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			For my little sister, Christine. I love you.

		

	
		

		
			1

			Paris

			1922

			At twenty-four years old, I was a reporter for the Boston Examiner, living in Paris. Things had improved, after the tough times that immediately followed the war. Actually, it hadn’t been my original intention to move to France. I had been sent by the newspaper, from my post in England, to Paris. At first, I was not enthusiastic about the change, because I worried that France would be filled with nothing but snooty Frenchmen, speaking a language I hardly spoke, and looking down their noses at me. 

			As it turned out, I enjoyed Paris a great deal. My American salary went further, but more importantly, it was the place to be. Paris had more people who were not originally born there than any other city in Europe. Even on the trip over from England, from New Haven to Dieppe, I had met the ferry’s energetic pastry chef. He was a diminutive, energetic fellow from the Annam region of Indochina, and he spoke more about Communism than he did about pastries.

			It was truly an inspiring time to be in Paris. There were artists, writers, intellectuals and those who fancied themselves as such, photographers, musicians, and some who were even dabbling in filmmaking, although I’m sure they thought they were serious artists as well.

			The rich, also, were moving into Paris. Most were not creative themselves, but certainly liked to associate with those who were. Some wealthy did what they had long done; they became the patrons of artists. The affluent newcomers moved into the 9th arrondissement mostly, while many of the artists and writers found themselves flats in the 5th, and some of those without running water. 

			Paris was a cultural stew and, for a story, I began researching a people from within France, about whom I was only vaguely familiar. Honestly, even after I had investigated the story, I still didn’t understand much more about them. Called the gens des Marais, and by a variety of other less polite names such as Cagot, I came to learn that there was more invented about them than actually known.

			The origin of the Cagots was unclear. Some claimed they were descendants of the Visigoths, or of the Moors who had vanquished them. Perhaps both were true. One of the more outlandish stories was that they were all descended from the carpenters who built the cross of Christ. 

			The Cagot had been persecuted for centuries, and although they had historically been found in southwestern France and northern Spain, in recent decades they had largely dispersed across the country. When I mentioned the idea of such a story to my colleagues, one told me about an old man, living right there in Paris, who was himself a Cagot. He said he would see if he could get me an appointment to meet him.

			A few days later, I went over to meet seventy-nine year old Alcide Chrétien. Alcide’s flat was in a building one-removed from the corner of Boulevard Bourdon, on Rue Mornay. It being a nice day, I decided to walk from my tiny place on Rue Valette. I chose a route that would take me by the university, and maximize my chances of seeing young women down that way. I then crossed Pont de Sully, and the island of course, turning onto Rue de Sully and passing the stables of Gendarmerie Nationale-Garde Républicaine. All I could see was a high tan-brick wall running the length of the street, with the small, arched windows on the ground floor, each one seemed to mark a stable. The air was rich with the sweet scent of horse manure, and it certainly reminded me of my grandparents’ New England farm.

			When I reached Alcide’s building, I looked up, and then across the intersection and canal, before taking a deep breath and entering. Climbing those flights of stairs, I wondered at the challenge they must be for an old man. After he opened the door for me, I introduced myself, saying, “Monsieur Chrétien, I’m Robert Markie. I’m the correspondent from Boston. Our mutual friend said you had agreed to see me.” All I saw in the face of old Alcide was sadness, and wisdom born of it. 

			Alcide was short, and his face was deeply lined. The point of his stubble-covered chin was surely closer to his nose than it had been in his youth, and he had virtually no lower earlobes to speak of. This characteristic made me wonder if he, as the legends said of the Cagots, had webbed toes as well. Those who had persecuted them had forced them to wear patches with the insignia of a goose’s red foot. 

			His eyes were a dull greyish-blue, and decades of being in the sun had baked his skin hard.

			After I introduced myself, Alcide silently turned and walked away, neither closing the door, nor inviting me in. I followed. The furnishings in the flat were poor. One chair was handmade of unfinished, greying wood. The place smelled of cloves. He didn’t pause as we walked through the flat and went right out onto the surprisingly large terrace, with nothing but open sky above and, along with a small table and chairs, it was crowded with potted plants. Some were as tall as I. Going to the far end, I could see the canal again, and the rooftops all around. 

