
 

From Rivers by Martin Michael Driessen 

 

“Pierre and Adele” 

 

Er wird rein durch Feuer, 

Wasser, Luft und Erden 

 

* 

 

The roe deer stumbled when the echo of the shot died away on the hillside, as though it only realized 

then that it had been hit. Its front legs buckled inwards and it slid on its knees towards the river, 

head held high. It was suffering from the kind of panic that can also overcome a human being who 

suddenly realizes that something terrible has happened to them without yet knowing what. Lurching 

on three legs, it tried to reach the other side of the valley. 

 An old man and a young man appeared through the undergrowth, rifles at the ready. Their 

hunting dog set off in barking pursuit. 

 The deer, a young doe, plunged into the river and moved with short, lopsided jumps through 

it, its eyes rolling, dripping jaws held just above the surface of the water. 

 Two more men emerged from the woods on the opposite bank.  

 They held their weapons at the ready too, though they weren’t aiming at the deer but at the 

men facing them. 

 ‘Stop where you are!’ one of them shouted. ‘Don’t set a single foot on our land!’ 

 The deer staggered up the muddy bank towards the inevitable, sank onto its front legs again 

and lay down in the grass, its long neck arched backwards. 

 The hunters approached. The oldest, who walked with difficulty, cracked open his rifle and 

hung it over his arm, pointing downwards; at the same time he used his right hand to feel in the 

pocket of his corduroy jacket before pushing two new cartridges into the barrel.  

 ‘Listen, pal,’ he called out hoarsely. ‘Be reasonable. We shot her on our land. She’s lying five 

metres from us. She’s our bag.’ 

 ‘Not on your life. She’s here, on our land. Everything on our side of the boundary belongs to 

us.’ 



 To reinforce his words, his companion lowered the muzzle of his gun and fired a bullet into 

the deer’s head, his gaze hardly moving from the men facing him. 

 The deer stretched out its legs as though making one last attempt to escape and then gave 

up the ghost.  

Two sets of woods and four people were reflected in the dead deer’s eye, which quickly 

glazed over. What it no longer saw was the gun dog which had swum across the river, whining with 

enthusiasm, and now launched itself at her corpse. 

 ‘Call that bloody dog off,’ the man who had despatched the death blow threatened, ‘or he’ll 

be next.’ 

 ‘Babouche, ici!’ came the shout from the other side. 

 The dog wagged its wet hairy tail in recognition of the command but simultaneously sank its 

teeth into the soft underbelly of the dead animal. 

  ‘Ici, Babouche! Viens!’ 

 ‘Get him back or I’ll shoot him,’ the man repeated, aiming his gun. ‘He’s poaching. I’m within 

my rights.’ 

 ‘Don’t you dare, you son-of-a-bitch!’ the older of the two hunters swore. ‘Heel, Babouche!’ 

 The dog, torn between a sense of duty and bloodthirstiness, pulled a chain of innards from 

the torn abdomen of the doe and began to crawl back through the mud into the river, its ears turned 

backwards to pick up its master’s voice, eyes fixed on the enemy. 

 ‘Make it let go or I’ll shoot!’ 

 The young hunter stepped into the river, deeper than the tops of his wellington boots, 

grabbed the dog by its collar and dragged it onto dry land. 

 The abandoned intestine floated in the flowing water like the end of an umbilical cord.  

 The marksman put his foot on the deer and the last air escaped with a sigh from the corpse’s 

torso. 

 The hunters kicked their dog who didn’t understand what he had done wrong.  

 ‘This means war, you bastard, you know that?’ 

 ‘It’s been war ever since your ancestors joined the heretics, pal. They should have 

exterminated the lot of you. You’ve no business being in France.’ 

 ‘I’m warning you, you filthy collaborator. One step onto our side of the river and we’ll shoot. I 

don’t care whether it’s a dog or your little daughter…’ 

 ‘You’re ridiculous, you old cripple. Put up with it, we’re taking our game home…’ 



 They dragged the roe up the hill by its feet, guns clamped under their arms, as the other 

hunters retreated into the woods on their side of the valley, pulling their confused dog with them. 

 High above their heads, three Mirages tore past, the French army’s new supersonic fighter 

planes. 

 

The valley stretched for several miles but it was narrow: the meadowlands between the edge of the 

woods and the river were no wider than one hundred metres on either side, except at a spot 

featuring the ruins of a shrine from the Merovingian period dedicated to Saint Godebertha, whom no 

one knew anything about. Goats liked to scramble all over it. 

