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			I

			 

			The curious events that make up this chronicle occurred in 194_, in Oran. By all accounts, they had no place there, being a bit out of the ordinary. At first glance, Oran is, in fact, an ordinary town and nothing more than a French prefecture on the Algerian coast.

			The city itself is undeniably ugly. Through the outward calm, it can take some time to notice what sets this commercial city apart from so many others along every latitude. How to picture, for example, a city without pigeons, without trees and gardens, where you encounter neither the beating of wings nor the rustling of leaves, in short, a neutral space? The changing seasons are only visible in the sky. Spring announces itself by the quality of the air or by the baskets of flowers the peddlers bring from the surrounding areas; this spring is hawked at market. In summer, the sun scorches the too-dry houses and covers the walls with gray ash; then you can only survive in the shade of closed shutters. In fall, it’s the opposite, a deluge of mud. The fine days come only in winter.

			
			One useful way to get to know a city is to find out how people work there, how they love there, and how they die there. In our little city, perhaps because of the climate, all these things are done together, with the same frenetic and absent attitude. In other words, people here get bored and concentrate on developing their habits. Our fellow citizens work hard, but always to make themselves richer. Above all, they are interested in trade and their first concern, in some form or other, is to do business. Naturally, they also have a taste for simple pleasures: they love women, the movies, and swimming in the sea. But very sensibly, they save these pleasures for Saturday night and Sunday, trying, on other days, to make a lot of money. In the evening, when they leave their offices, they meet up in the cafés at the same hour, they stroll on the same boulevards, or they sit out on the balconies. The desires of the youngest are violent and short, while the vices of the eldest don’t surpass bocce ball leagues, charity banquets, and clubs where people risk high stakes on their luck at cards.

			You might say this isn’t specific to our city and that in general all of our contemporaries are like that. Of course, nothing is more natural these days than to see people work morning till night before choosing to waste, at cards, in cafés, or in small talk, what time they have left to live. But there are some cities and countries where, from time to time, people get a hint of something more. Usually, it doesn’t change their lives. There is only the hint, but at least it’s a start. Oran, on the other hand, is apparently a city without hints, which is to say, a completely modern city. As a result, there’s no need to specify the way we love around here. Men and women either devour each other quickly in the so-called act of love, or they engage in a long, two-person habit. Between these extremes, there is often no middle ground. That’s also not very original. In Oran as in many places, without time and reflection, people have no choice but to love each other without knowing it.

			
			What’s most original about our city is how difficult it can be to die there. Difficulty, though, isn’t exactly right, and it would be better to talk about discomfort. It’s never pleasant to be sick, but there are cities and countries that support you in your sickness, where, in some fashion, you can let yourself go. A sick person needs softness, he likes to lean on something, that’s only natural. But in Oran, the excesses of the climate, the rate of doing business, the facile ornament, the quickness of dusk and the characteristic pleasures—these all demand good health. A patient finds himself quite alone. Think of the person who is dying, caught in the trap of a hundred walls sizzling in the heat, while at the same minute, a whole population is on the telephone or in cafés, talking about bank drafts, bills of lading, or discounts. You understand what might be uncomfortable about death, even modern death, when it arises in such a dry place.

			
			These few indications are perhaps enough to give some idea of our city. Even so, it’s better not to exaggerate. What should really be stressed is the banal side of the city and of life. But as soon as there are habits, the days become easy. As long as our city favors its habits, you might say everything is for the best. Of course, from this angle, life isn’t very interesting. At least we don’t have any disorder here at home. And our frank, kind, active population has always provoked a modest admiration from travelers. This city without charm, without greenery, without a soul, seems restful in the end, at last it puts you to sleep. It’s only fair to add that the city is grafted onto an exceptional landscape, in the middle of a naked plateau, surrounded by luminous hills, on a perfectly drawn harbor. It’s just regrettable that the city was built with its back turned to this bay, and as a result, it is impossible to glimpse the sea, and you always have to go looking for it.

			At this point, it’s easy to admit that our fellow citizens could never have dreamed of the incidents that took place in the spring of that year, incidents that were, as we would come to understand, the first signs of a series of grim events whose chronicle we have set out to write. These facts will seem quite natural to some, while others may find them implausible. But after all, a chronicler can’t be bothered by these contradictions. His task is simply to say, “This happened,” once he knows that this did, in fact, happen, that it mattered to the lives of a whole population, and that there are, as a result, thousands of witnesses who will assess, in their hearts, the truth of what he says.

