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La Fourche

Anne Sauvy
Translated byJane Taylor

In Chamonix there was an old guide who always used to say: 'Every conceivable
sign is a sign of bad weather, and worst of all is the absence of signs.... '

There is something in this. For the habitue the Chamonix valley, which
enjoys quite unusually heavy rainfall, is a veritable compendium of weather signs
all indicative of storm and rain: west wind; red sky in the morning; pale or watery
sun in late afternoon; halo round the sun; stars particularly brilliant; pall of
smoke lying flat along the valley; tap-water flowing milky; mountains looking
very close; cottonwool clouds or, worse yet, clouds in long trailing reddish fronds;
long plume of cloud on Mont Blanc; hat on the Verte.... True cognoscenti turn
to the animal kingdom as well: trouble is on the way if flies are unusually
aggressive; if bees hover around the hives; if slugs take to the road or spiders take
shelter; if swallows swoop along the ground; or if the cows are lying down (this
last phenomenon unfortunately has become more difficult to observe over the
years as more and more holiday flats leave less and less room for cows ... ). At high
altitude there are other signs to alarm the alpinist, such as humming ice-axes; hair
rising gently on the scalp; or a faint sound of crackling. And absurd as it may
seem, some few alpinists (no doubt for uncomfortably Freudian reasons) attach
some importance to the movements of the barometer and the obiter dicta of the
weather forecast. ...

The weather-signs are legion then, but at one time one sign was universally
recognised as infallible: the arrival in the Chamonix Valley of the unfortunate
Georges Faustin.

No sooner was his tent up, indeed sometimes no sooner had he set foot in the
valley, than the cloudless blue sky would turn a livid grey, heavy clouds would
mass on the horizon, and rain would begin to drip dispiritedly on the larch trees
and chalet roofs. These premonitory signs were followed, invariably, by a
prolonged depression which settled over the Alps and whose dampest days were
those which Faustin chose to walk up to a hut.

At first it was just a joke. Every year the phenomenon provided some of the best
laughs of the season, and indeed one year, when Faustin was known to be on his
way and when the forecasts, predictably, were growing progressively more
gloomy, some climbers paraded on the square with a banner reading: 'Save Our
Season! Faustin Out!' But the joke soon wore thin, and there came a time when
more prudent climbers would discover the dates of Faustin's holiday before
laying their own plans.

Faustin himself was never discouraged. He became a walking catalogue of
species of Chamonix rain: Scotch mist, drizzle, driving, freezing, thunderstorm,
cloudburst.... Over thirty years of experience, he built up an impressive Alpine
list comprising all varieties ofhut-bashes-in-pouring-rain, descents-in-white-out,
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hurried-retreats-in-blizzard - all adventures which may have had their heroic
moments, but which scarcely added up to glory. In all those years, he had
achieved only a short list of climbs and the quality even of those fell well short of
his dreams. In spite of appearances, he was perhaps not so bad a climber; but his
career was necessarily a modest one, and it was allied with an unhappy reputation
for bringing bad luck.

Everybody knew him. He was always around, hovering on the fringe: every
Thursday evening in winter at the Club Alpin headquarters in the Rue la Boetie,
and in summer occasionally in a hut, but more often in whatever bar was
currently 'in': the Potiniere, the Drug-Store, the Choucas. There he would be,
with his long thin nose and his mournful doggy brown eyes, battening on other
people's stories and other people's jokes; on occasion he would try and get in some
anecdote of his own, but he would soon find that no-one was listening, and he
would fall silent in favour of some other speaker who was better able to please the
crowd.

But nothing dimmed his enthusiasm. The mountains were his life, and his life
contained precious little else. He lived alone. Very few people remembered that
he had, once, almost got married, and that tHe engagement had been abruptly
broken off when his fiancee unwisely asked him to choose between the
mountains and herself. Faustin, unhesitatingly, had chosen the mountains. In
professional terms his life was no more successful; when young he had spent his
time climbing rather than studying, so that now, at over fifty, he held a mediocre
post in a rather second-rate laboratory, where he still spent much of his time
dreaming of the mountains like an adolescent. Every inch ofevery wall ofhis little
flat was papered with superb photos of soaring ridges, plunging faces, sparkling
snows. He had the complete range ofVallot Guides, Kurtz Guides, topo-guides,
and spent every winter planning every detail of every route for the following
summer - the one that would be the summer, his summer. This time he would be
one of a remarkable team doing the most sensational routes - and the following
autumn he would come back to Paris the uncrowned king of the Alps. La
Montagne would 'phone to ask him to write articles: North Faces Across the
Oberland; 5 x 4,000: A Two-Day Solo Epic. And that would teach them to call
him 'poor old Faustin!' But then, invariably, inexorably, the grey drizzle would
set in as his season started.

