box in which Mother brought them.

Grandmother has sold everything.

We’re getting dirtier and dirtier, our clothes too. We take clean clothes out of our suitcases under the seat, but soon there are no clean clothes left. Those we are wearing are getting torn and our shoes are wearing through. When possible, we walk barefoot and wear only underpants or trousers. The soles of our feet are getting hard, we no longer feel thorns or stones. Our skin is getting brown, our legs and arms are covered with scratches, cuts, scabs and insect bites. Our nails, which are never cut, break, and our hair, which is almost white because of the sun, reaches down to our shoulders.

The privy is at the bottom of the garden. There’s never any paper. We wipe ourselves with the biggest leaves from certain plants.

We smell of a mixture of manure, fish, grass, mushrooms, smoke, milk, cheese, mud, clay, earth, sweat, urine and mould.

We smell bad, like Grandmother.




Exercise to Toughen the Body

Grandmother often hits us, with her bony hands, a broom or a damp cloth. She pulls our ears and catches us by the hair.

Other people also hit and kick us, we don’t even know why.

The blows hurt and make us cry.

Falls, scratches, cuts, work, cold and heat can also cause pain.

We decide to toughen our bodies in order to be able to bear pain without crying.

We start by hitting and then punching one another. Seeing our swollen faces, Grandmother asks:

‘Who did that to you?’

‘We did, Grandmother.’

‘You had a fight? Why?’

‘For nothing, Grandmother. Don’t worry, it’s only an exercise.’

‘An exercise? You’re crazy! Oh well, if that’s your idea of fun …’

We are naked. We hit one another with a belt. At each blow we say:

‘It doesn’t hurt.’

We hit harder, harder and harder.

We put our hands over a flame, we cut our thighs, our arms and chests with a knife and pour alcohol on to our wounds. Each time we say:

‘It doesn’t hurt.’

After a while, in fact, we no longer feel anything. It’s someone else who is hurt, someone else who gets burnt, cut and feels pain.

We don’t cry any more.

When Grandmother is angry and shouts at us, we say:

‘Stop shouting, Grandmother, hit us instead.’

When she hits us, we say:

‘More, Grandmother! Look, we are turning the other cheek, as it is written in the Bible. Strike the other cheek, Grandmother.’

She answers:

‘May the devil take you with your Bible and your cheeks!’




The Batman

We are lying on the corner seat in the kitchen. Our heads are touching. We aren’t asleep yet, but our eyes are shut. Someone pushes the door open. We open our eyes. We are blinded by the light from a torch. We ask:

‘Who’s there?’

A man’s voice answers:

‘No fear. You no fear. Two you are, or I too much drink?’

He laughs, lights the oil lamp on the table and turns out his torch. We can see him properly now. He’s a foreign soldier, a private. He says:

‘I batman of captain. You do what, there?’

We say:

‘We live here, it’s our Grandmother’s house.’

‘You grandchildren of Witch? I never before see you. You be here since when?’

‘For two weeks.’

‘Ah! I go on leave my home, in my village. Laugh much.’

We ask:

‘How is it you can speak our language?’

He says:

‘My mother born here, in your country. Come to work in our country, waitress in café. Meet my father, marry with. When I small, my mother speak me your language. Your country and my country, be friends. Fight the enemy together. You two come from where?’

‘From the Big Town.’

‘Big Town, much danger. Bang! Bang!’

‘Yes, and nothing left to eat.’

‘Here, good to eat. Apples, pigs, chickens, everything. You stay long time? Or only holidays?’

‘We shall stay until the end of the war.’

‘War soon end. You sleep there? Seat bare, hard, cold. Witch no want to take you in room?’

‘We don’t want to sleep in Grandmother’s room. She snores and smells. We had blankets and sheets, but she sold them.’

The batman takes some hot water from the cauldron on the stove and says:

‘I must clean room. Captain also return leave tonight or tomorrow morning.’

He goes out. A few minutes later, he comes back. He brings us two grey army blankets.

‘No sell that, old Witch. If she be too cruel, you tell me. I, bang, bang, I kill.’

He laughs again. He covers us up, turns out the lamp and goes out.

During the day we hide the blankets in the attic.




Exercise to Toughen the Mind

Grandmother says:

‘Sons of a bitch!’

People say to us:

‘Sons of a Witch! Sons of a whore!’