 The land on the right-hand side of the river belonged to the Chrétiens, that on the left to the 

Corbé family, and this had always been the case. The families hated each other, and this had always 

been the case too. 

 The Corbés were Huguenots, the Chrétiens were Catholics. Their farms had been in different 

provinces since the great revolution, and the only thing that connected them was their joint 

possession of that narrow, uninhabited valley in which they allowed their cattle to graze in the 

summer.  

 Since the river dwindled to a small and shallow stream in the summer months, the herds 

would cross it and it was impossible to keep them separate. This liberality didn’t chime with either of 

the two families’ views of the world. There wasn’t a Corbé who wanted a calf from a Catholic bull; 

there wasn’t a Chrétien who would put up with a heretic billy mounting their nanny goat. 

 They came to an agreement to take turns grazing either their cows or their sheep and goats 

in the valley. This lead to new grievances because both parties were firmly convinced that the other 

was profiting more from this. The Chrétien’s heifers trampled the grass in a year that the Corbés only 

had sheep; the Corbés herds of cows were much too big according to the Chrétiens and didn’t leave 

enough space for their sheep and goats. 

 But the biggest problem was that the river was constantly changing its course. Each new 

meander carved the soil from the outside bend, stealing land from one side and donating it to the 

other. In general, this injustice was made good over the following years by a contrary development, 

and considered over the centuries, neither of the families was hard done by. But from generation to 

generation both the Corbés and the Chrétiens were convinced that nature was systematically 

disadvantaging them. 

 The valley remained what it had always been, with its strips of grassland between forested 

hills, and the curving silver ribbon of the Issou more or less in the middle. 

 

Pierre Corbé was seven and stood with rolled-up trouser legs in the stream, catching sticklebacks. His 

younger brother, who was four, had fallen asleep and lay in the grass, the still wet fishing net 

protecting his face from horseflies. 



 Pierre already had a dozen in his jam jar. 

 The Chrétien girls were strolling along the opposite bank. They were wearing straw hats and 

acted as though they were picking berries at the edge of the woods, only there weren’t any berries at 

this time of year. They were all wearing white linen dresses and the oldest sister was at least 

thirteen. They had come to spoil his fun. It’s unfair if you are the oldest and only seven and your 

brother is just an infant, and they come along with a whole gang and the ringleader is almost an adult 

and they are all girls. Even the youngest girl was older than him. This was because Catholics breed 

like rabbits, his father had told him. 

 He had just netted another fine specimen that had been chasing after a water flea and placed 

it in his jam jar when the Chrétien girls swooped in on him like a flock of white vultures. 

 He tried in vain to tug his little brother to his feet in time. 

 ‘Hey, you there,’ a voice rang through the valley, ‘What are you doing there? You’re not 

allowed to stand in our river.’ 

 ‘Your river?’ he shouted back. ‘It’s not your river. The river’s the boundary, and boundaries 

belong to everybody.’ 

 ‘Oh really? is that what Mr. Calvin said? Well, my father says that the river’s the boundary 

and that you heretics are not allowed on our side of it.’ 

 ‘I wasn’t on your side. I was in the middle.’ 

 ‘Oh really? And who does the middle belong to? Is it yours then? The middle doesn’t belong 

to anybody.’ 

 ‘He just caught a stickleback from our side of the river,’ a younger sister said, ‘I saw it.’ 

 ‘You’re not allowed to catch fish in our water,’ the ringleader said, stepping into the water up 

to her calves. ‘Give me that jam jar.’ 

 ‘No way,’ Pierre said courageously. ‘Fish swim wherever they want and I do what I want, too. 

Rome can’t say anything about that as it happens.’ 

 ‘You know what,’ she said, ‘we’ll fight for it. Come on if you dare.’ 

 ‘I don’t fight girls.’ 

 ‘Because you’re a weakling!’ 

 ‘You’re much bigger and there are five or you and I have to look after my brother. That’s 

why.’ 

 ‘If you don’t dare, I’ll come to your side and throw your sticklebacks back into the river.’ 

 As Pierre pulled his little brother to his feet, the girls began to jeer and throw clods of earth 

and pieces of limestone. 