Surprisingly, he seemed reasonably content with his lot, and with the very
modest place he held in Alpine circles. But as he grew older, the climbers he had
known in his youth drifted away, and the younger generation, while perfectly
polite, rarely wanted to climb with him. True, he had never found it easy to find
partners, but he had scarcely admitted this even to himself. To save face he would
refer, sadly, to the death of one of his first climbing friends, Paul, killed many
years before on the Meije. When asked with whom he was going to climb the next
summer, he would always say:

'You know, since Paul died, I've never really had a regular climbing partner... .'
In point of fact even with Paul he had never really climbed very much, but this

had been his nearest approach to a team.
And then it finally happened. For once the summer was perfect: the weather

was totally reliable and all the routes were in condition. There was never the
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slightest need to send an 'apprentice' staggering sleepily out at two in the morning
to check on the weather: always, invariably, it was good. The nights were just cold
enough to ensure that there was snow in the couloirs; the days were just warm
enough so the rock was always dry. The dream season.

Faustin was by now older and slower and gloomier and apt to get breathless,
and no-one was interested in climbing with him. Days went past. From down in
the valley he gazed up at the dazzling sky, the sunshine flooding over white snow
and red granite. He put up a little notice in the Club Alpin, and was contacted by a
shaggy, self-confident student. They set off together to do the Papillons Ridge:
the young man fell off twice, and when things got awkward he had an unfortunate
tendency to call out for his mother, but on easy ground he soon outdistanced his
companion and stood waiting with ostentatious patience. Their first expedition
together was their last.

Another week of perfect weather went past. Faustin hung around the valley,
not daring to go off even for a low-level walk in case he missed a possible climb.
And every evening he would go down to the Guides' Bureau where everyone met
to look at the weather forecast (it was always the same: 'Continuing good weather.
Outlook settled') and to listen to triumphant accounts of other people's routes.

'How about you, old man?'
'Oh well, you know... .'
He was more and more miserable. He had planned his season so carefully,

praying that this time the weather would finally be favourable. Well, the weather
was favourable, but. ... And then there came the first glimmering of a possible
partner, a young lad called Claude Auxy, not a bad climber. It turned out that
neither of them had ever done the Brenva, and as it happened Claude was stuck in
the valley because his usual partner had pulled a tendon.

Georges Faustin was filled with child-like excitement as he went into the
supermarket to stock up on food for the route. He chose the items with a sense of
almost paternal solicitude: 'A bit ofham- he's young, he'll need proper food
chocolate, yes, young people like that, I'll get some good stuff, Swiss... '. Claude
Auxy, simultaneously and in the same supermarket, was doing his own shopping,
not realising that his future partner was just on the other side of a display-shelf.
He met Jean-Pierre and explained his plans.

'You're joking!' exclaimed Jean-Pierre, 'You're never going to climb with that
old has-been! He was never up to much at the best of times, but he's completely
past it now. And besides, he's real bad luck. No kidding, if you set foot on the
Brenva with him today, by tomorrow morning it'll be peeing with rain. Forget it!
Otherwise ... '

Faustin didn't stay to listen to the rest. When Claude Auxy got back to his tent
a little later, he found a note to say that Georges had thought better of it - and he
was profoundly relieved: now he could forget the web of Machiavellian excuses
he'~ been dreaming up to get out of it.

Georges Faustin, however, had come to a decision. He would show them he
wasn't finished: one last flamboyant gesture if it killed him: Before his inner eye
passed the depressing vista of the years: a catalogue of petty failures, minor
humiliations, broken dreams. Alone, ifneed be, he would take on the South Face
of Mont Blanc, the Brenva, even the Sentinelle. He would fight to the end and
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return victorious. And come to that, if he didn't return, would it matter? He
floundered in a great sea of bitterness.