Others say:

‘Idiots! Hooligans! Filthy kids! Asses! Dirty pups! Pigs! Little devils! Bastards! Little squirts! Gallows birds!’

When we hear these words, our faces get red, our ears buzz, our eyes hurt, our knees tremble.

We don’t want to blush or tremble any more, we want to get used to abuse, to hurtful words.

We sit down at the kitchen table opposite one another and, looking each other in the eyes, we say more and more terrible words. One of us says:

‘Shit! Arse-hole!’

The other one says:

‘Bugger! Sod!’

We go on like this until the words no longer reach our brains, no longer reach even our ears.

We exercise in this way for about half an hour a day, then we go out walking in the streets.

We so arrange matters that people insult us and we note that we have now reached the stage when we don’t care any more.

But there are also the old words.

Mother used to say to us:

‘My darlings! My loves! My joy! My adorable little babies!’

When we remember these words, our eyes fill with tears.

We must forget these words because, now, nobody says such words to us and because our memory of them is too heavy a burden to bear.

So we begin our excercise again in a different way.

We say:

‘My darlings! My loves! I love you … I shall never leave you … I shall never love anyone but you … Forever … You are all I have in life …’

By repeating them we make these words gradually lose their meaning and the pain that they carry in them is reduced.




School

What follows happened three years ago.

It’s evening. Our parents think we are asleep. They are talking about us in the other room.

Mother says:

‘They won’t bear being separated.’

Father says:

‘They’ll only be separated during school hours.’

Mother says:

‘They won’t bear it.’

‘They’ll have to. It’s necessary for them. Everybody says so. The teachers, the psychologists, everybody. It will be difficult at first, but they’ll get used to it.’

Mother says:

‘No, never. I know. I know them. They are one and the same person.’

Father raises his voice:

‘Precisely, it isn’t normal. They think together. They act together. They live in a different world. In a world of their own. It isn’t very healthy. It’s even rather worrying. Yes, they worry me. They’re odd. You never know what they might be thinking. They’re too advanced for their age. They know too much.’

Mother laughs:

‘You’re not going to criticize them for being too intelligent, I hope?’

‘It isn’t funny. Why do you laugh?’

Mother replies:

‘Twins are always a problem. It isn’t the end of the world. Everything will sort itself out.’

Father says:

‘Yes, everything will sort itself out if we separate them. Every individual must have his own life.’

A few days later, we start school. We’re in different classes. We both sit in the front row.

We are separated from one another by the whole length of the building. This distance between us seems monstrous, the pain is unbearable. It is as if they had taken half our bodies away. We have lost our sense of balance. We feel dizzy, we fall, we lose consciousness.

We wake up in an ambulance taking us to hospital.

Mother comes to fetch us. She smiles and says:

‘You’ll be in the same class from tomorrow.’

At home, Father just says to us:

‘Shammers!’

Soon he leaves for the front. He’s a journalist, a war correspondent.

We go to school for two and a half years. The teachers also go away to the front; they are replaced by women teachers. Later, the school closes because there are too many air raids.

We have learnt reading, writing and arithmetic.

At Grandmother’s we decide to continue our studies without a teacher, by ourselves.




We Buy Paper, a Notebook and Pencils

At Grandmother’s there is no paper, there are no pencils. We go to get some at the shop called Booksellers and Stationers. We choose a packet of squared paper, two pencils and a big, thick notebook. We place all that on the counter in front of the fat gentleman standing on the other side. We say to him:

‘We need these things, but we have no money.’

The bookseller says:

‘What? But … you have to pay.’

We repeat:

‘We have no money, but we absolutely need these things.’

The bookseller says:

‘The school is shut. Nobody needs notebooks or pencils.’

We say:

‘We are having school at home. Just ourselves.’

‘Ask your parents for money.’

‘Father is at the front and Mother has stayed in the Big Town. We live at our grandmother’s, she doesn’t have any money either.’

The bookseller says:

‘Without money you can’t buy anything.’

We don’t say anything else, we just look at him. He looks at us, too. His forehead is damp with sweat. After a while he shouts:

‘Don’t look at me like that! Get out!’

We say:

‘We are quite willing to perform certain tasks for you in exchange for these things. We could water or weed your garden, for example, carry parcels …’

He shouts again:

‘I don’t have a garden! I don’t need you! And, to begin with, can’t you talk normally?’

‘We do talk normally.’

