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CHAPTER 1


SECRET LOVE






The bell was announcing the 10 a.m. Mass. While his mother was finshing dressing Madelon, Jacques checked whether Jean was ready. Jules and Marie were waiting outside the door, already prepared and impatient.

The Teissiers passed by and Sylvestre hinted a smile towards Marie, who blushed prettily and immediately looked away from the handsome young man.


When their masters were gone, Jules whispered to his sister, "Master Sylvestre makes sheep's eyes at you, doesn't he?"


"Not at all, yours are just fantasies..." the girl, troubled, answered.


"Fantasies? But if each time he gets an opportunity, he has eyes only for you? He likes you, that's obvious."


"Don't talk nonsense. How can you imagine that he is aware of someone like me...?" 


"You're pretty, prettier than so many coquettes of our village. And master Sylvestre would be your luck, anyway."


In that moment their mother came out of the door, holding Madelon's hand.


"You two, hurry up!" she yelled towards the door, then asked Jules, with a severe expression, "What were you saying about master Sylvestre?"


"That he makes sheep's eyes at Marie..."


The woman frowned at her daughter, "You, don't get such thoughts into your head. Those people never have honest intentions towards us. At most they like to amuse themselves. You keep clear of them, understand?"


"But mum! These are just Jules' fantasies..."


"Just as long as they aren't your fantasies!" the mother brusquely cut off, and after yelling a second time towards the door, went at a fast pace towards the church, followed by her children.


Jean came out and sprinted to catch up with his mother and brothers, then Jacques emerged too, carefully closed the door and, in his turn, ran at a fast pace to reach his family.


Junot came alongside him, "Hey, Marandin, are you coming to the tavern after the Mass?"


"No, Junot. Next Sunday, possibly."


"You always say next Sunday, next Sunday, but you never come..."


"You know... the family... and then..." Jacques answered, embarrassed, and kicked away a stone from the path.


He was ashamed to tell his companion they had no money to waste, that his mother had to do miracles with needle and thread to make her children's clothes stay in one piece, and had just to hope that some gentle person would give them some discarded clothes. He was ashamed to tell him that, if he had had some spare coins, he certainly would not spend them on wine, but would buy new shoes, because the ones he had on his feet, that he wore only on Sundays, could not support even one more repair.


Once he entered the church, after making a quick sign of the cross and a hint of a genuflection, Jacques went to the right side, the men's side, with Jean and Jules. He moved up the aisle, towards the main altar and stopped, standing and slightly leaning against the wall, at the side of Saint James' statue.


From there he could see the Teissiers' private pew, with low doors at the ends, and he could also see master Sylvestre, at three-quarters, from behind.


"In nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritui Sancti! " the priest intoned.


"Amen." The congregation answered, noisily standing up.


"Introibo ad altare Dei."


"Ad Deum qui laetificat juventutem meam..."


Jacques was answering, along with the others. At one time he thought of the meaning of those Latin words, the language of the Church. The parish priest, at the catechism, had explained their meaning again and again, inculcating them firmly in the boys' minds. But for some time now Jacques had started to answer mechanically, without thinking of their meaning, because all his attention was focused on young master Sylvestre.


They had almost grown up together, even if one lived on the beautiful master's farm and the other occupied one of the old ramshackle houses alongside it. Sylvestre was just one year older than Jacques. They had often played games together. And when, eight years before, Jacques' father died, Sylvestre carried the cross at the funeral. And who carries the cross at a funeral, becomes a "relative by the cross", that is something not dissimilar to the christening or confirmation godfather, or from the marriage best man.


But the real change for Jacques had happened about four years before. It had been an almost abrupt change, even though not a traumatic one. When Jacques was around thirteen or fourteen, some facts became apparent that the boy was jealously keeping in the secret of his heart.


The first one was that, with his puberty, Jacques became aware that his friends and mates, instead of maintaining their old friendships amongst themselves, were more and more drifting towards the girls who not only became the subject of almost all their conversations, but also of their attentions. But to Jacques, the girls remained "aliens" just like before his puberty and he was feeling happy only with his male companions and friends. He really wasn't interested in girls.


At first his interest towards the boys didn't have clear connotations of a sexual attraction and Jacques mistook them for feelings of friendship. But he gradually felt, at first confusedly then more and more clearly, that there was also a physical and emotional involvement, an erotic component.


The second thing happened when he was about fifteen. It was summer and Jacques, on a Sunday afternoon, was walking bare-foot upstream along the exposed gravelly river bed with a little improvised fishing net, in the hope of catching some fish to make their supper a little richer. His breeches rolled up under his knees, he was slowly walking in the water, spying the fishes' movements. He saw two big ones, not so far from him. He became still, his net in the water, hoping they would swim within reach. He held his breath. He saw them approaching, darting to swim against the stream. And finally Jacques struck and one of the two fishes ended in his net which the boy triumphantly hoisted up. It was big and was desperately darting inside the small net held in the air. Jacques was pleased.


He was about to go back to the bank where he had left his basket with another two fishes, when something attracted his attention - some thick bushes were waving as if an animal was trapped in them. Jacques, surprised, went to the bushes asking himself what kind of animal could make the branches wave so much. Possibly a wild boar... surely not a small animal. A boar could also be dangerous. He approached nearer, prudently, ready to escape.


And he saw two bodies, standing and gripping each other in a kind of struggle. Not animals but men. A silent, odd struggle... He noticed, stupefied, that both had their trousers lowered... and finally he became aware they were not wrestling - one of them was moving rhythmically on the other's back, while keeping him embraced. They were clearly having a sexual intercourse. And they were both men!


He barely knew them - the one behind was the miller and the one in front was the farrier's assistant. And the boy, about three years older than Jacques, at one point murmured, "Fuck me harder... I like it!"


Jacques felt troubled seeing the scene that was unwinding between the branches and the bushes, but also fascinated. He had heard that those things happened between a man and a woman, but he didn't suspect they could also happen between two men. And both of them seemed to be really enjoying what they were doing. Jacques' uneasiness soon changed into arousal. He was totally fascinated and felt like penetrating further into the thick bushes, to better observe them from nearby. 


But a dart of the fish in his net recalled him to reality and so Jacques guessed that the two would not have been pleased to be caught in that circumstance, to be spied on. Thus, even though reluctantly, he silently stole away. He found his basket and put his prey into it, then took basket and net and moved further upstream going far from those bushes that continued moving in rhythm, turning to look back from time to time until they were out of sight. As he reached a big rock, he sat on it, his feet still soaking into the stream, to reflect on what he had just seen.


Fuck me harder, I like it - the boy had said. It really seemed something agreeable, judging from the expression of their faces. He had also caught a glance of the member of the younger one, straight, hard, big. The boy was caressing it... Unconsciously Jacques caressed between his legs, through the worn cloth of his breeches, to feel his own erection. He felt an agreeable quiver. I like this... he confusedly thought.


After getting to know that he had not yet had "carnal intercourse", the parish priest, on the occasion of the Easter confession that each year all the village men made, had asked him "and do you touch your thing to feel pleasure?" Well, he was now "touching" himself, recalling what those two were doing amongst the bushes, thinking they were having a "carnal intercourse". The parish priest had said it was a mortal sin touching his own thing, and he had believed him. But now he was no longer feeling so sure. How can such an agreeable thing be a sin? he asked himself. A sin, the priest had explained to them many times, is something ugly, really bad... Stealing, killing, coveting your neighbour's wife...


After this experience, Jacques became aware he was starting to look at his companions with different eyes - he imagined being at times with one or at times with the other, there amongst the bushes having that "carnal intercourse". Sometimes he imagined being the one behind, at other times the one in front, at random. Fuck me harder, I like it. And these fantasies turned him on.


Once, when one of his friends, during a break in the work in master Teissier's fields, told him he had kissed a girl of the village, and touched her between her legs, Jacques told him, "A dozen days or so ago, I saw two men doing it, up by the stream."


The other laughed, "Really? And who were they?"


"I didn't recognize them..." Jacques lied.


"But... where they really fucking? In the ass?" the other insisted, amused.


"Yes, yes, in the ass."


"Ha, the perverts! If it was known who they were... they would have to leave the village!"


"To leave the village? And why?" Jacques asked, stupefied.


"Because they would lose face in front of all the others, wouldn't they? A man does such things only with a woman. But you really didn't recognize them? You really don't know who those perverts are? Good Lord, if it came to be known..."


"No... they could have been foreigners passing by..." Jacques again lied, clearly feeling he could not betray those two's secret.


He saw them each Sunday at the Mass. They ignored the other, as if they didn't know each other. The miller, a handsome man of thirty-five, was married and had four children. The farrier's assistant was in his seventeenth or eighteenth years. He was a big boy, strong and sturdy and had an open and likeable expression. The miller always sat on a pew, at the centre of the church. The boy, instead, was always standing at the end of the church, near the stoup, with his father and his elder brother. Jacques asked himself if these two did it only that time, or if they met often... and if they met always there, along the small river, or whether they did it in other places as well...


When on Sundays afternoons he went to fish, he was now dividing his attention and his time between fishing and looking at the bushes, but nothing ever again betrayed an eventual meetings of the two.


A third event happened when he was sixteen.


On a morning, just before lunch time, he had to climb up a tree to cut a big branch broken by a lightning, that risked falling down. He carried a rope and the ripsaw on his shoulders and climbed, fast and nimble like a squirrel, reaching the bifurcation of the big branch. He was tying the part of the branch he had to cut, so that it could not fall while he was sawing it, and sat astride the sound part of the branch, when he heard a voice coming, singing ditties.


It was master Teissier's son, Sylvestre. Jacques was about to call and greet him, but something held him back. Sylvestre drew near the shore of a small lake that was nearby; it was really more a big pool of clear water than a real lake. Sylvestre looked around, then started to undress. Jacques looked at him, keeping silent, still. As Sylvestre was undressing, he was carefully folding his clothes and putting them on a stump. He undressed until he was totally naked and dived into the water, starting at once to swim with vigorous strokes.


Jacques felt fascinated by Sylvestre's body, which he was seeing naked for the first time. Jacques could observe Sylvestre's head, his wide shoulders, the strong arms, the small and fair ass, the lean and strong legs beating in rhythm, surfacing from the water. Jacques admired him and thought that Sylvestre was really beautiful. He had always felt admiration and a liking for master Sylvestre, and now he could admire him, undisturbed.


The boy swam for a few minutes, then came back to the shore. He emerged from the water and Jacques could see him in front - he admired his wide trapezoidal chest, his flat belly, the thick bush of his pubes from which was hanging at rest a beautiful member. His eyes lingered on the boy's genitals and this gave him a sudden erection.


Sylvestre shook the water off himself and laid down on the grass, remaining naked. The sun rays made that young and strong wet body shine which seemed wonderful to Jacques who spread his legs and caressed his erection between them, imagining that Sylvestre was there caressing it, and felt an intense pleasure. He then imagined he could caress Sylvestre's member, and the pleasure became even more intense.


When the sun had dried him, Sylvestre stood up, got dressed, and went away, towards the farm, whistling a tune. Jacques then emitted a deep sigh and finally started to saw the branch he had to cut. But his eyes and mind and heart were still full of the other's image. And after that day, he never again looked at his friends with sensual eyes, because at that point the beautiful body of master Sylvestre had erupted into all his thoughts, into all his fantasies.


He then started to spy on his master's son and became aware that he was going often to the little lake, and usually just before lunch time. Thus Jacques, whenever he could and when he saw Sylvestre quietly going to have his usual swim, ran amongst the trees making a detour so to not be seen and to get to the shore before the other boy; he then nimbly climbed into a tree's foliage, nearer to the shore than the one from where he saw him the first time, and waited for Sylvester to come.


Jacques spied on Sylvestre while he was undressing, while he was swimming, while he was drying under the sun. He was not able to go there each time, but usually not less than once in a week. And on one occasion Jacques felt his heart stopping at his mouth and felt like dying from the emotion. While the boy was drying under the sun, Jacques noticed that Sylvestre was getting an erection. At first Sylvestre lightly caressed his member, but then seized it fully in his hand and started to shake it, in a slow rhythm, up and down... The member seemed to become bigger, more beautiful, and Sylvestre face gradually became transfigured... Jacques saw the boy's body become tense, he almost "felt" it vibrate, until he heard the boy's moans and from the tip of the hard pole white spurts were gushing out, shining in the sun, like pearl necklaces that in wide arches were falling on the grass, near the youthful body.


Sylvestre stopped, shuddering, relaxing little by little. His now free pole was slowly lowering and going back to its resting size. Jacques was holding his breath back, troubled, excited, moved. Sylvestre emitted a sigh, stood up, voluptuously stretched, dressed again and went away, a satisfied expression painted on his face, unaware of his silent audience.


Then Jacques climbed down from the tree and thanks to the flattened grass he found the exact point where Sylvestre had laid down, and he searched... until he singled out, on the grass blades, some shining pearls, like translucent dew. He gathered some with his fingertips and looked at it. He then smelled it - the scent was light, peculiar, musky, pleasant. Instinctively he brought his fingers to his lips and with the tip of his tongue he tasted the few drops stolen on the grass blades - they were sweet and recalled raw mushrooms to him, an agreeable taste, not so different from what he had tasted when he tried his own seed after one of his nocturnal pollutions.


Then, sitting where just a little before master Sylvestre was lying, he opened his breeches, seized his still turgid member and, imitating what he had seen his young master do, he masturbated and caused, for the first time voluntarily, the spurting of his own seed and became aware that this was giving him really intense and beautiful feelings.


After that day, when he could go to spy on Sylvestre, Jacques masturbated himself each time, even if it seldom happened that Sylvestre did it again. He then dreamed to be naked near his naked hero. And the few times when Sylvestre masturbated himself, Jacques emotion and enjoyment were more than doubled. He then recalled the words he had stolen long before, near the river, "fuck me harder, I like it"!


When the bad season came, Sylvestre ceased his brief and lonely visits to the little lake, so Jacques could no longer see him naked and even less in action. It was precisely that sudden lack that increased the boy's desire and he thus became aware he was hopelessly in love with his master's son. But he also knew very well that his love was beyond all hope.


Jacques didn't lose any opportunity to look at Sylvestre, to do him some small services, to be useful to him. Sylvestre treated him with liking, but without ever giving him any real familiarity. Notwithstanding only one year of age dividing them, they belonged to two different worlds. Jacques also became aware that Sylvestre seemed interested in his sister Marie, and this on one side made him feel slightly jealous, but on the other hand gave him pleasure - who knows, he was dreaming, that if Sylvestre started to court Marie, they could even become friends...


Then his fantasies ran unbridled - from the thought that he could spy on Sylvestre's while he was making love with his sister, to the idea that he could swap places with her in bed, and that Sylvestre became aware of the exchange but accepted him, telling him that after all to him there was no difference, and rather... Erotic, sweet, unlikely fantasies...


Jacques also noticed that when Sylvestre wore Sunday clothes, he wore the latest fashion trousers, tighter than the usual ones, allowing one to guess the full consistency of what was between his legs, in a relief of sweet curves... And he could then recall to his memory what was hidden under that cloth, the treasure he had been able to admire, unveiled, several times...


Thus each Sunday, from the new place he had chosen in the church, he could secretly admire his idol, his beloved and desired one...


"Sursum corda." the priest from the altar intoned.


"Habemus ad domino." Jacques answered, together with the congregation, but knowing perfectly well that his heart was not turned towards God, but totally and solely to his Sylvestre.


And he thought that God had not to be upset with him, he had not to be jealous of Sylvestre. God, the parish priest had explained, is a God of love, and he was loving his beautiful Sylvestre by the sweet and gentle smile, therefore this could do nothing but please God...


"Ite missa est." the priest said.


"Deo gratias." Jacques answered and in his heart he really said thanks to the good Lord for having created Sylvestre and for having allowed them to meet, to see, to know each other.


Sylvestre approached and his eyes met those of Jacques. While he was passing in front of him to go out of the church, he smiled at him making a light gesture of greeting. Jacques, incredibly moved, leaned against the wall for a moment, until Jean pulled his sleeve.


"Let's go. Jules went out already..."


"Yes, Jean, let's go..." his elder brother answered, feeling happy to have once again been able to admire the beautiful shapes and the sweet smile of his beloved Sylvestre.




CHAPTER 2


THE REPLACEMENT






When they were out of the church, they saw that the villagers, instead of streaming as usual towards their homes, chatting and exchanging greetings, had formed a small crowd. Jacques went near Jules.

"What's up? What's happening?"


"I dunno, but there are an officer and a drummer. It seems they are going to read a proclamation."


"A proclamation? You mean from the Emperor?"


"Eh, it seems so. The mayor is there too..."


At that moment the drummer started to beat his rhythm and exclaimed aloud, "Oyez, oyez, oyez!" and again he rolled his drum.


In the general silence, that was becoming deeper as the people were grasping the meaning of the proclamation of the Emperor of the French, he read.


France, to defend her sacred land, had had to declare war to Prussia. Therefore each town and each village had to supply a certain number of soldiers for the imperial army. The mayor would write down a list of all the men of the village who were liable, from which lots would be drawn for a number of soldiers equal to one quarter of the listed men. Each of those drawn had to gather in front of the church at noon the following day, or else to find a replacement from amongst those not drawn, who would voluntarily take his place. From there, the squad would be moved to Epinal, to the barracks, where they would receive uniforms and weapons and be assigned to a company or to a regiment.


In the village it turned out there were seventy-two men fit for the war, therefore at least eighteen had to go. Any volunteers, who presented themselves immediately, before the draw, would receive a double pay. The eighteen men had to be drawn besides the number of the volunteers. The draw would be carried out in the tavern.


It was the war!


The villagers commented upon that, excitedly, dismayed. The officer with the mayor, followed by the drummer and the notary, passed through the crowd and entered the tavern, where they settled behind a table with all the necessary sets of documents and papers. Three volunteers presented themselves. The officer wrote down their details, made them sign, thus enrolling them, and told them to come again at noon the following day, and at once gave them some coins as enlistment prize.


Then, after striking out the three names from the list, they proceeded to the drawing of the other eighteen names. The villagers, from outside, were watching and trying to hear the names of the ones drawn. At times some name seeped out and then there were varied reactions by the ones involved who were waiting outside - some were upset, others resigned, others couldn't care less. But none of them was pleased.


Finally the notary, mister Duhamel, appeared at the door and read aloud the eighteen names and informed them that if any of the eighteen wanted to be replaced, he had to see the recruiting officer, together with the substitute, before ten the following morning to fill up the replacement proceedings.


All that time Jacques had prayed either to be drawn together with Silvestre or that none of them was on the list of the conscripts, so he would not be parted from the one he secretly loved. But fortune didn't assist him, his prayers were not answered - Sylvestre was amongst the eighteen drawn, but he was not. Jacques looked for him amongst the gathered people, and saw he was standing near his father, neither upset nor happy, just serious. His father, instead, had a very upset expression. He saw master Teissier discussing in a low voice with the notary, while Sylvestre was going towards his house with his sisters.


Jules said to Jacques, "Fucking shit, we have been really lucky, neither you nor I have been drawn!"


"You were not in the list, you are still too young by one year. One needs to be at least seventeen to be enrolled in the army."


"Well, so much the better. You have been lucky, anyway. Let's go back home and tell mother and the others. Come on!"


Only then did Jacques become aware that in the crowd there were very few women. He went towards their home with Jules. But differently from his brothers, he was tense and silent. He was sad, because his prayers had not been fulfilled - he would be separated from his Sylvestre. Separated for... how long? Possibly even forever - war is war! During the winter evenings, at times, he had heard the old men telling about the war. Some talked about it with rage, others with nostalgia, others with pain, and others as just one of the many facets of life...


Jacques was not able to tell who, amongst the old men, was giving the right image of the war. They all could be possibly right, he thought. But after all he didn't care so much - the only thing that was filling his thoughts was the fact that on the following day he would be separated from Sylvestre. He felt the impulse to go to see him and resolved to do so after the lunch.


His mother didn't seem particularly happy with the news. Her only comment, while she was stirring their poor meal in the cauldron, was, "At least we don't risk going hungrier than we already are..."


Only Jean seemed disappointed he could not brag about having a brother soldier, but Marie scolded him. Jacques had noticed that his sister, when Jules said that master Sylvestre had been drawn lots, fell silent and enclosed herself in a frowning silence. Jacques thought that Marie and he were the only ones feeling sad about that news, and felt closer to his sister. All during the dinner only Madelon and Jean were lively and merry as always. Jules was serene, but possibly, feeling Marie and Jacques' tension, wisely kept silent. Their mother was frowning, but anyway that happened very often. The woman, in spite her being only thirty-eight, had rapidly faded after her husband's death. The strain, the worries of bringing up five children, prostrated her and wore her out, even though she was physically still a strong woman. 


Once the frugal meal was over, Jacques left and set out towards the nearby farm of master Teissier. He was walking slowly, his hands sunk in the holed pockets of his breeches, thinking about what he could say to Sylvestre. That he was sorry he had been drawn? That he was sad he could see him no more, for God knows how long? But after all between him and the young master there never had been any real intimacy... He could simply express him his best wishes... yes, this, being him one of the labourers of his father, would not seem weird... He would shake his hand... for sure he could not embrace him, unhappily. But he would have liked being allowed to do it... yes, he would have liked it a lot, mainly now that they were about parting.


When he reached the farmyard, Jacques felt somewhat hesitant. What did he have to do, now? Knock at the door? He looked around as if to find an inspiration, an answer. The farm door opened and master Teissier appeared in the frame. Jacques felt embarrassed. But with his hand the man made him a gesture to draw nearer. The boy went towards him and stopped in front of him.


"You are Jacques Marandin, aren't you?"


"Yes, master Teissier."


"Come in, I have to talk with you."


Jacques followed him, asking himself what the master wanted from him. Had he possibly to complain about his work? That seemed him unlikely, as he always had done his best, but those in command seemed to never be satisfied...


The master guided him to a drawing room and sat at the table. Jacques remained there, standing. The smell of the furniture wax, the stale smell, gave him almost the feeling of being in a sacristy, if it was not for the faint scent of pipe tobacco. The man poured a drink for himself; he didn't tell the boy to sit down and didn't offer him a drink; but neither of those two things seemed odd to Jacques, who on the contrary, would have thought it odd if the man had done either of them.


"You are five children, besides your mother, aren't you?"


"Yes, master."


"And I've heard that you are not having an easy life, isn't it so?"


"We don't complain, master..."


"And only four of you six get a wage, right?"


"Yes, master, as labourers, and then only when our work is needed..."


"I see. Therefore winter is a hard time for you."


"At times it is so, it's true..." the boy answered amazed by the unusual concern.


The man went on, "If there were a steady salary in your family, as... let's say, as a stable boy, more than the salary as labourers... wouldn't you have a better life?"


"Oh, yes, sure, master, we would live way better, as when our poor father was alive..."


"And he was a stable man, wasn't he?"


"It is as you say, master."


"Yes, my superintendant told me so."


Jacques asked himself if by chance the man was thinking about proposing him for the job of stable boy. It would have been a real good luck for his family. But he waited for the man to explain to him better what he was thinking. The man fiddled with his glass, then drank another sip.


He then said, "You know that my son has been drawn to go to the war, don't you?"


"Yes, I was on the square too, master."


"My only son, my inheritor. It has been a bad stroke, a real misfortune."


"Yes, master." the boy said, convinced.


"You, on the contrary... it went nicely for you, didn't it?"


"I would have preferred being drawn, I too."


The man looked at him amazed, "Why didn't you go as a volunteer, then?"


"I should have asked before the draw, not after... And also, if I left my family... they would really starve, master..."


"Yes, I see. So, then, listen - I have a proposal for you. If you do not accept, I shall understand and not insist, I shall not hold a grudge against you. If I hired your brother, the one who is sixteen, giving him a steady job as stable boy, and also if I gave you these gold coins..." the man said emptying a money purse on the table, "would you agree to replace my son and to go to war in his place?"


"Jules stable boy and I soldier?" Jacques asked, surprised by that unexpected proposal.


"Yes."


The boy reflected. If he accepted, he would rescue both Sylvestre and his family. He possibly would never meet again Sylvestre, but that danger existed also if he didn't accept. And if Sylvestre died at war, he would never forgive himself, now that the possibility to rescue his young master was offered to him.


"I accept, master."


For a moment the man seemed almost astounded, but then nodded, smiling.


"What do I have to do, master?"


"You have to come immediately with me and my son to see the notary and the officer and to do the replacement."


"Alright, master."


"Wait here. I'll go to give the good news to my son, then we'll go."


The man went out. Jacques looked at the gold coins. He tried to count them but he didn't dare to touch them. He had never held even a single gold coin in his hand. They were shining on the table, and belonged to him. Or, better to say it, they belonged to his family. How happy his mother... and his brothers would be! And also Sylvestre. This last thought warmed his heart.


The door opened and instead of the father Sylvestre came in.


"Jacques, I need to talk with you."


"Yes, master Sylvestre."


"Sit down."


"It doesn't matter..." the boy answered, embarrassed.


"I asked you to sit down." the young master repeated.


Jacques complied.


"My father told me what he asked you. And he says you accepted. Is it so?"


"Yes, it is right."


"Why did you accept? Did my father force you?"


"Oh no, on the contrary. He made me a very good offer. My family will be much better off, now that I agreed."


"But you... do you want to go at war?"


"I? If you were going, master, why not I?"


"I was drawn in lots. For me it would be a duty."


"I willingly take on me this duty of yours."


"But why? I want to understand the real reason, Jacques."


"I told you, master..."


"Is it only for your family?"


"No... it is also for you..."


"For me? And why for me?"


"Because you..." Jacques started to say, but became silent, in confusion.


"Because I?" Sylvestre insisted, scanning his face.


"Because you... you are important, to me."


"Important? How important? What do you mean?" Sylvestre pressed him.


Jacques didn't know what to say. He knew that he couldn't reveal him the real reason, the real why, the real motive. He could not confess him he was in love with him. Therefore he kept silent.


Sylvestre then said, "I have noticed for a long while now that you very often look at me."


"You often look at my sister Marie..."


"Yes, it is true. Is it for that?"


"I... I would like to ask you a favour... if you don't get angry with me..."


"Tell me."


"Make do so that my family... all during my absence or if I don't come back... so that nothing bad happens to them. And especially not to my sister Marie."


"You really are determined to take my place?"


"Yes, master Sylvestre. If you make me this promise."


"It isn't fair for you go to and risk your life in my place."


"But it is if it allows me to rescue you and my family. I beg you, accept my going in your place."


"Jacques... I promise you that I shall manage so that your family will be comfortable. And that Marie... will not have disappointments or sorrows in her life, if that depends on me. But I will pray every day, I swear, that you can come back safe and sound, after this war. I will pray every day for you... and may the Lord assist us."


"Thank you, master Sylvestre."


"Thank-you to you, Jacques. And... I don't want you to call me master any more. Just Sylvestre."


"But..."


"I'm asking you this as a favour."


"As you want, Sylvestre."


Sylvestre stood up and at once also Jacques stood up. Sylvestre embraced Jacques and held him tight. Jacques felt like dying of happiness. That embrace meant a lot more to him than all the boy's father's gold. Then Sylvestre released him, gathered all the gold coins, put them in the purse and handed it to the boy. Then he pulled his gold ring from his finger and put it at Jacques' finger.


"This... was a present from my grandfather. Take it as a lucky charm and as my souvenir."


Jacques nodded and felt so moved as to feel a lump in his throat and was near to crying.


They went to the tavern and did the declaration of replacement. Jacques traced a cross as a signature and two witnesses signed declaring that the cross had been traced by Jacques Marandin, twenty years old, son of Chantal Rousset and the late Louis Marandin. 


The Teissiers went back home. Jacques entered the church and knelt at the balustrade, and thanked the Lord for having allowed him to be useful to his family and to his Sylvestre. Then he went back home, feeling light and serene.


His mother was in front of their house and was refilling one of the straw mattresses. Every year she redid all of them, one after the other, so that the leaves were not too dry or flattened. Jacques saw she was restuffing his mattress which would no longer be of use, and this deeply moved him. The woman looked at him approaching, then bent her head again, absorbed by her work.