He would allow himself two days' respite, one to get fit, one to rest and organise
his gear. He was living in a nightmare. He was tortured by the thought of how he
must have seemed to everyone all those years, and by the thought of the lonely,
friendless old age that lay ahead. And deep within him the fear was growing: the
fear of the Brenva solo. And yet he could not give in: he clung to his plan, his last
remaining illusion, with an ageing man's febrile pig-headedness.... All round
him the sun shone; in him was nothing but a flat, leaden sense of despair. From
time to time he was shaken by a wish for revenge: if he was killed, Claude,
Jean-Pierre and the rest ofthem would be sorry. They'd see whatthey'd done... !

This welter of feelings and motives was whirling in his mind as he stepped off
the H~Jepherique at the Col du Geant into the vast solitude of the mountains.
Somewhere there was still a faint hope that someone would see him and stop him,
give him a fatherly lecture on the dangers ofsolo climbing, beg him to come back.
But no-one took the slightest notice of him. He set off, very slowly, down the
Vallee Blanche and then up towards the Tour Ronde. Oddly there was not a soul
about, and late afternoon sun flooded over a deserted glacier. He had made up his
mind to spend the night in the old hut at La"Fourche; true it would mean an
awkward start the following morning, but the way up to the new hut at Le Trident
involved crossing a difficult bergschrund. And besides, there would be other
climbers in the hut who would be bound to offer him a place on a rope in the morning.

Faustin trudged doggedly on, bent under his rucksack. Every time he stopped
for a breather, he shivered with cold and apprehension. The curved bowl of the
Combe Maudite seemed positively menacing. For the first time he registered the
real meaning of the word maudit: 'accursed'. And as he climbed, the word
maudit beat in his mind - and around him crowded the Mont Maudit and the
Aiguilles du Diable, the Fourche, the Trident.... What on earth had possessed
them to give mountains names like Accursed Mountain, the Devil's Needles, the
Pitch Fork, the Trident . .. ? He felt increasingly apprehensive, increasingly
threatened.

At last he came to the foot of the couloir leading up to the hut, and as the
shadows lengthened he made his way painfully up. He forced himself to
concentrate on every step, and visualized his arrival in the hut. It might well be
crowded; in fact he might well have to sleep on the floor; but at least he'd be
among friends. He'd step through the door: 'Not another lot! Alone? Fantastic!
You must be pretty good, I guess, you don't get many solo climbers over this way.
Where are you heading? Us too! Fantastic! We're a rope of three. I don't suppose
... you wouldn't consider joining us, would you?' He savoured the scene and
improved on it as he struggled up, aching and breathless.

His disappointment was all the more acute, therefore, when he found the hut
empty. Empty! Unheard-of in good weather at the height of the season. Perhaps
everyone who wanted to had already done the Brenva? Perhaps the weather had
been so good that all the climbers had given up out of sheer exhaustion? Still, it
was not too late - he needn't give up hope. But no-one came. The light faded.
The great South Face of Mont Blanc loomed larger in the grey twilight, cold and
hostile. He tried not to think about it.
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It was a depressing evening. It would have taken very linle ro make poor old
Georges burst into tears. He was terrified: terrified of the ordeal which awaited
him the next morning, and which was now unavoidable since he could nor bear ro
go tamely, defeated, back ro the valley. The nightmare grew bleaker and more
hopeless. The hut was cold and damp and not very clean, and the blankets smelt
musty. By the light of a single flickering candle he ate what might well be his last
meal. He picked at his food, with a queasy memory of all the other last meals that
must have been eaten here. He went out, huddled his duvet round him and made
his way up to the col. It was pitch-dark and the absolute silence was broken only
by the occasional claner of a falling srone, or creak as the glacier senled. Sheet
lightning flared suddenly behind the Aiguilles du Diable, and they strode black
and menacing across the horizon. Faustin's spirits plummeted. He went back
inro the hut, rook a sleeping pill, pulled a couple of blankets over his ears, listened
fearfully to the whispering wind and then finally, thankfully, receded inro sleep.

It was the light which woke him up. He was vaguely surprised nor ro have heard
the climbers coming in, and faintly irritated ro be woken up. 'To hell with them!'
he thought, 'Fancy turning up like this in the middle of the night!' and he
snuggled down further under his blankets. But then a further thought struck
him: how quiet everything was! Faustin peered sleepily out and saw a man by
himself. Another solo climber? Or was there a second who had already gone to
bed? Faustin woke up and rook a closer look. The man was sining in the corner in
the candlelight, and he was studying a sheet ofpaper which he must have brought
with him. His face was nondescript: not particularly handsome, not particularly
plain, just the sort of face that Faustin liked, friendly and pleasant but with none
of the showy good looks of the self-confident young. Faustin was delighted not ro
be alone; he went on watching. The man looked ro be a linle above average
height, well built. He had grey wool climbing breeches, climbing boots, a red
V-neck sweater. His face was clean cut and very brown (this couldn't be his first
route of the season), and he had thick black curly hair. He was sining with his
chin in one hand, holding the paper with the other, and he was so still, so
dramatically lit that Faustin thought at once of a portrait by Georges de la Tour.

