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Preface
&¥%o

HAVE NOT invented anything in this book. The sketches
I and poems were written between 1914 and 1918, during
four years of hospital work with the French Army. The five |
stories I have written recently from memory; they recount true
’H episodes that I cannot forget.
[ have called the collection of fragments “The Forbidden
Zone” because the strip of land immediately behind the zone of
h fire where 1 was stationed went by that name in the French

Army. We were moved up and down inside it; our hospital unit

was shifted from Flanders to the Somme, then to Champagne,
and then back again to Belgium, but we never left “La Zone
Interdite.” i

To those who find these impressions confused, I would say
that they are fragments of a great confusion. Any attempt to re-
duce them to order would require artifice on my part and
would falsify them. To those on the other hand who find them
unbearably plain, I would say that [ have blurred the bare hor-
ror of facts and softened the reality in spite of myself, not be-
cause:'él wished to do so, but because I was incapable of a
nearer approach to the truth.

I have dared to dedicate these pages to the Poilus who
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passed through our hands during the war, because I believe
they would recognise the dimmed reality reflected in these pic-
tures. But the book is not meant for them. They know, not only
everything that is contained in it, but all the rest that can never
be written.

THE AUTHOR.
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uD: and a thin rain coming down to make more mud.
’ \ / ‘ Mud: with scraps of iron lying in it and the strag-
gling fragment of a nation, lolling, hanging about in

the mud on the edge of disaster.

It is quiet here. The rain and the mud muffle the voice of the
war that is growling beyond the horizon. But if you listen you
can hear cataracts of iron pouring down channels in the sod-
den land, and you feel the earth trembling.

Back there is France, just behind the windmill. To the north,
the coast; a coast without a port, futile. On our right? That's
the road to Ypres. The less said about that road the better: no
one goes down it for choice—it’s British now. Ahead of us,
then? No, you can’t get out that way. No, there’s no frontier,
just a bleeding edge, trenches. That's where the enemy took his
last bite, fastened his iron teeth, and stuffed to bursting,
stopped devouring Belgium, left this strip, these useless fields,
these crumpled dwellings.

Cities? None. Towns? No whole ones. Yes, there are half a
dozen villages. But there is plenty of mud, and a thin silent
rain falling to make more mud—mud with things lying in it,

wheels, broken motors, parts of houses, graves.
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This is what is left of Belgium. Come, I'll show you. Here are
trees drooping along a canal, ploughed fields, roads leading
into sand dunes, roofless houses. There’s a farm, an old woman
with a crooked back feeding chickens, a convoy of motor lor-
ries round a barn; they squat like elephants. And here is a vil-
lage crouching in the mud: the cobblestone street is slippery
and smeared with refuse, and there is a yellow cat sitting in
a window. This is the headquarters of the Belgian Army. You
see those men, lolling in the doorways—uncouth, dishevelled,
dirty? They are soldiers. You can read on their heavy jowls, in
their stupefied, patient, hopeless eyes, how boring it is to be a
hero.

The king is here. His office is in the schoolroom down the
street, a little way past the church, just beyond the dung heap.
If we wait we may see him. Let's stand with these people in the
rain and wait.

A band is going to play to the army. Yes, I told you, this is the
army—these stolid men standing aimlessly in the drizzle, and
these who come stumbling along the slippery ditches, and
those leaning in degraded doorways. They fought their way out
of Liége and Namur, followed the king here; they are what is
left of plucky little Belgium's heroic army.

And the song of the nation that comes from the horns in the
front of the wine shop, the song that sounds like the bleating
of sheep, can it help them? Can it deceive them? Can it whisk
from their faces the stale despair, the unutterable boredom,
and brighten their disappointed eyes? They are so few, and
they have nothing to do but stand in the rain waiting. When
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the band stops they will disappear into the estaminet to warm
their stomachs with wine and cuddle the round-cheeked girls.
What else can they do? The French are on one side of them,
the British on the other, and the enemy in front. They cannot
go back; to go back is to retreat, and they have been retreating
ever since they can remember. They can retreat no farther.
This village is where they stop. At one end of it is a pigsty, at
the other end is a grave-yard, and all about are flats of mud.
Can the noise, the rhythmical beating of the drum, the piping,
the hoarse shrieking, help these men, make them believe,
make them glad to be heroes? They have nowhere to go now
and nothing to do. There is nothing but mud all about, and a
soft fine rain coming down to make more mud—mud with a
broken fragment of a nation lolling in it, hanging about waiting
in it behind the shelter of a disaster that has been accom-
plished.