"Mother, come inside. Where are Jules and Marie?"


"Inside. What's up?"


"Come, I have to talk about important matters."


The woman went in, followed by her son. Jacques attracted his brothers' attention and had them all sit around the table.


"Now, first of all Jules, from tomorrow master Teissier will hire you steadily as his stable boy and give you the pay that he previously gave to our father."


"To Jules? And why not to you?" the mother asked, surprised.


Jacques didn't answer her, and continued, "Then, master Sylvestre engaged himself with me to watch over you, Marie, so that nothing bad will ever happen to you."


"Sylvestre?" his sister asked, widening her eyes and lightly blushing.


Their mother, frowning, exclaimed, "Why should he watch over her? What has he got to do with her? It's your business, not his! What are you telling us?"


Jacques pulled out from his pocket the purse with the gold coins, on which he had kept all the time his hand fearing to lose it, opened it and poured the contents on the table. The coins spread, jingling. Everybody looked at them, fascinated. Then the mother looked at Jacques with a tired, resigned expression.


"You... you took master Silvestre's place, then."


"Yes, mother. So now you can have a decent living. And you, Jules, now that I leave for the war, will be the family man. I recommend that you honour your new role."


For some minutes nobody talked, nobody touched those shining gold coins, nobody felt the courage to look at Jacques eyes. Then the mother spoke, with a low voice, her hands intertwined and abandoned on her lap, slightly waving her bosom back and forth, her eyes fixed on the gold coins but not focused on them.


"You too... after your father, you too... and then, who else? You too..." she repeated as if in a singsong, without a reproachful tone, but filled with pain.


"Mother, it is for you I'm doing so. Staying here, it would be the usual poverty; so at least you will live better."


"Better poor but together, than..." the mother said, looking in his eyes, with a sorrowful expression, but without a single tear coming out.


"Mother... I will possibly be back..."


"Possibly..."


"Jules will take care of you, I'm not leaving you alone."


"Yes."


"These gold coins will allow you to repair the house, to live better. Please, don't be so sad."


"Gold coins in exchange for your life... like those for the death of Jesus Christ."


"No, mother. There is no treason, here. And anyway I didn't sell my life. It's different."


"You say? In our poverty I always did my best to maintain our dignity..."


"And it still remains intact, mother! There is no commerce, mother! Our Emperor needs soldiers to defend the French, that is us too, you too! Why don't you want to see it so? If they drew me, I would have been forced to go, really leaving you in the most desperate misery. But I would have gone. Therefore, is it not better in this way?"


"But it was master Sylvestre the one who had to go." the mother insisted.


"He is the only son of master Teissier. You, mother, have two more sons on which to count, even if I don't come back. But I shall be back, you'll see..."


"No, I can feel it. You will not come back, my son. But at this point... You did everything off your own bat..."


"Take these coins, mother. Make me at least go happily..."


The woman put all the coins back in the purse and put it on her bosom. Then stretched out a hand leaning it on Jacques' hand, without uttering a single word. 


The following day, when Jacques went to the tavern with the other twenty conscripts, they were put in a group of three men by seven by the officer who followed them, while the drummer preceded and guided them. The families accompanied them to the village border, where they stopped. The youths and the men, walking away, didn't look back. Their families didn't salute them but remained on the dusty road, in a silent group. The squad disappeared behind the trees of the bend.


Jacques was walking in silence, with his comrades. Each of them was feeling the separation, the first of their lives, possibly forever, and were feeling something like an internal, unavoidable laceration. Just as Jacques, in his heart, was sending a moving farewell to Sylvestre, he saw him standing there, on the road's verge. Their eyes met. Neither of them made any gesture towards the other, neither of them said a word, but their eyes exchanged silent but eloquent messages.


Jacques brushed the ring that Sylvestre had given him with his thumb and understood that, in his own way, also Sylvestre loved him.




CHAPTER 3


LOVING IN SILENCE






In Epinal they received their uniforms and chassepots. That year, the month of August was hot and sultry. They were taught to use the guns - to put the fuse, to tamp the powder well, to put the bullet in the barrel, to aim, to light the fuse, to shoot. After a few days of training, they were judged soldiers ready for the battle. Then they were also taught the signals, the orders, the main ways of deployment.

Jacques was studying his comrades, trying to guess their characters from their features, their expressions, and their reactions. Instinctively he was feeling that, once they were on the battlefield, having a trusted comrade nearby could mean the difference between life and death. When his company was sent to the front, Jacques had singled out amongst his comrades a young man two years older than him, who before becoming a soldier was a cellar-man, and whose name was Michel Lacroix.


Jacques had studied him for a long time, during their training. He liked Michel's easygoing smile, his way of singing the cellar-songs making expressive faces and gestures, he liked his clear and limpid eyes, his sweet and sensual lips, his hands, broad but skilled. Their eyes had met often.


Gradually, Jacques started to feel attracted by Michel, and after attraction, fascination took over. Michel was not handsome like Sylvestre, but was strong, virile, and merry. And Jacques noticed that when his comrade looked at him, his smile seemed to become accentuated, his look seemed to linger longer on him than on the other comrades.


But the two boys found each near the other side by side for the first time, only when they marched towards the front. Michel gave him a smile and a sign of recognition.


"I can't remember your name." he said with a warm voice.


"Jacques Marandin."


"Ah, yes, Jacques. I am..."


"Michel Lacroix, right?"


"I noticed you in the past days, you know? You're different from the others, here..."


"Different? How different?"


"I dunno. It's just a feeling. But I like you."


Jacques felt slightly excited and, almost trembling, answered, "I too like you, a lot. I would like us to be friends."


"Friends? From now on we are friends." Michel answered with simplicity.


During their first halt they laid down under the same tree. The way it happens between two people who want to become friends, they started to tell each other about their lives, about themselves, their thoughts. So Jacques came to know that Michel had left at his village a fiancée, an eighteen-year-old washerwoman called Sylvie. 


He likes girls, Jacques thought with some regret. But he anyway held his friendship with Michel dear, even though in his heart he had hoped that something different, deeper, more intimate could arise between them. The glances and smiles of his comrade had made him hope that it would be possible, so now he was just slightly disappointed.


But Michel was treating him with warmth and liking anyway, and this pleased him regardless. Lying near that young man, not handsome but at least attractive, gave him a strong hard-on that happily, he noticed, his uniform hid.


Could he ever experience the pleasure that two lovers can exchange? he was asking himself. Could he ever unite with a man, as some years before he had seen those two doing, the miller and the farrier's assistant, there amongst the bushes near the stream? He thought that he possibly would never have this luck in all his life. Also because he was going to the front and therefore he couldn't know how much life he still had in front of him.


"Do you ever think about death, Michel?"


"No, never, why?"


"War... means death."


"Not necessarily. At my village I listened at the veterans' telling about the battles they fought. I intend to tell them in my turn, when I get old. I intend to survive. We are young..."


"Possibly yes... but Prussians are also young like us..."


"They are enemies. They don't count."


"But they want to survive too, so we don't count for them either. Thus... us or them. And possibly both, us and them."


"You have not to think so, if you really want to survive. I feel immortal. You have to feel so too, Jacques. You have to express a desire, and believe that it will be fulfilled... and it becomes real."


"If only it could be so easy..." Jacques answered thinking of his desire towards Sylvester, before, and Michel now.


Michel shook his head, amused, "You have to believe it and it will become real. Sooner or later." he repeated, self-assuredly.


"But when your desire is about another person, and possibly this other person desires exactly the opposite thing..." Jacques said.


"The one who has the stronger desire wins. Were you in love with a girl who was in love with another?"


"More or less yes, it is so."


"Well, you have to go on desiring her and who knows, after the war, when you will go back covered with glory, shining in your uniform, you will see that she'll fall into your arms like a ripe fruit."


"But if meanwhile she got married?"


"Is it possible that you really have to be so pessimistic?"


"There are things that cannot happen..." Jacques commented thinking that love between men was such a thing, even though he knew that, at least those two there near the stream, at least on that day, had realized their desire, even though in secret, even though dangerously.


Who knows how it could have ended had it not been him who caught them in the act but someone else? Why were two men not allowed to love each other, to make love safely together? Or else, why did he never feel attracted by a woman? How much simpler everything would have been, in one case or the other...


Michel interrupted his thoughts. "I made love with Sylvie all night long, before I had to leave my village. It was great. But I miss her already. She gave me a lock of her hair to bring with me as a good-luck charm."


Jacques nodded and looked at the ring that Sylvester gave him as a lucky charm. Made it turn on his finger. He recalled Sylvester bathing in the little lake, lying naked under the sun, and at times appeasing his excitement by masturbating, unaware, under his attentive gaze full of love.


But now, Michel's image was coming alongside and superimposing on Sylvestre's image. Even though so different. Michel whose naked body he had not yet a chance to see but whom he desired with the same desire that had so much inflamed him towards Sylvestre.


When, after they resumed their march, they camped for the night, Michel managed to stay near Jacques. They spread their blankets, pulled off their boots and laid down, using their rucksacks as pillows. Crickets were filling the air with their sharp and persistent chirping. Here and there, from the dying fires quiet gleams and cracklings were coming. The gun pyramids were standing out against the dark sky, just revealed by the reflections of the embers.


Sentinels were watching over the perimeter of the improvised encampment. The bugle had sounded the silence signal, and now only subdued whispers were arising from time to time from the dark shapes of the soldiers' bodies lying down, waiting for sleep.


"Are you sleeping, Michel?"


"No, not yet."


"Are you thinking of your Sylvie?"


"No, I was thinking of you."


"Of me? And what were you thinking?"


"That I'm glad we are friends, Jacques. I feel safer about what awaits for us. When I left my village, I decided I had to find a friend, but didn't think I could find one so fast, and not one like... like you."


Jacques didn't answer and instead asked himself what attracted him to Michel, and it seemed that pondering upon it now that he could not see him, could better help him to understand. Well, his voice, without any doubt. Warm, sensual, friendly. But then recalled Michel's eyes - how they looked at him, so deep, always a little merry, careful, and almost caressing. He recalled his friend's lips, and how much they attracted him, straight, full, sensual... he would have liked to be kissed by those lips. And Michel's big hands, those hands so skilled when he handled the chassepot, when they transformed useless objects into curious, beautiful things, useless maybe but agreeable to be looked at. Those hands that Jacques would have loved to feel on his skin, on his body. And then he thought of his friend's body, that the uniform concealed and that he, instead, would like to unveil, see, and touch...


But Jacques didn't dare to express these feelings, let them transpire, not even make his friend guess them. Michel talked often about his girlfriend. He was clearly interested in her and not in Jacques, and the young man was aware of that. But he could not restrain himself from daydreaming about a relationship with his likeable comrade. And mainly when they were lying one near the other as at that moment. Their friendship was growing, strengthening, was becoming more and more intimate... even more dangerously intimate for Jacques.


And then one day they reached the front.


They first heard their enemy, the noise of their shots, and then they saw him. It was an innumerable force, an immense crowd.


And they engaged in battle.


It was a butchery game - wave on wave, the soldiers of the two formations were clashing, shooting on the crowd, moving forward, loading, aiming with large approximation, shooting. Men were falling, on one side and on the other; like puppets of which the strings have been suddenly cut, they collapsed, their uniforms changing colour, dyed with blood.


The smell of blood, of gunpowder, of earth and grass trampled by too many feet, melted in that open air slaughterhouse, where in the evening the unreal silence of fear, of suffering, of death was spreading; a silence broken by the moaning of those that death had not yet gripped but just badly brushed.


At night, after each clash, Michel and Jacques laid down, one beside the other, amazed to be still living, grateful to be still together. They talked very little. The horror of the nearby shambles, the cries of the dying men didn't allow them... The two friends sought relief in a sleep that was late to come and when it came was interrupted by the least noise.


"How long will it last?" Jacques asked in a whisper to Michel.


"Who knows... They are so many, those bastards. Let's hope we receive reinforcements." Michel murmured.


"We are withdrawing, it seems to me."


"The sarge says it is strategy..."


"What's strategy? What's it means?"


"That it is not that we are losing ground, but we are just going to a more favourable place for us, tricking the bastards to better bump them off."


"Ah... and couldn't we wait for them where we already were?"


"But they possibly would have not come where we were..."


"And now, why would they come?"


"Because they think they are winning."


"And meanwhile they kill us..."


"We kill the bastards too."


"Is it possible that there isn't any other way? Why do we have to kill each other? We kill them and they kill us!"


"Because they are bastards. They want to steal our Alsace and Lorraine."


"But neither of us is from those regions..."


"But if we let them have them, afterwards they possibly would want our regions too."


"Why would they?"


"Because they are bastards, I told you. They want our land, our women."


"Don't they have land, women?"


"Not as beautiful as ours."


Jacques was thinking about what Michel was telling him, but was only half convinced, and he would possibly have been not convinced at all if he were not in love with his comrade.


When the withdrawal order came, in spite of the forced march, there were some days of relative quiet for the soldiers of the contingent. When they had to cross the Moselle, most of the soldiers profited by washing themselves in the river. It was a real relief, after days and days when they could not wash. Also their uniforms saturated with dust, benefitted from that.


But for Jacques it was above all the occasion to see his comrades diving naked in the river, and to play, wallow, horseplay on it. And he finally could see Michel's naked body. It was sound, slightly hairy mainly on the chest and on the legs. And he could also admire the firm and stocky member of his friend. This caused him a sudden erection, but he noticed that several comrades were in that same predicament and that nobody was caring about it, therefore after a slight initial embarrassment, he didn't care any more and enjoyed that fantastic show of hundreds and hundreds of naked male bodies, and mainly that of Michel near him.


When they came out of the water they only partly dressed, waiting for their uniform jacket and trousers to dry under the warm September sun. In the evening they lit fires to prepare their mess. Not far away there was Epinal bridge, that they would cross the next day and where they would consolidate their bridgehead to stop the enemy.


An unbroken line of wagons loaded with household goods was crossing the bridge at the last light of the day, while the sunset was still dyeing the sky red. They were the inhabitants of the places that would be invaded by the Prussian troops, now that the French had withdrawn along the Moselle.


The long procession of refugees gave Jacques a deep feeling of sadness, only barely attenuated by Michel's proximity. But his friend also seemed less merry than usual.


A movement drew the soldiers' attention. A group of mounted men arrived and stopped far off, near the officers' tents. One of the cavalrymen carried a tricolour flag and another an embroidered one. Only one of the horses was white. Shortly after a voice passed from mouth to mouth: it was the marshal Barzaire, the chief of the Lorraine army.


Night fell and Jacques slept well for the first time in almost a month. In the morning they dismantled their camp, crossed the bridge and occupied their position. They were still mounting the new camp when the scouts' squad arrived announcing that the Prussians were coming. Immediately trumpet signals and dispatch riders gave the battle array orders. An apparent confusion seemed to sweep the camp but really the French army was efficiently deploying to face the approaching enemy.


First to thunder were the field guns of the two parts. Jacques saw spurts of earth to rise here and there and lifeless bodies of his comrades fly into the air like disjointed marionettes.


"Michel! I don't want to die like this! A hand-to-hand struggle is better!" the youth yelled.


"Look where they come and run if one comes towards you." his comrade answered shouting.


The trumpet sounded the order to the infantry to withdraw. Jacques and Michel ran with the others to keep themselves out of the guns' range. Happily it was not their duty to keep the bridge. From the border of the forest where they stopped and lined up, they were looking at the artillerymen busying around the field guns, the cavalry fighting in front of the bridge and, not far away, the houses of Epinal.


Michel had a twig between his teeth and was nervously chewing it. "The bastards are making all our guns blow one after the other like skittles." he murmured, tense.


Jacques looked at him. Michel had an intense, dark, almost grim look, and the play of his jaw muscles expressed all his tension. His hands were so violently gripping his gun that his knuckles were white.


"Michel?" he called in a low voice.


"What's up?" his friend asked, without looking at him.


"Do you think that..." Jacques started to say but stopped when he saw Michel's expression.


He looked where Michel was looking. The enemy was massing at the head of the bridge. French artillery was silent. The French cavalry engaged battle with the Prussian infantry that was pressing to invade the bridge. French cavalry moved back and waited on the other head of the bridge. Prussian infantrymen crossed the bridge in a stream that flew over the French side. The trumpet sounded the order to the French infantry to attack and Michel with Jacques and the others, ran down the slope yelling and brandishing their guns with the bayonet fixed at the barrel. But as soon as they were a few meters from the bridge, the Prussian infantry stopped and the Prussian artillery started to shoot on the French cavalry and infantry, producing wide gaps at each shot.


Jacques was following Michel almost in contact.


A huge roar shook Jacques, his eyes saw everything wave, going upside down, blackening. And everything was darkness and silence.




CHAPTER 4


THE MADNESS OF WAR






Silence. Darkness. Then faint moaning. A feeling of numbness in a leg.

Jacques opened his eyes. It was night but the moon, even though veiled, allowed him to indistinctly see dark silhouettes - ground undulations, bodies.


Bodies!


Jacques at once remembered. The explosion, the flight, the sudden darkness. He moved. He was aching all over but apparently uninjured. He felt himself, verified. And immediately a second memory came. Michel just in front of him. Where was he?


He stood up, slightly staggering, with a strong feeling of dizziness. He moved towards the first of the bodies near him. He bent down to turn the body over. It was not Michel. A second body, a third one. He was feeling his heart in his mouth. Motionless, lacerated bodies. And finally he came near to Michel.


He was lying on his back, his eyes open almost with an expression of stupefied astonishment. Jacques bent down and called him in a low voice. A huge dark stain had spread on his chest and, exactly at the height of his heart, a frayed hole as big as a fist. And, at its centre, a fragment of twisted metal.


Jacques caressed his wan, icy face, and cried. Then bent further and kissed the beautiful inert lips, pressing on them a parting kiss. He caressed his friend's forehead and closed his eyes.


"Why did you leave me, Michel? You, so certain you could not die... Why... Why... Why...?"


He remained there for a very long time, near his friend, crouching on his heels, feeling in despair.


"I loved you, Michel, and could never tell you, was never able to tell you. I loved you, Michel..." he repeated, dejectedly.


The air was oppressive, motionless. Jacques gave a last caress to his friend's face, and then stood up. All around was disorder. If he was still living he almost surely owed that to the fact that in front of him there was Michel's body, which had intercepted the bomb fragment.


The enemy was not in sight. He ought to have broken through their lines and have gone further on, but in which direction? Possibly towards Epinal? Or even beyond it?


Jacques took Michel's chassepot, took from his ammunition-pouches the gunpowder and the bullets and put them in his own. He looked around for his rucksack, but couldn't know which one was. He thus took Michel's. Then, still staggering, he went towards the forest. He would have liked to bury his friend's body, but how could he do so? And he had now to hide, to flee from there, in the hope of reuniting with the French army and anyway, to be in a territory not yet fallen into enemy hands. But first and above all he had to hide.


He went up the slope and slipped between the trees and the bushes. He walked penetrating further and further into the forest, stumbling, falling down, getting up again. The movement was making his circulation recover and soon he felt steady on his legs again. The fact he had with him Michel's rifle and rucksack gave him something like an absurd feeling of safety. As if Michel was still with him to protect him... Protect him at the price of his own life!


The moonlight was barely seeping into the forest. When he thought he had moved far enough away from the battlefield, he stopped. He looked around and saw a rock with a bush against it. He freed the blanket from the rucksack, slipped between the bush and the rock and spread it out. He settled the rucksack and laid down, keeping the gun on his body, after loading it, but with the hammer lowered on the fuse. He thought it was the first time he was lying on Michel's blanket... Worn out, he fell almost at once into a heavy and restless sleep.


He woke up several hours later. The sun was filtering down through the tree branches and the angle of the rays made Jacques realise it had already to be mid-morning. The forest noises didn't betray the presence of human beings. Jacques slipped out from his hiding place. He looked around, stretched yawning, brushed his eyes and tidied up again his hair with his fingers. He took his belongings out from behind the bush, packed them and asked himself in what direction he had to go.


Any direction could be good; any direction could be dangerous. He tried to locate the north looking at the moss on the three trunks and at the sun's position, then set out in that direction. He didn't know why he had decided to go north, but didn't even care about it. He walked for hours, until he started to feel the pangs of hunger.


He stopped, pulled the rucksack from his shoulders and rummaged in it. He found the food. He pulled everything out to check what was in his friend's rucksack. Besides the food, there was a flick-knife, a little wooden block carved in the shape of a bear - it had to be one of Michel's works. Then there was a sheet of paper folded several times so to make a kind of envelope. He cautiously opened it and saw it contained a lock of brown, curled hair - Sylvie's hair.


He asked himself what to do with it. He would have liked to spread them on his friend's body, but even if he wanted to do so, he was surely not able to find the place where he had left him. He then raised a stone, put the little packet on the earth and covered it with the stone.


He put everything else, including the food, back in the rucksack, leaving out only the little food he intended to eat to assuage the pangs of hunger. He chewed for a long time the few morsels he had decided to eat, mainly because he didn't have water - the canteen was in fact empty.


The forest was not so different from the one that was near his village; so he thought he could possibly find some berries or wild fruit, some edible leaves. Then resuming his way, he looked very carefully around to gather something to supplement the food he had with him.


He walked until evening. He decided to eat some more of his food, then to look for a sheltered place to spend the night.


He discovered a thicket of bushes. He went round it to see it from all sides, then went inside, raising a noise and testing the ground with his bayonet fixed on the barrel, to frighten away any animal possibly hiding there.


When he selected a place to lie down, the light was faint. He gathered dried leaves, spread the blanket on them and laid down. Differently from the previous night, he was slow falling asleep, partly because each time he was gliding into sleep he seemed to hear shot noises, guns thundering, his comrades screams and he woke up with a start, his eyes wide open, to realize it was just the beginning of a dream, of a nightmare. But at last his weariness prevailed and he slept.


When he woke up, he didn't remember if he had had dreams. It was quite early but he was feeling rather rested. He therefore resumed his walk. The whole day passed practically identically to the previous one. The only agreeable novelty was that he found a brook of clear water, and he profited from that to fill his canteen and to hastily wash himself in the cold stream.


In the first moment he felt the impulse to follow the brook downstream, but then decided it was better to go on towards the north; in fact following the brook he would risk going out into fields and he didn't know who or what he might find there.


But anyway, he told himself while walking between the trees, he could not stay in the forest forever. Sooner or later he had to emerge and to face what was out there, whatever it might be.


He walked for three more days, always in the thick of the forest, at times opening his way in the tangle of the vegetation of the underbrush with the bayonet. He had eaten just one quarter of all his provisions, mainly thanks to the food he managed to gather, as he knew the wild plants.


On the sixth day, rain fell almost all the day long and Jacques had to stop because the ground had become slippery and treacherous. His uniform was drenched and gave him a feeling of cold and of an irritating itching. He then thought he had better to undress. He didn't change his mind not even when he felt the cold water directly hitting the skin of his back and of his chest.


He bared himself completely and started to vigorously rub all his body. He at once felt an agreeable sensation. It would have been good if he could dry and wrap himself in his still dry blanket, but first of all he had nothing to dry himself with and moreover he didn't want to wet the blanket. If he could at least find somewhere sheltered!


He continued to vigorously rub himself all over his skin and, at one point, agreeable feelings seemed to gather on his chest, on his belly, then on his genitals which started to swell. Jacques went on rubbing his body, but now in a way more coloured with lust and, almost without being fully aware, he ended by masturbating under the incessant rain that now seemed sensually to caress him...


When he reached his orgasm, he fiercely shot out in front of him and yelled his pleasure aloud, his body stiff and throbbing in the fast and strong spasms of enjoyment, following one another.


He stayed still for a moment, erect, panting, his legs slightly parted, his hand still around his member, while the rain was streaming on his skin and he started to feel the cold again like before.


When his heart and breath found their normal rhythm again, Jacques took his clothes that he had put on a low branch and put them on again. He couldn't help it; he had to endure the wet coldness of his clothes that were annoyingly adhering to his skin, that weighed on him.


That night he could not even spread his blanket. He thought of finding a spot with thick grass or moss, so that he had not to sleep in the mud, although in the rain anyway.


He moved and wandered for a while until he thought he had found a good place. He tested the leaves with his rifle butt but as soon as he pushed it down, water surfaced and the rifle sank a little with a squelching noise. He moved away. The sky, grey and loaded with rain, let only a very faint light seep into the forest. He decided to follow the slope, going down and holding himself on to the low branches, in order not to slip too much.


After a time that seemed endless to him, he reached a kind of path going down-valley and thought he would cautiously follow it. Eventually he saw a low stonewall enclosing a part of an almost level meadow and, on one side, a low building. It seemed like a sheepfold, but a sheepfold is surely never built in the thick of a forest. He asked himself what could be the purpose of that odd building made of walls of dry stonework. 


He jumped beyond the low wall and landed in the meadow, soaked with rain. He approached the small building. There was a small, low doorway without a door, opening into a dark space. He tried to peep inside, pricking up his ears. Not a sound, not a movement.


He was uncertain if he should enter or not, when he noticed a carving on the little wooden lintel. It was a cross and there was some barely readable writing, worn away by the inclemency of the weather. Possibly a good luck formula, Jacques thought.


Overcoming an indefinite feeling of awe, he slipped inside. He couldn't see anything. There was a good smell of fern and moss. He gropingly explored the space. On one side there was a stone low platform with a rather smooth surface. In front of it a kind of table made by a wide stone slate embedded in the wall. On the table, almost against the wall, two small, empty terracotta jugs. Exploring with his hands he had almost made one of them fall down.


A kind of bed, a kind of table, made of stone. Somebody had lived or was living there. But who? In a place with neither door nor windows?


He decided anyway to stop there to pass the night. He freed the blanket from the rucksack and spread it on the stone platform. He put the wet rucksack on the ground. He then pulled off his soaking uniform, quickly wringing it out and gropingly put it on the stone table. When he was totally naked, he laid on the blanket, carefully wrapped it around his body, curling himself up in it and trying to warm himself with his breath. He shivered for a long while but gradually the warmth of his body, retained by the wool of the blanket, started to heat him slightly, sufficiently to stop the trembling that was shaking his body.


The stones under him were hard but less cold than he had feared. He slipped his hands under his armpits, folding his arms tightly across his chest to warm himself a little more. He felt he was gradually sinking into sleep. While he was falling asleep he recalled his straw mattress in the poor house there in his village and it seemed like a far away luxury. And his mother who had just changed the dried leaves in the mattress, just the day before his departure for the war...


The war!


He recalled Michel too, lifeless and cold on the earth soaked with blood, pocked by the fusillade of the enemy, of those Prussians who wanted to steal land and women from the French.


He too had killed them. He got a weird impression, when he had shot his first bullet, feeling the recoil of his rifle and at once seeing one of the enemy stop abruptly, opening his arms then falling down all of a sudden. The first time. He had killed an enemy... a man. And then, more of them. But the others made a lesser impression on him than that first one. In the end he felt almost as if he was no more killing men but just doing the target-shooting like in the first days, there in Epinal barracks, when they gave him his chassepot and he shot at the little logs placed in a line in the meadow, to make him practice.


Yes, in the end the enemy was exactly like those little logs. No longer human beings, but just objects to knock down, as in a game. But that first man had been different. He was a man, and he had killed him. He had felt nausea, almost a feeling of guilt, and of sadness. And horror, nausea and sadness came back violently when he saw Michel, lifeless. Not even killed by an enemy who had looked into his eyes, but by a gun shot, fired at random...


Jacques would have preferred being killed by an enemy looking into his eyes... it would be more humane.


But, he asked himself, what sense could war have? They took me from a village to kill people I don't know, who did nothing to me, at least to me personally. And also the enemy took one of theirs from a village, to kill us, who they don't even know, who did nothing bad to them. They drew lots on us, they drew lots on them, and sent us to slaughter each other... 


No, this was not fair.


If the kings and marshals and generals wanted to make a war, they had better to have been shut in an enclosure, given rifles and allowed to kill each other... Yes, it would have been fairer. Let those who want the war kill each other.