But there was something odd about him, something Faustin couldn't quite
pinpoint but which left him faintly uneasy. He stared at him again more closely,
and it was then that he noticed, sticking out of the thick black curly hair, two neat
linle shining horns.

Faustin jerked suddenly and completely awake. Out of his subconscious swam
scraps of stories, bits and pieces of legend - how he regrened having dismissed
them so lightly! - which led him ro suppose that his companion could only be the
Evil One.

However sceptical or cynical you are, however often you have disclaimed the
supernatural; even if you are so world-weary as to undertake a route way outside
your capabilities with few expectations of surviving it, it is nevertheless an
appalling experience ro find yourself with no warning, at midnight, in a lonely
hut, three thousand metres up, and face ro face with the Devil. Faustin was duly
appalled.

His companion was still motionless. He sat with his chin on his hands,
apparently lost in thought. And an idea struck Faustin: did the Devil realise that
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he was not alone? That there was someone in the hut? And come to think of it,
what were the Devil's powers? A bit late to think of that! If only, he felt, he'd
spent a bit more time on the supernatural, he'd have had some idea ofwhat to do,
but as it was he lay absolutely still, trying to stifle his breathing. He even shut his
eyes in case they caught the reflection of the candle - then decided it was worse
not to see what was going on, and opened them again the merest slit.

A few endless minutes crawled past. And then Satan spoke:
'Well, now, old chap', he said, his voice pleasant and surprisingly human, 'your

life hasn't been up to much, has it?'
And gently but inexorably he set out the failures, the disappointments, the

absurdities, which had so far constituted Faustin's life. He relayed a number of
telling remarks made about him by acquaintances. He listed the opportunities
Faustin had let slip. None of it seemed meant unkindly - indeed he sounded
sympathetic - but it was said with ruthless clarity, and stripped away all the
half-truths which usually enable one to conceal unpleasant memories. Faustin's
life was, in short, a wash-out. He had started with certain undeniable advantages,
he had achieved nothing, he had contributed nothing. Nothing whatever.

When the Devil drew to a close, Faustin was no longer able to conceal the fat
tears which came rolling down his face and splashed damply on to his bunk. How
could he have made so little of life? How could he now be declining empty
handed into old age?

'And yet you know', the Devil went on, 'it's not as though the rest have missed
out on everything like you. You've had a pretty bad deal. Happiness isn't just a
myth, you know. For every woman you've met who's looked happy and fulfilled,
there's been a man. Everything you've bought has been invented and manu
factured by someone like you. Every advance in science has been pioneered by
someone like you. Every book you've read has been written by someone like you.
Nothing's impossible. And take you, for instance: Hell knows there are enough
climbers who've been on expeditions to the Himalayas or South America, who've
had routes named after them! There's always a few who turn their dreams into
reality. You're just about the only one I can think of who's never had as much as a
taste of what he wanted. And you can take my word for it, too.... '

Silence fell again. The silence of despair. ever had Faustin seen himself with
such awful clarity.

'And yet ... ' said the Evil One, 'and yet It's not too late. You can still have
everything you ever wanted. Everything You can start all over again. All
you've got to do is sign this little sheet of paper, and tomorrow morning you can
have it all. That Maserati you used to yearn after, the white one ... And the girls
to go with it ... Actually you won't need the Maserati - one glance and they'll
fall into your arms. And just think: muscl~s like iron, absolute fitness, a superb
sense of balance, perfect eye for a route.... First ascents everywhere ...
full-scale expeditions.... Lectures in the biggest halls in Paris if that's what
you'd like. First winter ascents.... And ifI'm emphasisi~lgthe climbing side, it's
only because I know that's what you're interested in, but really you could do
anything - the Academie Fran~aise - Nobel Prize for Physics - President of
the Republic.... Just imagine.... And look, more than likely you're going to get
killed tomorrow, and if you do, it's suicide as near as damn it, and then I'll have
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your soul anyway. So all you're doing really is signing away a soul you've pretty
well mortgaged already, and that's it - for the next twenty-four years!'