Come away, for God's sake—come away. Let’s go back to
Dunkerque. The king? Didn't you see him? He came out of the
schoolhouse some time ago and drove away toward the sand-
dunes—a big fair man in uniform. You didn’t notice? Never

mind. Come away.
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could not read it, but I could see that he was weaker. Perhaps it
was his increased pallor that made his eyes so enormously dark
and mysterious. Toward evening he grew delirious, but he tore
off his bandage all the same, in the middle of the night. He
managed to do that. It was his last effort, his last fumbling des-
perate and determined act. His fixed idea prevailed through his
delirium, his will triumphed. It was enough. He was uncon-
scious next morning and he died two days later, calling in his

weary abysmal heart for Rosa, though we could not hear him.
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arranged that men should be broken and that they should
be mended: Just as you send your clothes to the laundry
and mend them when they come back, so we send our men to

IT is aLL carefully arranged. Everything is arranged. It is

the trenches and mend them when they come back again. You
send your socks and your shirts again and again to the laundry,
and you sew up the tears and clip the ravelled edges again and
again just as many times as they will stand it. And then you
throw them away. And we send our men to the war again and
again, just as long as they will stand it; just until they are dead,
and then we throw them into the ground.

It is all arranged. Ten kilometres from here along the road is
the place where men are wounded. This is the place where
they are mended. We have all the things here for mending, the
tables and the needles, and the thread and the knives and the
scissors, and many curious things that you never use for your
clothes.

We bring our men up along the dusty road where the bushes
grow on either side and the green trees. They come by in the
mornings in companies, marching with strong legs, with firm
steps. They carry their knapsacks easily. Their knapsacks and
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their guns and their greatcoats are not heavy for them. They
wear their caps jauntily, tilted to one side. Their faces are
ruddy and their eyes bright. They smile and call out with
strong voices. They throw kisses to the girls in the fields.

We send our men up the broken road between bushes of
barbed wire and they come back to us, one by one, two By two
in ambulances, lying on stretchers. They lie on their backs on
the stretchers and are pulled out of the ambulances as loaves
of bread are pulled out of the oven. The stretchers slide out of
the mouths of the ambulances with the men on them. The
men cannot move. They are carried into a shed, unclean bun-
dles, very heavy, covered with brown blankets.

We receive these bundles. We pull off a blanket. We observe
that this is a man. He makes feeble whining sounds like an ani-
mal. He lies still; he smells bad; he smells like a corpse; he can
only move his tongue; he tries to moisten his lips with his
tongue.

This is the place where he is to be mended. We lift him on to
a table. We peel off his clothes, his coat and his shirt and his
trousers and his boots. We handle his clothes that are stiff with
blood. We cut off his shirt with large scissors. We stare at the
obscene sight of his innocent wounds. He allows us to do this.
He is helpless to stop us. We wash off the dry blood round the
edges of his wounds. He suffers us to do as we like with him.
He says no word except that he is thirsty and we do not give
him to drink.

We confer together over his body and he hears us. We dis-
cuss his different parts in terms that he does not understand,
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but he listens while we make calculations with his heart beats
and the pumping breath of his lungs.

We conspire against his right to die. We experiment with his
bones, his muscles, his sinews, his blood. We dig into the
yawning mouths of his wounds. Helpless openings, they let us
into the secret places of his body. We plunge deep into his
body. We make discoveries within his body. To the shame of the
havoc of his limbs we add the insult of our curiosity and the
curse of our purpose, the purpose to remake him. We lay odds
on his chances of escape, and we combat with Death, his sav-
iour.