‘Is it normal, at your age, to say quite willing to perform certain tasks?’

‘We speak correctly.’

‘Too correctly, yes. I don’t care at all for the way you talk! Nor for your way of looking at me! Get out!’

We ask:

‘Do you have any chickens, sir?’

He dabs his white face with a white handkerchief. He asks, without shouting:

‘Chickens? Why chickens?’

‘Because if you don’t have any, we have at our disposal a certain quantity of eggs and can supply you with them in exchange for these things, which are indispensable to us.’

The bookseller looks at us and says nothing.

We say:

‘The price of eggs increases day by day. On the other hand, the price of paper and pencils …’

He throws our paper, our pencils and our notebook in the direction of the door and yells:

‘Get out! I don’t need your eggs! Take all that, and don’t come back!’

We carefully pick up the things and say:

‘However, we shall be obliged to come back when we have used up all the paper and pencils.’




Our Studies

For our studies we have Father’s dictionary and the Bible that we found here, at Grandmother’s, in the attic.

We have lessons in spelling, composition, reading, mental arithmetic, mathematics and learning by heart.

We use the dictionary for spelling, to obtain explanations, but also to learn new words, synonyms and antonyms.

We use the Bible for reading aloud, dictation and learning by heart. We are therefore learning whole pages of the Bible by heart.

This is how a composition lesson takes place:

We are sitting at the kitchen table, with our squared sheets of paper, our pencils and the Big Notebook. We’re alone.

One of us says:

‘The title of your composition is: “Arrival at Grandmother’s”.’

The other says:

‘The title of your composition is: “Our Tasks”.’

We start writing. We have two hours to write about the subject and two sheets of paper at our disposal.

At the end of two hours we exchange our sheets of paper, each of us corrects the other’s spelling mistakes with the help of the dictionary and, at the bottom of the page, writes:

‘Good’ or ‘Not good’. If it’s ‘Not good’, we throw the composition in the fire and try to write about the same subject in the next lesson. If it’s ‘Good’, we can copy out the composition into the Big Notebook.

To decide whether it is ‘Good’ or ‘Not good’, we have a very simple rule: the composition must be true. We must describe what is, what we see, what we hear, what we do.

For example, it is forbidden to write: ‘Grandmother is like a witch,’ but we are allowed to write: ‘People call Grandmother the Witch.’

It is forbidden to write: ‘The Little Town is beautiful,’ because the Little Town may be beautiful for us and ugly for someone else.

Similarly, if we write: ‘The batman is nice,’ this isn’t a truth, because the batman may be capable of nasty acts that we know nothing about. So we would simply write: ‘The batman has given us some blankets.’

We would write: ‘We eat a lot of walnuts’ and not: ‘We love walnuts’, because the word ‘love’ is not a definite word, it lacks precision and objectivity. ‘To love walnuts’ and ‘to love Mother’ don’t mean the same thing. The first expression designates a pleasant taste in the mouth, the second a feeling.

Words that define feelings are very vague; it is better to avoid using them and to stick to the description of objects, human beings and oneself; that is to say, to the faithful description of facts.




Our Neighbour and Her Daughter

Our neighbour is not as old as Grandmother. She lives with her daughter in the end house of the Little Town. It is a completely dilapidated building and there are several holes in the roof. Around it there is a garden, but it is not cultivated like Grandmother’s garden. Only weeds grow in it.

The neighbour spends all day sitting on a stool in her garden looking straight in front of her. What she is looking at we don’t know. In the evenings or when it rains, her daughter takes her by the arm and leads her indoors. Sometimes her daughter forgets her or isn’t there, so the mother then spends the whole night out of doors, whatever the weather.

People say that our neighbour is mad, that she went mad when the man who gave her the child abandoned her.

Grandmother says that the neighbour is simply lazy and prefers to stay poor rather than get down to work.

The neighbour’s daughter is no taller than us, but she is a bit older. During the day, she begs in the town, outside cafés and at street corners. At the market, she picks up vegetables and rotten fruit that people throw away and takes them home. She also steals what she can. Several times we have had to chase her out of our garden when she was trying to take fruit and eggs.

Once, we catch her drinking milk by sucking the udder of one of our goats.

When she sees us, she gets up, wipes her mouth on the back of her hand, steps back and says:

‘Don’t hurt me!’

She adds:

‘I run very fast. You won’t catch me.’