He was persuasive, and he had picked his moment. He took out a little Opinel
pen-knife and a goose-feather quill, and waited. Georges Faustin didn't hesitate;
not a murmur came from his conscience. Admittedly the document when he
came to look at it seemed a little more sulphurous than was necessary in the
twentieth century, but if you treat with the devil you treat with him, and he
swallowed the text without a quibble or a qualm.

'Oh great Mephistopheles!' it read, 'Lord and Master, I, Georges Rene
Faustin, recognise you for my God, and renounce Christ and Mary and all the
Saints and the Holy, Roman, Catholic and Apostolic Church. You undertake to
provide all worldly advantage for me for the next twenty-four years, in return for
which at the expiry of that time you will be sole master of my body, my soul and
my life. Written at La Fourche, on the Mont Maudit, in the unseen presence of
Satan, Beelzebub, Asmodeus, Moloch, Lucifer, Pan Lord of the Incubae, Lilith
Lady of the Succubi, and all other Infernal Powers. In witness whereof, I sign
with my blood.'

Faustin took the little pen-knife, pressed the point into his left palm, caught
the drop of blood on the quill, and then, with never a backward glance, he signed
the pact.

Everything had vanished. Faustin was alone in the little hut, vaguely aware
that he had been dreaming. The effects of the sleeping-pill had not quite worn off;
he yawned and crept further under the blankets.

A few hours later, his alarm-watch woke him. For a moment or two he did not
know where he was, and he smiled wryly at his nightmare. Then he stretched out
a hand for his head-torch and pressed the button. He stared, rigid with shock:
those long, slender hands! He was breathless. There was no mirror in the hut and
of course he hadn't brought one. He was so dumbfounded that he fell back on the
sequence of simple mechanical acts: he lit the stove, he set the billy of water on it,
he had some tea ... And then he got his gear and set out - to discover now, with
joy and astonishment, that his body was transformed and renewed. His every
movement was supple, rhythmical, powerful. He felt no sense of strain as he
strode down the steep slope to the Brenva Glacier. In the starlight his senses were
preternaturally acute: he could make out every minute hold, judge the quality of
every scrap of snow or ice. His legs were firm and muscular, his arms strong and
agile. Effort brought not pain but happiness - and when he came to the Col
Moore, he turned not right towards the Brenva Spur, but quite deliberately left,
towards the North Face of the Aiguille Blanche de Peuterey....

The climbers sprawled on the terrace of the Potiniere on that warm early
evening would long remember the advent of Yann Faustin on the Chamonix
scene. The first manifestation was the long, low, white Maserati which slipped
smoothly into the parking space which fell empty, quite by chance, just as he
pulled up. A radiantly smiling young man leapt out, in perfectly faded jeans and a
spotless, freshly laundered, white T -shirt. His tan was impeccable and his tousled
fair hair blew becomingly in the breeze. With a carefree laugh he flung himself
into a chair.

'Hi, Gros Louis!' he said.
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Gros Louis, who was very short-sighted but preferred not to wear his glasses in
public, replied with every sign of confidence:

'Hi, old man!'
The newcomer's eye fell on Jules and Gilbert, and he reminded them that he'd

been in the Argentiere Hut a year ago when they were trying to decide whether
to do the Tournier Spur. Within seconds, everyone felt that he must be the only
one around who didn't know this striking young man, and the conversation
picked up again. Gilbert, all southern verve, was just describing how that
morning he'd been on the Brenva Ridge and seen someone soloing up the North
Face of the Blanche, straight up and over the seracs.

'And he didn't even hesitate, mates, just straight up and over the seracs! and
you know what an overhang there is there at the moment! And then he went on up
towards the Peuterey Ridge. Must have been on the summit of Mont Blanc by
twelve at the latest!'

'Half past eleven', said Yann, with a light laugh.
It took them a moment to realise that he was talking about himself. But the way

he told his story, gripping but self-deprecating, held everyone's attention. He'd
been on the seracs when a great ice-block, the size of a wardrobe, had come
thundering down and smashed on the glacier just beside him. He'd been lucky:
when it shattered, all the bits had missed him. But his ice-axe had been knocked
out of his hand, and he'd only managed to rescue his rucksack with a frantic grab
for one strap. He'd had to finish off the route with an ice-dagger and an ice-screw.
But even so, what an amazing route! He still couldn't get over it! But he was
pretty glad to be back, he could tell them! He laughed, and paid for a round of
drinks.