			“It’s a lovely spot. Thank you for seeing me,” I said.

			“Sit,” Alcide said, and we did.

			“Thank you. As I hope you’ve been told, I’d like to tell the story of the gens des Marais,” I said.

			“That is not a nice way to say it. I never lived in the marshes anyway. I live closer to Le Marais now than I ever have,” Alcide said, thumbing over his shoulder.

			It took a moment before I understood what he meant, but then I smiled, and he nodded. Le Marais district of Paris was about a five-minute walk from this flat, on the same side of the river, although it was hardly a marsh.

			“What should I call you, if not gens des Marais? Cagot?” I asked.

			“What if you call me simply, ‘Alcide’?” 

			Shifting in my seat, I asked, “And how should I refer to your people?”

			“Whatever way you like, in your story. I can only tell you about me, not the people as a whole. What you decide to do with what I tell you is up to you,” Alcide said.

			“I see. So, perhaps we should begin. Where were you born?” I asked, pulling my paper from my bag.

			“We should start much farther along. Men are more interesting than babies,” Alcide said.

			I placed the paper on the table, and studied him for a moment. He looked back, unblinking, but with his lips moving, as if he were silently talking. It appeared Alcide Chrétien had a tale he wanted to tell, and he did not seem to care if it was the story I had come to collect.

			“Fine. Will you start with today? Or perhaps a bit farther back?” I asked.

			“Do not take a tone,” Alcide said.

			“My apologies. Please,” I said.

			“When I was seventy-one, I took a new job…” Alcide began to say.

			“You took a job at that age?” I asked.

			“The war had begun, and the young men knew they would have to go. Older men like me were being hired all over, because we knew farming, and remembered how to work hard,” Alcide said.

			“And this was in France?” I asked.

			“Near Lyon. On the Arsenault farm, at the edge of Montagnat,” he said.

			“So, Arsenault is a family name, and Montagnat is a village?” I asked.

			He paused, and asked, “You are not stupid, are you?”

			“No, monsieur, I am not,” I said, a bit insulted. While I didn’t have fine clothes, I would have thought my vocabulary and grammar signaled that I was educated. My lack of familiarity with every hamlet and surname in France should not have been that much of an indictment.

			“Good, because this is a complicated story, with bits that would shock an idiot. If you are feeble, you will not understand it,” Alcide said.

			“Go on,” I said.

			“I was hired on to work for Henri and Seraphine Arsenault. It was a small farm, northeast of Lyon and west of Geneva. One city was not closer than the other. There were the usual animals, such as chickens and goats, many cats, and two mares. An older one named Bijou was a grey Ardennais, at least in part, and there was a beautiful bay named Esme,” Alcide said.

			“What did you do for them?” I asked.

			“All that needs to be done on a farm. I could do it all. Especially easy when the majority of the animals are smaller, such as goats and chickens,” Alcide said.

			“It makes sense that bigger animals might be more work,” I said.

			“The largest farm I ever worked on had many cows, but even more work than those are pigs,” Alcide said.

			“Why pigs?”

			“Picture a full-grown dairy cow. How fast do the really run? How much energy do they have?” Alcide said.

			“And pigs are fast?”

			“Pigs are quite fast, even when they weigh more than you! More stubborn as well, and pigs are very smart—as smart as dogs,” Alcide said.

			“Really?”

			“Imagine if you had thirty dogs, all of them seventy kilograms or more, and they are all screaming and running, slick with manure, all very clever,” Alcide said.

			“I can imagine managing them would be a challenge,” I said.

			“Quite so,” Alcide said.

			“So, how many pigs did the Arsenaults have?” I asked.

			“None,” he said.

			“Why did you bring them up?”

			“We were discussing how much work different types of farm animals are. I told you pigs are more of a challenge than cows,” Alcide said.

			We stared at each other a moment, and then I asked, “What was challenging at the Arsenault farm?”