We look at her. It’s the first time we have seen her close to. She has a harelip, she is cross-eyed, she has snot in her nose and, in the corner of her red eyes, yellow dirt. Her legs and arms are covered with pimples.

She says:

‘I’m called Harelip. I like milk.’

She smiles. Her teeth are black.

‘I like milk, but what I like more than anything is sucking the udder. It’s good. It’s hard and soft at the same time.’

We say nothing. She comes up to us.

‘I like to suck something else, too.’

She stretches out her hand. We move back. She says:

‘Don’t you want to? Don’t you want to play with me? I’d like to very much. You are so beautiful.’

She lowers her head and says:

‘I disgust you.’

We say:

‘No, you don’t disgust us.’

‘I see. You’re too young, too shy. But you don’t have to be embarrassed with me. I’ll teach you some very amusing games.’

We say:

‘We never play.’

‘What do you do, then, all day long?’

‘We work and study.’

‘I beg, steal and play.’

‘You also look after your mother. You’re a good girl.’

She comes up to us and says:

‘You think I’m a good girl? Really?’

‘Yes. And if you need anything for your mother or for yourself, you have only to ask us. We’ll give you fruit, vegetables, fish and milk.’

She starts shouting:

‘I don’t want your fruit, your fish or your milk! I can steal all that. What I want is for you to love me. Nobody loves me. Not even my mother. But I don’t love anybody either. Neither my mother nor you! I hate you!’




Exercise in Begging

We put on dirty, torn clothes, take off our shoes, dirty our faces and hands. We go out into the street. We stop and wait.

When a foreign officer comes by, we raise our right hands to salute him and hold out our left hands. Usually the officer walks on without seeing us, without looking at us.

In the end, an officer stops. He says something in a language we don’t understand. He asks us questions. We don’t answer. We stand motionless, one arm raised, the other held out. Then he fumbles in his pockets, places a coin and a bit of chocolate in our dirty hands and goes off, shaking his head.

We go on waiting.

A woman passes by. We hold out our hands. She says:

‘Poor kids. I’ve nothing to give you.’

She strokes our hair.

We say:

‘Thank you.’

Another woman gives us two apples, another some biscuits.

A woman passes by. We hold out our hands. She stops and says:

‘Aren’t you ashamed to beg? Come with me, I’ve a few easy little jobs for you. Cutting wood, for example, and cleaning up the terrace. You’re big enough and strong enough for that. Afterwards, if you work well, I’ll give you some bread and soup.’

We answer:

‘We don’t want to work for you, madam. We don’t want to eat your soup or bread. We aren’t hungry.’

She asks:

‘Why are you begging, then?’

‘To find out what effect it has and to observe people’s reactions.’

She walks on, shouting:

‘Dirty little hooligans! And cheeky with it!’

On our way home, we throw away the apples, biscuits and coins in the tall grass at the roadside.

It is impossible to throw away the stroking on our hair.




Harelip

We are fishing in the stream. Harelip runs up. She doesn’t see us. She lies down in the grass and lifts her skirt. She isn’t wearing knickers. We see her bare buttocks and the hair between her legs. We don’t have hair between our legs. Harelip has some, but not very much.

Harelip whistles. A dog arrives. It’s our dog. She takes him in her arms and rolls with him in the grass. The dog barks, gets away, shakes himself and runs off. Harelip calls him gently as she strokes her sex with her fingers.

The dog comes back, sniffs Harelip’s sex several times and starts to lick it.

Harelip spreads her legs and presses the dog’s head on to her belly with both hands. She breathes very deeply and wriggles.

The dog’s sex becomes visible, it gets longer and longer, it is thin and red. The dog raises his head and tries to climb on to Harelip.

Harelip turns round, she is on her knees, she offers her backside to the dog. The dog places his front paws on Harelip’s back. His back legs begin to shake. He feels around, gets closer and closer, puts himself between Harelip’s legs and sticks himself against her buttocks. He moves very quickly backwards and forwards. Harelip gives a cry and, after a while, she falls on to her stomach.

The dog walks off slowly.

Harelip lies on the ground for a time, then gets up, sees us and blushes. She shouts:

‘Dirty little spies! What did you see?’

We answer:

‘We saw you playing with our dog.’

She asks:

‘Am I still your playmate?’

‘Yes. And we’ll allow you to play with our dog as much as you like.’

‘And you won’t tell anybody what you saw?’