It was the beginning of a marvellous life. Even the speed with which his former
self was forgotten did nothing to dampen his spirits. He took down his tent early
one morning when everyone was asleep - and no-one bothered to ask questions
later. He sold his old Renault down at Sallanches, where no-one knew him. He
wrote to his employer and his landlady and told them he'd been offered a very
promising job abroad and was leaving immediately, and asked the landlady to
dispose of his furniture and effects and keep the proceeds to defray expenses.
Only one person was likely to ask awkward questions': the tax inspector. Faustin
sent off a polite letter and a substantial cheque: conscious of his duties as a citizen
he apologised for not filling in his tax-return, asked the inspector to use the
cheque to sort the matter out and to give the residue to the Widows' and Orphans'
(Tax Division) Benefit Fund. Surprised and touched by this unusually elegant
and beneficent act, the inspectorate did, with earnest rectitude, precisely what it
had been asked to do.

It took exactly forty-eight hours. By t4en everything was sorted out, Georges
had disappeared for ever, and no-one gave him a thought. Much later he was to
know a second's resurrection. A friend asked Yann:

'You're no relation of an old bloke we sometimes see here, are you? He's called
Faustin, too - Georges.'

'Never heard of him', said Yann with a smile.
It was all the obituary that Georges was to get.
There is little need to go into the details of the next few years. Very soon Yann
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was recognised as the best climber in France, the best in Europe, the best in the
world.... And moreover the best-known newspapers snatched at every morsel
he told them about his earlier life. He'd been born in Iceland where his father was
consul, then brought up all over the world wherever this parents were posted. His
upbringing had left him very cosmopolitan, and with a remarkable knowledge of
languages. He'd been orphaned early, but he'd been left an apparently in
exhaustible fortune which grew effortlessly under his control. He dreamt up
ingenious and profitable climbing-aids; he lent his name to a range of sportswear,
then to leisure wear in general; he set up his own factories, and then devised a
distribution network which soon had world-wide coverage. Everything he
touched turned to gold.

But fame and fortune did nothing to diminish his charm and good nature. He
never sought publicity. In fact he remained natural, unspoilt, hail-fellow-well
met, and was always ready to give due weight to his seconds and his team-mates.
Everyone liked him. He was a highly successful and efficient businessman, but he
was always quite ready to fly back from New York or Tokyo so as not to miss a
planned ski-trip. And once back he was the driving force, never tired, never
down-hearted, always good-tempered and cheerful.

For the mountains remained his great love, and no wealth, no fame, no
love-affair (and they were legion) ever distracted him for long. He did all the great
Alpine routes with consummate ease. Weather and conditions were nearly always
right for him; he became known as a lucky beggar. He did the aspirant guides'
course and the guides' course (a pointless formality really, but one cannot buck
the system) and graduated from both in first place, with the highest marks ever
awarded. He took part in a number of expeditions, national and international, in
the Andes, the Caucasus, and of course the Himalayas. His was the rope that did
the first ascent of the North-West Face of Nuptse (until then thought to be
unclimbable) and of the Fifth Ridge of Ama Dablam. The whole world gasped
when it learnt he'd done the first winter ascent of Everest, solo and without
oxygen. He took part in a number of dramatic rescues; on one occasion, single
handed, he saved eight of the world's best climbers who had been stranded on the
North Face of the Eiger by appalling weather conditions.

Yann never got tired of success. He'd spent so many frustrating years in part
one of his existence that he could only savour every second of existence number
two. And so, carefree and triumphant, the years slipped away....

It was Margot's death that seemed to dim Yann Faustin's zest for life. Scarcely
surprising, of course: few alpine tragedies have ever combined such drama and
such romance.

Yann, of course, had had countless affairs - a modern Don Juan, his every
appearance was greeted by a bevy of frenzied and nubile young women. But not
one of his conquests had he ever taken seriously. Margot Buthiers was different.
She was neither one of the liberated tomboys who haunt Alpine circles, nor one of
the beautiful clothes-horses who hang on the arms of celebrities the world over.
Margot was young and lovely and pure. Yann fell deeply in love with her at first
sight; he took her climbing, and she turned out to be a natural. Gossip-columns
followed every phase of their courtship, every route they did.