It is our business to do this. He knows and he allows us to do
it. He finds himself in the operating room. He lays himself out.
He bares himself to our knives. His mind is annihilated. He
pours out his blood, unconscious. His red blood is spilled and
pours over the table on to the floor while he sleeps.

After this, while he is still asleep, we carry him into another
place and put him to bed. He awakes bewildered as children
do, expecting, perhaps, to find himself at home with his
mother leaning over him, and he moans a little and then lies
still again. He is helpless, so we do for him what he cannot do
for himself, and he is grateful. He accepts his helplessness. He
is obedient. We feed him, and he eats. We fatten him up, and
he allows himself to be fattened. Day after day he lies there
and we watch him. All day and all night he is watched. Every
day his wounds are uncovered and cleaned, scraped and
washed and bound up again. His body does not belong to him.

It belongs to us for the moment, not for long. He knows why
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we tend it so carefully. He knows what we are fattening and
cleaning it up for; and while we handle it he smiles.

He is only one among thousands. They are all the same,
They all let us do with them what we like. They all smile as if
they were grateful. When we hurt them they try not to cry out,
not wishing to hurt our feelings. And often they apologise for
dying. They would not die and disappoint us if they could help
it. Indeed, in their helplessness they do the best they can to
help us get them ready to go back again.

It is only ten kilometres up the road, the place where they go
to be torn again and mangled. Listen; you can hear how well it
works. There is the sound of cannon and the sound of the am-
bulances bringing the wounded, and the sound of the tramp of
strong men going along the road to fill the empty places.

Do you hear? Do you understand? It is all arranged just as it
should be.
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Blind

HE DOOR at the end of the baraque kept opening and
Tshutting to let in the stretcher bearers. As soon as it

opened a crack the wind scurried in and came hopping
toward me across the bodies of the men that covered the floar,
nosing under the blankets, lifting the flaps of heavy coats, and
burrowing among the loose heaps of clothing and soiled ban-
dages. Then the grizzled head of a stretcher bearer would ap-
pear, butting its way in, and he would emerge out of the black
storm into the bright fog that seemed to fill the place, dragging
the stretcher after him, and then the old one at the other end
of the load would follow, and they would come slowly down the
centre of the hut looking for a clear place on the floor.

The men were laid out in three rows on either side of the
central alley way. It was a big hut, and there were about sixty
stretchers in each row. There was space between the heads of
one row and the feet of another row, but no space to pass be-
tween the stretchers in the same row; they touched. The old
territorials who worked with me passed up and down between
the heads and feet. I had a squad of thirty of these old orderlies
and two sergeants and two priests, who were expert dressers.
Wooden screens screened off the end of the hut opposite the
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entrance, Behind these were the two dressing tables where the
priests dressed the wounds of the new arrivals and got them
ready for the surgeons, after the old men had undressed them
and washed their feet. In one corner was my kitchen where |
kept all my syringes and hypodermic needles and stimulants.

It was just before midnight when the stretcher bearers
brought in the blind man and there was no space on the floor
anywhere; so they stood waiting, not knowing what to do with
him.

I said from the floor in the second row: “Just a minute, old
ones. You can put him here in a minute.” So they waited with
the blind man suspended in the bright, hot, misty air between
them, like a pair of old horses in shafts with their heads down,
while the little boy who had been crying for his mother died
with his head on my breast. Perhaps he thought the arms hold-
ing him when he jerked back and died belonged to some
woman | had never seen, some woman waiting somewhere for
news of him in some village, somewhere in France. How many
women, | wondered, were waiting out there in the distance for
news of these men who were lying on the floor? But I stopped
thinking about this the minute the boy was dead. It didn't do to
think. I didn’t as a rule, but the boy's very young voice had star-
tled me. It had come through to me as a real voice will sound
sometimes through a dream, almost waking you, but now it
had stopped, and the dream was thick round me again, and 1
laid him down, covered his face with the brown blanket, and
called two other old ones.