‘We never tell anybody anything. You can depend on us.’

She sits down in the grass and cries:

‘Only animals love me.’

We ask:

‘Is it true your mother is mad?’

‘No. She’s just deaf and blind.’

‘What happened to her?’

‘Nothing. Nothing special. One day, she went blind and, later on, she went deaf. She says it’ll be the same for me. Have you seen my eyes? In the morning, when I wake up, my eyelashes are stuck together and my eyes are full of pus.’

We say:

‘It’s certainly an illness that can be cured by medicine.’

She says:

‘Perhaps. But how can you go to a doctor without any money? Anyway, there aren’t any doctors. They’re all at the front.’

We ask:

‘And what about your ears? Do they hurt?’

‘No, I don’t have any problem with my ears. And I don’t think my mother has either. She pretends not to hear anything; that suits her when I ask her questions.’




Exercise in Blindness and Deafness

One of us pretends to be blind, the other deaf. To begin with, by way of training, the blind one ties one of Grandmother’s black shawls over his eyes and the deaf one blocks up his ears with grass. The shawl smells bad, like Grandmother.

We hold hands and go out walking after an air-raid warning has sounded, when people are hiding in their cellars and the streets are deserted.

The deaf one describes what he sees:

‘The street is long and straight. It is bordered with low, single-storey houses. They have been painted white, grey, pink, yellow and blue. At the end of the street, I can see a park with trees and a fountain. The sky is blue, with a few white clouds. I can see planes. Five bombers. They are flying low.’

The blind one talks slowly so that the deaf one can lip-read:

‘I can hear the planes. They are making a low, jerky noise. Their engines are labouring. They are full of bombs. Now they’ve passed over. I can hear the birds again. Otherwise everything is quiet.’

The deaf one reads the blind one’s lips and answers:

‘Yes, the street is empty.’

The blind one says:

‘Not for long. I can hear footsteps in the side street on the left.’

The deaf one says:

‘You’re right. It’s a man.’

The blind one asks:

‘What is he like?’

The deaf one answers:

‘Like all of them. Poor, old.’

‘I know. I recognise old men’s footsteps. I can also hear that he is barefoot, so he is poor.’

The deaf one says:

‘He’s bald. He’s wearing an old army jacket. His trousers are too short. His feet are dirty.’

‘What about his eyes?’

‘I can’t see them. He’s looking down.’

‘And his mouth?’

‘His lips are too pulled in. He must have lost all his teeth.’

‘And his hands?’

‘They’re in his pockets. The pockets are huge and filled with something. Potatoes, or walnuts, there are bumps sticking out. He looks up, he’s looking at us. But I can’t make out the colour of his eyes.’

‘Can you see anything else?’

‘Lines, deep lines on his face, like scars.’

The blind one says:

‘I can hear the all-clear. The raid is over. Let’s go home.’

Later, in time, we no longer need a shawl over our eyes or grass in our ears. The one playing the blind man simply turns his gaze inwards and the deaf one shuts his ears off to all sounds.




The Deserter

We find a man in the forest. A living man, a young man, without a uniform. He is lying behind a bush. He looks at us without moving.

We ask him:

‘Why are you lying there?’

He answers:

‘I can’t walk. I’ve come from the other side of the frontier. I’ve been walking for two weeks. Night and day. Especially night. I’m too weak now. I’m hungry. I haven’t eaten for three days.’

We ask:

‘Why haven’t you got a uniform? All young men have a uniform. They are all soldiers.’

He says:

‘I don’t want to be a soldier any more.’

‘You don’t want to fight the enemy any more?’

‘I don’t want to fight anyone. I have no enemies. I want to go home.’

‘Where is your home?’

‘Still a long way off. I’ll never get there if I don’t find anything to eat.’

We ask:

‘Why don’t you go and buy something to eat? Haven’t you any money?’

‘No, I haven’t any money and I can’t be seen. I must hide. No one must see me.’

‘Why?’

‘I left my regiment without leave. I ran away. I’m a deserter. If they found me, I’d be shot or hanged.’

We ask:

‘Like a murderer?’

‘Yes, exactly like a murderer.’

‘And yet you don’t want to kill anyone. You just want to go home.’

‘Yes, I just want to go home.’

We ask:

‘What do you want us to bring you to eat?’

‘Anything.’

‘Goat’s milk, hard-boiled eggs, bread, fruit?’