It was not long before there was talk of marriage. Yann was getting on for
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thirty-two, still young enough not to give too much thought to the fate that
awaited him. It hung on the horizon, of course, and occasionally flickered across
his consciousness - a faint but very distant menace, so distant that Yann could
ignore it and think only of his happiness with Margot.

It was then that he decided that Margot should do the orth Face of the
]orasses. It was in excellent condition; the Walker was fully pegged up, the
weather forecast was good. Margot was very fit and should have no trouble,
especially since she would not need to do any depegging. And in any case Yann
would be beside her all the way, ready to look after her.

The bad weather came down out ofa clear sky just above the Black Slabs. They
were already too high to retreat. Yann knew they would have to go on up,
although he would probably have to help his companion on the more awkward
pitches. The wind rose and howled round them, hurling flurries of stinging hail.
Verglas formed on every hold. The cold became ever more bitter, but the
climbing was delicate and they had to climb bare-handed. The wind and the cold
sapped the girl's strength surprisingly quickly. At first Yann remained quietly
confident and simply redoubled his own efforts. He swarmed up every pitch,
belayed himself, then fixed a rope down to Margot and came down to show her
the holds and give her moral support. She still had a remnant of will-power, but
she was visibly flagging and she whimpered like a child as the storm tugged at her.

Yann was still convinced he could save her, at whatever cost to himself, but he
suffered agonies with her. For the first time in twelve years he was at a loss.
Should he call on God, or on the Devil? Too late....

When night fell they were still well below the summit. They would have to
bivouac on a narrow, sloping, snow-covered ledge. To save time Yann was
tempted to solo the next few pitches and set up fixed ropes, but Margot could not
do without him. He settled her in the least uncomfortable corner of the ledge,
belayed her securely, wrapped both duvets and all the spare clothing round her,
tucked her into a bivouac sack and spent the whole night melting snow to make
cups of hot tea; she sipped them with difficulty. Every so often he abandoned the
stove to massage her feet and hands; as the circulation was restored she could not
control her moans.

ever had any bivouac seemed so endless! But things were not improved the
following morning. The face was thick with verglas and every hold was iced up.
The wind still whined round them and the cold was just as intense. The cloud was
all round them: no hope of a rescue helicopter. They could only go on. The
summit was a mere three hundred metres away, but in conditions like these, that
meant several hours ofdesperate climbing. And below them, hidden in the cloud,
were a thousand metres of impossible descent.

Yann tied Margot's rope for her, got her dressed, conjured up a little watery
smile from her, gave her a sip of coffee and a bite to eat, and went on. It was even
worse than the previous day. He could not climb fast enough to prevent Margot,
back on the belay ledge, from being overcome by cold and exhaustion, and every
time Yann came sliding back down the abseil rope, he would find her lolling on
the peg, her eyes closed. He had to wake her up, shake her, bully her, into
climbing again.

At two o'clock that afternoon, he realised that Margot's hands in the mittens
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he'd given her were horribly swollen with frost-bite. They could go no further.
He spent the few remaining hours of daylight rigging up another bivouac. She
was weakening rapidly. In the middle of the night she was delirious. Meaningless
words and phrases tumbled out, punctuated by whimpers:

'The forest - the field - we won't climb again, will we, Yann? - Shall we get
married, Yann? - Look at that lovely little chalet. .. .'

She died as the first faint light crept across the sky.
A few hours later the weather began to lift. A few scraps of blue appeared

through the heavy clouds. No-one ever knew how Yann had managed to haul her
lifeless body to the summit of the Jorasses, or how he brought her safe down the
snow-covered slopes of the South Face. He stumbled into the Boccalatte Hut as
pale as death, his face haunted, with what remained of his intended wife close
against his heart.

He never got over it. Life resumed its course, and the mountains their
accustomed place - but the vital eager Yann Faustin was no more. Everyone
assumed he knew the reason why; the only puzzling thing was that Yann's grief
seemed to grow with the years, rather than diminish.

In point of fact, of course, Yann's preoccupation was two-fold. On the one
hand there was his real and heart-felt grief; on the other, a new sense of disquiet,
until now masked by his self-confident happiness. His brush with death, its
snatching away the person nearest to him, when as usual he had remained
invulnerable, had been a terrible blow.