But on the contrary, they put him there in a row with all his comrades, in front of the Prussians, who they also put in a row with their comrades, and they had to shoot at the others because that was the only hope of coming out of it alive. The one who shot first, faster, and straighter, could possibly survive...


What an absurd, horrible thing war was. Ignoble.


Waves on waves of men who ran towards the others screaming, more to work up courage than to scare those who had been pointed out to them as enemies... wave upon wave that broke over each other and fell down, torn apart... sent to kill and to die by a bugle call, continuing to kill and to die until the next bugle call...


A cruel, absurd game.


And then, the fields of slaughter were called "fields of honour"!


How could there be honour in killing unknown people at random?


Jacques was not able to understand it and, while he was falling asleep, he continued, uselessly, to repeat this question.




CHAPTER 5


DESERTERS






(NOTE - the underlined words are pronounced in German, a language that Jacques doesn't understand. The words in italic are in Latin, and are parts of the Mass rite.)







Jacques woke up numb with cold. Daylight was seeping inside from the low door opening. The thin rays of the sun were illuminating the small room. Jacques sat up tightening the blanket around his body. He saw the stone table with his wet uniform on it piled up in a shapeless pile. And saw that on the wall behind the table was embedded a stone cross with on it a bas-relief of a squat Christ.


And he suddenly understood that the table was in fact an altar. A small room with an altar and in front of it a platform the size of a small bed... What could that be?


Jacques never heard about hermitages and hermits and could not know that it was a sacellum where, about four hundred years before, a monk called Sylvain lived, venerated as a saint by the inhabitants of the nearby villages, even though the Church had never canonized him.


The writing carved on the door lintel read, "Here lived Saint Sylvain" but Jacques was not able to read.


He got off the platform and, with bare feet, went out into the small meadow. He saw that the low wall enclosing it also had an opening that he had not noticed the day before.


The sun's rays were warm and Jacques arranged the blanket around his hips leaving his chest uncovered.


He went back into the small room, took his uniform from the altar, brought it outside, wrung out it again and laid it out on the low wall, under the sun, smoothing it to make the wrinkles disappear.


The tall and soft grass was still wet. Also the trees' leaves all around were shining, covered by small and trembling water droplets. The air was pure, the sky of a clear blue still dotted here and there by white clouds that were rapidly gliding away towards the west, almost as if withdrawing from the just risen sun, driven by a wind not noticeable at ground level.


Jacques understood that the thick cloth of the uniform, even if the sun continued to shine, would require several hours to dry. But anyway, he didn't feel like wearing those clothes again, saturated with moisture. He was feeling good, as he was, half naked, in the open air.


He took deep breaths. The sun was rising and gradually becoming warmer. Autumn was mild and Jacques hoped it wouldn't start again to rain on the following days.


He asked himself if it was not sensible to go down towards the fields to check what the situation was there. He could envisage three different situations: he could meet the Prussians, and in that case he had to be very careful not to be seen, or else they would shoot at him, kill him; or he could meet the French army, and then he had to show himself and rejoin them, but he didn't feel so sure he wanted to do so - they would surely send him to the front again to make war, to kill and get killed and neither of these two solutions appealed at all to him.


So he decided in his heart that, for as long as he could, he would become a deserter. Even though he knew that he thus risked being killed - their sergeant had explained it very clearly to them: deserters were shot.


And third, he could be lucky not meeting one or the other army. In that case how would people of the place welcome him? Could they understand he was a deserter and report him? Or could they help him? Or...


Jacques for a moment got the impression that all of a sudden the entire world had become his enemy, and felt a deep sensation of uneasiness.


No, he thought, if he met common people, he had just to explain to them what had happened to him and tell them, although lying, that he wanted to reach the French army and possibly that people would help him. He would ask them if they knew where the French were and where the enemies were, so that he could choose a safe direction...


But the best would be if he could find some civilian clothes, so that he could abandon his rifle, uniform, military rucksack... abandon everything that could make him recognized as a soldier.


After all, people didn't know he had replaced master Sylvestre... He could pass for one lucky enough not to have been conscripted... he could even possibly find a job on one of the farms of that region and quietly earn a living...


When the sun was high in the sky, he turned his uniform so that it could dry on the other side as well. He took the blanket off his hips remaining totally naked and, taking out his rucksack from the low building where he had spent the night; he took some food which he slowly ate. He drank a little of his water, then put everything back again.


Now his rucksack was only for two thirds full. He had food for just a few more days, but sooner or later he would finish it all.


He didn't have the slightest idea in which direction his village could be. But he knew he could not go back there, or else everybody would know he was a deserter. It was better to let everybody there believe he was dead in the surroundings of Epinal, together with his friend Michel.


By doing so he would never see Sylvestre again, it was true, nor his family... But Jules would keep his job as a stable boy and his family would have a better life any way. Possibly his mother would mourn his death, or rather, for sure she would. But all summed up, it was better so.


Rather, he thought, if the French army found him, he could say he was Michel Lacroix... No, he could meet somebody who knew him or who knew Michel... possibly even Sylvie... and his fraud would be brought to light.


No. He had to simply to not be found either by the French army or by that of the Prussian enemies. In every respect, if he didn't want to die, he had to be thought dead... he thought with bitter irony. 


By afternoon his uniform was dry in the thick parts as well, so he wore it again. He folded and rolled the blanket tight which he secured on his rucksack, at whose back he hung his almost empty canteen. He again wore his big and heavy boots, brought his rifle at firing position and, finding the path again, he went again down valley.


When he started to see, through the trees, the fields of the plain, it was already evening. He stopped, his heart in his mouth, and looked. The whole plain below him was dotted with bonfires, with groups of soldiers. Farther, he saw covered guns, military tents, horses tied to trees.


He was almost certain it was the French army even though the impending darkness didn't allow him to clearly see neither the uniforms nor the flags colors. Anyway, whether the French or the enemy, he had to go back into the forest and leave before risking being seen.


He went up the path in the growing darkness. He tried to go as far as he could, until it became almost impossible to see his way. He was about to stop and look for a place to spend the night, when he noticed he was near the low building again where he had slept the previous night.


He went inside the small dark cell again and laid down without undressing. Sleep at once received his tired limbs.


That night he dreamed. He saw Sylvestre again, naked under the sun - he wasn't near the small lake but just outside in the little meadow enclosed by the low stonewall. He also saw himself sleeping inside, his naked body lit by the morning sun. He dreamed he woke up, called by Sylvestre, He dreamed he went out going towards his young and beautiful master, who stood up waiting for him, then he took Sylvestre in his arms, made him turn round and took him from behind, penetrating him by just leaning against him, just how it had to happen, with extreme naturalness and simplicity. And at once he was invaded by pleasure, a delightful, a very beautiful, an intense pleasure.


He came so, without moving, from the simple fact he had united with the one he loved. And when, smiling, he made Sylvestre turn again, so agreeably warm and naked in his arms, he realized he was instead Michel, all naked too, his beautiful chest torn and bloody.


Jacques woke up, trembling, scared. It was still dark. He felt his trousers were dampish in front - he had had a wet dream. His heart was violently beating in his chest.


The door opening was barely visible. He got up and went out. The fresh air of the night made him shiver slightly. He looked towards the sky and saw thousands and thousands of stars. Then he calmed down.


"It was just a dream." he said quietly, glad to hear the sound of his own voice.


He then continued to talk, always looking at the stars. "Goodbye my Sylvestre, goodbye my Michel! Tonight I finally made love with you. Even though it was just a dream, it was so real! You possibly really came to visit me, melted in just one body that you offered to my desire, to my love. I love you, Michel and Sylvestre. Who knows if I can see you again, at least in my dreams?"


He became silent. Emitted a deep sigh and went again to sleep in the shelter of the low building. He moved up against the wall, almost to leave some room for his beloved ones, so that they could lie there near him. He fell asleep feeling them near him, mysteriously melted into one.


He woke up again when the sun had already risen. He went out and stretched for a long time, breathing deeply. He gathered his belongings and, following the path, clambered up into the forest until the path disappeared, obscured by the rugged ground. He proceeded going upwards amongst the trees and bushes and walked all day long, stopping only to gather herbs and wild fruit to eat. He also found a brook and filled his canteen again. At night he found a good spot to sleep and the following morning, he resumed his way.
He stopped again to eat part of the preserved food he had in the rucksack. He had already used half of his provisions. As usual he was chewing each bit slowly and carefully, sitting on the ground.


Suddenly a noise caught his attention. He stopped chewing and pricked up his ear, attentive and slightly worried. The noise recurred and he realised it was coming from in front of him, a bit lower, where some leafy branches were moving. He again heard the noise of trampled twigs and understood that somebody was climbing up to there. He gathered his things, put the rucksack on his shoulders, seized his rifle and looked for a hiding place. He saw a big dead, broken trunk, big enough to hide him. He leaned on his back, holding his breath, nervously clenching the rifle.


The noise was approaching. It had to be one only person. But who? Friend or enemy? Man or woman? Young or old? He waited, his heart in his mouth, his blood pounding dully at his temples. The creaking was now really close. Jacques gripped his rifle more firmly almost to get a feeling of safety. He was coming. He had to be close to his tree. Where would he pass, on the right or on the left? He hoped he would pass there to his side without noticing him. He could then understand who the newcomer was... and possibly take him at his back...


The noise was now coming from just to the left of the dead tree. Jacques was about to jump out when he saw him, or rather, they saw each other at the same moment.


He was a Prussian!


Jacques leveled his rifle at him and shouted, "Halt!"


He read terror in the other's eyes. And then he saw he was just a kid, barely eighteen, his hair of a blond that recalled to him the gold coins of master Teissier, his eyes of the color of the sky, wide open. He was bare headed, he had neither weapons nor rucksack on him. His uniform was soiled at least as much as his own. The boy was a little smaller and thinner than him.


"Raise your hands!" Jacques yelled again menacingly waving his rifle.


The other said, "Don't shoot, please..." but he said it in German and Jacques didn't understand. "I'm not armed..." he went on.


Jacques perceived in his words a supplicant aspect, but it was a calm, almost resigned tone. "Do you surrender?" Jacques asked, now without yelling, his rifle always aimed at the boy.


"Your rifle hammer is lowered, you can't fire, so..." the Prussian boy said, now sketching a smile, with a cautious expression but less scared.


"Raise your hands!" Jacques repeated again, waving his rifle. But he thought the boy, younger than him, so handsome... he could never kill him, especially now that they were looking into each other's eyes. So, this was the enemy? But why was he an enemy? Jacques confusedly asked himself.


For a while they remained still, standing one in front of the other, continuing to look in each other eyes.


"Go away, boy, go away. I don't want to harm you..." Jacques said, lowering the barrel of his rifle just a little.


The Prussian didn't understand the French's words, but detected their tone, no longer bellicose.


He then gave a shy smile and asked, "Is it true that you will not kill me?"


"I can't understand you, boy. But go away, please."


"Who knows what are you trying to tell me, Frenchman."


"I don't want to be your enemy. If we didn't wear these damned uniform, we could even be friends..." Jacques said, lowering his rifle barrel some more.


"Now your voice doesn't seem wicked any more." the boy said, smiling, still somewhat hesitant.


"Why don't you go away? What are you telling me? What are you trying to say?" Jacques asked, almost with gentleness.


"Your eyes are good. Your eyes are gentle. And so, should you be the hated enemy? You are the first one I've met face to face, do you know?"


"Why are you so beautiful? Why are you so young? Why are you... here?" Jacques asked him sorrowfully, now lowering his rifle completely.


"Well, let's shake hands, French." the blonde boy said stretching out his hand towards the other, and a friendly smile bloomed on his lips.


Jacques looked at that offered hand, at the inviting smile of the other, then again at his hand, and said, "You would like making peace with me... but is it really possible? If it were only about you and me, possibly yes, it could perhaps be really possible. But there are also the others, those like me, like you, who on the contrary are persuaded they are enemies, and they kill each other, they go on killing each other. What can we do, you and I?" Jacques asked sorrowfully, feeling he was getting lost in those limpid and clear eyes.


"You don't want give me your hand? You don't trust me? It is because of these clothes?" the Prussian asked with gentle regret, pointing at his uniform.


Jacques saw the gesture of the other pointing at his own uniform but didn't understand.


Then the Prussian boy seemed to lighten up and said, carefully articulating the words, "Pax Domini sit semper vobiscum."


Jacques knit his brows. In spite of the strong German accent, he recognized the Latin words of the Mass, and almost by instinct, he answered, "Et cum spirito tuo."


The boy then smiled and repeated, offering again his hand, "Pax !"


"Pax..." Jacques repeated, but still without taking that hand, "pax hominibus bonae voluntatis."


"Yes, bonae voluntatis!" answered the blond boy smiling again.


"Don't smile at me like that, please..." Jacques almost moaned.


"You and I, bonae voluntatis. You and I, pax..." the boy repeated with conviction, then added, "I can't recall more Mass words to communicate with you, but I would really like it if you and I weren't enemies."


Jacques looked at him for a long while, then cautiously put his rifle on the ground and moved a step towards the blond boy. The Prussian was waiting, trustful. Jacques stopped in front of him, opened his arms showing his empty hands, and said, "I don't want to make war against you. But what can we do, you and I? You are disarmed. You too possibly escaped from the war... Are you a runaway like me? Are you a deserter as well? In that case, for you everybody is an enemy too... besides me? If we could just understand each other... if we just didn't have these uniforms on... if we could just be far from this war that divides our peoples..."


The Prussian boy didn't understand even a single word, but heard the question tone of the other, the subdued and almost sad tone of the French, and his gesture of renunciation of brandishing his weapon. They looked in each other's eyes.


Then the blond boy, pointing at himself, said, "My name is Kurt Steiner, I am Kurt, Kurt, do you understand?"


"Kurt?" Jacques asked, pointing at him.


"Yes, Kurt." the Prussian answered, smiling, then asked, pointing at the French, "And you?"


"I am Jacques. Jacques Marandin. My name is Jacques. I Jacques and you Kurt." The French soldier said pointing to himself then to him.


"Yes, you Jacques, I Kurt!" the Prussian boy answered smiling. Then, lightly touching his chest with his hand and then the Frenchman's chest, he repeated, "Kurt and Jacques." Then he again offered his hand.


This time the Frenchman took the boy's hand between his own and in a low voice said, "Ave, Kurt."


"Ave, Jacques..." the other answered with a smile.


At the contact of their hands, Jacques felt a pleasure shudder run through him, and their smiling eyes looked each other for a long time.


Then Jacques, leaving the other's hand, asked, "You have nothing with you, not even food. Are you hungry?"


"I don't understand..."


"Do you want to eat something with me?"


"What are you saying?"


"Wait..." Jacques told him making also the gesture with his hand, then thought for a moment and pointing at his rucksack on his shoulders, said, "Panem nostrum quotidianum..."


"Panem nostrum ?" Kurt repeated, then nodded and smiled and, making the eating gesture, repeated, "Yes, panem nostrum !"


Jacques slipped his rucksack off his shoulders and sat on the ground, beating with his hand on the ground near him to make the other understand to sit down. Kurt sat near him. Jacques opened his rucksack, took out some food and divided it between himself and the Prussian boy.


"Take it, eat." said giving it to him.


"Thank you." Kurt answered taking the food.


Both started to masticate, looking often in each other's eyes and smiling.


Jacques pointed at what they were eating and said, "Food."


"Food?" the boy asked showing what he had in his hand.


"Yes, food."


"Food."


Then Jacques pointed to his mouth and made the gesture to masticate, "To eat."


"To eat?" the boy asked making at his turn the gesture of chewing.


"Yes, to eat." Jacques again nodded smiling him.


"Kurt food to eat."


"Yes, Kurt eats the food."


"Yes, Kurt eats the food and Jacques eats the food. And Kurt... gratias agimus tibi Jacques. Do you understand?"


"Gratias ? Thank you!"


"Gratias thank you?"


"Yes, thank you..." Jacques repeated and mimed the gesture of giving and receiving and repeated, "Thank you!"


Kurt nodded, then said, "Jacques pax and Kurt thank you."


"Pax is peace..." Jacques said making the gesture to shake hands and repeated, "Peace!" Then shook hands with Kurt and smiling repeated, "Peace."


"Yes, peace. Kurt and Jacques peace."


And so they went on, eating and drinking the water, while Jacques was trying to teach some French words to Kurt, and he some German ones to Jacques.


It was as if the two boys had forgotten the war, the world, everything. Each of them, inside his heart, was grateful to the other to be there with him, to smile with him. They were sitting there in the forest, each one near the other, and wrapped up in each other.


And Jacques, suddenly, looking at the boy and sure he could not be understood, said, "You see, Kurt, you are so beautiful... I like you so very much and would like making love with you. But you too possibly have a fiancée there at your village, waiting for you. Thus I cannot do anything. I can just look at you, admire you, and desire you... I can only dream that you, besides making peace with me, you could also... you would also love me. But sooner or later, life will also part me from you... At times I think that it would be better for me to die..."


Kurt listened to him, and then in a subdued and sweet tone, said, "They told me that you are the enemy. They took me from my village, from my fields, to come here and to kill you. But I'm tired of killing. I ran away when I saw my comrade Heinrich sinking his bayonet into the chest of a wounded French soldier, who with his eyes was imploring him not to kill him. He was young like you and me, and at that moment I felt as if he wasn't a French boy any more but my brother... He didn't resemble my brother at all, but his eyes were the same as those of my brother when we were fighting for fun and I, unwillingly, once hurt him and then he looked at me telling me with his eyes he didn't want to fight any more. I let him go then and he smiled gratefully at me, and..." Kurt interrupted what he was saying, moved by his own memories.


Jacques was listening to him, without understanding. But he had the clear feeling that the other was opening him his heart.


"I've always loved... and desired to be loved by a male, Kurt. But they say it is wrong. And on the contrary they say that waging war is right, killing each other is right. The world is going upside down, who knows why? Also the priest blesses our weapons, the same priest who, if I told him about my love for men, would for sure not bless me. You too, possibly, Kurt, despise those like me... who knows? You are the first one to whom I can say these things, possibly just because I know you can't understand... But it makes me feel good being able to say these things aloud, to talk about it..."


"If each soldier could get to know his enemy like I am getting to know you, and if he shared his bread with him as you have shared with me, I believe that all wars would become impossible, don't you think so too? After all, are we not all brothers? Are we not all praying to the same God we call father? Are we not all eating in the same way, like you and I now? We are talking different languages, wearing different uniforms, and yet, don't we all have two arms and legs, a mouth and two eyes, a heart and a brain? They took us away from our lands, from our houses, from our lives to teach us to hate! To slaughter each other. Thus... I decided to desert. And I am now feeling a lot of more a man than before. And I am glad I met you, Jacques."




CHAPTER 6


WHAT MEANS "DESIRE"?






The two boys, even though they could not understand each other, could read in the other's eyes the mutual friendship that was gradually blooming. Without being able to express it, they both had decided to remain together. Jacques, to make Kurt understand he had nothing more to fear from him, took his rifle and unloaded it.

Then, pointing towards the part of the forest from which he had come, Jacques said, "There, French... boom, boom! French. Do you understand?"


"French?" Kurt asked. Then, pointing towards the part from where he had come, added, "The Prussian army is there. Do you understand? Prussians, boom, boom, there."


"Prussians? Prussians there? So then, will we go in that direction?" asked Jacques pointing in a third direction, "Jacques and Kurt there?"


"Yes, Jacques and Kurt there!" nodded the blond boy and, to be more exact, he said, "There Prussian, there French, and there Jacques and Kurt, right?"


"Yes, there Prussian, there French, and there we two!" nodded Jacques setting out with the other.


They walked for a long time, in silence. From time to time Jacques stopped to gather herbs and wild fruit which he shared with his new friend. After two day's march, while they exchanged long chats, without understanding each other, but just for the pleasure of hearing the other's voice, just not to feel lonely, they reached the edge of the forest.


They caught a glimpse of a farm and squatted down hiding amongst the bushes. Carefully observing, one beside the other, Jacques touched his companion's arm and pointed in one direction - there were many clothes hung to dry.


"Look! Those clothes! There are also men's clothes, you see? If we manage to steal some we could put our uniforms away and pass for two civilians, If they don't take them away from there before, when it becomes darker we can go and steal some. What do you think?"


Kurt looked at the direction pointed out by his companion and, seeing the clothes, then Jacques' gestures, guessed what the other was telling him.


"We take those clothes so we can throw way these uniforms? But if thy catch us... who knows who lives in there? Yes, there are many clothes; it must be a large family... It would be good if we could leave these uniforms... Let's try to go and steal some..." he said making as to stand up.


Jacques pulled him down and pointing at the sun and making the gesture it was setting, said, "Wait it becomes darker. And then, it would be better I go alone, because here we are in France and they are French like me... If they catch me, I at least I am not an enemy, right? You'll wait for me here, and rather, I will give you my rifle, loaded, so that if something bad happened me you can fire and scare them..."


Kurt looked at him frowning and shook his head trying to tell him he had understood nothing. Then Jacques repeated his speech making gestures, miming the action.


"House... clothes... Jacques... go, take clothes... Kurt, rifle... men from the house... scream... Jacques runs... Kurt fires, boom-boom... men scared... run back home... Jacques runs here... we change our clothes and go back there in the forest... understood?"


"I shoot with your rifle, boom-boom, on the men?"


"Hey, not on me boom-boom! No boom-boom on Jacques, is that clear?"


"Kurt no boom-boom Jacques!" the Prussian boy said smiling, then he added, miming, "Kurt and Jacques peace, friends!"


They smiled each other. The sun was setting. They saw a wagon pulled by oxen arriving at the farm and disappearing behind it. From the chimney a column of smoke was rising. They waited some more. It was now growing dark. Jacques entrusted his loaded rifle to Kurt.


"Take it and wait here. I think they are eating, now. I go to steal the clothes. May god help me. You keep your eye on the house and shoot, if they come out and run after me. I trust you, Kurt! I'm going."


The Prussian boy nodded and leveled the rifle aiming at a point half way between the hanging clothes and the house.


"Go, I'll protect you." he said, almost in a whisper.


Jacques stood up. Moving from tree to tree, from bush to bush, went as near as he could. Then, as he reached the forest border, he carefully studied the last part of his way. He looked towards Kurt who waved a hand to tell him he was ready. Then Jacques, almost folded in two, ran towards the clothes and gathered breeches, shirts, jackets and hurriedly, ran back towards the forest with the bundled clothes.


Not a sound, not a voice came from the farm.


Jacques arrived out of breath near Kurt.


"All went right! Let's go away at once. We will change a long way from here." he said panting.


Kurt stood up and held out the rifle to Jacques.


"No, keep it now. Let's go, hurry up!" Jacques said then, pointing his rucksack, said, "Take that as well."


Kurt understood and took the rucksack. They again went into the forest climbing up the slope and going as far as possible from the scene of the theft. They walked for a long time, until the darkness made their march too difficult. They decided they could stop. Jacques put down the bundle of stolen clothes. He spread the blanket and made to Kurt the gesture to lie down near him. Lying in the darkness, Jacques felt the companion's body lightly touching his own.


"Tomorrow morning we will put away our uniforms and hid them here in the forest. Dressed without our uniforms it would be easer to go away. Just the language problem remains ... And we have also to abandon the rifle and anything else that can show we were soldiers..." 


"At home, I always slept with my brother, on the same bed. So now you are my brother. When we hit the bed, we always talked about a lot of subjects, before falling asleep. Even though he was younger than me, he had a great success with the girls and told me about his conquests. Well, I too had my adventures, even though a lot less than him. Did you have a girlfriends at your village?"


"For sure, I cannot go back home, at this point. And possibly you neither, as you deserted like me. Where could we go? What could we do? If only this war would end soon... Would you like staying with me? We could possibly find a job in some farm, who knows?"


"Otto, my brother, had always the yen to make love. But we didn't talk only of girls, you know! At times we were also making plans for the future. Both we were thinking that we wouldn't have liked having to be farm-boys all our life long. We planned to go to Freiburg to look for a job. In a city it would have been easier. Also one of our cousins was working in Freiburg. He was a carpenter and said that city life is good. And he could possibly also teach us his job."


"Who knows why our emperors decided to make this war? And moreover at our expenses... I like being here near you. I... I'm feeling a strong desire to embrace you, to touch you. I never could, with a man. Anyway, neither with a woman. But I, the women... You are so beautiful. And so close to me, now, that it is difficult for me not to touch you. If I kiss you now... you possibly won't be my friend any more... who knows?"


"Otto and I were more friends than brothers, you know? When they chose me to go to war, he wanted to go too. But our father didn't agree. He said it was already a misfortune to lose one son and he didn't want to lose both of us. I too was hardly able to persuade Otto to remain at home."


"Who knows why you and I speak different languages? Who knows why we are from different lands? A little like those of Chaumont who prefer to be different from those of Boulogne, even though they all speak French. It's all bullshit! We are all the same but we all want to feel different. Good Lord what a desire I feel to touch you, to kiss you... to make love with you!"


"I would have liked having an older brother like you. It is not always easy being the older brother. Well, I also have two sisters, older than me. My father wanted a son so much and was really happy when at last I was born. That's why he was so disheartened when the officer choose me. They had all of us on one line and the officer was examining us and said - this one yes, this one no. I'm small, but very strong, so he said yes to me. Do you know that I was very good at the competitions? I was one of the best in my squad. At the beginning I liked military life. But then... when Heinrich sank his bayonet into the chest of that boy..."


"If we could just communicate, you and I... I like the sound of your voice. I like feeling your body near mine. I'm telling you so, but you can't understand me..."


"His eyes... oh, those eyes! And then, your eyes..."


"But... who knows? Your soul could possibly understand what my soul would like telling you..."


"At first I was scared of you, I must confess."


"Should I take the risk and made you understand what I'm feeling for you?"


"But then I read in your eyes that you would not kill me. And that possibly you too were as scared as I was."


"But if I did it... I'll risk losing you... now that I have just found you."


"You were menacing me with your rifle that couldn't fire, and you weren't even aware of it."


"But who are you, in reality? What unites us, besides running away?"


"And now we are sleeping one at the other's side like two friends, like two brothers... That's beautiful."


"When I gave you my loaded rifle, I thought that I would have known if you really accepted me, if we were no more enemies."


"Who knows what destiny has in store for us?"


"Yes, at least in part, you have accepted me."


"What will be our destiny?"


"Could you really accept me one day?"


"You neither can know it..."


"Will we have a future, you and I?"


"But now, let's sleep, Jacques."


"You have a beautiful name, Kurt. Everything about you is beautiful."


"Good night, my friend."


"I desire you..." Jacques murmured.


They fell asleep. The first to wake up was Kurt. He looked at the French youth, still sleeping deeply. He gently shook him, until Jacques opened his eyes.


"Good morning, Jacques." he greeted him with a smile.


The Frenchman answered with a smile, "You are still here... it wasn't a dream, then."


"We have now to leave our uniforms and wear these clothes." Kurt said stretching out an arm to take the bundle of clothes and starting to examine them.


Making gestures, each chose the clothes he intended to wear. Jacques had stolen more than they needed. He had also taken a square cloth, so they folded it and put in it the clothes that they didn't wear. Then Jacques added the remaining food, the jack-knife and the bear statuette carved by Michel. He closed the cloth tying the four corners in a knot thus making a bundle. Then, taking the bayonet from the rifle, he looked for a good branch and cut it to hang the bundle on it. Finally he started to take off his uniform, and Kurt at once followed suit.


Jacques looked at the boy's body revealing little by little. Kurt had a beautiful body, sweet but muscled, hairless and slender but strong. When Kurt pulled off his trousers, he turned his back in an instinctive gesture of modesty. Totally naked, their feet on the blanket, they started to put on the civilian clothes. Jacques admired his friend's back, his small, firm buttocks, and his slender and strong legs.