			“Well, at the Arsenault farm, it was easy work when Henri was still there, and everyone seemed happy. I think, for a while, even I was happy. They were both expecting babies,” Alcide said.

			My brow furrowed. Both expecting babies? If he had said that they were both expecting a baby, that would have made sense. Henri and Seraphine were looking forward to a child’s arrival, but babies? “So, Seraphine, was expecting twins?” I asked.

			“Seraphine and Esme, the mare. They were due about the same time. Henri had said that they needed me especially because he would be leaving, and his wife and mare were both in blood,” Alcide said.

			“In blood?” I asked.

			“No, not in blood. Pregnant,” Alcide said. “Are you sure you know French well enough to do this?”

			I blushed a bit. My parents had spoken French to each other, but mostly English to us children. My understanding of the language was better than my speaking. I didn’t answer his question, and instead I asked, “There was no other help on the farm?” 

			Alcide’s eyes narrowed a bit, and he said, “We will talk about Olivier later.”

			I took notes, but so far, his account was starting out like millions of other war stories. No one needed to be reminded. The war had ended only four years before, and the people who told their war stories in great detail were usually making them up.

			Alcide stood, and walked back into the flat. This time I did not follow. He returned with a photograph, cigarettes, and matches. He placed the cigarettes and matches on the table, and handed the black and white photo to me. It was of a woman, slim in her black coat, with long sleeves and a high collar. Its hem went to the ground, but it was split in the back, and in the front, it was unfastened below her waist. She was running in the snow, with her boots visible. Her long dark hair was tied tight to her head, and in her right hand was a riding crop. She was chasing a dark-colored horse, and they were both running away from the photographer. Huge snowflakes were falling. Both the horse and the woman looked wild.

			“Seraphine and the horse, Esme?” I asked.

			Alcide shook his head. “This is Seraphine and Esme’s foal, Elise.” After he said it, his mouth set hard. 

			Looking at the photo, I asked, “Where are they now?”

			“Listen to me. I will tell you,” Alcide said, and he lit a cigarette. He offered one to me, and I declined. He took a deep puff of his cigarette and then he began to tell me about the Arsenault farm. 

		

	
		
			

			2

			Montagnat

			1914

			Alcide got word of possible work from a man he passed on the road. They were about the same age, but he was walking the other way, likely headed to a job he had already secured. The two men didn’t say much. They exchanged pleasantries, updates on work sought and work found, and the news that France was in the process of conscripting as many as 3,000,000 men for the coming defense of their land. 

			“The farm is not far. A way down the road,” he said. 

			“How many cows are there?” Alcide asked.

			“None, but horses and goats, and chickens,” said the man.

			“The name again?” Alcide asked.

			“Arsenault. Henri is his name,” the man said.

			“Uncommon surname,” Alcide said.

			“They all went to Canada long ago. There are some in Loiret, and some on the coast, but certainly few out this way,” he said.

			“I will go see,” Alcide said.

			Neither man said anything more, not even to share best wishes, and both resumed walking. When Alcide finally saw a house with a small barn, he put down his bag and straightened his shirt. He removed his hat, and swept his thinning hair back. Picking up his bag, he popped the hat back on. He didn’t swing the bag up over his shoulder once more, but just carried it at his side. Alcide began calling out once he passed the first fence.

			“Hello! Hello there!” Alcide said.

			“Yes?” a man said, stepping out of the barn.

			“Monsieur Arsenault? My name is Alcide Chrétien. I was told you might need a man here,” Alcide said.

			“Do you tire easily?” the man asked.

			“I walked many miles to get here, and I can work right this minute,” Alcide said.

			“You have worked on a farm,” the man said.

			“Much of my life,” Alcide said.

			“Horse training? Husbandry?” the man asked.

			“I was even a farrier, but long ago. And I can do light carpentry,” Alcide said.

			“And you’re not a thief,” the man said.

			“Certainly not,” Alcide said.