“ . . .
Put this one in the corridor to make more room here,” |
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said; and | saw them lift him up. When they had taken him
away, the stretcher bearers who had been waiting brought the
blind one and put him down in the cleared space. They had to
come round to the end of the front row and down between the
row of feet and row of heads; they had to be very careful where
they stepped; they had to lower the stretcher cautiously so as
not to jostle the men on either side (there was just room), but
these paid no attention. None of the men lying packed to-
gether on the floor noticed each other in this curious dream-
place.

I had watched this out of the corner of my eye, busy with
something that was not very like a man. The limbs seemed to
be held together only by the strong stuff of the uniform. The
head was unrecognisable. It was a monstrous thing, and a
dreadful rattling sound came from it. I looked up and saw the
chief surgeon standing over me. I don’t know how he got there.
His small shrunken face was wet and white; his eyes were bril-
liant and feverish; his incredible hands that saved so many
men so exquisitely, so quickly, were in the pockets of his white
coat.

“Give him morphine,” he said, “a double dose. As much as
you like.” He pulled a cigarette out of his pocket. “In cases like
this, if I am not about, give morphine; enough, you under-
stand.” Then he vanished like a ghost. He went back to his op-
erating room, a small white figure with round shoulders, a ma-
gician, who performed miracles with knives. He went away
through the dream.

1 gave the morphine, then crawled over and looked at the
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blind man’s ticket. I did not know, of course, that he was blind
until I read his ticket. A large round white helmet covered the
top half of his head and face; only his nostrils and mouth and
chin were uncovered. The surgeon in the dressing station be-
hind the trenches had written on his ticket, “Shot through the
eyes. Blind.”

Did he know? I asked myself. No, he couldn’t know yet. He
would still be wondering, waiting, hoping, down there in that
deep, dark silence of his, in his own dark personal world. He
didn’t know he was blind; no one would have told him. 1 fel¢
his pulse. It was strong and steady. He was a long, thin man,
but his body was not very cold and the pale lower half of his
clear-cut face was not very pale. There was something beauti-
ful about him. In his case there was no hurry, no necessity to
rush him through to the operating room. There was plenty of
time. He would always be blind.

One of the orderlies was going up and down with hot tea in a
bucket. I beckoned to him.

I said to the blind one: “Here is a drink.” He didn't hear me,
so I said it more loudly against the bandage, and helped him
lift his head, and held the tin cup to his mouth below the thick
edge of the bandage. 1 did not think then of what was hidden
under the bandage. I think of it now. Another head case across
the hut had thrown off his blanket and risen from his stretcher.
He was standing stark naked except for his head bandage, in
the middle of the hut, and was haranguing the crowd in a loud
voice with the gestures of a political orator. But the crowd, ly-

{148}

. — = o=

Blind

ing on the floor, paid no attention to him. They did not notice
him. I called to Gustave and Pierre to go to him.

The blind man said to me: “Thank you, sister, you are very
kind. Th:;t is good. I thank you.” He had a beautiful voice. I no-
ticed the great courtesy of his speech. But they were all courte-
ous. Their courtesy when they died, their reluctance to cause
me any trouble by dying or suffering, was one of the things it
didn't do to think about.

Then I left him, and presently forgot that he was there wait-
ing in the second row of stretchers on the left side of the long
crowded floor.

Gustave and Pierre had got the naked orator back on to his
stretcher and were wrapping him up again in his blankets. 1 let
them deal with him and went back to my kitchen at the other
end of the hut, where my syringes and hypodermic needles
were boiling in saucepans. I had received by post that same
morning a dozen beautiful new platinum needles. I was very
pleased with them. I said to one of the dressers as I fixed a
needle on my syringe and held it up, squirting the liquid
through it: “Look. I've some lovely new needles.” He said:
“Come and help me a moment. Just cut this bandage, please.”
I went over to his dressing-table. He darted off to a voice that
was shrieking somewhere. There was a man stretched on the

table. His brain came off in my hands when 1 lifted the ban-
dage from his head.

When the dresser came back I said: “His brain came off on

the bandage.”
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“Where have you put it?”