When they were dressed again, they gathered their two uniforms on the blanket, Jacques added the rucksack and the boots, then hid the bundle inside a thick bush, also adding several branches he had cut. Then with the bayonet Jacques dug a furrow in the soft ground and deposited in it the rifle, the bayonet, the gunpowder and bullet pouches and then they carefully covered everything up again. 


When all was done, Kurt looked with a satisfied expression at his friend, "You are very nice clothed as you are now." he said.


"I will keep the canteen, for the moment. We will throw it away only if we meet somebody, but now we need it for water."


"We now really seem to be ordinary countrymen."


"The spare clothes will be useful when it grows colder. It's a pity we had to leave the blanket, but it was a military blanket. Of the emperor's army. We would not be able to explain why we have it."


"We can go in that direction, do you agree?" Kurt asked pointing his arm.


Jacques understood the gesture more than the words and said, "Let's hope this direction will take us far from both our armies..." and they set out.


Jacques' eyes were still full of the vision of his friend's beautiful nakedness. From the way Kurt was walking barefoot, he understood that he too must have been used to doing so, somewhat like all country boys. This made him feel even closer, more like the Prussian boy.


"You too are a country boy like me..." he said, smiling.


"Walking in this direction will lead somewhere, and when we meet people we should be safe because we are now wearing ordinary clothes. But I, if I talk, everybody understands I am an enemy, what can we do?"


"You were so beautiful, all naked, that I regret we had to put on these clothes!"


"If only I could talk your language..."


"You didn't even glance at me. It's obvious that you don't dig boys."


When they stopped to eat, Kurt said, "Jacques? I can't speak French... what can we do?"


"Our food is almost finished... we have to get out of here, and go to some inhabited place..."


"Jacques, I don't speak French."


"Yes, you could seem to be French."


"Speak, do you understand? Speak." Kurt said matching his words with gestures.


"To speak?" Jacques asked, repeating the gesture with his hand.


"Yes, to speak. I no to speak French."


"Right, you don't speak French... You hidden, I go?" Jacques asked miming and clearly pronouncing the words.


"I hidden you go? But I not separated from Jacques. Kurt and Jacques always so!" the Prussian boy said, making the gesture with the fingers to be united.


"You united with me forever?"


"I united with you forever!" Kurt said, "but I no speak French."


"Ah, I've understood! You silent. You dumb... I speak, you dumb..." Jacques said brightening and he repeated the words matching them with appropriate gestures.


"I dumb? Mm... mmm... mmm dumb?"


"Yes, you dumb and I speak, agreed?"


"Yes, I dumb and you speak. Good. I dumb."


"You are my brother. You and I... fratres... orate fratres... you and I fratres... brothers."


"Oh yes, brothers, fratres, brothers!" Kurt said brightening, "You Jacques brothers speak, I Kurt brothers dumb."


"No, Kurt is a Prussian name. You are Charles, not Kurt. Charles, the dumb brother."


"I Charles dumb brothers?"


"Yes, you are Charles my dumb brother, so you have not to speak."


"Understood. Good. But... but I not understand if French men speak me."


"You dumb and... idiot!" Jacques immediately answered laughing and mimed the expression of an idiot.


Kurt laughed, "I Charles idiot and dumb!" he repeated and at his turn he made the expression of an idiot saying, "Mm... mmmm... mmm..."


"Yes, good, so!" Jacques said clapping his hands.


"Let's hope it will work, Jacques..."


"I have a brother who is wonderful and idiot!" the French boy smiled lightly caressing his friend's hand.


"I don't know if it will really work, Jacques. We would possibly be discovered and killed... both of us. But I'm glad I met you."


"Friend... brother... I would rather like having you as a lover."


"You and I friend and brother. You and I peace. Thank you." Kurt murmured holding his hand tightly and looking in his eyes.


"I would like making love with you, Kurt."


"I no Kurt! I Charles, brother idiot and dumb!" the Prussian boy said, smiling.


"You are so beautiful, and I desire you to die for, I desire you, yes..." Jacques murmured as an answer.


"Desire?" Kurt asked, made curious, "What means, desire?"


"Nothing. I would like explaining you, but I can't."


"You say things I cannot understand. I say things you cannot understand. And yet it is so good being together."


"It gives me a weird feeling being able to say to you - I would like making love with you. And to know that you cannot understand me. Telling you that I would like to kiss you, and only because you still don't know these words' meaning."


"I'm feeling you are telling me important things. I can read it in your eyes. There are things you say that you do your best to make me understand. Other words, on the contrary, just you say them and don't explain me, not even if I ask you their meaning. It is possibly because they are too difficult to explain?"


"I would like seeing you naked again, and touch you all over and show you how much you turn me on... and kiss you!"


"Your eyes are shining, now. Exactly like Otto, when he was telling me about his adventures. Are you telling me about your fiancée, possibly? Your sweeter, more beautiful memories? Is it what you are trying to communicate to me?"


"Your eyes are so sweetly smiling to me... who knows what are you thinking, now, what are you telling me?"


"I didn't leave a fiancée there at my village. There was a girl I liked a lot; we even kissed... But then her father had her married with the miller, a rich widowed old man. She was so sad, and I too was sad. I would have liked making love with her, but we unhappily could not."


"Should I, all my life long, just dream of impossible relationships? First with Sylvestre, then with Michel, and now with you?"


"Well, yes, I made love with other girls. Two in all. It was good, but it was just sex. One was skilled too; she did it with other boys as well, before me. She made me enjoy it a lot. But it was just sex. There was no love. Were you ever in love?"


"Those two, there, in the bushes were doing it... who knows how they managed to understand each other, how they found each other? Lucky them!"


"At times I felt lonely, do you know?"


"Possibly... simply one of them found the courage to tell the other..."


"Even when I was with a girl, I always felt lonely. But with you, on the contrary, I don't feel lonely. Exactly as with my brother Otto. With him I also never felt lonely."


"If I now touched you, caressed you, how would you react?"


"Yes, and so I can call you friend, I can call you brother... It's really beautiful, do you know?"


"You think of me just like a friend, a brother... therefore I cannot."


"Friend and brother. Yes, good!"


"It's good, alright. Even though it's not enough for me. But I have to content myself and keep my desire hidden from you."


"Desire? What means desire?"


Jacques didn't answer. They went on walking in silence, each of them immersed in his thoughts. Until they came out of the forest again, into fields. Far away, they saw some farms. They stopped to look.


Jacques, pointing at them, said, "Let's go down there. I can possibly do some jobs and ask for some food... you now have to act as Charles, my dumb and idiot brother, alright?"


"Yes, understood, I Charles dumb and idiot. You Jacques speak, I dumb."


"Good, let's go, then." Jacques said setting out, their bundle on his shoulder. Kurt went alongside and seized his hand. Jacques looked at him and Kurt made the face of an idiot. Jacques smiled him and said, "Good." And at a fast pace they walked towards the far farms, hand in hand.


When they were near the first of the farms, they met a man in his forties coming from the opposite direction, his hoe on his shoulder. The man looked them up and down from far. Jacques squeezed Kurt's hand. When they came near to the man, Jacques greeted him.


"Good day."


"Who are you? Were do you come from?"


"We... from Epinal." Jacques answered.


"And what are you doing here?"


"Prussians destroyed our farm, and only we two survived... my brother and I... and we ran away."


"The Prussians? They passed here too, and they stole more than half of our harvest from us, the bastards."


"But at least you're alive... and your houses still standing." Jacques answered back.


"What's up with that one?" the man asked pointing with his chin towards Kurt.


Jacques looked at Kurt - he had his mouth half opened, his eyes dull with a look lost into space. 


"He's my brother Charles. He's dumb and... and he's idiot, the poor boy."


"Ha, because of the war?"


"No, he's so since his childhood."


"But, can't he understand anything?"


"No. When our house was under the shelling, he laughed and clapped his hands..."


"Well, he's lucky, if he can't understand. But how it comes he is so blond? You don't even seem brothers."


"Our poor Mum was blond like gold. He took from the poor Mum. I, instead, from Dad..." Jacques answered with a sad expression, feeling somewhat tense, and asking himself if the man would have swallowed it.


"She died under the house?" the man dryly asked.


"Yes, with two sisters and the grand parents."


"And your father?"


"He was conscripted. He's at war."


"I see..."


"And we now... we need food."


"Very little remained to us."


"I could do some jobs for you... in exchange for some food..."


"Not for me. But come. Master Renard could possibly need good arms..."


"My brother Charles... if I get him understand what he has to do, he can also do some work. He's strong... He gave a hand, at home..."


"So much the better. Come on, I'll see you to Master Renard's."


The man showed them the way and they followed him. When they were in front of a farm bigger that the others, the man called out master Renard and told him about the two boys, telling him they were looking for work.


"Did you lose everything in this damned war, then?" the man, who was in his fifties, asked in a rude tone.


"Yes, house, family, everything."


"And you want to work for me."


"If possible... to earn food..."


"I've wood to chop, but then I have nothing more for you to do."


"Well... if you let us chop it, in exchange for a food supply, we then can try elsewhere..."


"And where do you think you'll go? Sedan fell into Prussian hands, and even the Emperor is their prisoner. In Paris it was proclaimed the republic... bah... and Prussians are moving forward, they are beyond here and... I fear that we are now subjects of Willhelm the bastard! Bazaire shut himself up in Metz, but only god knows if and how long he can hold out... I would not even be able to tell you where you had better to go. Anyway, for now, come and I'll show you where the wood is. Are you sure your brother can do it? I wouldn't him to harm himself with the axe."


"Oh, yes, he always did it at home, before each winter."


"So much the better. I'll give you supplies of food in exchange..."


"And a blanket? But an old one... It's starting to get cold..."


"Yes, a blanket as well."




CHAPTER 7


TOWARDS BELGIUM






After a few day the two deserters, having finished chopping all the wood, left the farm with a bundle of food and a blanket, and two old scarves they got from the master's wife. They set out towards the Meuse river and reached the walls of Commercy. That town was also in the hands of the Prussians.

Here, they heard that Verdun, more to the north, was still in French hands, but was besieged by the Prussians.


In Commercy, Kurt still played the part of the idiot brother, not only to avoid making the French realise he was a Prussian, but also not to be discovered by the occupation authorities who would at once understand he was a deserter. Also here, in exchange for some small jobs, they earned food to take with them.


Leaving Commercy, they kept to the bank of the Meuse and followed the stream going towards the north. They heard that Metz fortress had fallen into Prussian's hands and that their army was rapidly spreading towards Paris, poorly opposed by pockets of resistance of what remained of the French army.


They walked for days. They seldom met other people and when they did, each time Kurt assumed the pose of the brother Charles, dumb and idiot. It had almost become a game for the two boys, and Kurt had become really skilled, at times managing even to make some slobber drip from the corner of his mouth...


When they were alone and sure not to be overheard, they went on in their long, alternating soliloquy. Even though they didn't understand each other, they needed to talk, to communicate. Anyway their common vocabulary was gradually widening, although composed of essential words used in an approximate way. 


Jacques liked the odd French pronunciation of Kurt with his strong German accent and was feeling increasingly attracted by his friend. He became especially aroused when they decided to bathe in the waters of the Meuse. Kurt had already lost his initial modesty and the two friends were wallowing in the river water, totally naked, playing and merrily splashing each other.


"Come, friend?" at one point Kurt said going towards the bank.


"No, I'll stay some more..." Jacques answered, conscious of his imperious erection, as he was ashamed to be seen in that state by his friend.


Kurt got out and turned to look at Jacques. The vision of his friend's body, wet and shining under the sun, of his member hanging soft and beautiful between the sinewy thighs, just increased Jacques arousal.


"You stop in water?" Kurt shouted, throwing him a smile.


"Yes, a bit longer..."


"Water cold, sun warm!" Kurt said.


"Well, I'll come later." Jacques insisted.


Kurt sat on the bank, his arms around his knees, his chin leaning on them, looking at his friend. Jacques was feeling cold, but in spite of that, his erection didn't deign to lower.


"Up to now, everything went smoothly. But how will our future be? If at last this war ended..." Kurt said looking at his friend, immersed in the river up to his nipples.


"Fucking hell, if at least it drooped! I can't come out yet but I feel freezing."


"Could we ever have a serene life, you and I?"


"Yours never gets hard when you look at me. You only think about girls..."


"I never had a true friend like you."


"Why are you so beautiful, so desirable?"


"I don't want to lose you now that I've found you. Happen what may."


"I'm freezing... but at least it seems it's drooping..."


"I would like being French, so I could understand you..."


"I would like being a woman, to be liked by you..."


"You're feeling cold but you still don't come... Why?" Kurt asked, amazed, when he saw his friend shiver.


Jacques felt that his erection had finally ceased so at last he left the water, under Kurt's careful gaze. He went near him and, to avoid problems, he laid down on his belly, fearing that the soft warmth of the sun and proximity could awaken his erection again.


"No, Kurt, I wouldn't like being a woman, I like being a man too much. But I would like it if you desired me all the same." Jacques said, looking at him.


"You're white with the cold. What were you doing, still there in the water, looking at me?"


"Who knows why if a man desires another man he cannot just tell him, or at least make him understand?"


"Do you want the blanket, friend? Blanket warm?" Kurt asked in his approximate French.


"No, thank you. I would like you to warm my body..."


"Sun warm?"


"Yes, sure."


Kurt lightly brushed his shoulders, then his waist, "Here warm, here cold." He said.


Jacques shuddered with pleasure at that unconscious caress but said nothing. Kurt took his hand away.


"Your skin is darker than mine. We are odd brothers..." Kurt said smiling.


"Do you want to eat something?" Jacques asked.


"Yes. To eat food. I food bring. You wait."


Kurt stood up, careless of his nudity and unaware of the effect it had on his friend. He took some of the food from the bundle, the jack-knife and cut two portions. He also took the flask they had got in place of the military canteen and went back near his friend, passing him his helping.


The two boys ate in silence. Jacques, always lying on his belly, could see between his friends legs the beautiful soft member surrounded by the thick golden hairs and felt the impulse to stretch out a hand to caress it, but restrained himself.


Kurt asked, "I clothes to take?"


"Yes..." his friend answered.


Jacques managed to slip on his trousers without letting his friend see his new incipient erection.


"Let's go. We can walk for some more hours..." Jacques said, after he was fully dressed.


"Who knows if we meet soldiers, and of which army?" Kurt asked.


They set off, side by side, their bundles on their shoulders.


"I would never have guessed I had to run away, to hide." Kurt said, thoughtful.


"If we just could find a place where to be safe, where nobody cares about who you and I are..."


"War is ugly. There, in the city occupied by my army, I read hatred of your people in their eyes. But me... they didn't look at me with hatred, because they thought I was a common Frenchman. Therefore hate is weird, because it is not for the person, but for... what?"


"The weaver told me that if we follow this river north, we will get to Belgium. There we can live safely and possibly also find a job. There, the weaver said, they speak French, therefore it would be good for me. And you are gradually learning it."


"Man should never be a stranger amongst the other men. Aren't we all sons of God? You see, you and I, how we fit well together, event though we were said to be enemies?"


"Sure, I shall learn to stay near you just like a friend, but I think I can manage..."


"I miss my family a little. But my father at this point would never accept me at home. Who knows if they already told him I deserted? He could never understand. And possibly neither would my brother Otto."


"If we could just find a boat to go downstream... we will get a lot less tired and we could reach Belgium faster."


"My mother would. She would be happy to see me again. And also my sisters. Women just care about having near them those who they love. Are they possibly weaker than men? Or more selfish? Or they possibly are able to love better, without setting conditions? And yet I, if I loved, I would not set conditions... even though I am a man."


"Once there, I think we could find a job and have a quiet life. But then... you possibly will find a girl and marry with her. And leave me. But we can be friends all the same, can't we?"


"They say that a man shouldn't cry. But when I fled away from the battlefield, I cried. And it did me good to cry. How much rubbish they say, about being a man!"


"I lost everything, but I found you. You are now my family. Who knows if you too feel so? Possibly yes, as you called me friend and brother."


"A woman has to be beautiful and sweet, a man has to be strong and rude. Why a man cannot be beautiful and sweet, or strong and gentle... That's all bullshit. You, for instance, are strong and gentle, and I like you this way so much."


They went on so, walking and talking in turns, as if they were having a proper conversation. They were looking at each other, from time to time, almost as if they were able to understand each other. It was, in an odd and mysterious way, a real dialog and both boys perceived it as such.


At night they were in sight of Verdun. From afar they saw the encampment fires of the Prussians who were besieging the town. They stopped and, on instinct, took each other's hand. Jacques crouched down, took a twig and made a diagram, while talking to his friend.


"This is the river..."


"River, water!" Kurt said.


"Yes. And this is Verdun."


"Verdun? Houses."


"Right. Here in Verdun there are the French. All around, though, there are the Prussians."


"Prussian soldiers, yes, those..." Kurt answered pointing towards the distant bonfires.


"So. And you and I are here..."


"Kurt and Jacques here..."


"We have to make a detour, so, all around, to get to the river up there. And in that direction there is Belgium."


"Kurt and Jacques have to stay clear of the Prussian's camps making a detour and then they can go on along the river." the boy said, showing with his finger their way on his friend's drawing.


"I think we understand each other. Now we had better go up towards the hills, in the woods." Jacques said standing up and pointing towards the mountain.


Kurt made a wide gesture with his hand, "You and I go, far fusils boom-boom we go, and down river go, no?"


"Good, right. Let's go, then."


They went up, walking parallel to the Prussians' bonfires, far enough off not to be seen. They went into the Argonne forest. The light woody undulations of the ground ran parallel to the Meuse. They cautiously crossed a wide dirt road going to Verdun, and again went into the thick forest.


"It could be better if we stop here to sleep, now. The moon is low, it's setting and in a while we'll be no longer be able to see where we put our feet. We will resume walking tomorrow morning." Jacques said keeping Kurt's arm and pointing first at the moon, then at the ground.


"Blanket? You and I sleep?" Kurt asked.


"Yes. Alright?"


"Alright." Kurt said.


He spread the woolen blanket and they laid on it. They chatted for a while, in their usual way, but they soon fell asleep. Jacques woke up in the dead of the night. Kurt had curled up against him. He could feel his agreeable warmth. Jacques at once became aroused and felt a strong impulse to embrace and to kiss that warm and sweet body, pressed against his body. He had difficulty not to let himself go. He emitted a tremulous, restrained sigh.


"Good Lord, how much do I desire you, Kurt!" he thought, troubled, while he was trying to sleep again.


The following morning they were woken up by a distant thunder of guns.


"They're killing each other..." Jacques murmured.


"Those are field guns." Kurt said.


"We would have been there, now, trying to kill each other, do you think at that?"


"Hear, from so far, they could almost seem thunderstorms... It is the man playing to be a god! And he destroys everything."


"Let's go; let's continue on our way." Jacques said, standing up and stretching.


Kurt stood up, folded the blanket and put it in the bundle. They set off.


They walked for hours and hours, stopping only to eat, in silence, listening to the remote thunder of the guns. Also the forest was silent, almost as frightened by that noise of death. When they judged they had walked long enough, they again went down towards the plain. But they saw they still were at the height of the Prussian encampment, beyond the town. They therefore went up again in the thick of the forest and continued walking north. Around the sunset, they again went down to the plain and saw that now the Prussians' camp was far away. 


They crossed pastures and fields going towards the river again. They reached it when the sun had already set behind the Lorraine mountains. With the coming of the darkness, the distant noise of guns ceased. Walking along the river bank, under the light of the still high moon, at one point they saw a small boat tied to a post in a small natural cove. There weren't any oars.


But Jacques cut two long branches with his jack-knife and gave one to Kurt. They boarded the boat and Kurt untied the rope. They pushed the boat at large, at first pushing with their branches against the bank, then on the shallow cove floor, until the stream seized the boat and dragged it downstream.


At first they weren't able to steer the vessel, but little by little they understood how to use the long leafy branches as a helm and the boat stabilized enough, even if at times it escaped their control and started to turn slowly.


"I never was a sailor..." Kurt wailed.


"You see how fast we are moving now, without getting tired?"


"I'm almost getting a stomach ache..." Kurt complained.


"You'll see that everything will go nicely. We usually had to stop walking at night time, and so, for a change, we are traveling a lot."


"I think I will have to lie down for a while... who knows that my stomach ache ceases..."


"Are you feeling tired? Try to sleep, then. I'll try to steer the boat alone." Jacques said, taking the branch from his friend's hands, and Kurt laid down on the bottom of the small vessel.


The moon was setting. Jacques was feeling somewhat tired, his eyes were heavy and were closing in spite of his struggling to stay awake. He felt the temptation to lie down he too, near his friend, but he knew he could not leave the boat to itself. He plunged his hands in the water, one at a time, and passed them over his sleepy face.


The soft and constant sound of the river water, seemed to quite hypnotize him. He thought of calling Kurt, but his regular and deep breath made him think his friend needed to sleep, so he left him in peace. The moonless night prevented him from seeing, looking at Kurt. To keep himself awake, Jacques started to hum all the songs he knew, in a very low voice.


Then the boat shook, hitting a low rock, and turned on itself, dragged by the waves. Jacques was trying to stabilize it, when heard Kurt's alarmed voice.


"What happens?"


"Everything's alright, there is no danger."


"What a darkness! Where are you?"


"We just hit a rock, I think, but luckily we didn't capsize."


Jacques felt Kurt hands touch his feet, then go up along his legs, on his thighs and stop there, while the boy was getting up and near him.


"If you touch me so..." Jacques said in a low voice, excited, "you arouse me..."


"I slept and left you alone..."


"Pull out those hands from there, please..." Jacques said, shuddering, more and more troubled.


Kurt knelt up before his friend and his warm hands lingered on his thighs.


"Oh, Kurt... Kurt..." Jacques panted, shuddering again.


"You're trembling, friend, are you cold? Cold?"


"No..." Jacques answered.


He would drive away those so warm hands from his thighs, but he couldn't leave the branches he was steering the boat with, not to lose them. Then he took one out of the water, onto his lap, and pushed it towards his friend's hands.


"Take it..." he said.


"Yes, Kurt take it." the boy answered seizing the branch and so pulling away his hands from his friend's thighs.


He turned on his knees and moved going to sit on the other crosspiece, and trying to move his branch on the right way. For a while they both kept silent.


Then Kurt said, "I had a weird dream, do you know?"


"You should never touch me in that way."


"I dreamed of my brother Otto..."


"I already have difficulty controlling myself when you don't touch me..."


"But he was old and married with a fat woman..."


"There is too much intimacy, between us."


"But I was still young!"


"Or possibly... too little..."


"And my sister in law was laughing because I still wasn't married."


"My desire to make love with you increases, instead of becoming less."


"And I told her - when I'll be grown-up, I'll marry."


"I'm falling in love with you... with you!"


"And Otto said me - no, you will grow no more, not now."


"Yes, I'm falling in love with you, even though I'm not able to tell you, to make you understand..."


"And I... I was happy at the thought I would not grow-up, and not marry, yes, I was merry."


"... because I'm afraid I would totally lose you."


"Wasn't it a weird dream?"


"Will you leave me, one day?"


"But you are telling me something important... I can feel it."


"Kurt?"


"Jacques?"


"You and I friends forever?"


"Friends, forever, yes." Kurt answered and added, "Was it this you were telling me about?"


"Never leave me, whatever may happen..." Jacques begged, then added, "Kurt qui laetificat juventutem meam !"


The Prussian boy asked, "Repeat?"


"Kurt qui laetificat juventutem meam..."


"Ah, yes! Jacques qui laetificat juventutem meam !"


"Why in the Mass is there never a declaration of love?" Jacques asked, sorrowful, more to himself than to his friend.


"How long is it since I stopped attending Mass..." Kurt murmured.


"Look, the sky is clearing up, there behind the forest..." Jacques said.


He looked around. The banks were now starting to be discernible.


"Should we possibly draw in to the bank. Kurt?"


"Yes, you speak."


"Here, boat. There, land. Let's go?"


"No river? You and I to walk?"


"There, land. Let's go?"


"Yes, let's go."


They both tried to maneuver to get at the bank. It seemed difficult but little by little they approached the right bank. There was a thicket of trees bending over the river and they started to pass under them. But they were not able to find a hold within reach and neither were they able to get nearer the bank. They were almost about to give up when the boat hit something in the water. The two boys at once saw a slanting trunk, half underwater, that was holding the boat.


They tried to push with their branches and Kurt managed to push his branch against something firm and made the boat slip against the trunk, towards the bank. After several efforts Jacques succeeded in reaching a low branch jutting out over the river, seized it and pulled with all his means. Kurt went to help him and the boat slipped even more towards the bank. They both had their hands benumbed but finally the boat was near enough to the bank. Then Kurt hoisted himself onto the low branch, with the boat rope tied at his waist, slid along the branch until he reached the trunk and, sitting on the bifurcation, pulled with all his force until the boat touched the high and somewhat steep bank.


Kurt tied the rope to the branch, seized the bundles that Jacques was handling him, and finally Jacques also hoisted himself onto that branch and reached Kurt on the bank. They departed a little from the river, looking around cautiously, to be sure they could find their way back. When they reached the edge of the trees, they looked beyond. There were fields and, in the distance, houses. The fields had been ploughed and the soil was bare. They went back amongst the trees and sat on the ground.


"Who knows how much further Belgium is?" Jacques asked.


"Belgium? You are thinking of going to Belgium, aren't you? Do you know where it is?" Kurt asked.


"They say that there is no war there."


"You know where to go, I come with you."


"Who knows, maybe there we can find a good job"


"Yes, I'll come wherever you decide to go. You are now my whole family." Kurt said, convinced.


Jacques didn't understand, but on instinct he nodded. "I'm feeling very tired. I think I'll try to sleep."


"You sleep? I take blanket Jacques." Kurt said and stood up to take it. He spread it and made a gesture to his friend to lie down. "Kurt ground sit, and watch Jacques. Good?"


"Yes, thank you. I'm ready to drop with sleep."


"Sleep, my friend. I will watch over you. Later we will decide if it would better to go down the river in the boat in the daytime or not."


Jacques laid down and almost at once he fell into a deep sleep.


Kurt was at times looking at him, at times all around and mainly towards the fields which, from their position, were barely visible.


He let his friend sleep for several hours, until he felt hungry. He then woke him up and they shared some food.




CHAPTER 8


RECIPROCAL DISCOVERY






"That one must be Sedan... Sedan." Jacques said, pointing at the distant town bordering the river.

"Sedan? Houses?"


"Yes, many houses, town."


"Town. French or Prussians?"


"I dunno, possibly Prussians. There your army has taken my Emperor prisoner. So we now have no more emperors. I don't know if it's convenient for us to proceed more with the boat. Possibly yes. If there aren't soldiers along the river, it could also be good."


"French and Prussian enemies. Idiot. You and I friends. Good."


"Right, a stupid war."


"Yes, stupid war." Kurt nodded looking in his friends' eyes.


"God, how beautiful your eyes are!"


"What are you saying now? I don't understand."


"Why are you so beautiful? Do you know that I love you?"


"I don't know what you are saying, but the sound of your voice is very beautiful. Go on talking to me so, it makes me feel good." Kurt murmured, smiling.


"I would so much make love with you... make you feel how much I love you, make it feel you with all my body..."


"The light in your eyes is so beautiful..."


"If you understood me... at least I could know if... if I can hope or not. No, I know that it's absurd to hope. To you I'm just a friend, a brother."


"Friend, brother." Kurt repeated, with a smile.


"Yes, that's it. Just a friend, a brother..."


"Friend, brother..." Kurt repeated as savoring these two words.


Jacques reluctantly shook himself. He pointed to the river.


"We'll take the boat and go down the river?"


"Boat, river, yes. Down, down Sedan?"


"Sure, let's try to go nearer Sedan, then we will see if there are Prussians or French."


"Sedan no war?"


"I don't know, possibly yes, possibly not. There had been the war there, but now, possibly, no more."


"Go?"


While they were looking for the point where they had tied the boat, Jacques recalled their first encounter. Then they were unable to exchange even a word. Now their common vocabulary had widened. Not yet enough, but... Kurt had a prodigious memory. He needed just to grasp a term that he remembered it and used it. He, on the contrary, was not so able to remember German words and almost never used them.