Not a night now passed but he spent it meditating on life and death and
afterlife. Others could at least shelter behind doubt or ambiguity. He alone knew.
No longer could he doubt the existence of his immortal soul, since he had sold it
for the aptly named mess ofpottage, no longer could he doubt the existence of the
Devil and therefore of God. He might have wondered if he'd dreamt that night in
the Fourche Hut - but he had proof positive in his transformation from the grey
Georges Faustin into the flamboyant Yann Faustin. In any case it was pointless to
rack his brain for rational explanations: it had all been decided, once and for all,
on that strange night in La Fourche.

The twentieth century had paid little attention to the Devil; hoping that earlier
ages might have been more specific and more helpful, Yann threw himself into
avid research. He bought books on philosophy and theology and metaphysics; he
haunted libraries and second-hand book shops. His sources agreed on one thing:
in any lifetime there came moments of decision, anodyne and innocent on the
surface perhaps, but fundamentally irrevocable. And none of his readings gave
any clue as to how to dodge the consequences of decision.

One day in Paris he walked past a church. He made up his mind suddenly; he
would act as so far he had hesitated to do, consult a priest and find out what
remedy the Church might suggest. He was close to the end of his tether; he had
drunk a little too much the previous evening, he had been unable to sleep, and the
only recourse, he felt, was a specialist. Until that mom'ent his contacts with the
Church had been infrequent and perfunctory: a few duty funerals or weddings.
And since that night at La Fourche, he had felt a certain reluctance.... But
childhood memories conjured up a vision of a priesthood which knew all about
heaven and hell. Only to a priest could he admit the true cause of his distress.
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In the sacristy he found a little notice telling him to apply to the reception office
across the road. He found this faintly annoying: the setting would be out of kilter.
An elderly lady sitting behind a desk asked him to wait while she contacted a
priest. She did not, to his chagrin, seem to recognise him....

The priest was an anonymous figure, in jacket and slacks; he ushered him into a
little modern office. The setting made Yann's predicament even more outlandish.
'Father ... ' he began. He stumbled over the unfamiliar words and choked to a
halt.

'Well?' said the priest.
'I've got this dreadful problem ... I ... well, I ... I hardly know how to put it.

I've ... sold my soul to the devil.'
The priest stared at him, then started on a long and practised speech. Man, he

said, was always free, and no choice he could make would condemn him utterly;
true, 'Evil' (the Devil if Yann preferred) was always present in he world and in
ourselves, but until the very last moment it was never too late, and in the sight of
God, if the sinner truly repented....

'But it is too late', cried Yann, 'I've seen the Devil himself, and he's got horns
just like in the stories!'

'Now listen ... '
'No!' Yann was shouting, 'and to prove it, I've been given another life!'
'Now calm down', said the priest, visibly flustered, 'you'd better make another

appointment and we'll talk about the whole thing properly when you're feeling
less upset. But first. ... '

When Yann came out into the street, he had in his pocket a sheet of paper with
the name, address and telephone number of an eminent psychiatrist. He had
promised to ring for an appointment and then to come back to see the priest. He
tore it up and never went back. He had had such high hopes - might there be
some sort of miracle? - and all he had got was doubts about his sanity. He must
bear his burden alone, and every day the burden became heavier.

And yet life went on. Yann continued to make money, effortlessly and
mechanically. He led clients on routes, did some high-class climbing of his own,
took part in rescues, gave slide-lectures, introduced his own films, signed his own
books. But it was all routine, all curiously joyless. He started drinking. The lines
etched themselves deeper and deeper into his face. Younger men came noisily on
to the climbing scene and began to oust him, but he scarcely cared. Yann no
longer looked outwards; his life had narrowed to a long, dark tunnel.

At long last summer came round again: the twenty-fourth summer. And the
actual anniversary of the pact crept nearer. On the very day, Yann packed his
rucksack and set off for La Fourche. He would see the Devil, and offer him
anything, anything at all, ifhe would only release him from the pact. ...

When it became known in the valley that Faustin had disappeared, no-one had
any clear idea where to look for him. The weather was bad, so there could be no
helicopter search. When a mechanic in the telepherique station said he had
seen Yann setting off alone with his gear, a rescue team was sent up to search the
Vallee Blanche and Combe Maudite. Almost by chance they stumbled on his
body lying crumpled at the foot of the path up to the Fourche Hut. The rescuers
put the remains in a bag; nobody seemed eager to say very much. The official
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report spoke of 'multiple injuries'. One of the guides who had been in the rescue
team was less discreet; the body, he said, looked as if it had been clawed to pieces....
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