			He stared at Alcide for a moment, and then said, “I am Henri Arsenault. You can sleep in the barn. Breakfast is early, and supper is late, but my wife Seraphine is a good cook. While I am still here working with you, your room and board will be your pay, but when I leave you will have more to do, and we will pay you what we can.”

			“When will you leave, monsieur?” Alcide asked.

			“Call me Henri. I am not certain yet, but it will be soon,” he said, and then looked toward the house.

			Alcide also looked that way, and knew that Henri was likely more worried about those in the house than about what he was facing in the army.

			Henri said, “You said you have been a farrier.”

			“I have.”

			“Was that a very long time ago?” Henri asked.

			“I am quite a bit older, but I am still quite strong,” Alcide said.

			“I’m sure,” Henri said, with a smile.

			“Are you mocking me, Monsieur?” Alcide asked, using the formal ‘vous’.

			Henri’s smile fell, and he said, “Not at all. And, please, as I said, call me Henri. I’m afraid we do not have time for the normal shift from being formal to familiar. You may stop using ‘vous’ as well. I’m just Henri. Alright?”

			Alcide said, “I may slip at first.”

			“I’ll forgive,” Henri said, with only half a smile this time.

			Alcide nodded, and looked him over. He seemed a nice, sturdy young man. “What would you like me to do first?” Alcide asked.

			Henri said, “Why don’t you put your bag in the loft? Make yourself a place. Then, come down and find me.”

			Alcide went into the barn, climbed into the loft, and found it full of sweet, dry hay. He put his bag down and pulled an old blanket from it, which he lay upon the hay nearest his feet. After putting his bag on top of the blanket, he turned, climbed down the ladder. Alcide found Henri with the goats.

			Henri said, “Are you thirsty? There is a pump, just there.”

			Alcide went over and pumped water into his hand, and wet his face. He pumped again, caught the ice-cold water with both hands, drank, and rubbed his face again. He came back to Henri and the goats, and said, “A deep well.”

			Henri smiled again, and Alcide thought he might not get used to a man who smiled so often. 

			“Come, I’ll introduce you to the horses,” Henri said.

			They walked to the pasture where the mares were grazing, and both horses’ heads came up at once. 

			“This is Bijou, and this is Esme,” Henri said. “I think Esme has another forty days to go.”

			Alcide walked toward Esme, her belly hanging low.

			“Careful. She has always kicked, and is even more temperamental now, I’m afraid,” Henri said. 

			Alcide never slowed, nor did he give Esme a reassuring rub on the nose first. He walked directly to her flank, and put his hand on her side. Esme turned her head, and gave him a sniff, but did not take so much as a step. Alcide rubbed her belly.

			“Careful now,” Henri said.

			Esme bent her head to the grass. Alcide turned back to Henri and said, “You do not have forty days. Maybe not even twenty. She has been in foal for 310 days, 320 days.”

			“We think so, too, about 310 days,” Henri said.

			“And you thought she would go 350 or more?” Alcide asked.

			“She was a maiden mare. This is her first,” Henri said.

			“Monsieur, I think you have two weeks, three at most,” Alcide said.

			“I was hoping it would be longer. My wife is due soon as well. Unless you can tell if the doctor is wrong about her,” Henri said.

			“I have never been able to tell anything about women,” Alcide said.

			Henri laughed and said, “We’re alike then.”

			“How so?” Alcide asked.

			Henri’s smile fell a bit, and then he said, “Nothing. Come, come meet Seraphine.”

			The men walked to the house, and Henri led the way inside. Alcide closed the door behind them, and removed his hat.

			Henri called, “Seraphine, we have a guest.”

			She appeared, with her long hair tied neatly around the crown of her head, without a scarf to cover it. Wearing a white blouse, and skirt with a floral print, she had covered some of these with a worn and faded apron of cerulean blue. Her abdomen protruded so much that the apron, normally tied above her hips, was cinched beneath her heavy breasts. 

			“This is Monsieur Alcide Chrétien. This is my wife, Seraphine,” Henri said.

			“Monsieur Chrétien,” she said.

			“Please, call me Alcide, Madame,” he said.

			“Seraphine, then,” she said, and Alcide nodded, wringing his cap a bit in his hands.