 ‘Filthy heretic! Filthy heretic!’ one of the younger sisters screamed, trying to launch a dried-

up cowpat at his head with a stick. The girls were stronger. They clutched their straw hats, at least 

the ones that hadn’t fallen in the grass, and threw everything they could find at him. And they were 

wearing white dresses while all the mothers, aunties, sisters and nieces in his family wore dark 

clothing. It suited them, he thought, until a rock knocked over his jam pot. He tried to catch the 

thrashing sticklebacks in his hand but it seemed as though they didn’t want to be rescued. 

 At that moment, a far-off buzzing caught their attention. It was a sound the children had 

never heard. It came from the sky. 

 The boys straightened up, their fishing nets in their hands, and the girls did too, hands 

shading their eyes. 

 Beneath the white clouds to the west and above the tops of the trees approached a thing 

they’d never seen or heard before. 

 It was a flying machine. 

 In a part of the world where only falcons and crows usually flew, a thing produced by human 

hand materialized, cleaving through the azure Brittany skies as though they were only now being 

discovered. 

 The ship was a double-decker and, since it was divided by vertical partitions and had a kind of 

cuboid tail, most resembled a crate, or a flying stall; but it was piloted by a clearly visible hero 

wearing a leather cap, who, what’s more it seemed, was waving at them. 

 It lost height above the valley, and headed, swaying on the weak westerly wind, towards 

Nantes. 

 ‘Santos-Dumont!’ Pierre shouted, running after it. 

 ‘Who?’ called the oldest girl. 

 ‘Santos-Dumont!’ Pierre cried. ‘That’s his name, the aviator! He’s from Brazil!’  

 Hollering and waving the children began to follow the aircraft, trying to keep up with the 

shadow that slid across river and valley. 

 ‘Santos-Dumont!’ they cheered as though they had found a shared idol, and then ran after 

him and waved as much as possible, each from their own side of the stream. 

 

It was paradoxical but not illogical for the families to call in a Jewish intermediary to settle their 

dispute. 

 Eduard Salomon was a third generation public notary in Lorient, a calm, well-spoken, still 

young man who read modern writers like Claudel and Romains. The Chrétien vs Corbé case was an 

important source of income for his family and partly thanks to this, his father, who had retired but 

was still involved in the company’s day-to-day affairs, was not keen to find a definitive solution. 



 ‘Supposing that those stubborn farmers reach an agreement – how would that help us? Let 

them keep arguing so that they’ll ask us to mediate each year anew… In an ideal world there would 

be no place for people like us.’ 

 ‘Do you mean for us Jews, or for us lawyers?’ 

 ‘For us lawyers – and watch your tone, Eduard. Everything you are and have, you have me to 

thank for.’ 

 ‘I know, father. I apologise. Another glass of Calvados?’ 

 Eduard refilled the glasses on the folding table. 

 A strong breeze was blowing, the grey-green sea between the steep cliffs on which the villa 

stood and the Ile de Groix, displayed a pattern of frothy streaks. 

 Both men were wearing dark-coloured clothing as befitted their status; the father was 

wearing an old-fashioned suit with a brocade waistcoat, the son was in a sober three-piece suit with 

narrow lapels. 

 ‘I had this villa – which you will inherit – built. I paid for your law degree. Our company makes 

greater profits each year. And you’ve got nothing better to do than change the world?’ 

 ‘Why shouldn’t I change the world if I can?’ Eduard asked. 

 ‘Because you can’t,’ his father said, pouting his fat pale pink lips to sip from his glass. ‘And 

because it wouldn’t be to our advantage.’  

 He wiped his moustache and smoothed his beard. 

 ‘You wouldn’t like a perfect world, would you, father?’ Eduard grinned. 

 ‘No. First of all,’ his father counted on his fingers, ‘because this is my world and I don’t like 

people just changing it. Second, because jobs would be at stake. There would be no place for doctors 

in a perfect world because no one would be sick; no place for judges, lawyers or policemen; nor for 

soldiers or notaries. What’s more, is a perfect world what God really wants for us..?’ 

 ‘You’ve got a theological argument too?’ 

 ‘To the woman He said: with sorrow you shall bring forth children; and to the man He said: in 

the sweat of your face you shall eat bread…’ 

 Eduard shook his head and got up to move the pot containing an oleander out of the wind. 

 ‘I’d still like to show you the plans I want to propose to the families.’ 

 ‘I’d rather have some Camembert and olives.’ 

 ‘I’ve drawn them on maps of the valley.’ 

 ‘My own father showed me some maps like that a long time ago. Nothing ever came of it.’ 