They found the boat and loaded it with their bundles, then Jacques got into it. Kurt climbed on the branch and untied the rope. Pushing with the branches, they managed to push it into the stream again.


They were sitting one in front of the other and carefully scanned the banks, always afraid they would see the soldiers of one or the other army.


After a while, Kurt, looking at the ring on Jacques finger, asked, "Your fiancée gave it to you?"


Jacques, seeing where his friend was looking, stretched out his hand and showed him the ring, "Do you like it"? he asked.


"You... girl, united?" Kurt asked.


"Girl?" Jacques asked, "What means girl?"


"Ah, girl? This girl..." the boy explained making with his hands the gesture of breasts.


"Oh, girl! No, no, I and girl not united. This is from a friend. A man."


"Man? So?" Kurt asked making the gesture of mustaches.


"Yes, man."


"Friend?"


"Yes, a friend."


"Ah. But one day you'll find a girl and marry her. And will you then forget Kurt?"


Jacques didn't understand. "He was a dear friend. I was in love with him. But he didn't know, he will never know. I took his place to go to the war."


"Possibly not. If I marry, I will always have you with me, as my best and greatest friend. I swear!" Kurt said, putting a hand on his heart.


Jacques looked at him and misinterpreted that gesture. "Are you in love with a girl, there, at your village? And do you have her in your heart?"


"And then, I'm young and will never grow-up, my dream said. And possibly I wouldn't ever marry, who knows?"


The boat was rapidly going downstream and at times it was difficult to steer it. In a stretch of the river where the stream was calmer, Kurt saw a landing place with two boats.


"There!" he shouted pointing them out to Jacques.


He turned and said, "Let's go!"


"Yes!"


Both started to wave the branches trying to change their boat's direction. They approached the bank and were drawn beyond the landing place. But several meters further they managed to land. Jacques got out and, helped by Kurt, beached the boat.


"Listen. There, many boats. Possibly houses. The possibly have oars to give us... or that we can steal."


Kurt was carefully listening to him but understood only half of the words. "You and I go houses?"


"Yes."


"I Charles, brother idiot?"


"Yes, if they are French."


"Good."


They took their bundles and walked upstream until they reached the little wharf. Jacques checked the boats but, as he feared, they didn't have oars and were old boats, bottomless, useless. They went up the bank on the path. When they reached the plain, they saw a building in ruin, blackened by a fire. They warily went near it.


"There is nobody here any longer. The war passed by here... Let's look amongst the ruins to see if there is something useful..."


Jacques slipped amongst the blackened ruins. The roof had crumbled inside. He looked around for a while but could see nothing of use or interest. He tried to move the debris but soon realized it was not worth the effort.


Behind the burnt house there was an oven for the bread, intact. Jacques searched also around there hoping to find a backer's peel that they could use as a helm for their little boat, but they found nothing and returned to the road again.


Jacques, disappointed, said to his friend, "Here there is nothing. Let's go back to our boat."


"Yes. Here nothing good." the boy nodded shrugging his shoulders and followed his friend towards the river.


They were about going down to the bank when they heard rifle shots coming from the river. Instinctively they ran to find a shelter between the bushes. The shooting was going on. They moved amongst the bushes, bending down, trying to draw nearer the river to understand what was happening and from where the shots came.


On the opposite bank there were dozens of Prussian soldiers, their backs towards the river, who were shooting in front of them.


"War!" Kurt whispered, gripping Jacques' arm.


"Yes. It's better to wait here."


"Sure. It's dangerous. Let's hope they don't come this side. But possibly they don't have boats."


They saw several men drop. Then they heard bugle calls and more shooting, further away. Some French soldiers appeared who were proceeding warily. Always on the other bank, but more downhill and sheltered by the trees, they moved towards the point where the Prussian soldiers were.


Jacques seized Kurt's hand, "Let's go away."


"And boat?"


"We can't go down to take it now. And those there, who knows how long will go on fighting..." Jacques answered and at his friend's questioning glance, added, "Boat, leave. Walk land."


"Wait here night?"


"No, walk land, now. Good." Jacques said in the approximate French his friend could understand.


"Good, Jacques. I understood."


They went back onto the dirt road and decided to follow it, as it was leading away from the river. After a few hours of walking, they were in front of another river. It was really more a stream than a river. 


"Front river, back river." Kurt said.


"The road ends here but continues on the other side. This possibly is a ford. You wait here, I go to check. You wait here, understand?"


"Yes, Kurt here, wait."


Jacques left his bundle on the ground near Kurt, rolled up his trousers over his knees, and waded into the stream carefully testing the riverbed with his stick. He went on slowly, cautiously. The water lapped at his knees. He felt out in front of him and the bed was still lowering. He thought that even if he wet his clothes, he had a change; therefore he moved on, more. Now the water was at his crotch.


He checked the depth again. It was still going down. He turned to look back and saw that he was a little past the center of the stream. He then waded on some more and the water was at his navel. One more hesitant pace and felt that the bed was rising.


"Good!" he exclaimed.


He went back, took his bundle and placed it on his head, carefully balancing it. Kurt followed suit. Keeping the bundle still with one hand and testing the bed with the branch in the other hand, the two boys started to cross the stream. Very carefully, step after step, they were able to wade to the other side where they went up the low bank where the dirt road continued. Jacques let his bundle fall on the grass.


"Good, it's done!" he exclaimed with a sigh.


"We wet. Cold. Other clothes." Kurt said starting to pull away his shirt, soaked to the armpits.


They both undressed. The sun, low on the mountains was giving very little warmth. When they were naked, shivering for the cold air, wringed out their clothes then wore the dry ones. They were now undressing one in front of the other without any more shyness and Jacques profited by briefly admiring the sweet nakedness of his friend.


They put on their clothes; Jacques pointed at the sun that was disappearing behind the mountains, "Let's find a place to sleep."


"Yes, good place and sleep." Kurt assented.


Keeping their wet clothes in one hand, the rod with the bundle on the shoulder in the other, they went towards a wide thicket of bushes. At the last light of the day they carefully explored, until they located a spot good for lying down. They gathered there several armfuls of withered leaves, then spread their blanket on them and sat on it.


"Eat food?" Kurt asked.


"Yes, alright. I'm feeling hungry too." Jacques merrily answered.


While his friend was cutting their helpings, he spread their wet clothes on the almost bare branches. Then he sat again and they started to eat. They were looking at each other at the more and more faint light of the dying day, and from time to time they smiled.


After they ate, Jacques asked, "We sleep, now?"


"Sleep, yes." his friend nodded.


They laid down, side by side. The moon was already high in the sky.


"Jacques? Kurt cold..."


"Yes, it's cold and tonight it would get colder..."


"Night very colder. You and I near, good? So warm." Kurt suggested and without waiting for his answer, pushed himself against Jacques in a half embrace.


Jacques felt the sweet warmth of his friend's body and unavoidably got aroused and felt his erection strongly pushing against the cloth of his trousers.


Kurt leaned further against him, "Mmhh, good warm, yes?" he murmured happily.


"Yes..." Jacques answered uncertain and hesitant, but almost instinctively he embraced him. 


Then Kurt embraced him too and crossed his legs with his friend's. And he pushed against Jacques so that he became aware that he was now no longer able to conceal his erection from him. But Kurt, although he couldn't possibly not feel it, seemed not to care. Jacques was still, tense, almost holding back his breath.


"Come here... if more near, blanket over us also..." Kurt suggested in a low voice.


Pulling his friend's body almost onto himself, he turned the part of the now freed blanket over Jacques. This one was rigid, but their legs were intertwined and his pelvis was pressed against Kurt's, and he felt that his friend's member was getting hard too and pushing, with little throbs, against him. 


Jacques felt his brain in turmoil, his body in fire and trembled slightly. His check brushed Kurt's. His member throbbed against the boy's body. His friend's member palpitated also, almost as an answer. And Jacques was no more able to control himself.


His hands slipped away from under his friend's body and moved up to the sides of his head, and then rested on Kurt's cheeks in a sort of shy, tender caress. He raised his head to look at the boy's face.


"Kurt... you understand?"


"Yes..." his friend answered with a mere hint of a voice.


"You really understand?"


"Yes..."


Then Jacques lowered his face and his lips gently brushed those of the boy, who slightly parted them. Jacques, on instinct, pushed out the tip of his tongue and Kurt received it in his mouth, gently sucking it. The blond boy's hands moved to caress his companion's back.


"Kurt, I desire you..."


"Ah... this is desire." Kurt answered serene, "You often say desire to Kurt but I not understand... before."


"You... do you want... this?"


"Yes. We much friends, yes? I want desire."


"Good Lord, Kurt! How much I do love you!" Jacques murmured, deeply moved, caressing him.


"I didn't know, didn't understand you wanted... this. I would possibly have told you no, before... But now everything is so... so different, so... so right!"


"Do you want now to make love with me?"


"I love being like this with you. I don't know what exactly you want from me... but I will do all you want... I didn't know that between two boys it could be so... so good."


"I love you Kurt! And I want to make love with you... at last!" Jacques murmured again, and again kissed him.


The two boys couldn't understand each other's words but could feel the sweetness in the other's voice and this gave them pleasure. Kurt recognized that tone of voice, those inflexions... it was the same of when he and his girlfriend were touching each other and desired so strongly to make love. And he liked that. Jacques wanted to make love with him, and he was feeling strangely ready. Through the clothes his hands explored his friend's body. 


"This is the first time I do it with a boy, I don't know if I will be good at it, I've no experience. But I like feeling you on me. I like how you kiss me. I like touching you..."


"Good Lord, how much I do want you! Can you feel it? Can you feel my desire? Oh, my love, how long did I wait for you? How long have I waited for this moment... this magic moment?"


They were touching, searching for each other, saying a thousand things, each in his language, careless not to understand, to be understood, as they were feeling anyway that their bodies were communicating at a different level where words were no longer needed.


A world so long time dreamed of, was opening to Jacques, a world until a little before still forbidden, and that he now was discovering to be more wonderful than the most wonderful of his dreams.


And a new world was being unveiled to Kurt, unknown and never imagined, in which with grateful amazement he was discovering unsuspected beauty.


The two boys were entering in that world almost shyly, with trembling anticipation, with emotion. They wanted each other, they searched for each other, but neither of them found the courage to surpass the feeble barrier of their clothes. They were attracted by each other's throbbing erection, but neither of them dared to feel the other there with his hand.


Jacques knew very well where he would arrive - to penetrate Kurt or be penetrated by him, or both; but he didn't know how to handle doing it. He just felt he could not simply start doing it. He felt that it was something that had to happen spontaneously, even though he still didn't know how to do it.


Kurt, on his side, was waiting for his friend, who he believed to be more expert as he was two years older, to guide him in this new, agreeable and fascinating experience. He was feeling ready to follow him wherever his friend would lead him, because he totally trusted him.


They kissed again, caressing, shuddering, and pressing against each other. Their tongues searched each other's, played, and mutually suckled. Kurt had already kissed with girls, so he knew how to do it, and Jacques was quickly learning from him. And Kurt thought that kissing Jacques was not at all less agreeable than kissing a girl. For the first time, he was under a body, and he liked this sensation as well. For the first time his hands were exploring a sound and smooth body, muscled and strong, a virile body, and this excited him. For the first time he was feeling a virile erection palpitate against him, and this also moved him...


"Oh, Jacques, you desire Kurt?"


"Yes, I love you."


"I love... what I love?"


"This..." Jacques answered kissing him, "then this..." murmured caressing and feeling him, "and... this," he whispered pushing his turgidity against that of the boy... "and also more!"


"Ah, this I love? Then also I love!" Kurt sighed happily and it was he who, instinctively, first lowered his hand to test the throbbing erection of his friend through the cloth of the trousers. "So, good, Jacques? So like?"


"Yes... so it is very good and I like..." the French boy sighed, finding at last the courage to lower his hand to intimately caress his friend's hardness.


It was Kurt again who took the second step.


"If Jacques and Kurt no clothe, more good, yes?"


"Yes, my love."


"So you do Kurt and Kurt do Jacques." the boy proposed in a gentle murmur, trying to undress his friend.


"Yes, love."


Jacques glided onto one side to allow his friend to unbutton his shirt and trousers, while he was doing the same for Kurt. Both boys' hands were shaking with emotion. When their bodies were half exposed, from chest to genitals, their hands moved trembling, to explore each other. Their hands seemed to burn for that intimate and sensual contact.


Kurt laid on Jacques, bare chest on bare chest, tense belly on tense belly, the turgid member brushing against the friend's turgid member. Jacques hands slipped under Kurt's open shirt and caressed his back, following the gentle curves of his loins, then pushed down the trousers and glided to caress the two small and firm globes of his buttocks.


"I love you, Kurt."


"Yes, Jacques, yes..."


Kurt raised his hands on his friend's chest and gently brushed his nipples that at once became hard.


"Jacques moaned, "Oh yes, like that..."


"Good, so?"


"Yes, it's very good!"


Then, thinking that girls liked it, Kurt slipped a little lower, until he could lean his lips on one of the nipples of his companion and gently squeezed between his teeth, suckling it.


"Oh, yes..." Jacques murmured, shaking for the pleasure.


"Also so good?"


"Oh yes, Kurt, it's wonderful."


Then Jacques turned on one side so that also Kurt's body was at his side, and then he slid down to suckle a nipple of his friend who shuddered strongly. Girls had never done it to him, and Kurt closed his eyes to fully enjoy those emotions, so new and so intense.


He lowered his hands and held in them the quivering erection of his companion, and caressed it, handled it for a long while. Jacques went upwards passing his lips on his friend's chest and neck, until he again reached his mouth and kissed him. He moved his hands to feel Kurt's throbbing member, finally touching, titillating it, feeling it warm and strong, palpitating against the naked skin of his hands.


They caressed, touched, kissed, explored and fingered each other for a long while, lost in the mutual discovery. Each of them was feeling overwhelmed by the emotions that the other was stirring up, and each of them was happy for the pleasure he was giving to the other.


In spite of their half nakedness, and even though the blanket had fallen away from them, they didn't feel the cold any more, so much heat was emanating from their bodies burning with passion for each other.


They kissed, nibbled, licked, and sucked each other's nipples, they kissed again. Jacques started to masturbate his companion and at once Kurt followed it. They shuddered. Their youth and strong bodies, full of life and passion, became tense, arched up. Kurt reached his orgasm in Jacques hands, pushing against him, and soon Jacques too reached the summit of pleasure, spurting against Kurt's groin. Tightly enlaced, they united in a long kiss, shaking with strong quivers.


They then relaxed, sated for the moment, tenderly embracing, careless of the warm and sticky liquid that was mixing and oozing between their tense bellies, still pressed against each other.


"It has been really wonderful, Jacques. Really wonderful! I didn't think it could be so good between two boys. Nobody ever told me it could be done between two friends. Thank you, my friend!"


"I didn't think a day like this would really come. And with a boy as beautiful as you are! Even though we didn't yet enter one into the other, it has been wonderful! And I so love you, Kurt!"


"Yes, I love you, Jacques..." the boy repeated as in an echo.


"You will never abandon me, isn't it so? You will be with me forever?"


"You are strong and sweet, my friend. But what is this I'm feeling for you? It is way more than just friendship... it resembles so much to... to love! Yes, it is beautiful like love. Or rather... it is love and friendship at once. I never felt this for a girl. A girl can just be a friend, or a lover, or a sister... you, instead, are friend, lover and brother all together! That's extraordinary! I never felt so content."


"Now that I have found the boy of my dreams, or rather, better than in my dreams, I don't want to lose you any more! I would like now for it to be daytime; there was the sun to look at you, to admire you... I would like to have you forever in my arms... I would like..."


Jacques couldn't find the right words to express his joy, the intensity of his feelings, the greatness and beauty of his feelings... the love he was feeling - he felt, deeply touched, moved, overwhelmed. But now the cold was again starting to bite them. They tidied their clothes, wrapped themselves in the blanket once more, embraced tightly, happy to feel the other's body, that body that they were now beginning to feel less stranger, less "of the other".


Sleep was late coming but both of them were feeling so good that they didn't care. They were enjoying that new, extraordinary closeness that had just bloomed and that was anyway already so strong.


"Kurt?"


"Yes?"


"You and I are united, now, aren't we?"


"United, yes."


"Forever?"


"Forever, yes."


"I love you..."


"I love you."


They both went silent, each of them lost in his thoughts. Thoughts of sweetness, of joy, of safety. The war, the desertion, the flight didn't exist any more. Neither did the night, the solitude, the cold. Only they existed, their tender embrace, the mutual warmth.


They slipped into sleep without being aware.


The following morning, the first to wake up was Jacques. He looked at his friend's face and found it to be wonderful, so sweetly abandoned in a serene sleep. He didn't want to wake him up, so that he could enjoy the expression of that face longer, to steal it, to absorb it. He felt the impulse to kiss him but restrained himself. A thick forelock of golden hair covered his forehead. Kurt's arms were still around Jacques torso, his legs intertwined to his own. He looked at his sensual lips and felt a shudder thinking he now knew them, as he had tasted them intimately.


With a hand he lightly caressed Kurt's nape of the neck, enjoying the contact with his soft, silky hair. With the other hand he gently underlined his friend's spine, up and down, slowly. Kurt moaned in his sleep and pushed stronger against him. Jacques felt Kurt's erection waking up and at once his own arose too, in answer. Kurt shuddered slightly, then his eyes opened, met his friend's eyes, closed slightly in a smile.


"Oh, Jacques!" he whispered.


Their lips met, brushed, opened and each of them breathed the other's sweet breath. They finally united in a deep kiss filled with passion. 


"Oh, Jacques! How you say this?"


"This?" Jacques asked, kissing him again.


"Yes, this."


"A kiss, Kurt."


"Oh, very good your kiss. Jacques do much kiss to Kurt."


"Yes, my love!"


"You happy, Jacques?"


"Yes, sure, I'm very happy!"


"I too very happy. Very good this love. Very good desire."


Kurt stretched out his face towards his friend's and they kissed again, for a long time, feeding each other's arousal. But after a while, almost in a silent agreement, they slowly parted. Then stood up.


Kurt took their blanket, shook it and folded it. Jacques went to touch their clothes, but they were still damp. He gathered them all the same and kept them in his hand, then picked up his bundle. Kurt also took his bundle. Then went near Jacques and gave him a fleeting kiss on the lips.


"Go?" he asked with a smile.


"Yes, let's go."


"Good. Let's go." Kurt corrected himself and they set out.


They walked side by side, their damp clothes in their hands, looking and smiling at each other every now and then. Differently from usual, for a long time they didn't talk. They didn't need it, now. When the sun was high in the sky, Jacques proposed his boy to stop near a brook to eat. They spread their damp clothes on the grass, under the sun, and sat down. Jacques cut two helpings of food and offered one to his friend.


"Thank you, my Jacques!" Kurt said and vigorously bit into his food.


While eating, they were looking at each other, happily. Now they didn't seem to be two fugitives any more, but just two friends on vacation. After eating, chewing everything carefully, Jacques went to turn their clothes in the sun, and then went with Kurt to the brook to fill the flask and to drink. After they drank, Jacques looked at his friend's lips, glossy with water, and dried them with a light gesture of his fingers.




CHAPTER 9


WAR GOES ON






They again sat on the grass.

Kurt pointed at the sun, "Warm."


"Yes, it feels good."


"You and I naked? You and I kiss and love?" Kurt invited him, in a cunning and perky way.


"Yes, come..." Jacques said, opening in a wide smile.


He stood up in front of his friend. They started to undress each other until they were completely naked. They contemplated each other. Kurt leaned his fingertips, lightly, on Jacques' chest, then on his sides, belly, thighs, then on the inner part of them, until he reached and caressed his nascent erection.


Jacques drew nearer him and girdling his waist in his arms, bent down to suckle his nipples. Kurt shuddered and caressed his cheek. Jacques played for a while with the tip of his tongue on the hard nipple of his friend, then went down to lick his chest, belly, to then go up again to suck the other nipple.


"Again..." the boy panted, enraptured.


Jacques smiled at him and, moving onto the other nipple and laying his hands on Kurt's sides, again started his journey with his lips and tongue. When he was again at Kurt's belly, crouching in front of him, he cupped with his hands his buttocks and pulled Kurt to himself, leaning his cheek on his friend's tense belly.


Kurt's erection vigorously throbbed against his chest, and Jacques moved slightly to make it brush against him. Then he parted a little from him, took in is hands his beautiful genitals and, instinctively, bent his head to kiss them with veneration. He felt Kurt shudder strongly and understood that feeling the lips on his member gave him pleasure. He then put out his tongue and with its tip he tested the beautiful hard rod, making it slip all along it.


Kurt shuddered even more strongly and emitted a low moan of pleasure. Jacques felt his friend's pleasure, so he persisted. He licked up and down the entire rod, putting his tongue out further, at times using the tip at times the flat, happy he had discovered a new way to give pleasure to his boy. Kurt seemed to be in ecstasy, his legs started to tremble and he moaned loudly. Kurt's hands were caressing Jacques' head, neck and shoulders. They went on so, until Kurt was all of a shudder.


Then he bent down, took Jacques under his armpits making him stand up again.


"Wait..." he whispered and kissed him in the mouth, embracing him tightly.


Then it was Kurt's turn - he wanted to go the same way with his lips and tongue on Jacques. They were learning, one with the other, one on the other, and one for the other the ways of eroticism. They were discovering the most sensitive points of the friend's body and what was pushing them in this research and discovery was the desire to give greater and better pleasure to the friend.


Kurt was using his limited experience with girls, with whom he didn't anyway made love with all these wonderful erotic preliminaries, partly because of their mutual shyness, partly because they had to do it hiding and hurriedly, so that they rapidly reached coition and orgasm. Jacques, however, had seen on that one occasion how two men can unite, and he wanted to get to that, but those long preliminary games made him understand he should not have to hurry, therefore he hadn't yet tried to open his way between Kurt's beautiful small buttocks. What they were doing, was pleasing him enough, for the moment.


Kurt spread the blanket and they laid down on it, under the sun. They started to kiss again, to lick and suck each other all over their bodies. So, without anybody having taught them, and neither having ever heard of it, they found themselves licking each other's member at the same time, lying down, each on his side in front of the other.


Jacques was the first to think to uncover his friend's glans to lick it, and who then thought to replace the tongue with his lips, and who then made slip all his friend's rod between his lips and who thought he could masturbate him with his lips instead that with the hand... Jacques had "invented" the blowjob! And from there to unite in a passionate sixty-nine, there was a short step. 


While Jacques was for the first time in his life sucking a member, the image of a calf suckling from a cow came to his mind and, smiling, he thought that after all, from that rod also would soon come out a liquid white like milk... and asked himself what could be its taste... and decided he wanted to savor it.


When he felt his friend shudder more and more intensely, he understood he was bringing him to his orgasm and sucked more greedily and with a will, making it slip further down, into his throat, squeezing his little ass in his hands, rummaging with his fingers between the firm buttocks, teasing his hole where he knew that sooner or later he would enter.


Kurt became suddenly stiff and waves upon waves of warm juice gushed from his member, at once greedily sucked up and swallowed by Jacques who, at that discharge, reached his orgasm in his turn in Kurt's mouth. And also the Prussian boy drank, surprised but determined to do as Jacques was doing. They went on sucking each other until the last drop was extracted. Then they kissed it, until Kurt turned round, embraced his friend tightly and gave him a tender kiss on a cheek.


"Making love with you is more and more wonderful!" he sweetly whispered. "I really like it very much. And I like being in your strong arms. And I really believe I'm falling in love with you..."


Jacques was feeling as if carressed by the incomprehensible whispering of his friend-lover. He couldn't understand what Kurt was telling him, but he could feel he was happy being with him like that and this sufficed him. Through the skin of their bodies, their souls were directly communicating, without language or problems with words. German language, that at first seemed him so rude, so hard and not musical, now was sounding at his ears like a very sweet and beautiful melody.


"It's incredible how love transforms everything, isn't it so, Kurt? How two enemies can discover they are, on the contrary, more than friends. How two unknown people can get to feel they deeply know each other. You are now, to me, more important, and close, and precious than Sylvestre and Michel. We still have few words in common to talk and yet... I understand you all the same. You are telling me that you love me, aren't you? Your hands, your eyes, your lips, the sound of your voice tell me so... And you are understanding what I'm telling to you, aren't you?"


"One day perhaps we can also tell each other many things, many beautiful things with words also. You will teach me your beautiful language, as you are now teaching me to make love. You'll help me to be more and more immersed in you, won't you? Because you and I are becoming more and more united, more and more only one thing, aren't we? Yes, I'm really falling in love with you..."


They went on to talk to each other, in that kind of dialog which they had got used to in the days spent together, in which each of them enjoyed the sound of the other's voice, of his inflections, his tone, even though they couldn't enjoy of the meaning.


They went to wash each other at the brook then, using the sharp jack-knife, they carefully shaved their faces. Then they dressed and resumed their way.


"I would have never believed I could look at a boy, a male, finding him not only beautiful but also desirable!" Kurt said suddenly.


Jacques looked at him and read admiration in his friend's eyes. "If you look at me so... you make me want to make love again. You..." he said.


"I, once, was feeling aroused looking at the buxom breast... but now for the first time I feel aroused just to look at a boy, at a male..."


"Who knows if a day we can have a house, or at least a room, of our own, where we can live together our intimacy?"


"Or possibly I'm aroused just when I look at you... because it's you?"


"... with a wide mattress like the one my Dad and Mum had..."


"You already made love with other boys, before me?"


"... where we can make love any time we feel like..."


"Possibly here in France is common for boys to make love... who knows?"


"... near a nice fireplace, with the fire, in winter..."


"In my country I think it is not done... or at last nobody ever talks about it."


"Who knows why two men can make love only in hiding? Why people say it is wrong? They don't know how beautiful it is?"


"Evidently in Prussia nobody knows it is so beautiful."


The two young men were not conscious of how much their speech was touching almost the same subject. But their eyes were shining for the same happiness, the same awareness that they were in love with each other, and were loved by the other.


"Jacques?"


"Yes, love?"


"You speak Kurt French and Kurt hear and Kurt little little speak French and Kurt repeat French of Jacques... Good?"


"Yes, I will teach you. You are already learning well."


"You say thing simple to Kurt, and Kurt understand and repeat. Good?"


"Yes, love, sure!"


So Jacques started to teach his language to his friend in a conscious and systematic way, to correct him when he spoke, to make him repeat. And Kurt, thanks to his exceptional memory, was rapidly learning.


"No to speak. I speak, you speak, he speaks... do you see?"


"Ah, yes. I speak French and German. You speak only French! Yes?"


"Yes, good. My name is Jacques. And you, what is your name?"


"My name is Kurt and your name is Jacques."


"Good! And how to you call this?"


"I call this nose."


"No - this is a nose. Repeat."


"This is a nose and is mouth."


"...and this is a mouth..."


"This is a mouth." Kurt repeated, satisfied.


So, walking and making French lessons, the two boys continued their journey. They were trying to walk halfway up the hills, without going right up the mountain or down to the river. At one point they crossed a road and saw a line of people and loaded mules coming towards them.


"Kurt, play the idiot brother, now..." Jacques said him.


The boy smiled and played his part.


When Jacques was abreast of the first man, made him a greeting gesture.


The man answered with a "Good day!"


Jacques then, walking at his side, asked him, "Sorry, where does this road lead?"


"Back there to Sedan, and up here to Belgium."


"Ah, so you are going to Belgium?" Jack asked, at once interested.


"No, the borders are closed. The King of Belgium's soldiers let nobody pass."


"But why they don't let folk pass the border?"


"Eh, that's the war. Everybody would escape to Belgium. But where are you coming from?"


"Oh, we are from Givry."


"Givry? Never heard of..."


"Prussians have destroyed our house and everybody died and only my brother and I are still living..."


"But what's up with your brother?"


"He's deaf-and-dumb since he was a child"


"Oh, poor thing... And where are you going?"


"We were trying to go to Belgium, where an uncle lives..."