			“Alcide will be working here, helping us,” Henri said.

			“Have you put your belongings in the barn, then?” she asked.

			Alcide nodded.

			“We can certainly use the help,” Seraphine said with a smile.

			“He says that Esme will foal in two weeks,” Henri said.

			“That soon?” she asked.

			“No later than that,” Alcide said.

			“So, you know horses?” Seraphine said, moving to a small wooden chair. Sitting, she waved the men to join her at the table.

			“Esme gave him no more than a sniff, and returned to grazing while he touched her belly,” Henri said, as he moved to sit, patting Seraphine on her belly along the way.

			“You’re joking. I’m glad I wasn’t watching. I would have been sure you would be kicked, or bitten,” Seraphine said.

			“Why do you keep a horse like that?” Alcide asked.

			“She is Bijou’s friend,” Seraphine said. “I think sometimes that Esme is actually Bijou’s horse.”

			“Does Bijou still work?” Alcide asked.

			“Not as much as she used to, but she does still pull a cart when I need her to,” Henri said, “Have you helped many mares to foal?” 

			“So many,” Alcide said, and then couldn’t help but glance at Seraphine’s belly.

			“Ah, don’t worry. We have a midwife—her name is Madame Dubois—who will help me, and the priest, Père Benoit, will likely be here, too,” Seraphine said.

			“Maybe I will still be here,” Henri said.

			Seraphine’s face became a bit pained, but she smiled through it, and said, “I hope.”

			“There was a neighboring house, with a barn, but I only saw chickens. I passed it on my way here,” Alcide said.

			“Jean and Claire Voisine’s house, but Jean is already gone. He went to Paris,” Henri said.

			“Did they hire a man?” Alcide asked.

			“Claire’s daughter Suzanne, their only child, will help there. The girl is a hard worker. Is she sixteen years old now, Henri?” Seraphine asked.

			“I think that’s right,” Henri said.

			“She came home?” Alcide asked.

			

			“She never left. Suzanne is a strong girl to work on a farm, but she doesn’t really speak. She does as she is told, and does her best, but she was never one that would be sent to a school. Suzanne doesn’t have the head for it,” Henri said. “I’m sure it’s lonely for Claire.”

			“Is the girl mute?” Alcide said.

			“I have heard her yelling at the chickens, but not with words. More like simple sounds, I’m afraid,” Seraphine said.

			“She gets angry at those birds, until she is using the axe, then she sort of coos to them. Perhaps in sympathy, or apology,” Henri said.

			“Apologize to chickens,” Alcide said, and shook his head.

			Seraphine’s eyes narrowed, and she asked, “Do you ever consider the feelings of animals, Alcide?”

			Alcide looked from her face to Henri’s, and back again. He said, “With horses, very much so. And cows, too, I suppose, although a cow is an idiot compared to a horse.”

			“I see,” Seraphine said.

			Alcide looked around, and asked, “You don’t have a dog?”

			“He died in the spring,” Henri said, and they both looked sad.

			“Well, a good dog can make a man look like an idiot, and a dog is as feeling a creature as any. No farm should be without one,” Alcide said.

			

			“I agree with you,” Seraphine said, “Did you have a good dog once, Alcide?”

			“His name was Callidus. I have never, nor will I ever, see the likes of him again. Black and white, fast as lightning, and so smart I bet he could have learned to read if we could have found a person smart enough to teach him,” Alcide said.

			“You said ‘we.’ You were married, then?” Henri asked.

			Alcide paused, and then said, “I meant me and the dog.”

			There was a moment when no one spoke, until Seraphine asked, “Are you an educated man?”

			Alcide shifted in his seat. “An educated farm worker?” he asked.

			Seraphine tilted her head, and waited for an answer.

			“I attended school for some time,” Alcide said, as if confessing something, but then he added, “Nevertheless, I am not a dreamer. I am a hard worker.”

			“I have no doubt,” Seraphine said.

			Henri said, “Both of us can read as well.”

			Seraphine cleared her throat, and asked, “And what of goats and chickens?”