“I put it in the pail under the table.”

“It’s only one half of his brain,” he said, looking into the
man’s skull. “The rest is here.”

I left him to finish the dressing and went about my own busi-
ness. I had much to do.

It was my business to sort out the wounded as they were
brought in from the ambulances and to keep them from dying
before they got to the operating rooms: it was my business to
sort out the nearly dying from the dying. 1 was there to sort
them out and tell how fast life was ebbing from them. Life was
leaking away from all of them; but with some there was no
hurry, with others it was a case of minutes. It was my business
to create a counter-wave of life, to create the flow against the
ebb. It was like a tug of war with the tide. The ebb of life was
cold. When life was ebbing the man was cold; when it began to
flow back, he grew warm. It was all, you see, like a dream. The
dying men on the floor were drowned men cast up on the
beach, and there was the ebb of life pouring away over them,
sucking them away, an invisible tide; and my old orderlies, like
old sea-salts out of a lifeboat, were working to save them. 1 had
to watch, to see if they were slipping, being dragged away. If a
man were slipping quickly, being sucked down rapidly, I sent
runners to the operating rooms. There were six operating
rooms on either side of my hut. Medical students in white
coats hurried back and forth along the covered corridors be-
tween us. It was my business to know which of the wounded
could wait and which could not. I had to decide for myself.
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There was no one to tell me. If I made any mistakes, some
would die on their stretchers on the floor under my eyes who
need not have died. I didn't worry. 1 didn’t think. 1 was too
busy, too absorbed in what I was doing. I had to judge from
what was written on their tickets and from the way they looked
and the way they felt to my hand. My hand could tell of itself
one kind of cold from another. They were all half-frozen when
they arrived, but the chill of their icy flesh wasn’t the same as
the cold inside them when life was almost ebbed away. My
hands could instantly tell the difference between the cold of
the harsh bitter night and the stealthy cold of death. Then
there was another thing, a small fluttering thing. I didn’t think
about it or count it. My fingers felt it. | was in a dream, led this
way and that by my acute eyes and hands that did many things,
and seemed to know what to do.

Sometimes there was no time to read the ticket or touch the
pulse. The door kept opening and shutting to let in the
stretcher-bearers whatever 1 was doing. I could not watch
when I was giving piqiires; but, standing by my table filling a
syringe, I could look down over the rough forms that covered
the floor and pick out at a distance this one and that one. I had
been doing this for two years, and had learned to read the
signs. [ could tell from the way they twitched, from the pecu-
liar shade of a pallid face, from the look of tight pinched-in
nostrils, and in other ways which I could not have explained,
that this or that one was slipping over the edge of the beach of
life. Then I would go quickly with my long saline needles, or
short thick camphor oil needles, and send one of the old ones
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hurrying along the corridor to the operating rooms. But some-
times there was no need to hurry; sometimes I was too late;
with some there was no longer any question of the ebb and
flow of life and death; there was nothing to do.

The hospital throbbed and hummed that night like a dy-
namo. The operating rooms were ablaze; twelve surgical
équipes were at work; boilers steamed and whistled; nurses
hurried in and out of the sterilizing rooms carrying big shining
metal boxes and enamelled trays; feet were running, slower
feet'shuffling. The hospital was going full steam ahead. I had a
sense of great power, exhilaration and excitement. A loud wind
was howling. It was throwing itself like a pack of wolves against
the flimsy wooden walls, and the guns were growling. Their
voices were dying away. | thought of them as a pack of beaten
dogs, slinking away across the.dark waste where the dead were
lying and the wounded who had not yet been picked up, their
only cover the windy blanket of the bitter November night.

And I was happy. It seemed to me that the crazy crowded
bright hot shelter was a beautiful place. I thought, “This is the
second battlefield. The battle now is going on over the helpless
bodies of these men. It is we who are doing the fighting now,
with their real enemies.” And I thought of the chief surgeon,
the wizard working like lightning through the night, and all the
others wielding their flashing knives against the invisible en-
emy. The wounded had begun to arrive at noon. It was now
past midnight, and the door kept opening and shutting to let in
the stretcher-bearers, and the ambulances kept lurching in at
the gate. Lanterns were moving through the windy dark, from
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shed to shed. The nurses were out there in the scattered huts,
putting the men to bed when they came over the dark ground,
asleep, from the operating rooms. They would wake up in
clean warm beds—those who did wake up.