"Yes, I see. But as long as this war lasts, nobody can pass. Where is your uncle living?"


"Is the town on the river, as you enter Belgium..." Jacques said, as he didn't know the name of any town.


"Along the Meuse?"


"Yes, sure."


"Well... first there is Dinant... then Namour..."


"He lives in Dinant, yes!" Jacques said, memorizing those names.


"Then it is not suitable for you to go along this road. You had better go down to the Meuse and who knows if along that road you can get past... Also, because anyway this damned war has to come to an end, one day or another! It seems that the Prussians are about to take Paris too. Gambetta and Favre are trying to resist, but the Prussians seem to be too strong, or so I've heard."


"There are Prussians, in Sedan?"


"Yes, sure, for two months now."


"And... how are they?"


"Bof, one ruler is worth another. Before we paid taxes to Napoleon, now we have to pay them to Willhelm."


They exchanged some more information, then said goodbye. When the small caravan was far off, the two boys resumed their journey. Always remaining halfway up the hills, they walked for several days, stopping only to eat, wash, sleep and make love.


One night, Jacques gradually got to try to penetrate his companion, but he discovered it was more difficult than he had imagined. Kurt willingly let him try, and it was exciting for both of them, but Jacques' rod seemed to push uselessly on his friend's hole. And when, pushing with more vigor, Kurt's anus seemed to start yielding, the boy felt pain and Jacques at once stopped trying because he didn't want to hurt his beloved.


In his turn he tried to get Kurt to penetrate him, but the result was the same. Both were still virgins in their backsides and neither of them knew they needed to lubricate the hole to facilitate the entrance of the other's rod. Both liked that contact and the initial pushes, until pain took over and then they had to stop.


"Jacques, no important if no can. Other way enjoy also much good, no?" Kurt said with tenderness.


"Yes, but I know it is possible. I saw two men doing it and both liked it..." Jacques insisted.


"Possible it is way we do not know. Possible one day we understand right way, no?" Kurt insisted gently.


They had really become skilled in the sixty-nine, so they always ended by give each other that pleasure, and reached their orgasm in that way. But Kurt also liked the attempts to penetrate his lover, so each time they tried again, but to no avail.


"We have to go down the valley to look for a village or a farm where we can work and earn some food." Jacques said one day.


"Yes, we look food."


"We look for food..." Jacques almost mechanically corrected him.


They went down towards the river and after a couple kilometers they reached the bank. They walked along it until they saw they were approaching a small village. It was Mahon. Again playing the usual part of the two refugee brothers, after asking here and there, Jacques found a job with a Nouzonville woodcutter who needed a couple laborers. The man, who had just unloaded a good deal of wood, made them go on his wagon and took them with him to his village.


"That's odd... your brother seems more Prussian than French..."


"Oh, don't say so! Prussians have killed all our family and burned our house..." Jacques said with a distressed expression.


"Yes, I understand, but... you are so different, you two..."


"It's common in Lorraine... And then... my mother died delivering me and my father married again with a blonde woman and so..."


"Ah, thus you are half-brothers."


"Yes..."


"But... tell me... your brother had always been... so?"


"Yes, since childhood, poor Charles."


"But can he do his job?"


"And how! He is deaf and dumb, but he is not an idiot. He is strong and clever. I have just to show him what he has to do, and he does it skillfully. At home he did lot of work with me."


"There will be a lot of work. We will have to chop wood for at least ten days."


"We three only?"


"God forbid! No also my two sons and two more laborers."


"Will you give us food, shelter and pay us?"


"Yes, sure. You will sleep behind the woodshed - there is a lumber-room with a small stove. And you will eat with us. And at the end I will also give you your pay as I promised."


"We have to go to Belgium, as I told you. More than coins, we would like to receive provision for our travel."


"It can be done. I'll talk about it with my wife."


So they stopped to work in Nouzonville for two weeks. They ate with the woodcutter's family. His wife and daughter cooked the food for all the seven men and served them at the table. The daughter washed and darned the boys' clothes and gave them also thick socks and old shoes, as winter was coming and it was getting really cold.


The girl, whose name was Giselle, was of Kurt's same age and seemed to be attracted by the boy. But as she never was alone with him, she limited herself to throw him, every now and then, quick, languorous glances.


A night, shut in their small lumber-room barely warmed by the little wood-burning stove, Jacques asked Kurt in a whisper, "Do you like Giselle?"


"She is pretty."


"She desires you..."


"Yes, I understand that."


"And you?"


"I am here with you, no? And it good so. I no need Giselle. " the boy answered, lightly kissing him.


Jacques felt happy. As they could not shut the door, they limited themselves to make love only in the dead of the night, in the dark, when everybody was sleeping, under the blanket, and without undressing completely.


After two weeks, the woodcutter gave them some coins and much preserved food, a wine flask, two old, patched up but warm sweaters and two wool caps.


The two friends said goodbye to the hospitable family and went down to the village. Jacques had a plan. He had noticed that on the river bank were docked several boats. If they waited until night, they could steal one of them, a small one but in perfect condition and with the oars that they had seen, and so go down the Meuse much more easily and rapidly.


When, in the two previous Sundays they went to the Mass with the Woodcutter's family, after Mass Jacques and Kurt had loitered for a while in the village. He had talked with the villagers who were curious about the two stranger boys. So Jacques came to know that the small boat he had in mind to steal, belonged to the chemist's son, who was at war. The men had said him, with a superior air, that the little boat was "a toy, no good to go fishing nor to carry goods! An expensive and useless boat, fast, yes, but..." and Jacques decided that it was just the right boat for them.


They hung around the village streets, waiting for the sunset. When the sky was dark enough, they went down to the docking place. There was only an old man who was smoking his pipe, sitting on the short wooden wharf. The boat they intended to steal was tied right there, near the old man.


"We have to wait here, and not be seen." Jacques whispered to Kurt.


"Much time? No better we go tavern, then?"


"Yes, possibly. From the tavern we can see the wharf... a good idea."


The two boys went in, sat at a table near the window and Jacques asked for two tankards of light wine. They sipped it in silence, waiting.


At the table near them, towards the fireplace, there were some men playing cards and discussing different matters aloud.


At one point one of them said, "Did you hear? It seems that the Prussians are fighting ours at Revin..." 


"At Revin? But if I heard that they are amassing towards Paris..."


"The bulk of their army is, but they are trying to clear the land at their back, the bastards! When Sedan surrendered, a part of our army managed to sneak away and to camp at Revin. You remember them, don't you? They passed right through here..."


"Yes, they were at most four hundred men."


"Yes. And the Prussian took the Charleville road and went towards Revin, so now there is a battle."


"Ah, these are no more the times of Napoleon I. He knew how to do a war!"


"Yes, but at the end he too was defeated."


Jacques was listening. He didn't know where were the places the men were talking about. Revin, Charleville... The only thing was that the war was still going on and that, therefore, the borders with Belgium had to be still closed. Anyway it was better, for them, to get as near as possible to Belgium.


Kurt, under the table, with his foot touched Jacques' to get his attention and with the eyes signaled him to look out of the window. Jacques looked out - the old man was slowly leaving the wharf. Jacques nodded. They drained the remaining wine. Jacques went to pay the tavern-keeper then, followed by Kurt, left the premises, their bundles at the shoulder.


They looked around. The bank was deserted. They went on the wharf and again looked around. There was no living soul in view. After untying the hemp rope fixing it at the wharf, they let themselves down in the little boat. They settled their bundles, pushed with the oars against the wharf structure easing the boat away and going towards the middle of the stream. Nobody saw them go away.


As soon as the current caught them, they started to row. They weren't very skilled but managed anyway to steer the small vessel that glided away, silent and fast.


"All good, Jacques!"


"Yes, my love. When they will discover our theft, we will be far away."


"At last I can talk and not be deaf and dumb and idiot!" Kurt said, laughing.


They rowed for several hours. In the night, following the river bights. They passed near two small sleeping villages, without problems. The Meuse winded all bends, between banks covered with thick of trees, interrupted just here and there by sweep of fields. The moon was high and full.


"Is beautiful this night on river." Kurt murmured.


"Yes, somewhat chilly but beautiful."


"Lucky that Giselle gave us sweaters."


"I would like it being me to warm you..." Jacques answered him.


Kurt giggled, "You lot better than sweater. But now we have go boat."


After some time Kurt asked Jacques to draw in to the bank and to land, as he needed to relieve himself. They rowed until a point where the bank was low and pushed the boat to run aground. They went out, tied the boat's rope to a big branch so that the current didn't take it away, and went amongst the thin bushes where both of them emptied themselves.


While they where tidying their trousers, they heard a sudden volley of rifle fire. They called each other in a low voice. They drew near each other, squatting between the bushes.


"There never had been a battle during the night!" Jacques murmured, amazed.


"Much moon, see everything. Rifles shoots come from there, look..." Kurt said drawing nearer his friend. "We back on boat and run far?"


"No, we would have to stand up and here the bushes are too thin and low. They would see us and possibly fire on us. Let's stay here, still."


A maniple of French soldiers in open order appeared, withdrawing and firing from time to time. Then the Prussian soldiers also appeared, more numerous, who were calmly advancing, sure of their superiority and apparently heedless when from time to time one of them fell remaining on the ground. Also the French were falling, while withdrawing, and yet they were not taking flight.


The two friends were looking at the scene, still, shaken but in silence. Now the French had gathered in a kind of circle and were waiting for the enemy standing still, firing on turn in a fast sequence. Prussian opened fanwise trying to encircle the small group of their enemies. As they were clearly superior in number, after they totally surrounded the group of French soldiers, a Prussian officer ordered to stop firing and in an approximate French yelled, "French soldier, surrender you?"


One of the French yelled in answer, "Never!" and the French resumed firing.


At one point, one of the shots of the French soldiers went beyond the Prussian soldiers and hit Jacques who fell to the ground with a choked scream.


Kurt at once bent on him, "Jacques? Jacques?"


"The leg... oh my leg..."


"Where? Let see!"


"No, careful..."


"They no look us. Wait, let see where..."


"Here..."


Kurt looked and saw the blood stain on the cloth of his friend's trousers, on the right thigh.


"We must go on boat, and I must tie fast your leg, you if not so lose much blood... can you walk?"


"I don't know... Possibly not..."


"You keep on my body and come..."


"It's dangerous..."


"They think only kill enemy, they no know we are here. Keep on my body! Come!"


They dragged themselves as far as the boat. Kurt helped Jacques to hoist himself inside. He untied the boat and pushed it with all his means towards the stream. He managed to make it slip, to get it afloat and with a last effort he succeeded in giving it a strong push and the boat lazily departed from the bank. But Kurt lost his balance and fell flat into the water. He at once stood up again but the boat, now seized by the current, was rapidly going downstream and Kurt was not able to swim.


"Jacques! Oh, Jacques..." the boy called, tears in his eyes.


The wounded boy in the boat didn't realize immediately what was happening, but when he didn't see Kurt getting into the boat, sat up and understood what happened. He tried to steer the boat with the oars but he was feeling weak, each movement caused a sharp pain in the leg and he anyway wasn't able to resist the current force.


"Kurt! Kurt!" he screamed.


His friend, standing in the water, was agitating his arms, powerless, seeing the boat go away. Jacques let himself down onto the bottom of the boat, distressed.


Kurt then went up the bank. The shots were continuing. Kurt went around the meadow of clash trying to stay amongst the bushes then started to run, parallel to the bank. He stumbled, fell, sprang up again. To see the river he went nearer the bank even though it was less easy underfoot. He ran all the night long. The boat was no more in sight.


Meanwhile Jacques was lying, panting, on the bottom of the small boat that was following the current, at times turning on itself, tossed by the waves. The boat reached Revin. On the banks the Prussian soldiers saw it and thought it could be an attempt of their enemy to spy on them. Several of them fired on the boat, missing it several times, until one bullet hit Jacques on a side, piercing him, luckily without damaging any vital organ.


Kurt meanwhile reached Revin outskirts. It was dawn. He crossed the small town undisturbed along the road skirting the river, passing groups of Prussian soldiers who happily didn't think the boy worthy of a glance. He crossed the bridge and continued on the left bank of the river, down the valley, always looking for the boat, but there was no trace of it.


Leaving Revin, he run along the dirt road that wound parallel to the river. At mid morning he passed through Fumay. He was overcome with despair. He already imagined the boat drawn far away, perhaps capsized, or even lost in the open sea, or...


He passed through Vireux in the early afternoon, always without finding a trace of the boat. He was deadly tired, but he continued at times to run, at times to walk along the road. Beyond Vireux, the Meuse made a wide bend but the road was cutting straight. He was hesitant if he had to follow the river or the road, but at last opted for the road. When he was again near the river, he finally saw the boat, stranded.


He ran headlong, with all the strength he had, came near the little vessel and saw Jacques on his back, a second wide blood stain on his shirt.


"Jacques! Oh, Jacques! Oh Good God, don't let him have died!" he panted while climbing into the boat.


He saw that his lover was still breathing. He had to rescue him, but how? The river's waves were lapping the boat and making it swing, as only the prow was stranded. There were no trees or branches nearby to secure it at the bank. He could depart from the bank, but this time being on board, and look for a berth with trees or sound branches. But he didn't know if he alone would be able to steer the boat. He could try to better strand the boat, but always alone and with Jacques weight on it, he would possibly not manage to do that. Possibly the only solution was to get his friend out of the boat... Could he succeed? He took the two bundles and threw them on the bank one after the other. Then, placing well his feet on the bottom of the boat, his legs sufficiently parted, he passed an arm under Jacques' armpits and the other under his knees, he slowly raised him. He was heavy. Slightly staggering, also because of the vessel instability, he sat on the hem of the boat, bear the prow, keeping in his arms the lifeless body of his friend. Pivoting on his ass he managed to put his legs out of the boat and let himself slide down.


The boat rolled, almost dishing them out, and Kurt found himself standing on the strand. He went up the bank to a dry place and gently put Jacques down on the grass. He took one of their bundles and put it under his head. He looked towards the boat that, become lighter, had float off and, seized by the current, went at large and disappeared downstream. Kurt didn't care.


He stood up and looked around. And saw that, less than one kilometer away, there was a farm with a smoking chimney. He had to go there and ask for help, to rescue Jacques. They would understand he was a Prussian, an enemy, and this would possibly cost him dear, perhaps even his life. But he didn't care, as long as he could rescue Jacques. With his last strength he ran towards the farm. The sun was already near setting.


He reached the farmyard and yelled, "Help! Help... help me!" in German because he didn't know how to say it in French.


After a short while a door opened and a man with a girl came out.


Kurt then said, trying to express himself in French, "My friend, very bad... there river... go with me? Take my friend?"


The girl asked him, in German, "Are you a Prussian?"


"Yes, but my friend is a French, is one of yours. He is losing much blood, he has been wounded. Help him, please!"


"We are not French... nor Prussians. We are from Luxemburg." The man said dryly, going near Kurt, then asked him, "Are you deserters?"


"Help my friend Jacques or he will die! He is losing much blood..." Kurt begged.


The girl approached them and said to the man, "Let's go, Dad. For the questions there will be time later. Take us where your friend is, boy."


Kurt thanked him with his eyes and went rapidly towards the river, followed by the two farmers. When they arrived near Jacques body, the man bent down and looked the holes on the clothes, at the center of the wide blood stains.


"Rifle shoots?"


"Yes. We were amidst a clash between French and Prussian soldiers and he was hit... can we save his life?"


"Let take him now in the home. We will see what it is possible to do."


While the man and Kurt were lifting Jacques, the girl took the two bundles and followed them. They carried the wounded boy inside the house and laid him down on a straw sack in one of the rooms. The man said to her daughter to prepare some hot water and when she went out said to the exhausted Kurt, "Help me to undress him. Raise him a little... so, good... gently..."


They pulled out his shirt and trousers, the man took a cloth and covered Jacques' genitals, making it pass between his legs and knotted it at his sides. The girl came back with a pot of steaming water and with a wet cloth started to gently clean away the blood from Jacque's body.


After she cleaned him, she said, "Both the bullets came out... but he continues losing blood..."


"Take a clean cloth and let's bandage him tightly." The father said.


The girl took from a drawer an old nightshirt and tore it in long strips. Kurt, sitting on the floor, worn-out, feeling empty, was looking at the two who were busying around Jacques.


"Will he survive?" he all at a sudden asked with a distressed voice, on the brim of tears.


"I don't know. Tomorrow Helga will go to Givet to call the doctor."


"Can't she go now? I can go..."


"No, in night time it is too dangerous. Also here there is the war, don't you know? At times the French, at times the Prussian soldiers... Tomorrow morning it will be safer. And it will be better that Helga goes."


After having padding the wounds and tightly bandaging Jacques chest and thigh, they covered him. The man persuaded Kurt to leave his companion and to go to eat something with them. And he wanted to know from Kurt all their story. The boy told them the complete truth, just keeping silent about their sexual relationship. Helga was listening with attention. The man nodded and from time to time he asked questions.




CHAPTER 10


HELGA AND THE BUTTER






"Yes, I think it would be a good idea going to Belgium, as you are both deserters. But first we have to rescue your French friend. You will stay here, hidden. You have not to be seen when Givet's doctor comes here. He is French..."

"Dad, Kurt could pass for one of our cousins who came from Luxembourg..."


"But he should be able to speak French as well as German. Are you able to speak French?"


"Little, I little speak French..." Kurt answered.


"No, we speak it better than that... For the moment it would be better you hide."


"You will not report us, would you?" Kurt asked.


"There isn't any reason to." the man answered.


Then the man told Kurt his story. Helga's mother was from Givet and owned the farm with her brother. He was previously a peddler and often walked the roads between Luxembourg, Liege and Namour then to go back along the Meuse passing through Verdun, then Metz and Thionville again.


He met Madeleine, they fell in love and married and she followed him. Then Helga was born and Madeleine stopped at Hesperange, in Luxembourg. When passing through Givet again, he met his brother-in-law who told him he intended to emigrate and so to sell his fields and farm. He then decided to buy his brother-in-law's part, to move there with his family and to start working as a farmer. In fact he had become tired touring all the year long and so often being far from his family.


So he sold all his merchandise, went to take Helga and Madeleine, paid his part to his brother in law who moved away from Givet with all his family. This happened ten years before, when Helga was eight years old. One year after they were living there, Madeleine was once again pregnant. But she gave birth to two dead twins and a few days later she too was dead.


In a first moment the man had thought to sell everything and to go back to Hesperange, but after all he was fine there. So they remained at Givet. During the good seasons, for the sowing and the harvest, they hosted some laborers coming from the region. Now that winter was coming, there were only him and his daughter to care for the few livestock and for the house.


Helga prepared a straw mattress for Kurt, near that of Jacques. It was late and they all went to sleep. Kurt, even though he was terribly tired, slept little and badly because he woke up very often to be sure that Jacques was still breathing.


He was terrified that his friend could not last the night till the doctor arrived. But the morning came. Helga, riding a donkey, left at first light for the not too far-off village. Kurt asked the man, master Mayer, if he could help him to do anything.


"No, Kurt, go upstairs now to the attic and stay there until the doctor has left. We'll call you."


"Will not the doctor understand Jacques is a deserter, seeing the rifle wounds? Will he not report him?"


"No, don't worry... I'll take care of that, be confident. But it is extraordinary that two enemies had become such friends! It is possibly because you both deserted... that could have united you two so much..."


"Do you despise us, because we deserted?"


"No way... you are youths, you chose life... And anyway this war will end, sooner or later, won't it? Go upstairs, now, the doctor can arrive at any moment..."


When they finally called him downstairs, Jacques was still unconscious, but the doctor had changed his bandage. He said that there were good hopes that the boy could recover, as no vital organs had been damaged. He also said he would come back to see the patient every other day, but to call him if complications arose.


"Your friend is strong, he will get well." Helga told him with a smile, while Kurt was helping her to pull out the manure from the stable.


"I really hope so..."


"You too are strong. And also a handsome boy, even more than the Frenchman..." the girl said, looking at him.


"Thank you, you are very kind."


"I'm happy you are here. I feel less lonely. In the good season there are other men and it's amusing. But winter never ends."


"Would you like having a brother, a sister?"


"I'd like having a boyfriend..."


"You still haven't got one? You are really pretty, who knows how many boys court you."


"Well, yes. It's true, but... Dad always keeps an eye on me. He wants me to go to the altar still a virgin, do you see?"


"Therefore you still don't have a boyfriend?" Kurt again asked her.


"Dad wants me to marry the farrier's son..."


"Do you like him?"


"So so... he's not bad but... I like you better." The girl answered looking straight in his eyes.


Kurt blushed slightly and turned to spread the clean straw.


"Why don't you stop here with us?" the girl then asked.


"I don't know... I don't think so. Here, I would always be a foreigner... and an enemy..."


"Not for me..." the girl said, brushing his hand.


Kurt felt he was getting aroused and tried to still his reaction, going to take another pitch-forkful of straw to spread on the litter. Helga then went to prepare the dinner and Kurt finished the work in the stable by himself.


During the meal time, the father proposed other jobs for him to do and Kurt readily and willingly agreed. From time to time he went to check Jacques condition. After three days he had not yet recovered consciousness and rather a strong fever had come so that Kurt was really scared. But the doctor who came to visit Jacques again, gave some drugs to Helga and said there was nothing to worry about.


Master Mayer was happy with Kurt's work, "It's obvious you are farmers son. Why don't you stay here with us?"


"No, thank you... only as long as Jacques recovers, if this is not too much of a burden to you."


"On the contrary! You are a very good worker and you seem to be a good boy. Think about it, anyway... there's time."


"Thank you. I'll think about it, sure."


When Kurt and Helga were again alone, while they were changing Jacques' bandages, the girl asked him, "Kurt, did you decide if you stop here with us?"


"Not yet. I'm still thinking about."


"I would be really glad... I like you a lot, Kurt."


"I like you too, Helga."


The girl covered Jacques body, drew near Kurt, embraced him and kissed him on the mouth. She felt him shudder and lowered a hand to caress between his legs, to check his turgidity that was just awakening.


"Touch me you too, Kurt!" the girl panted, deeply kissing him again.


The boy cupped his hands on her breasts and groped them through the blouse cloth, above the short and tight velvet corset. The girl moaned in a low voice and her hand on the boy's basket became more inquisitive. Kurt slipped a hand under her skirt and touched her drawers, between her legs. The girl shuddered and sighed aloud.


The noise of the kitchen door made them hurriedly part and Kurt blushed. Helga giggled. The father entered the room.


"How is the Frenchman?"


"He is a little less feverish..." Helga said quietly.


"We changed his bandages..." Kurt added.


"Didn't he still recover his senses?"


"Not yet, Dad."


"Oh, Kurt, come and give me a hand..." the man then said.


"Straightaway." the boy answered and followed master Mayer.


During the night Kurt, while he tried to fall asleep, lying on his pallet near that of his friend, thought back to Helga. For sure the girl was pretty and he felt very attracted to her. And she wanted to make love at least as much as him, or rather, even more. And also the girl's father seemed to hope that he would stop there with them. He had said to him that they could make him pass for a far relative of the north of Luxembourg, that is of the German speaking zone. Nobody there in France could detect that his accent was not that of Luxembourg German. The temptation was strong and... who knows... it could even result in a marriage with Helga... And one day the farm and the fields could belong to him...


The next day Jacques finally recovered consciousness, while Kurt was not at home. Helga's father, who spoke a fair French, explained to him where he was and what happened him. Later the doctor came again and Kurt just had time to hide. The doctor carefully treated Jacques and said that his body was finally starting to react, and that in about one month the boy could even leave his bed. He gave him other medicaments and said he would come back four days later.


As soon as the doctor went way, Kurt went downstairs to see his friend.


"Oh, Jacques, how you be?"


"How are you, you should say..." his friend corrected him with a weak smile.


"Yes, how are you?"


"I feel like a weakling..."


"What's weakling?"


"A person low in physical strength. Strong is so..." Jacques said, miming it, "and weak is so, as I am now..."


"Ah, understood. But you now rest much, eat much and become strong, right?"


"Yes, sure. How are the man and the girl, here?"


"They? Very good are. From Luxembourg are. I said them all about us..."


"All... everything?" Jacques asked with a sly smile.


"No, all everything not. Not of kisses and love. Only we deserters and those things. And they say they no report us."


"Well, that's good. And you, how are you?"


"I well. I work and help here in farm. And eat well. Helga make very good food."


"Well, I'm feeling a little hungry..." Jacques said.


"Yes, you many days eat nothing! I ask Helga make good food for you, good?"


"Yes, thank you."


The girl prepared some light and nourishing food and she wanted to feed the French boy. Kurt went out to work with the girl's father.


A little before supper time Kurt went to the stable to milk the cows. Also Helga went there.


"Kurt, Dad is sawing wood behind the house, can you hear him?"


"Yes..."


"Stop milking, come here."


"Why? I have to finish..."


"I'll help you later. Now come here and kiss me."


"But... if your father comes?"


"The saw noise will warn us, But he still has a lot to do. Come here, come on!"


Kurt stood up and drew near the girl. She at once embraced him and they kissed. Kurt raised her skirt and touched her.


"You aren't wearing your drawers!" he said, surprised, caressing her between her legs.


"No... I took them off... for you..." she murmured and kissed him intimately and through the cloth of his trousers touched and pleasured the boy's strong erection.


While Kurt was teasing her between her legs with a finger, Helga untied his trousers and made them slide down to his knees. She took in her hand his erect member and greedily fingered it.


"I want you, Helga..." Kurt panted, aroused.


"Yes..." she answered, merrily.


Kurt leaned on her, pushing forward his pelvis in an awkward attempt to penetrate her, but she withdrew.


"No, not that way..." Helga said with a low and hoarse voice.


"But I want you..." the boy protested.


"I too want it... But I have to remain a virgin. Take my back, Kurt."


"Your back?" the boy asked, somewhat amazed.


"Yes, sure." she answered turning and rising the long skirt until she uncovered her plump ass that she stretched towards Kurt, turning back her head to look at him with an inviting little smile.


Outside the noise of the saw was rhythmically going on.


Kurt leaned against her back directing his rod with a hand between Helga's round and soft buttocks. He searched with a finger for her hole and placed his rod on it, starting to push. But he found the same resistance he had experienced when he tried it with Jacques.


"Hey, not like that!" she protested giggling, "That way you'll hurt me..."


"So how, then?" Kurt asked, stopping, aroused and panting.


"You never did it, before?"


"Never in the back."


"You should put some butter there, on my little hole and on your nice rod... But we haven't any butter now..."


"So, then?"


"So, then also some spittle could work. Put some on your fingers and make wet your nice rod, then some also on my little hole, then start to push, but very gently..."


"And... it doesn't hurt you?"


"No, on the contrary..."


"And... it will enter? All of it?"


"Yes, sure..."


"You already did it?"


"Yes, with two of the laborers. One used the butter and took me on the kitchen table... The other one used his spittle instead. Butter is better, even though afterwards it's more difficult to clean up..." 


Kurt had listened her explanation with interest. He carefully wet his hard member with saliva, then abundantly wet her hole as well and tried again. At first it seemed he was meeting the same resistance than before, but then he felt the sphincter surrender, dilate, open, receive it and he slipped inside her, feeling a very strong and very good sensation of warmth.


Then seizing her at the hips, he started to fuck her with great gusto. The back hole of the girl was tighter and warmer than the one in front that he had tried in the past, Kurt noticed, therefore more agreeable. And Helga was moving her plump ass and every now and then she squeezed her sphincter thus making him feel an even greater pleasure.


At a certain point Kurt became wryly aware that the rhythm with which he was fucking that ass was the same as that of the saw noise of her unaware father. But at one point the boy accelerated giving her wild and erratic pushes, and emptied himself in the girl's guts with a set of vigorous thrusts.


Panting, they parted and tidied their clothes.


"You really are a young bull in heat, Kurt! You enjoyed it, didn't you?"


"Yes." The boy answered with a smile, and thought - and you are a real cow.


"We'll do it again, won't we Kurt?"


"When you want to, Helga. But now you have to help me to milk the other cows."