‘Yes, yes, anything.’

We ask:

‘And a blanket? The nights are cold and if often rains.’

He says:

‘Yes, but you mustn’t be seen. And you won’t say anything to anybody, will you? Not even to your mother.’

We answer:

‘No one will see us, we never say anything to anybody and we have no mother.’

When we come back with the food and blanket, he says:

‘You’re very kind.’

We say:

‘We didn’t want to be kind. We have brought you the things because you absolutely need them. That’s all.’

He says again:

‘I don’t know how to thank you. I shall never forget you.’

His eyes fill with tears.

We say:

‘Crying is no use, you know. We never cry. Yet we aren’t men, like you.’

He smiles and says:

‘You’re right. Excuse me, I won’t do it any more. It’s just because I’m exhausted.’




Exercise in Fasting

We announce to Grandmother:

‘Today and tomorrow we won’t eat anything. We’ll drink only water.’

She shrugs her shoulders:

‘I couldn’t care less. But you’ll work as usual.’

‘Of course, Grandmother.’

On the first day, she kills a chicken and roasts it in the oven. At midday, she calls out to us:

‘Come and eat!’

We go to the kitchen; it smells very good. We’re a bit hungry, but not too much. We watch Grandmother carve up the chicken. She says:

‘It smells good. Can you smell how good it smells? Do you want a leg each?’

‘We don’t want anything, Grandmother.’

‘That’s a pity, because it is really very good.’

She eats with her hands, licking her fingers and wiping them on her apron. She gnaws and sucks the bones.

She says:

‘Very tender, this young chicken. I can’t imagine anything better.’

We say:

‘Grandmother, ever since we have been in your house, you have never cooked a chicken for us.’

She says:

‘I’ve cooked one today. Now’s your chance.’

‘You knew we didn’t want to eat anything today, or tomorrow.’

‘That’s not my fault. This is just another of your stupidities.’

‘It’s one of our exercises. To get us used to bearing hunger.’

‘Then get used to it. Nobody’s stopping you.’

We go out of the kitchen and go out to do our jobs in the garden. By the end of the day, we are really very hungry. We drink a lot of water. In the evening, we find it hard to get to sleep. We dream of food.

Next day, at midday, Grandmother finishes the chicken. We watch her eating it in a kind of fog. We’re no longer hungry. We feel dizzy.

In the evening, Grandmother makes pancakes, which she serves with jam and cream cheese. We feel sick and have stomach cramps but, as soon as we get into bed, we fall into a deep sleep. When we get up, Grandmother has already left for the market. We want to have our breakfast, but there is nothing to eat in the kitchen. No bread, no milk, no cheese. Grandmother has locked everything away in the cellar. We could unlock it, but we decide not to touch anything. We eat raw tomatoes and cucumbers with salt.

Grandmother comes back from the market and says:

‘You haven’t done your work this morning.’

‘You should have woken us, Grandmother.’

‘You should have woken yourselves up. But, just this once, I’ll give you something to eat all the same.’

She makes us a vegetable soup with what she brings back from the market, as usual. We don’t have much of it. After the meal, Grandmother says:

‘It’s a stupid exercise. And bad for the health.’




Grandfather’s Grave

One day, we see Grandmother leave the house with her watering-can and gardening tools. But instead of going to the vineyard she goes in a different direction. We follow her at a distance in order to find out where she is going.

She goes into the graveyard. She stops in front of a grave and puts down her tools. The graveyard is deserted. There is nobody but Grandmother and us.

Hiding behind bushes and funerary monuments, we get closer and closer. Grandmother is short-sighted and poor of hearing. We can observe her without her knowing.

She pulls up the weeds growing on the grave, digs with a spade, rakes the soil, plants flowers, fetches water from the well and comes back and waters the grave.

When she has finished her work, she gathers her tools together, then kneels down in front of the wooden cross, but sitting back on her heels. She joins her hands over her belly as if to say a prayer, but what we hear are mainly oaths:

‘Shit … bastard … pig … rotten … damned …’

When Grandmother has gone, we go and look at the grave: it is very well maintained. We look at the cross: the name written on it is our grandmother’s. It is also Mother’s maiden name. The Christian name is double, with a hyphen, and those two Christian names are our Christian names.

On the cross, there are also dates of birth and death. We calculate that Grandfather died at the age of forty-four, twenty-three years ago.