 ‘I’d like to know what you think before I talk to the Chrétiens and the Corbés.’ 

 ‘Go on then. Bring something to weigh them down. And some Camembert and olives please.’ 

 A large chasse-marée with dark red sails sailed across the wind towards the breakwater. The 

old Salomon knew at exactly which moment it would change tack.  

 Eduard unfolded three maps and set down a bottle of wine, a carafe of water, a plate of 

cheese and olives and a marble ashtray on the windy side. 

 But before he could say anything, because his mouth was full, his father began to point at the 

first map upon which the valley had been broken into a north and south part by a line drawn in 

purple pencil, his impatient index finger wagging up and down.  

 ‘Suggested that once myself,’ he said, breaking off a chunk of bread. ‘It’s quite impossible. 

The valley is somewhat wider in the south.’ 

 ‘… I’ve compensated for that…’ 

 ‘… and besides, both families consider the other capable of polluting or poisoning the upper 

reaches of the river if they opt for the southern share.’ 

 ‘And this one?’ 

 ‘I can’t see anything. What’s the idea?’ 

 Eduard pointed at a text he’d calligraphied himself and stuck on: the families would give each 

other the right to the entire valley in turn, for a period of twelve years. 

 ‘That’s creative, I’ll give you that… I think there’s something similar in Leviticus… but I tell 

you, they’ll never agree. The Chrétiens might be able to afford it but the Corbés couldn’t last twelve 

years without that income. Besides, they’d probably chop down all the trees in their last year. Or the 

other party would suspect them of wanting to do that. There’s no set of rules that can counter that. 

After twelve years, war would break out. After a single year, for that matter, if you suggest a shorter 

cycle.’ 

 Eduard sighed and picked up the carafe to fill his glass. The third map blew up and stuck to 

his chest like a paper breastplate. 

 ‘The point is: no solution in which one of the families has to give up part of their land or the 

rights to it has a chance. And without that premise, there will never be a solution. What have you got 

on the third map?’ 

 ‘That’s enough for today. Let’s have a glass of wine; dinner will be ready soon.’ 

 The chasse-marée lowered its gaff sails and only the triangular jib was still visible above the 

harbour walls. 

 ‘Let’s take a look now we’re at it,’ his father said. ‘Then it’ll be off the table.’ 



 Almost reluctantly, Eduard plucked the map from his chest and spread it out again. There 

was a red line right across the length of the valley. 

 ‘Aha, the classic. A fence down the middle. The river meanders to the left or the right but the 

line of demarcation stays the same. A geographical solution completely in the manner of the 

Enlightenment. I can tell you a fine story about that.’ 

 ‘I’m listening,’ Eduard said, pouring two glasses of Bordeaux. 

 ‘My father tried the same thing in 1851, when I was a young law student. It was the largest 

advance in the case we’ve ever made. The families had even declared they’d be prepared to share 

the costs of the surveying the land and building the fence. But…’ 

 ‘… at the last moment one of the families pulled out?’ 

 ‘No. There was heavy rainfall and the valley flooded to the edges of both woods. All the 

better, my father argued: the surveyor can do his work and set his stakes from a boat. The border 

couldn’t be marked more objectively because none of the land was visible.’ 

 ‘Perfect! What went wrong?’ 

 ‘Nothing went wrong with the placement. The whole valley had turned into a lake. There was 

an attractive almost endless straight line of stakes in the water from the upper reaches right down to 

where the territories ended. But when the water receded and the valley became visible again, the 

riverbed had moved: a large new loop to the west, which had given the Chrétiens an extra six 

hundred square metres of mud. And so they went right off the new dividing line.’ 

 ‘And everything stayed the same. My god, the short-sightedness of these people…’ 

 ‘We’ll have to live with it. A few years later there was more land on the Corbés side by the 

way. The truth is they don’t want a solution.’  

 Eduard folded up the maps again, formed a pile the size of a brick with them and 

straightened them up with his fingertips. He bound them together with a black ribbon, like a 

widower might do with letters from his wife. 

 The old Salomon looked on sardonically and sipped his glass of Bordeaux. 

 ‘I’ll archive this,’ Eduard said, ‘yet I do hope to come up with a suggestion one day, 

something they’ll simply have to agree to, so  the case can be closed.’ 

 ‘Dream on,’ his father said. ‘Our name may be Salomon, but wisdom isn’t enough for this 

one.’ 

 

translated by Michele Hutchison 

 