“We will send you the dying, the desperate, the moribund,”
the Inspector-General had said. “You must expect a thirty per
cent. mortality.” So we had got ready for it; we had organised to
dispute that figure.

We had built brick ovens, four of them, down the centre of
the hut,’and on top of these, galvanised iron cauldrons of boil-
ing water were steaming. We had driven nails all the way down
the wooden posts that held up the roof and festooned the posts
with red rubber hot-water bottles. In the corner near to my
kitchen we had partitioned off a cubicle, where.we built a light
bed, a rough wooden frame lined with electric light bulbs,
where a man could be cooked back to life again. My own
kitchen was an arrangement of shelves for saucepans and sy-
ringes and needles of different sizes, and cardboard boxes full
of ampoules of camphor oil and strychnine and caffeine and
morphine, and large ampoules of sterilized salt and water, and
dozens of beautiful sharp shining needles were always on the
boil.

It wasn’t much to look at, this reception hut. It was about as
attractive as a goods yard in a railway station, but we were very
proud of it, my old ones and 1. We had got it ready, and it was
good enough for us. We could revive the cold dead there;
snatch back the men who were slipping over the edge; hoist
them out-of the dark abyss into life again. And because our
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mortality at the end of three months was only nineteen. per
cent., not thirty, well it was the most beautiful place in the
world to me and my old grizzled Pépéres, Gaston and Pierre
and Leroux and the others were to me like shining archangels.
But I didn’t think about this. I think of it now. I only knew it
then, and was happy. Yes, I was happy there.

Looking back, 1 do not understand that woman—myself—
standing in that confused goods yard filled with bundles of bro-
ken human flesh. The place by one o’clock in the morning was
a shambles. The air was thick with steaming sweat, with the
effluvia of mud, dift, blood. The men lay in their stiff uniforms
that were caked with mud and dried blood, their great boots on
their feet; stained bandages showing where a trouser leg or a
sleeve had been cut away. Their faces gleamed faintly, with a
faint phosphorescence. Some who could not breathe lying
down were propped up on their stretchers against the wall, but
most were prone on their backs, staring at the steep iron roof.

The.old orderlies moved from one stretcher to another, care-
fully, among the piles of clothing, boots and blood-soaked ban-
dages—careful not to step on a hand or a sprawling twisted
foot. They carried zinc pails of hot water and slabs of yellow
soap and scrubbing brushes. They gathered up the heaps of
clothing, and made little bundles of the small things out of
pockets, or knelt humbly, washing the big yellow stinking feet
that protruded from under the brown blankets. It was the busi-
ness of these old ones to undress the wounded, wash them,
wrap them in blankets, and put hot-water bottles at their feet
and sides. It was a difficult business peeling the stiff uniform
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from a man whose hip or shoulder was fractured, but the old
ones were careful. Their big peasant hands were gentle—very,
very gentle and careful. They handled the wounded men as if
they were children. Now, looking back, I see their rough pow-
erful visages, their shaggy eyebrows, their big clumsy, gentle
hands. I see them go down on their stiff knees; 1 hear their
shuffling feet and their soft gruff voices answering the voices
of the wounded, who are calling to them for drinks, or to God
for mercy.

The old ones had orders from the commandant not to cut
the good cloth of the uniforms if they could help it, but they
had orders from me not to hurt the men, and they obeyed me.
They slit up the heavy trousers and slashed across the stiff tu-
nics with long scissors, and pulled very slowly, very_carefully at
the heavy boots, and the wounded men did not groan or cry out
very much. They were mostly very quiet. When they did cry out
they usually apologised for the annoyance of their agony. Only
now and then a wind of pain would sweep over the floor, toss-
ing the legs and arms, then subside again.