"Now that I've milked you, let's milk them..." the girl giggled.


Kurt thought that he now knew why he and Jacques never succeeded in doing it. And he resolved, as soon as his friend was healed, to teach him. Meanwhile he would amuse himself with Helga.


No, he thought, he would not stop in their farm. He liked Helga, for sure, but he now knew he was in love with Jacques. Helga was pretty, likeable, and also an agreeable fuck. But Jacques was his friend-lover, he was irreplaceable. He felt at peer with his Jacques.


He decided to say nothing for the moment. He wanted to do it again with Helga, so that he can become more skilled. She already did it several times with at least a couple of men... She was skilled. He would ask her to explain to him what it had been like the first times... She would for sure find another man to charm... and to frame; she didn't need him. And he didn't need her.


He knew, on the contrary, that he was Jacques' first man, and Jacques was his first man. He knew that the French boy needed him, as much as he needed Jacques. And in his heart he swore that he would never ever part from his friend-lover. He owed his life to Jacques, that time when they first met, and now Jacques owed him his life. They were indissolubly bonded.


He managed to withdrew a couple of times during those days, and once they also used butter, which was way better than spittle. It happened one day when her father went to the village for some provisions. Helga made him take her on the kitchen table, lying down on her back and pulling her legs on her chest, stretching her plump ass out over the massive table edge and he, standing, had fucked her while with his hands was kneading her prosperous breasts.


When he was with Jacques, he was feeling a slight sense of guilt towards his friend, but the thought that by learning from Helga he could finally do it with him when he was healed, put his conscience to rest. 


When, during the night, he was alone with his Jacques, he kissed him on the mouth and tenderly caressed him. Jacques wanted to make love, but Kurt insisted they had to wait.


"Before you have be good body, love. After we make much beautiful things, I promise. Good?"


"Yes, love. But you do love me, don't you?"


"Sure I love you. I love only you!"


"But Helga looks at you in a way that..."


"Oh, she just a woman. She wants me stay here. I now not say no, not say yes, but when you are well we go to Belgium, you and I, unite forever, yes?"


Jacque smiled him gratefully.


"Now you rest well to be strong soon, so you and I, the night can again make love even more well than before. Good?"


"Yes, my love..."




CHAPTER 11


IN SPITE OF ALL






They stopped for a long time in master Mayer's farm, both because Jacques healing was slower than expected, and because the unexpectedly severe cold of that winter motivated them to not continue their journey. Moreover the war, although the situation was deteriorating for the French, was not yet over. The Prussian army was besieging Paris and the Third Republic didn't seem to be able to conduct the war very much better than the Emperor.

Jacques was alternating times when he seemed to recover his forces with others of fever and weakness. Kurt was worried for his friend, notwithstanding the doctor continued to affirm that Jacques was out of danger.


At times Kurt still had sex with Helga, but rather seldom, because now her father was almost always at home.


He had made love, some times, with Jacques too, in the dead of the night, but in a very quiet and limited way because Kurt didn't want him to get tired and to worsen. And above all, because Kurt, in spite of now desiring it more than ever, didn't inform his friend of his discoveries about how to succeed in having anal intercourse.


In the first days of February came the news that on January 28th Paris had capitulated and France had signed an armistice with Prussia, in Versailles. But the Prussian troops remained in France and controlled almost all the conquered regions.


In February it also snowed a great deal. Master Mayer taught Kurt to weave reeds and to make very beautiful hemispherical baskets. Jacques finally started to get up from his bed and he often sat near the kitchen fireplace, with a blanket over his shoulders and another on his legs. He too learned to weave reeds.


Now that Jacques was with them, the Mayers were speaking almost always in French. And Kurt's French had improved enough. 


The doctor was going there just once a week and was satisfied of Jacques progress. The Mayers had introduced Kurt as a relative coming from north Luxembourg, as they had planned, so that the boy didn't need to hide any more.


Master Mayer was treating Kurt with growing familiarity and affability. While the three men were weaving the reed baskets, Helga was working at the loom - she had decided to make new clothes for both Kurt and Jacques.


One evening, while they were on their beds, Jacques whispered to Kurt, "I noticed that the Mayers are treating you very well..."


"You too, no?"


"Yes, but they treat me like a guest, but you like family."


"You think?"


"It's rather obvious. I've got the impression they are weaving a spider web round you to keep you here, to have you to stop here..."


"Oh, that's possible."


"And you... will you stop here?"


"Here? If no was you, I think yes. But you are and so..."


"If you want... I can go alone..." Jacques murmured.


"What you say? You go alone? Why?"


"I think that Helga would like... marrying with you. And that also her father would like it."


"But I not want marry Helga. I have you..."


"Are you sure?"


"I yes! You no?"


"I... I love you, Kurt, you know it."


"Good. So no talk."


"But now you almost never make love with me..."


"Oh... door here not closes... and is very cold... but I desire you, much!"


"Why don't you come on my pallet, to make me feel it? I'm now almost healed..."


"Is very cold in night here. To make love well, is good stay naked, no? I not want you take cold. Only this."


"But at least embrace me, kiss me..."


"Yes, but then I know that we is difficult stop to that, no?"


"Well... we could try. I miss you very much, don't you know?"


"I also miss you much. But still little patience. Spring comes and we can go Belgium, no? And perhaps stay alone and safe and make love you and I. You much important to me, you know? Much much. I love you. I really I love you." Kurt declared sweetly.


But then he got off his pallet, in the darkness, and groping his way, went to slip under his friend's blanket.


"Come, my Jacques. Give you and I many kisses..."


They embraced, tight one against the other, and kissed for a long time, feeling each the other's warmth, and one another's arousal. They caressed and kissed again.


After several minutes Kurt whispered, "Now better I go back my pallet..."


"Already?"


"Too strong I desire you..."


"Yes, I too, but..."


"When you totally healed, I promise we make love."


"But I feel really alright... I swear..."


"You still take drugs of mister doctor, no?"


"He says it is just a tonic cure."


"When doctor say stop drugs, I promise, I make love with you."


"Oh, Kurt... I can't resist any more..."


"I too cannot, but..."


The boy was inflexible and after another very long kiss, he went back to his pallet.


The day after, while Jacques was in the kitchen to help master Mayer to give the finishing touch to some baskets, Kurt and Helga went in the stable to milk the cows and to make the butter. As soon as they were in the stable, Helga embraced Kurt and kissed him in the mouth. The boy resisted and sat on the low stool to start milking.


"What's up?" the girl asked him.


"Nothing, but we had better to stop..."


"Why?"


"I don't feel like deceive master Mayer. He is so kind with us and trusts me, and I instead fuck with his daughter..."


"But I like you. And I think that my Dad, if you ask him to marry with me..."


"Marry with you? But we are still too young, Helga..." 


"We are now almost nineteen. Mum married when she was seventeen."


"And your father?"


"He was twenty-six..."


"That's it, you see? I'm still too young."


"You are not going to wait seven years more, are you?"


"Eh, possibly even more..."


"But you... aren't you in love with me?"


"Why, are you in love with me?"


"I let you make love to me... and am preparing for you nice new clothes..."


"Ah, is that loving?"


"God! I hate you! How can you say such things?"


"No, I'm just asking. I would like to understand what love means to you... I don't know..."


"You are pulling my leg! You are a monster!"


"No, Helga. I really think that there isn't love between us. You... I don't believe you are in love with me. You like doing it with me, you feel good with me... that's different."


"I... I... But were you ever in love, Kurt?"


"Yes, sure."


"And how was..."


"Very good." Kurt answered emptying the almost full bucket into the churn and resuming milking.


"No, how was she?"


"A splendid person with whom I feel at peer."


"But you are still in love? You never told me so. Was she at your village?"


"Yes, sure, I still love him."


"Him? What does him mean? Why you say him?"


"Because he is Jacques."


Helga looked at him widening her eyes, "But... but you mistake friendship with love. Jacques is a boy. Two men cannot love each other."


"Certainly they can! We two are in love with each other."


"But what can you find in a man?"


"Several things that a woman can never give me..."


"You are joking... You are pulling my leg!"


"No, not at all!"


"Alright. Tell me then just one single thing that Jacques can give you and that I cannot!"


"Well..." Kurt answered, giggling, stopping milking, "it's enough I tell you just one?"


"Sure, just one!" Helga said, self-confident.


"His cock, for instance!"


Helga looked at him dumbfounded, then said, "Come on, I can't believe you! It's nonsense! A man gives his thing to a woman! Stop taking me for a ride!"


Kurt started milk ing again and said, "Helga, you're a woman, you cannot understand such things. Jacques rescued my life, therefore I'm bound to him."


"And you rescued his life, thus you are now quits, aren't you?"


"No. Now he too is bound to me."


"Alright, I understand you are bosom friends, alright. But he can stay here as well, if it's important to you. After all he is likable, a good boy..."


"He and I will go to Belgium, Helga. As soon as we can go. And soon, I hope."


"Oh Kurt, I wanted you to stop here and we... and then, at least as long as you stay here, you could go on being nice with me and make love, can't you?"


"Can't you hold out until spring without your two laborers?" Kurt asked, looking at her maliciously.


"Oh, they are better endowed than you, and know how to use it way better than you!" the girl retorted, angrily.


Kurt laughed and poured the remaining milk into the churn, then started to make the butter, without answering her.


Helga, irritated, left him in the stable and went out.


Kurt expected the girl to take revenge in one way or another. But he noticed that she just started to treat Jacques with a special kindness and to smother him with attention, especially when her father was not around. Helga finished sewing the new clothes for the boys.


And in March, Jacques and Kurt decided to try to go to Belgium. Helga pulled a long face. Master Mayer seemed to regret their decision, but he gave the boys some coins, some preserved food and two ram skin jackets with the wool inside. He also gave them two beautiful shoulder panniers, more comfortable than their bundles, to carry their few belongings. They left on a sunny morning.


"Follow the road to Givet, boys. From the village there are three roads going to Belgium. The one to the west goes to Philippeville, the one to the north leads to Hatière and the eastern road to Beauraign. I don't know if the Belgians will let you pass, you can try at all the three ways. If anyway you don't succeed, come back to Givet and look for a certain Junot. He knows the region like the back of his hand and he can possibly lead you to another route if you tell him it's me to send you to him. Good luck, boys and... if by chance you decide to come back here, you will both be welcome."


They walked to Givet. From there they tried all the three routes that master Mayer had told them but, as the man had foreseen, they were stopped at the border by the Belgian soldiers. So, late one evening they were in Givet again. They asked for Junot. He told them he would willingly lead them, but the day after, together with a "gentleman coming from Paris" who was now staying at the inn.


"How much would it cost us to be lead to Belgium?" Jacques asked.


"I will take you just beyond the frontier, and show you the road, then you have to manage by yourselves. As it's master Mayer to send you two, and as I owe him several favors, and as the gentleman from Paris seems not to have money problems and pays me well, I'll take you there for free. But don't tell this to the Parisian, is that clear? Now, do you have a place for the night?"


"We can ask at the inn, if it isn't too expensive..."


"No, they have just two rooms and the last one was booked by the Parisian. You can sleep here at my place, in the stable, on the straw. Come..."


The man took them to his stable and showed them the straw heap where they could sleep. He wished them a good night and went away, with the lantern, laving them in the dark. Before the man went away, they had spread their blanket and laid on it. As soon as they were alone, Kurt searched for his friend with his arms and pulled Jacques to himself.


"Jacques... we make love?"


"I thought you would never ask me again..." his friend murmured, pretending to be sulky, but at once kissed his lover.


They were both thirsty for love. They caressed, opening each other clothes, fumbling, searching for each other with growing desire and passion. As they freed their erections from their clothes, they hurriedly went down to savor them, for a long time, greedily, in a delightful sixty-nine. Then they turned again to kiss, to lick each other's chest and nibble the nipples, to lick each other's bellies to then unite yet again in a fiery sixty-nine.


Kurt thought, happy and moved, that really Helga couldn't give him this. He loved feeling the firm flesh rod in his mouth, warm and shuddering, and he liked knowing that it was he who made it shudder so. When he felt that Jacques was fully aroused, he parted from him.


"Wait..." he murmured.


"What are you doing? Where are you going?" his friend asked him, trying to made him stay.


"One only, little minute..." Kurt answered and with his hands he searched for his pannier he had put near there foreseeing that moment.


He opened it and slipped inside his hand. In the dark, he took out the small wooden box that he had filled with fresh butter.


"What are you doing?" Jacques asked, hearing he was bustling and not able to see what Kurt was doing.


Kurt sweetly whispered, "Let me to do ... you will see that you will like..."


He opened the small box, immersed his fingers in the soft butter and started to caress his friend's rod, lubing carefully its entire length.


"But what are you doing? What are you putting on it?"


"Butter..."


"Butter? You wouldn't want to cook it, would you?" Jacques giggled, without understanding.


"No. I want you shove all this your good hard tool in my little ass."


"With the butter?"


"Yes, so slips well and finally enters. Not you happy?"


"Yes, but... how did you get this idea?" Jacques asked, shivering at the slippery massage of his friend on his stiff stake.


"Now I put butter also on my hole... so... come. Try now, love..." Kurt said anticipating what was about to happen.


He turned on one side and pushed his small ass towards his friend's rod, keeping it still with a hand and driving it between his buttocks. Jacques, then, seized his waist and, when he felt that the tip of his rod was positioned on the warm flesh bud, he started to push. And he felt that the virgin hole of his lover was surrendering, finally disclosing, and that his tool was wedging itself inside, was opening its way.


Kurt emitted a low moaning.


"I'm hurting you, love? Should I stop?"


"No! Push... go on... you are entering..."


"I don't want to hurt you..."


"No, I like it... go on, shove it inside... go on... is good!"


"Oh, yes... it's good..." Jacques panted feeling he was gradually received in the warm and narrow channel.


"Oh, Jacques, love... push strong..."


"Yes, Kurt... how beautiful... oh yes, it's beautiful!"


Kurt pushed back his pelvis, enjoying that flesh spit that was sticking in him, and that he was feeling bigger and harder than ever. It was hurting him a little, but at the same time it was also giving him such an intense pleasure that the slight pain seemed not to have any significance.


"Oh Kurt, my Kurt... You're finally mine! My love! It's wonderful..."


"Yes, Jacques, love... So, yes... push..."


Jacques was slowly sinking into his lover and was enjoying each millimeter of that conquest. And also Kurt was feeling a new, unexpected pleasure, being at last able to receive inside himself the person he loved.


It was not purely a physical enjoyment but an intensely spiritual and psychological one at the same time, that was filling the Prussian boy with grateful amazement.


When finally Jacques was all in and had totally conquered that until then untaken fortress, his excitement had reached a level of such intensity that, as soon as he moved to start his going and coming, his orgasm burst out. He almost spasmodically pulled his lover to himself, pushed it all inside and spurted emitting hoarse moans of pleasure. Kurt pushed himself against him, moving in time with him careful not to break their union but to increase his companion's pleasure.


"Oh, Kurt, my love, I came so soon, so suddenly! I could not control myself... I was much too excited... it was too great..." Jacques murmured with regret, staying still fully embedded in his lover, keeping him against himself and trembling for the last darts of that so strong orgasm.


"It you liked?" Kurt asked him.


"So very much, love... But you?"


"I too liked. Now we know how is make united really our bodies, no?"


Jacques caressed him, while he was starting to relax, then whispered, "But now, I want you to take me in this way..."


"Yes, sure."


"I want to feel it all inside me, your beautiful pole, my love."


"Yes, my Jacques."


Jacques slowly slipped out of him, made him turn between his arms and kissed him on the mouth.


"Prepare me... and prepare yourself, go on!" he urged him turning and lowering his trousers to the knees.


He felt his friend's fingers, spread with butter, exploring between his buttocks, finding the hole and starting to carefully lube it all around and inside. That inquisitive finger gave him shudders and he became aroused once again. Then he felt the strong member of his friend replace the finger, pressing stiff and slippery, pressing warmly on his virgin hole, and gently starting to push. Jacques relaxed, eager to receive it into him.


Kurt, more experienced than him, gave a short but strong and calibrated stroke with his loins, so that he made all the glans go beyond the tight sphincter. Then, stopping pushing for a while, he lightly wiggled it to make his friend accustomed to that presence and make him relax again. Jacques in fact had had a moment of panic at that sudden and strong push that had won his unconscious resistance all in one go. But the short stabbing pain ceased at once and now he was only feeling the intense warmth of the tool that had settled in him.


He felt it was beautiful, it was exactly what he had always dreamed of, desired, and he wanted it deeper, all inside, totally inside. He pushed his pelvis back with a will and felt it slip inside, hot, strong, powerful.


"Oh, Kurt, my love!"


"You like?" his friend sweetly asked in a whisper, caressing him.


"God, yes! It was so long that I dreamed of it, I desired it, I wanted it... Go on, take me, fuck me, please!"


"Yes, love." Kurt answered pushing deeper, even deeper, until his groin was strongly pressed against the firm buttocks of his lover.


"You like, Jacques?" he again asked.


"To die for... move it inside... make me feel it..." Jacques panted and with both hands he spread his buttocks more to better welcome it, even deeper. "Push, go on..." he spurred his friend.


Kurt teased his lover's nipples and slowly started to move back and forth in the tight, burning channel.


"Kurt! Oh, Kurt! You're mine!"


"Yes, and you're mine..."


"Fuck me, love... fuck me hard..."


"So, love?" Kurt asked starting to move with more vigor and at a faster rhythm.


"Oh yes... yes..."


Jacques was also feeling a light pain at that first penetration, but the joy to be finally able to receive Kurt inside him was so strong, and the pleasure so intense, and was so rapidly increasing, that the pain was soon forgotten. Jacques confusedly asked himself if it was more beautiful to penetrate or being penetrated and was not able to get an answer. He vaguely thought it was a pity not being possible to take each other at the same moment as it was when doing a sixty-nine. He thought he would have loved having his beloved boy's member at once in his mouth and in his ass... He liked immensely feeling that pole tossing in him, darting, hammering inside him with all the vigor of that young and beautiful boy in heat.


Kurt was thinking that it was much better doing it with his Jacques than with Helga. The girl's body was soft, weak, and pliant. His lover's body was instead strong, virile, and firm. Helga could only receive him, Jacques could both receive him and enter him. Helga was only aiming at pleasure with him, Jacques, with him... was making love!


"Jacques, I love you..."


"Yes, Kurt, I too love you..." 


"Oh, my Jacques! I feel like I am in paradise. It's so beautiful being united like this and no longer being able to tell where my body ends and yours begins..." Kurt murmured unaware of switching to German.


Jacques didn't understand these last words, but the warm voice of his young lover, hoarse with erotic pleasure, was evoking wonderful sensations in him.


He felt that his Kurt was prey of a growing excitement and he knew he was the source of it. He felt that Kurt was overcome by the passion and felt that he was the object of that passion. One of Kurt's hands was going on to tease his turgid nipples and the other was cupped to caress and gently press his firm testicles, his throbbing member.


He could feel the sweet breath of Kurt on his neck, he felt him pant, and eagerly abandoned himself to those wonderful sensations. Happily, Kurt was lasting longer than he had been able to do, and this was giving him more and more pleasure.


He felt Kurt start to thrash about with more vigor and understood that his lover was about to reach the peak of enjoyment. He felt Kurt's orgasm come, swell, accumulate... and finally burst inside him with force, discharge into him with sweet violence. Then Jacques pushed back to make him feel all the pleasure that he too was experiencing by receiving his seed inside him. Kurt emptied inside him with a low, hoarse, long moan that was to Jacques like very sweet erotic music.


They relaxed, still united. Then Jacques turned, they embraced and languidly kissed.


"You and I, unite... one thing only..." Kurt happily murmured while Jacques tenderly cuddled him.


"Yes, forever." Jacques answered, moved.


"I am all of Jacques, true?"


"Sure, and I'm all yours."


"Yes, all mine... I not believed it is so much beautiful!"


"Neither could I, my love. How many months have passed, before we have been able to reach this!"


"Many, yes... but is beautiful, now."


"Just think - we were not even speaking the same language, we were enemies, you never had even thought you could make love with a boy, with a male... and in spite of all, we have become lovers... Isn't that wonderful?


"Yes, in spite of all!"




CHAPTER 12


THE OFFICER'S GOLD






The following morning, Junot went to wake them up. He found them clothed but half embraced.

"Did you feel cold, boys?" he asked, without malice.


"Yes, a little..." Jacques lied.


"Bring your things. We are going to the inn to fetch the Parisian and then we leave."


"Yes, alright. Does the Parisian know we're coming as well?"


"No, but he will not raise any fuss. Being three you could help each other. There is a lot of snow and the journey will be difficult. Here, take these sticks, you will need them. Let's go."


They followed Junot and waited outside the inn. After a while he came out with the Parisian.


"So there, these will be your journey companions." he said to the Parisian pointing at the two young men.


The Parisian was a man on his forty, with thick mustaches and a hard, frowning expression. He was stout but nimble and strong. He made a dry salutation gesture to the two boys.


Then he asked to Junot, "Where will you accompany us to, Junot?"


"Just beyond the frontier. I will show you the road to Philippeville and then I'll come back."


"How many hours on the journey?"


"From here to where I will leave you, about four. From there to Philippeville, following the road, about five."


The man was carrying on his shoulders a big sack of rough cloth. Junot gave him a stick too. They set off. Junot also had a sack on his shoulders, but less big and compact than that of the Parisian.


They walked in silence for about an hour on the road going back to Virieux. They went past the Mayers' farm, from which a plume of smoke was already rising. The sun, still low and pale, made the endless snowy moor shine faintly. Then Junot left the road and proceeded up the slope of a mountain.


"Follow me in a line and pass exactly where I walk. Here the way becomes more difficult and dangerous."


"Are you sure we'll not come up against Belgian soldiers or gendarmes? And that we will not meet French or Prussian soldiers?" the Parisian asked.


"Sure as sure one can be in this period. But even if we should meet them, let talk me with them."


The Parisian seemed irritated, "I mustn't meet any of them; I already told you..."


"I really think we will not, passing from here. But if you want to be absolutely certain, one hundred per cent, you have just to go back..."


"Alright. Let's try." the man answered in a sharp tone.


Junot led the way. Kurt followed him, then Jacques, then the Parisian who wanted to be last. They climbed uphill on the deep, untouched snow, leaving behind them a long trail, thin but clear-cut like a scar. Junot, once in a while, stopped to carefully look around and at times he decidedly made a detour, so that now the trail they were leaving behind them was like a disorderly zigzag.


They passed under tall trees covered with snow which on the ground was less deep. Every now and then, Junot turned to look back to check that everybody was following him and didn't drop behind. They walked for a long time, in a perfect silence.


They stopped.


"Why are we stopping, now?" the Parisian asked, frowning.


"When you walk on snow it's advisable to stop often but for just a short time. To eat a little, to drink some wine, then to start again. If you walk for too long, you have to stop longer and your muscles will get cold and you will not be able to go on. Remember this well, when you'll be by yourselves. Stop often, for a short time, little food, little wine. This is the golden rule." he said putting down the sack from his shoulders, taking out some food and a wine flask. The other three followed suit.


"How much further for the frontier?" the Parisian asked.


"We'll be more or less on the frontier at our next stop. And then we'll be half way along the stretch I will do with you." Junot answered, hoisting his sack on his shoulders again.


When the others were also ready, he started off again, followed by the three, in the same order as before. A sudden noise made them stop.


"What's that?" Jacques asked, worried.


"Just a deer." Junot laughed and they resumed their march.


He stopped, "So here, the border passes more or less in this point. We are entering Belgium."


"Then we are safe." Jacques said.


"No, we have to go for a good while a long way from here before being safe. Let's go."


"Don't we make a stop here?" Jacques asked.


"No, a little further on. There are rocks, Let's go."


The four resumed the march. As Junot had announced, they arrived at a kind of cleft with rock walls, opening on the ground. Junot went inside it and followed its course walking on the snow-clad bottom, very cautiously sounding the snow before him with his stick. When they reached a kind of bifurcation he went to the right. Then a little farther, he stopped.


"Second stop." he announced.


All four let down their loads from their shoulders and again ate some food and drank a draught of wine.


"Why are you making us walk down here?" the Parisian asked.


"Because if there was a gendarmes patrol, up there they would at once detect our trail on the snow slope and could follow it and find us..." Junot answered.


"Do you often do this journey?" Jacques asked.


"Often enough to recognize it at any season." Junot soberly answered, resuming the trek.


They emerged from the canyon into another thin forest. Here the guide turned towards the north with a confident gait. He had clear reference marks that only he knew - a certain tree, a certain rock.


During their third stop Kurt withdrew to urinate.


The Parisian said to Jacques, "He is not a French, your silent friend, is he?"


Jacques looked at him, slightly astounded, and said, "No, he is from the Luxembourg grand duchy..."


"Ah. Prussian invaded also Luxembourg... But it's weird he didn't flee to Belgium directly from the great duchy..."


"He was guest of relatives, here in this area..."


Kurt came back and the Parisian kept quiet. They set off again. When they stopped for the fourth halt, the sun was already high on the sky.


"So here. Do you see that ledge up there? Over it is the road for Philippeville. Don't try to climb it directly, it's too hard and dangerous so go up at an angle, from here in that direction. You have to pass under that big rock, then up there, over by that big bush, do you see it? Then when you reach the road, just follow it in that direction and you will get to Philippeville. Once there, ask of Etienne Marles and tell him Junot sent you. He will see about finding you transport to Brussels." Junot said addressing to the Parisian.


Then he added, "About you two, boys, good luck. Around Philippeville there are several good farms and as soon as spring comes you'll have no difficulties finding a job. For now just go at the Three Kings tavern. The innkeeper is a friend of mine. Farewell then."


They looked at the man making his way back.


Then the Parisian said, "Well, danger is over. Now you go your way and I mine. There is no more reason to go on together."


"But anyway we are all going to Philippeville, aren't we?" Jacques objected, slightly surprised.


"You go your way and I go mine." the Parisian repeated brusquely and set off in the direction Junot showed them.


Jacques looked at Kurt, they shrugged their shoulders and followed the trail left by the man who preceded them. He was going up passing under the big rock and over by the bushes as their guide had shown them. But he was walking fast, as if he wanted to leave them behind.


"A funny number..." Jacques said to Kurt.


"Yes. Much funny."


"He seems to be a soldier."


"Yes, so think I too. A chief soldier, no?"


"Yes, an officer. I bet he deserted too, like us..." Jacques giggled.


The Parisian was already far away and he had almost reached the ledge over which the road was to be found. The two friends stopped for a short halt as their guide had explained to them.


"He not did halt." Kurt remarked while they were chewing their morsel of food.


"No. So much the worse for him. It seems he is in a hurry..."


"There is still much way. If he not do halt, he idiot."


"Let's worry about us, my love. Nobody's running after us."


The man disappeared over the ledge. The two friends quietly resumed their way, following the track that the Parisian had left on the snow. When they too were on the ledge, they saw the deep prints going towards the road then following it. The road was barely distinguishable on that expanse of untouched snow. It could be guessed there had to be, only because the snow was unwinding in a long almost flat ribbon of almost regular width. On the left the road ran along the top of the steep slope they had just climbed up the diagonal, and to the right there were broad undulations of the ground with sparse trees here and there, some in groups, some in rows.


Far away, on the left side of the road, they saw the man going on at a fast walk.


"Wouldn't it be better to walk in the center of the road?" Jacques asked Kurt.


"Yes, but if we walk on his stepped snow, we do less effort." his friend answered.


"Yes, you're right. But why does he walk so close to the edge?"


"Perhaps he want see also under if man or soldier come?" Kurt ventured.


"It could be. But it's weird."


"Not important for us! We go and make our way."


They resumed their walk and made two more stops. The sky was darkening and a light snow started to fall.


"You love snow?" Kurt asked.


"Yes, but... not so much. When I was a child we played with the snow. We threw snowballs at each other..."


"And never made man of snow?"


"Yes, sure!"


"I also..." Kurt said turning to look at him and smiling.