In the evening, we ask Grandmother:

‘What was our Grandfather like?’

She says:

‘What? You don’t have a grandfather.’

‘But we used to have.’

‘No, never. He had already died when you were born. So you never had a grandfather.’ We ask:

‘Why did you poison him?’

She asks:

‘What are you talking about?’

‘People say you poisoned Grandfather.’

‘People say … People say … Let them tell their stories.’

‘You didn’t poison him?’

‘Leave me alone, sons of a bitch! Nothing was proved! People say anything.’

We say again:

‘We know you didn’t like Grandfather. So why do you look after his grave?’

‘For that very reason! Because of what people say. To stop them telling their stories! And how do you know I look after his grave, eh? You’ve been spying on me, sons of a bitch, you’ve been spying on me again! May the devil take you!’




Exercise in Cruelty

It’s Sunday. We catch a chicken and cut its throat as we have seen Grandmother do. We bring the chicken into the kitchen and say:

‘You must cook it, Grandmother.’

She starts shouting:

‘Who gave you permission? You’ve no right! I give the orders here, you filthy kids! I won’t cook it! I’d rather die first!’

We say:

‘All right. We’ll cook it ourselves.’

We start to pluck the chicken, but Grandmother snatches it from our hands.

‘You don’t know how to do it! Filthy little kids, you’ll be the death of me, you’re God’s punishment on me, that’s what you are!’

As the chicken is cooking, Grandmother cries:

‘It was the best one. They took the best one on purpose. It was just ready for the Tuesday market.’

As we eat the chicken we say:

‘It’s very good, this chicken. We’ll eat chicken every Sunday.’

‘Every Sunday? Are you crazy? Do you want to ruin me?’

‘We shall eat a chicken every Sunday, whether you like it or not.’

Grandmother starts to cry:

‘But what have I done to them? Woe is me! They want to kill me. A poor, old defenceless woman, I haven’t deserved this. And I’ve been so good to them!’

‘Yes, Grandmother, you are good, very good. So it is out of kindness that you will cook a chicken for us every Sunday.’

When she has calmed down a bit, we say to her again:

‘When there’s something to be killed, you must fetch us. We’ll do it.’

She says:

‘You like that, eh?’

‘No, Grandmother, it’s precisely because we don’t like it. It’s for that reason that we must get used to it.’

She says:

‘I see. It’s a new exercise. You’re right. It’s good to know how to kill when you have to.’

We begin with the fish. We pick them up by the tail and bang their heads against a stone. We soon get used to killing the animals intended to be eaten: chickens, rabbits, ducks. Later, we will kill animals which do not need to be killed. We catch frogs, nail them down on a piece of wood and slit their bellies open. We also catch butterflies and pin them on to a piece of cardboard. Soon we have a fine collection.

One day we hang our cat, a ginger tom-cat, from the branch of a tree. As he hangs, he gets longer and becomes enormous. He has spasms and convulsions. When he isn’t moving any more, we cut him down. He lies stretched out on the grass, motionless, then, suddenly, gets up and runs off.

Ever since then, he no longer comes near the house, but we sometimes see him at a distance. He doesn’t even come to drink the milk that we put out in front of the door on a little plate.

Grandmother says:

‘That cat is getting wilder and wilder.’

We say:

‘Don’t worry, Grandmother, we’ll take care of the mice.’

We make traps and drown the mice that get caught in them in boiling water.




The Other Children

We meet other children in the Little Town. As the school is shut, they are out all day long. There are big ones and little ones. Some have their homes and mothers here, others are from elsewhere, like us. Especially from the Big Town.

A lot of these children are living with people they didn’t know before. They have to work in the fields and vineyards; the people who look after them are not always very kind to them.

The big children often attack the small ones. They take all they have in their pockets and sometimes they even take their clothes. They beat them up, too, especially those who come from elsewhere. The young ones who are from here are protected by their mothers and never go out alone.

We are not protected by anybody, so we learn to defend ourselves against the big ones.

We make weapons: we sharpen stones, we fill socks with sand and gravel. We also have a razor, which we found in the chest in the attic, next to the Bible. We have only to take out our razor for the big boys to run away.

On one very hot day, we are sitting beside the fountain where people who have no well of their own come and get water. Nearby, some boys who are bigger than us are lying in the grass. It is cool there, under the trees, near the water, which runs without stopping.

Harelip arrives with a bucket, which
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