			“What of them?” Alcide asked.

			“What do you think of them?” she asked.

			“Goats are not so much intelligent as they are… rusée,” Alcide said, “And the smartest part of a chicken comes in a shell, hopefully once per day.”

			

			Henri chuckled, and then asked, “Do you have any questions of us?”

			“Do you attend church?” Alcide asked.

			“We had not in some time, but in recent weeks, we have begun again. The church nearby is Saint-Clair. You are welcome to come with us, if you like,” Seraphine said.

			“I do not attend,” Alcide said.

			There was a long pause, as if the Arsenaults were waiting for Alcide to say more, but Alcide sat quietly, as if there was nothing else to add.

			Henri said, “I see. Any other questions?”

			“Normally, it is only you two here, doing this work?” Alcide asked.

			“Some days, there is a boy, Olivier, who comes. He does some work in exchange for a little loaf, or a couple of eggs, and then he leaves,” Henri said.

			“You know his family?” Alcide asked.

			“We have never met them,” Seraphine said.

			“He simply arrived one day, just as you have. He asked if he could clean stalls or milk goats in exchange for food. Olivier is not very big, even for his age, so many things he cannot do, but he does enough,” Henri said. 

			“He never eats with us. I have tried to have him stay, but he would rather take his food and go,” Seraphine said.

			Alcide said, “Perhaps he is sharing the food.”

			“He takes very little,” Henri said. “I tried to follow him home twice. Once, I lost him in the forest, where the terrain becomes quite steep east of here. The second time, I was more careful, but he waited behind a tree and startled me. He wanted to know why I was following him, and I told him I did it out of concern. Olivier then told me there was no reason for concern, and asked me to never follow him again. I told him I would not. It hadn’t been my idea anyway.” Henri looked at Seraphine, who scowled back.

			After a moment, Alcide asked, “So, should we get to it?”

			“Of course,” Henri said. 

			The men nodded at Seraphine, and headed outside. They went to the barn, and Henri said, “I’ll feed the goats. Check Bijou’s hoof, the left rear. She seems to be favoring.”

			Alcide said nothing, and went out to the large horse. He rubbed her nose a bit, and walked to her rear hoof, running his hand down her flank. Alcide patted that leg and she did nothing. With his back to her, he reached between his legs, and pulled on her hoof. If she had wanted to leave it down, there would have been little Alcide could do about it. If she had wanted to break Alcide’s leg or back, she could easily have done it. Instead, she let that hoof come up off the ground. Alcide looked carefully, and saw that the hoof was perfect. He let it go, and looked up to the barn, where Henri was watching him. Alcide understood at once that it had been a test. Henri waved to him, and he waved back. As Henri went back into the barn, and Bijou walked away, Alcide saw that Esme was standing off, and staring at him.

			“What is the matter with you?” Alcide asked. Esme pinned her ears back and snorted. Alcide took a step in her direction, and she spun and bolted as far as the paddock would allow. Alcide said, “You were fine with me earlier.” He held up both hands, but the mare did not relax. He turned and walked toward the barn to see if Henri had any real work for him to do.
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			The first dinner was a rushed affair, he was very tired, and Alcide took most of it back to the loft in the barn. Not fancy, but he was grateful. The radishes, picked a month ago, were actually still good. The small root cellars on the farm were quite effective, and now that the seasons were turning cooler, it was even easier to preserve. Extremely thin slices made crunchiness less important anyway, and between two pieces of hearty bread, slathered with goat butter, it was delicious. 

			Alcide preferred the earthy taste of goat butter to any other. When he had the chance to cook himself, he preferred how it melted more quickly, and even though the difference in the taste was sometimes lost on the stove, using it to bake made everything better. It made him miss his wife, though.

			The second dinner, however, was more formal. Alcide had washed his face and hands, and put on the cleanest clothing he had. He left his hat in the loft, and carefully descended the ladder.

			Welcomed into the house as a guest would be felt very nice indeed, and after some small talk with Henri, they all sat to eat at the table. 

			Henri lowered his head
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