Here and there, both under them down the valley and at the right up the slope, every now and then they saw farms from which plumes of smoke were rising. But Junot advised them to first go to Philippeville and not to try touring the farms blindly, as long as there was snow. He told them to see the innkeeper who knew everybody and to seek his advice.


The snowfall was starting to cover the tracks of the Parisian's passage, but they were still visible enough.


At a certain point the tracks suddenly disappeared. Jacques stopped trying to understand where they could continue.


"That's odd, it seems he stopped here, he trampled the snow around and... he disappeared! I don't understand... it's impossible..." Jacques said, perplexed, examining the ground.


Kurt also looked then pointed at a nearby low bush, "Look, steps near bush!"


"Yes... but why?"


"He perhaps needed to shit?"


"But what, is he still there?"


"He perhaps is ill?"


"It could be. What do you think, we go to check?"


"Yes, better."


They went to the bush. The footprints crossed it and ceased again. Kurt noticed some small broken branches on the ground, without snow on them.


"He passed here."


"Yes, and then? Behind there is a precipice..."


"He fall down perhaps?" Kurt said and leaned out a little, "I see nothing."


"Careful, it's dangerous. You'll risk falling down too..."


"You hold strong my stick and I look better..." Kurt said.


He tried again to lean out, keeping himself at the end of the stick that Jacques was holding on the other end, balancing it with his weight.


"I see his sack! Yes... down there..."


"You see him?"


"No, not him..."


"He could be here under..."


Kurt went back in the bush, "Look, there road turns little. Perhaps from there possible see."


They went back on the road and followed it for about twenty meters. From the edge they looked at the cliff under the point were there the bush was. The Parisian's body, all awry like a discarded rag doll, was on a rock and a little lower there was his sack. 


"Yes, he is fall." Kurt said.


"He could possibly still be alive. We should try to help him..." Jacques said.


"From where we can go down?" Kurt asked.


They explored the road. A little more beyond they saw that the ground was sloping down less steeply and that along the slope there were several bushes. They decided to try to go down at that point and, in a zigzag, they managed to reach the bottom without falling. Then, very carefully walking at level, they approached the site of the accident.


When they got near the man, they saw that his hair was soaked in blood that was also staining the rock and the snow. Kurt approached him, trying to see if he was still alive.


"No is breath from his mouth..."


"He possibly slipped down and smashed his head..."


"But why slipped down?"


"He could have possibly put his sack to near to the edge... look, he has his trousers open. You see? He probably wanted to relieve himself and his sack slipped down and he tried to stop it and lost his balance..."


"Died for a sack! Much idiot..."


"Poor man..."


"Ha, we not can do things for him..."


"Let's go... let go back..."


"He now no more use of food. We better take his food, no?" Kurt hesitantly proposed.


"I don't know... possibly yes..." Jacques thoughtfully nodded.


Kurt moved to reach the sack of the dead man and lifted it, "Hey, small but much heavy. Here not only food!" he exclaimed going near Jacques with the sack and giving it to his friend.


Jacques took and opened it. There was a small bundle with food and under it, put flat, a smaller box-shape rucksack.


"This is an army rucksack like the one I had! Can it possibly contain weapons?" Jacques said, made curious, extracting it.


He opened it and saw that it was full of paper rolls well lined up. He carefully opened one of them... it was a roll of gold coins!


"Kurt, look here! Not a weapon at all! It's full of gold coins!" he said showing him the half open roll.


"All gold coins? Full?"


"I really think so..."


"Look..." Kurt murmured.


Jacques opened a second roll, a third one... "Yes, all god coins! A lot of gold coins! Look, each roll has ten of them..."


"Bad if we... if we take this gold?"


"No, he's dead, now. He was fleeing to Belgium with all this gold. It was possibly the army gold..."


"He had perhaps to give gold to other person?"


"I don't know. And we will never know. But if we take it... they can think we killed him to steal his gold."


"Who?"


"I don't know..."


"Here no one see. We can take, I think. We not thieves. But if we leave all here, snow covers, and then good days, and farmers come and found and take gold, no?"


"Yes, you are right. Listen, let's take only the rolls and put them on the bottom of our panniers. And let's take the food. We will leave here his sack with the army rucksack and all the rest."


"There is other thing in his sack?"


"No... wait... yes, this."


He took our a cloth envelope. Inside there was a silver frame with a miniature, a small portrait representing an officer, with a woman and three children elegantly dressed.


"This is him..." Jacques said showing the portrait to Kurt.


"Yes, with his family. We not take it, right?"


"No, I'll put it back on the envelope and then on his chest. He was probably going to meet them, who knows..."


He leaned the envelope with the portrait on the man's chest, then they took all the coins rolls and put them on the bottom of their panniers, under their clothes. Then with the empty rucksack and the sack, covered the man's face.


"In a while the snow will cover everything. Let's go." Jacques said.


"Wait. I first say prayer for him..." Kurt murmured.


They cautiously climbed up the cliff again, following the footprints they had made while going down. When they were again on the road, they resumed their journey in silence, walking well to the center of the road. Now the snow was falling more heavily than before.


When they stopped under a big tree on the right side of the road, Jacques said, "Possibly his family was waiting for him somewhere. For the gold."


"Junot said that the man in Philippesville had to make him go to Brussels, no? Perhaps there is his family, no?"


"What was the name of Philippesville man?"


"I don't know, Etienne and then something." Kurt said.


"Listen, if we can find his family, we should give then the gold, right?"


"Yes, I think so."


"Yes, I too think so. Listen, now we go to Philippesville. If we find that Etienne man... he could possibly know something."


"We will see. Now better we not use that gold. We will see."


"Yes, I think you're right, Kurt."


They resumed their journey and in the evening they reached Philippesville. They looked for the Three Kings Inn.


The innkeeper was a short and stocky man, with a bristly beard and crafty, lively eyes,


"Junot told us to come here..." Jacques said to the innkeeper.


The man brightened in a wide smile, "Ah, the good old Junot! How is he?"


"He's fine. Well, we would like to find a job here and he said to ask your advice, as you know everybody."


"Oh, I see. What are you able to do, boys?"


"We're farmers. We are able to work the fields, to care for cattle. We are also able to weave baskets, to milk, and to make butter and cheese..."


"Yes. Next spring I could surely show you a couple of farms that could need your work. But meanwhile..."


"We have these few coins and some food with us... can they be enough until spring comes?" Jacques asked the man showing him the coins that master Mayer had given them.


"Mmhh... they are few. But you seem to be two strong boys, and you are Junot's friends... Until spring you can give me a hand... and possibly also the baker who is one of my good friends. If he cares for your food, I can give you a place to sleep, a warm place... Well, for tonight anyway you can stay here at my place. Shelter should never be refused to anybody. You will sleep here inside when I close, near the fireplace. You will not be really comfortable, but at least you will not be out in the cold." 


"How much we pay?" Kurt asked.


"Nothing, for this night. It's on me. Then tomorrow we will se if Didier, the baker, needs one of you."


Staying in the warm, they ate the meal offered by the innkeeper and drank some of his wine. When at night the innkeeper closed the premises, they helped him to clean and tidy the room. Then the man gave them a sack of hay as a pallet.


"You'll not have much room with the two on it, but at least you will be warm. See you tomorrow morning, boys. I'm going to shut you inside, don't take it badly." the man said and went away.


They heard him closing up with a bolt and a padlock. Kurt then moved the haysack before the fireplace still full of embers, then opened his pannier and took out the little wooden box with the butter.


With a sly smile, he said to his friend, "Come, we have all the night for us and good warm. We can be naked!"


Jacques smiled, drew near him and took the little box from his hands and put it on a stool near the pannier, then started to undress him.


"This time I will not come soon, my love. I promise you..." he whispered while he was undressing him.


Naked, standing one in front of the other, they admired each other, barely illuminated by the red glow of the embers. They lightly brushed each other's bodies, they kissed, and leaned tightly one against the other, enjoying their hard-ons. Kurt knelt before his man and started to suck with gusto, caressing his belly, buttocks, his thighs, happy to feel his quivers from his attentions.


"I want to take you, Kurt... Stand up and turn. I'll take you like this, standing..."


"Yes, love, as you want..." the boy answered, excited.


Before standing up he took the little box and carefully lubed the erect and palpitating pole of his lover, then handled him the little box and stood up.


"Now you prepare me..." he said, turned and offered his sweet little ass to him.


He felt his friend's fingers probing and lubing him, pushing a finger inside and turning. Then Jacques put the box away, went behind Kurt and aimed between his buttocks with his member. He penetrated him with a set of small strokes, at first driving his throbbing pole with his hand. Then he embraced Kurt's waist from behind and slipped inside him with a long and vigorous pressure made simply by tilting his pelvis forwards and pulling his lover's pelvis onto him.


"Oh... yes..." Kurt moaned with pleasure, bending a little and putting his hands on his knees to keep his balance.


When he was totally inside him, Jacques bent over him, passed his arms up over his chest and seized his shoulders, to keep him tightly pressed to him. Then he started to move his pelvis back and forth with a set of vigorous jerks. Kurt was darting about at each stroke and was quietly moaning, seized by increasing pleasure.


"So... so..."


All Jacques senses were prey to a frenzy. He felt that this time he would be able to control himself and that he could enjoy that delightful ride with his lover for a long time. But he was wrong, because after a few strokes he was no more able to restrain himself and flung himself into a strong and disordered rhythm that soon culminated in very strong orgasm that left him panting and trembling.


They slowly stood up and Kurt gently slipped away. He turned and they were in the other's arms, passionately kissing. Then Kurt drew Jacques towards the nearby table, gently pushing on his chest, still lightly panting, and made him lie on it, on his back, his leg dangling over the edge. Jacques didn't know what his lover had in mind, but let him continue. Kurt made him spread his legs and moved between them. Kurt then made him lift his legs and pressed them against his chest.


He took some butter and after carefully lubing his turgid member, he prepared his friend's hole. Jacques at this point understood and waited, anxiously. And finally he felt impaled. In that position he could see his boy's face, and he liked that very much. He saw emotions flit back and forth on that beautiful face - desire, love, passion, tenderness, strength, sweetness, virility, devotion, and pride... and he felt enchanted.


While Kurt was dancing inside him, caressing his belly, teasing his nipples, caressing his face and also his genitals, hard again, Jacques started to whisper sweet and passionate words to him, until his beloved came inside him.


"How beautiful you are, Kurt! You are wonderful! You are my boy, my male. How I do love feeling you in me... so strong, so sweet... You are mine, Kurt, only mine!"


Finally satisfied, they dressed again, laid on the haysack, and curled one against the other. In silence, enjoying the mutual closeness, they relaxed, sated and happy until, without being aware, they slipped in a deep and undisturbed sleep.


The embers were covered with ashes, slowly burning out and their red glow dimmed, making the two young lovers tightly embraced with each other almost invisible.


The noise of the padlock the following morning, woke them up.


While they were getting up waiting for the innkeeper, Jacques whispered to his companion, "Good morning my sweet love!"




CHAPTER 13


FROM FARMERS TO CITY-DWELLERS






Jacques helped the innkeeper and Kurt went to work for the baker. And they continued to sleep and make love in the inn, before the great fireplace. The innkeeper had found for them a wider and more comfortable pallet that during the day they rolled up and moved to the storeroom.

Asking the innkeeper, Jacques tried to find the Etienne about whom Junot had talked with the Parisian. But the man said he didn't know anything about the officer, besides the fact he wanted to reach Brussels.


Spring came. The innkeeper asked the two boys if they still wanted to find a job in a farm or if they would have liked better to go on working there in the village. Jacques and Kurt decided to carry on the jobs they had done up to then.


At the end of April, Junot arrived at the inn and was surprised to find Jacques still there, but also happy to meet him again. The boy, taking him aside, told him about the accident happened to the officer and asked him if he knew how to find out his family, to "tell them about the accident". He didn't tell Junot about the gold they had taken, but only of the portrait they had seen. Junot said he didn't know anything about the Parisian, not even his name, thus it was impossible to inform anybody.


When at night Jacques was alone with Kurt, he told him about his conversation with Junot.


"Then now we can keep all the gold for us, no?" Kurt gladly commented.


"Yes, I really think we can. We did all we could to give it back."


"We are rich, true, Jacques?"


"Yes, very rich. But if we all of a sudden show all that gold, I'm afraid people here would become suspicious..."


"Well, we have just to move away, no?"


"Yes, but where? And what can we do with all that gold?"


"In a big town. We can buy a house, a shop all ours."


"Yes, right. What kind of shop would you like to have, Kurt?"


"I know not. We start going far from here. We can go to Brussels. It is the capital, no?"


"Yes. I've heard that it is just three days walk from here."


"Good. We go, then?"


"Yes. You have to inform master Didier, and I master Nazaire, then we can go. We can possibly leave already tomorrow or the day after."


"Yes! I not can wait to go."


"I can't wait to go." Jacques smiling corrected him.


The next day they informed their masters about their decision to try their luck in Brussels. Their masters tried to persuade them to stay there, but at the end they resigned themselves to let them go. So, at the beginning of May, taking some provisions for the day's journey, they loaded their panniers onto their shoulders and left going towards the capital city.


Neither of the two boys had ever seen a so wide and beautiful city, and they spent all the first day touring it, looking around filled with amazement, their eyes wide like two kids.


On the Grande Place they saw a luxurious restaurant.


"Let's go to eat there, like... like two lords?" Jacques asked, his eyes shining.


"Yes!" Kurt enthusiastically answered.


But when they went to enter, a waiter blocked them at the door.


"You cannot enter here dressed like that and with those panniers. Here is not a place for country people!" he said severely, even though not rudely.


Jacques then showed him a gold coin, "But we can pay!"


The waiter looked at it, "Yes, without any doubt. But above all you have to be dressed as city-dwellers, and then, this coin... you have to change it with the local money. We don't accept foreign currency, here."


"They have no value, here, these coins?" Jacques asked, alarmed.


"No, you have just to change it. It's gold, of course it has a value. But you have to go to an exchange office."


"And where is an exchange office?"


"Here on this square. Do you see that building with a dome? On the ground floor there is a money changer."


"Ah, thank you mister." Jacques said.


They went away.


"Should we change three coins, for a start?" Jacques asked.


"Do not know... perhaps also five? If we must also buy elegant clothes..."


"Why not! We have ten in our pockets. Let's exchange five."


They entered the money changer's shop. The man, at first, looked at them somewhat suspiciously. But when Jacques pulled out of his pocket five gold coins, he became at once kind and ceremonious.


"I want to change these five for local money..." Jacques said.


"Certainly, young gentlemen, straightaway. May I just check them?"


He took the coins, made them bounce on a marble surface, weighed, measured, tested them one after the other with his teeth...


Then said, "Perfect gold Napoleons. Do you want to change all five of them?"


"Yes..."


"So, the change rate now is... this, you see? Therefore..." he scribbled some numbers on a piece of paper, then he counted several silver and copper coins and pushed them towards the boys. "This is the equivalent in Belgian currency, gentlemen. Do you have a purse?"


"A purse?" Jacques asked knitting his forehead.


"A pouch to keep them safely..."


"Ah, no... we just keep them in our pocket..."


"Permit me to give you one, then..." the exchanger said giving them also a purse of wine colour good cloth.


Jacques counted the Belgian coins, then put them in the purse, closed and knotted it at his belt. "Can I also ask you a courtesy, mister?" Jacques then asked.


"At your service..."


They asked him where there was a good tailor. They went to the shop and when they saw that the prices were low compared with the money they had changed, they asked the tailor to take their measurements, and ordered several items, following his advice. Then they went in a nearby shop where they also bought shoes and a suitcase. And then, asking information, they found a board and lodging house where they rented a room.


The city life was bewildering but also intrigued them greatly.


Talking with the boarding house keeper, he advised them it was convenient to deposit their money in a bank. They asked the man to explain to them what a bank was and how it worked. Then, carrying with them all the rolls of coins, they decided that each of them had to open a separate account, and in different banks, so as not to show they were so rich. At the end of the morning they had ten deposit certificates, in five different banks. And the banks, besides taking their coins in deposit, opened their accounts in local currency, so that they no longer had to change coins each time.


They didn't have an exact idea how much rich they were, but the five coins they had exchanged on the previous day allowed them to pay for all their clothes, their shoes and the suitcase, the room for two weeks and they still had some in their pockets!


At the end of the week, they got their new clothes. They ordered a good warm bath at the boarding house. They then threw away their old country clothes and wore the new ones. Then went to a barber's shop asking to have the lastest fashion cut. And finally, cleaned, tidied up and with their new clothes, they went back to the elegant restaurant on the Grande Place and this time they were admitted without any problem.


"Kurt, are you aware? We are terribly rich!"


"Yes, I really have the impression so..."


"But... I was asking myself... you see... we two are not able to read or write and nor to calculate. And here in the city, life is so complicated. I fear that two country boys like us... they can twist us round their little finger just as they like and cheat us like two dunces."


"You say?"


"I say."


"And then?"


"And then I got an idea - we have to pay somebody to teach us to read and write and to understand figures! I think it would be money well spent, wouldn't it?"


"Yes, but who can we ask it?"


"A priest. Priests always know a lot of things..."


"Yes, I think is a good thought."


They went to the church near their boarding house and asked for the parish priest.


When the priest received them, Jacques said him, "You see, father, we are just two poor, ignorant country boys. But we have some savings we would like to use to open a shop here downtown and start a trade. But we don't know how to write and read and manage the figures. Therefore we would like to know if you, who have studied a lot, can teach us..." 


The priest looked at them kindly and smiled, "Not I. I am already too busy with my parish. But I know a good young man, a teacher, who right now is looking for some work. He is a good teacher, and he could really teach you all you need, and if you give him a fair pay he would be happy to help you. He is a clever and honest young man. If you want I can send to tell him to come at your boarding room, so you can come to an agreement..."


The day after, when they went back to the boarding house for lunch, they found the teacher waiting for them. His name was Leopold and was twenty-six years old. They at once felt a liking for him. They talked and the young man offered to give them four hours of lesson a day, and what he asked for one month was just the equivalent of three gold coins. They at once accepted. They so started the lessons, and soon they became friends with Leopold and also met his wife and his two small children of two and four years - they were a delightful family.


They gradually understood that they could trust Leopold. So they told him all their story, except for the nature of their relationship, and the origin and the amount of their fortune. Thus, little by little, Leopold became also their advisor.


First of all, he told them, they needed to purchase some documents, and he explained to them how they could do so. They of course had to get false documents, for a start, to hide the fact that they were deserters. Leopold was a pacifist, therefore didn't hesitate to help them. They managed to buy two passes of the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg, where they had as identities the names Jacques and Kurt Mayer, cousins. Thank to these fake documents, they obtained residence certificates released by the Brussels municipality.


With these documents, always with Leopold's help, they looked for a lodging. They found a very nice apartment in an old but elegant house in the Anderlecht, on the second floor, which they bought already furnished. There were two bedrooms, both with a wide double bed. Of course they used only one of them. On the first night in their new apartment, they went to the big bed with white and soft sheets and also white pillows, almost with awe. They undressed completely and climbed on it.


"Feel it... it is soft as a cloud! It seems to be in paradise!" Jacques exclaimed lying down and bouncing up and down.


"Really! Here on it, yes, it will be good making love!" Kurt said merrily, rolling on it.


"Is that all you ever think about?" Jacques asked, playfully.


"Of course, with you near and also all naked!" Kurt answered embracing and kissing him. 


They made love for a long time, feeling as if really in paradise. The bed, besides being really soft with the sheets of caressing fine muslin, was also wider than they had ever had. In the bedroom they also had disposed plenty of lamps that were lighting it up sufficiently to look at each other while they were making love on the spotless sheets. And after they made love, they could fall asleep still naked, embraced, without fearing to be caught by somebody on the following morning - they were really happy.


Every day Leopold went to their home to give them lessons. The two boys, thanks to their ready intelligence and good will, were improving fast. 


Around September, Kurt said to Leopold, "We would like to buy a shop and to start a trade. What would you advise us? What pays well here in the capital?"


"Well... many things... it depends also on how much money you can invest..."


"A lot, yes, a lot of money..." Jacques answered vaguely.


"Well, you could buy a grocer's shop, as you both know country products very well. Or else a coffee shop, which are now in fashion... or also a restaurant... but then you would need to hire a good staff and a good cook... It also depends on whether you want to manage the business by yourselves, or just buy it and give it to other people to manage ..."


"No, we would like to manage it." Kurt said. "I would like a shop like the one I saw in the Grande Place, the one that sells pens and paper and all one needs to write and draw..."


"Ah, yes, a stationery shop... It could be interesting and you two could manage it alone without problems."


They discussed some more then Leopold offered to go with them to see which premises were for sale.


While they were looking, he said, "If you have to manage a shop, you would need a person at home to clean and keep it tidy, to cook your meals, do your laundry..."


"Is it possible to find such a person?"


"Certainly yes."


"But... without marrying her?" Kurt asked.


Leopold laughed, "Of course! A hourly paid home help, or else a housekeeper who stays at your home from morning to evening and leaves you alone at night..."


"That would be good!" Kurt said.


"But... such a person... should be very discreet and trustworthy and... you would have to be careful to... to do so that she doesn't..." Leopold said then stopped, embarrassed.


"That she doesn't... what?" Jacques asked, curious.


"Well, I hope you will not feel offended but... coming to your place every day, I casually noticed that... well... that you two... use only one bed. And here in Belgium the law is very harsh with... with two men who..."


At this point Kurt blushed.


Jacques on the contrary nodded, "You, Leopold, have understood that we are not just friends." he quietly stated.


"Yes, it is so. I know that this is none of my business. That's just your choice. I will keep it to myself; it's natural, and I have never told it and will never tell it to anybody. But if you have a person working in your house..."


"But then, what can we do?" Kurt asked.


"Well, I don't know. Possibly... possibly finding a man who... one like you, I mean, would make things smoother. It would be something like a... an accomplice."


"Do you know somebody like that? Somebody who wants to work as a housekeeper?"


"I don't know... I don't really think so."


Kurt intervened, "But you, Leopold, how do you judge us?"


"Who am I to judge you? To me, you are two very dear people, two good friends. If you love each other... and show it also physically... for me it's just good. I am a free thinker, you know."


Kurt then said, "And what do you think if we took a shop us three, with you as a partner? So you, Leopold, could be always in he shop with one of us and the other could care for the apartment. All would be set, so, wouldn't it?"


"But I don't have a capital sum to become your partner..."


"We have the needed capital. And we would like having you as our business partner, isn't it so, Jacques?"


"Yes, sure, that's a very good idea. And you can also go on teaching us and make use more cultivated... What shop would you like to have, Leopold?"


"I... I never thought about it, but... I think I would like working in a library."


"Good! Yes, wonderful! So we two can also read all we like and learn a lot of things both from you and the books... Accept our proposal, Leopold, please!" Kurt said enthusiast.


"My god... you are catching me unawares..."


"You said you would like, didn't you?"


"Yes but it is not fair if you put up all the capital and I..."


"You, first of all, would be in the shop all the time and us only half of the time. And then you will go on teaching us when we have no clients. And then you know about books, and we don't... And then you have a family to support, and we haven't... Accept, Leopold!"


The young teacher at last agreed. They found a nice shop just one block from the Grande Place. They saw a notary and signed a deed. Leopold ordered a first stock of books. They had decided to call the shop "Le Petit Luxembourg". Jacques and Kurt, to buy and furnish it, had spent only half of their capital and they were very pleased with their new activity.


When in the evening they withdrew to their nice apartment, they were in tender intimacy, and were feeling more and more in love.


"Would you ever have thought, Kurt, that life was going to treat us so well?"


"No, my love."


"We are rich, have a nice apartment and a beautiful library, and are learning a lot of new things..."


"But above all I have you and you have me. This is the real wealth."


"Yes it is so. And then also Leopold and his family... I like when the children call us uncle... We have gained a family, so, right?"


"Yes, it's true."


"And I like a lot staying with you in my arms, here in front of our fireplace..."


"Yes... and going the other room on our wonderful bed..."


"And to have become so elegant... Ah, if our families could see us..."


"Do you miss your family?"


"Yes, a little. How about you?" Kurt asked.


"I do too. But we cannot see them again. They certainly think we are dead... possibly as heroes... Or they got to know we are deserters and are ashamed of us..."


"Yes, Kurt, that's so. But our new family is Leopold with his wife and children."


"Yes, it is. But above all, you are my true family. You, my wonderful lover."


"I, wonderful? You are wonderful!"


"Well, Jacques, we don't have to start fighting on this subject, now. Jacques Mayer..." Kurt said laughing and turned to kiss his friend. "Why don't we make love here before the fireplace?"


"Like when I was working at the inn?" Jacques jested.


"Yes... on the bed is great, of course, but... I now feel like doing it here... and you do so too, I can feel it..." Kurt slyly said, caressing his swollen fly.


He unbuttoned his elegant trousers and pulled it out, starting at once to kiss, lick, suck it.


"Jacques, I want to sit here, on your lap, and be fucked so... Can we try?" Kurt murmured, then continued to lick it.


"Undress, then. I'll go to take the lube..."


"I've got it here already..." Kurt said giving him the small silver container.


"Ah, little rogue, it was all premeditated, then!" Jacques joked opening it while Kurt hurriedly undressed.


"Yes, sure. Do you remember when we used butter?"


"Yes... it also worked well, but made everything greasy... This cream is extraordinary, and also scented. But you never told me how you found it..."


"Thanks to one of our clients..."


"A client? A man?"


"No, a woman..."


"Do I know her?"


"I don't know. She's Madame Marguerite. She is the owner of a brothel..."


"But... and how do you know that?"


"Talking..."


"But... does she know about us?"


"Oh, we will talk about that later, alright? I now want to sit on your beautiful rod..."


"Yes, love, come... I'm ready..."


Kurt sat astride his legs, embraced his neck and hoisted himself on Jacques lap, impaling then himself on the erect stake that Jacques guided with his hand.


"Oh, that's so good! I will never get tired having you inside me!" Kurt panted abandoning himself bodily on that splendid erect pole.


"Hey, no, it wouldn't be fair! I too want you in me!"


"Yes, yes, sure... but later... now kiss me..." Kurt murmured leaning on his lover and starting to spring up and down.


"Oh, Kurt, my Kurt! I like taking you from in front, being able to look in your eyes, to kiss you..."


"I too like doing it so. But any position provided I can feel you inside me or to enter inside you." the boy sweetly answered.


After a long ride in that position until he made his man enjoy a good orgasm, Kurt was very excited said, "And now I want to take you, Jacques!"


"Yes, sure, my love. How do you want to take me, this time?"


"However you like best..."


"Lying on the bed then... on my belly... and you on top of me. I love feeling your body all on top of mine, and..."


"Let's go, then."


They went fast to their bedroom and Jacques finished undressing himself. He laid down and Kurt laid on top of him. Prepared him and went before his hole, quivering.


"Tell me you want me..."


"Yes, Kurt, take me!"


"Tell me..."


"I want you, put it all inside me..." Jacques begged, incredibly excited.


"What do you want all inside you?" Kurt asked raising himself on his arms and knees.


"Your beautiful, hard cock!"


"And where do you want it, love?"


"Into my tight, soft, little ass!"


"Yes... here it is... love!" Kurt said suddenly letting himself go down in one go and slipping all it inside, straight, hard, to the base.


They moaned in unison at their pleasure. Jacques raised his torso arching back and Kurt profited from it to slip his hands under his chest and tease his nipples. Then, leaning elbows and knees on the mattress, he started to vigorously move up and down making the whole bed jump.


"Oh, yes, so, my love! Hard, Kurt, harder..." Jacques panted enjoying that virile and passionate assault.


Kurt licked his neck and shoulders, continuing to vigorously toss up and down. They were telling each other words of love, of passion, of desire. Words that they could repeat the same way for years and that each time would sound as new, beautiful, extraordinary. Words that in another context could seem devoid of modesty or poesy, but that for them were the expression of the most true and pure love.


The big mirror of the closet that was beside the bed was reflecting the most beautiful image of the world - that of two people loving each other.








THE END
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