I think that woman, myself, must have been in a trance, or
under some horrid spell. Her feet are lumps of fire, her face is
clammy, her apron is splashed with blood; but she moves
ceaselessly about with bright burning eyes and handles the
dreadful wreckage of men as if in a dream. She does not seem
to notice the wounds or the blood. Her eyes seem to be watch-
ing something that comes and goes and darts in and out among
the prone bodies. Her eyes and her hands and her ears are
alert, intent on the unseen thing that scurries and hides and

{155}




The Forbidden Zone

jumps out of the corner on to the face of a man when she’s not
looking. But quick, something makes her turn. Quick, she is
over there, on her knees fighting the thing off, driving it away,
and now it’s got another victim. It's like a dreadful game of
hide and seek among the wounded. All her faculties are intent
on it. The other things that are going on, she deals with auto-
matically.

There is a constant coming and going. Medical students run
in and out.

“What have you got ready?”

“I've got three knees, two spines, five abdomens, twelve
heads. Here’s a lung case—hamorrhage. He can't wait.” She is
binding the man’s chest; she doesn’t look up.

“Send him along.”

“Pierre! Gaston! Call the stretcher-bearers to take the lung
to Monsieur D .” She fastens the tight bandage; tucks the
blanket quickly round the thin shoulders. The old men lift
him. She hurries back to her saucepans to get a new needle.

A surgeon appears.

“Where’s that-knee of mine? I left it in the saucepan on the
window ledge. I had boiled it up for an experiment.”

“One of the orderlies must have taken it,” she says, putting
her old needle on to boil.

“Good God! Did he mistake:it?”

“Jean, did you take a saucepan you found on the window-
sill?”

“Yes, sister, I took it. I thought it was for the casse-croiite; it
looked like a ragout of mouton. I have it here.”
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“Well, it was lucky he didn't eat it. It was a knee 1 had cut
out, you know.”

It is time for the old ones’ casse-croite. It is after one
o'clock. At one o’clock the orderlies have cups of coffee and
chunks of bread and meat. They eat their supper gathered
round the stoves where the iron cauldrons are boiling. The sur-
geons and the sisters attached to the operating rooms are
drinking coffee too in the sterilizing rooms. I do not want any
supper. | am not hungry. I am not tired. [ am busy. My eyes are
busy and my fingers. I am conscious of nothing about myself
but my eyes, hands and feet. My feet are a nuisance, they are
swollen, hurting lumps, but my fingers are perfectly satisfac-
tory. They are expert in the handling of frail glass ampoules
and syringes and needles. I go from one man to another jab-
bing the sharp needles into their sides, rubbing their skins with
iodine, and each time I pick my way back across their bodies to
fetch a fresh needle I scan the surface of the floor where the
men are spread like a carpet, for signs, for:my special secret
signals of death.

“Aha! I'll catch you out again.” Quick, to that one. That jerk-
ing! That sudden livid hue spreading over his form. “Quick,
Emile! Pierre!” I have lifted the blanket. The blood is pouring
out on the floor under the stretcher. “Get the tourniquet. Hold
his leg up. Now then, tight—tighter. Now call the stretcher
bearers.”

Someone near is having a fit. Is it epilepsy? I don’t know. His
mouth is frothy. His eyes are rolling. He tries to fling himself
on the floor. He falls with a thud across his neighbour, who

{157}




The Forl)iclden Zone

does not notice. The man just beyond propped up against the
wall, watches as if from a great distance. He has a gentle pa-
tient face; this spectacle does not concern him.

The door keeps opening and shutting to let in the stretcher-

bearers. The wounded are carried in at the end door and are
carried out to the operating rooms at either side. The sergeant
is counting the treasures out of a dead man'’s pockets. He is ty-
ing his little things, his letters and briquet, etc., up in a hand-
kerchief. Some of the old ones are munching 'their bread and
meat in the centre of the hut under the electric light. The
others are busy with their pails and scissors. They shuffle
about, kneeling, scrubbing, filling hot-water bottles. I see it all
through a mist. It is misty but eternal. It is a scene in eternity,
in some strange dream-hell where [ am glad to be employed,
where I belong, where I am happy. How crowded together we
are here. How close we are in this nightmare. The wounded
are packed into this place like sardines, and we are so close to
them, my old ones and L. I've never been so close before to hu-
man beings. We are locked together, the old ones and I, and
.the wounded men; we are bound together. We all feel it. We all
know it. The same thing is throbbing in us, the single thing,
the one life. We are one.body, suffering and bleeding. It is a
'kind of bliss to me to feel this. I am-a little delirious, but my
head is cool enough, it seems to me.

“No, not_that one. He can wait. Take the next one to Mon-
sieur D

, and this one to Monsieur Guy, and this one to
Monsieur Robert. We will put this one on the electric-light
bed; he has no pulse. More hot-water bottles here, Gaston.
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“Do you feel cold, mon vieux?”

“Yes, I think so, but pray do not trouble.”

I go with him into the little cubicle, turn on the light bulbs,
leave him to cook there; and as I come out again to face the
strange heaving dream, I suddenly hear a voice calling me, a
new far-away hollow voice.

“Sister! My sister! Where are you?”

1 am startled. It sounds so far away, so hollow and so sweet.
It sounds like a bell high up in the mountains. 1 do not know
where it comes from. I look down over the rows of men lying
on their backs, one close to the other, packed together on the
floor, and I cannot tell where the voice comes from. Then I
hear it again.

“Sister! Oh, my sister, where are you?”

A lost voice. The voice of a lost man, wandering in the

~ mountains, in the night. It is the blind man calling. I had for-
gotten him. I had forgotten that he was there. He could wait.
The others could not wait. So I had left him and forgotten him.

Something in his voice made me run, made my heart miss a
beat. I ran down the centre alley way, round and up again, be-
tween the two rows, quickly, carefully stepping across to him
over the stretchers that separated us. He was in the second
row. I could just squeeze through to him.

“I am coming,” I called to him. “I am coming.”

I knelt beside him. “I am here,” I said; but he lay quite still
on his back; he didn’t move at all; he hadn’t heard me. So 1
took his hand and put my mouth close to his bandaged head
and called to him with desperate entreaty.
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“I am here. What is it? What is the matter?”

He didn’t move even then, but he gave a long shuddering
sigh of relief.

“I thought I had been abandoned here, 2all alone,” he said
softly in his far-away voice.

I seemed to awake then. I looked round me and began to
tremble, as one would tremble if one awoke with one’s head
over the edge of a precipice. I saw the wounded packed round
us, hemming us in. [ saw his comrades, thick round him, and
the old ones shuffling about, working and munching their
hunks of bread, and the door opening to let in the stretcher
bearers. The light poured down on the rows of faces. They
gleamed faintly. Four hundred faces were staring up at the
roof, side by side. The blind man didn’t know. He thought he
was alone, out in the dark. That was the precipice, that reality.

“You are not alone,” 1 lied. “There are many of your com-
rades here, and I am here, and there are doctors and nurses.
You are with friends here, not alone.”

“I thought,” he murmured in that far-away voice, “that you

had gone away and forgotten me, and that I was abandoned

here alone.”

‘My body rattled and jerked like a machine out of order. I was
awake now, and I seemed to be breaking to pieces.

“No,” I managed to lie again. “I had not forgotten you, nor
left you alone.” And I looked down again at the visible half of
his face and saw that his lips were smiling.

At that I fled from him. I ran down the long, dreadful hut
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and hid behind my screen and cowered, sobbing, in a corner,
hiding my face.

The old ones were very troubled. They didn’t know what to
do. Presently I heard them whispering:

“She is tired,” one said.

“Yes, she is tired.”

“She should go off to bed,” another said.

“We will manage somehow without her,” they said.

Then one of them timidly stuck a grizzled head round the
corner of the screen. He held his tin cup in his hands. It was
full of hot coffee. He held it out, offering it to me. He didn't
know of anything else that he could do for me.
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