			
			As for the narrator, whom you’ll meet in due course, he would never have tried to put himself forward for this kind of undertaking if chance had not given him the opportunity to collect a certain number of accounts and if the force of things hadn’t gotten him mixed up in all he presumes to relate. That’s what authorized him to take on the historian’s task. Of course, even if he’s an amateur, a historian always has sources. The narrator of this story therefore has his own: first of all what he witnessed, then what others witnessed, since, through his role, he ended up collecting the secrets of everyone involved in this chronicle, and last, the texts which finally fell into his hands. He plans to draw on them when the time seems right and to use them as he likes. He also plans to…But perhaps it’s time to drop the commentary and precautions of language and get down to the narrative itself. Explaining the first days requires a few details.
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			On the morning of April 16, Doctor Bernard Rieux left his office and stumbled upon a dead rat in the middle of the landing. In the moment, he pushed the creature aside without much thought and continued down the stairs. But once he reached the street, it occurred to him that the rat didn’t belong there, and he retraced his steps to alert the concierge. Faced with old M. Michel’s reaction, he could see what was startling about his discovery. The presence of this dead rat had seemed merely bizarre to him, but to the concierge it was a scandal. The latter’s position was adamant: there weren’t rats in the house. No matter how the doctor tried to assure him that there was, in fact, a rat on the second-floor landing, and probably a dead one, M. Michel’s conviction remained intact. There were no rats in the house, someone must have brought it in from outside. In short, it must be a prank.

			
			That same evening, Bernard Rieux was standing in the hallway of the building, searching for his keys before going upstairs, when, from the dark end of the corridor, a large rat emerged with shaky steps and wet fur. The creature stopped, seemed to try to catch its balance, started toward the doctor, stopped again, spun around with a little cry and finally fell, blood spurting from its parted jaws. The doctor stared at it for a moment, then went up to his apartment.

			It wasn’t the rat he was thinking of. That spurt of blood reminded him of his own worry. His wife, who had been sick for a year, was supposed to leave the next day for a mountain retreat. He found her stretched out in their bedroom, as he had advised. This way she would be prepared for the exhaustion of the trip. She was smiling.

			“I feel very well,” she said.

			The doctor looked at the face turned towards him in the light of the bedside lamp. Despite thirty years and the marks of her illness, this face always seemed youthful to Rieux, perhaps because of the smile, which swept away everything else.

			
			“Sleep if you can,” he said. “The aide will come at eleven, and I’ll take you to the noon train.”

			The forehead he kissed was slightly damp. The smile followed him to the door.

			The next day, April 17, at eight a.m., the concierge stopped the doctor in passing and accused pranksters of leaving three dead rats in the middle of the corridor. They must have caught them with big traps, since the rats were bleeding a lot. The concierge had kept watch on the doorstep for a while, holding the rats by their feet, waiting to see if the guilty parties were willing to betray themselves with some kind of sneer. But nothing came of it.

			“Ah! Those fools,” M. Michel finally said. “I’ll get them in the end.”

			Intrigued, Rieux decided to begin his rounds in the outer neighborhoods where his poorest patients lived. The garbage collectors came much later here, and his car rolled along the narrow, dusty streets of this neighborhood, bumping the boxes of scraps left on the edge of the sidewalk. Down the length of one of these streets, the doctor counted a dozen rats thrown on top of vegetable peelings and dirty rags.

			He discovered his first sick patient in bed, in a street-facing room, which served as both a bedroom and a dining room. He was an old Spaniard with a hard, furrowed face. In front of him, on the coverlet, he had two pots full of chickpeas. At the moment the doctor entered, the sick man, half sitting up in his bed, slumped backwards to catch his breath, the gravelly breath of an old asthmatic. His wife brought him a basin.

			
			“Eh, Doctor,” he said, as Rieux gave him an injection, “they’re coming out, did you see?”

			“Yes,” said his wife, “the neighbor gathered up three of them.”

			The old man rubbed his hands.

			“They’re coming out, you can see them in all the garbage cans, they’re hungry!”

			It didn’t take Rieux long to realize that the whole neighborhood was talking about rats. With his visits finished, he returned home.

			“There’s a telegram for you, upstairs,” said M. Michel.

			The doctor asked him if he’d seen any more rats.

			“Ah! No,” said the concierge. “I’ve been keeping watch, you see. Those little brats wouldn’t dare.”

			The telegram informed Rieux that his mother would arrive the next day. She was coming to look after her son’s house while the sick woman was absent. When the doctor entered his apartment, the aide was already there. Rieux found his wife standing, dressed in a traveling suit, her cheeks colored with rouge. He smiled at her:

			“You look nice,” he said, “very nice.”

			
			A moment later, at the station, he helped her settle into the sleeping car. She looked around the compartment.

			“We can’t afford this, can we?”

			“It’s the only way,” Rieux said.

			“What’s all this about the rats?”

			“I don’t know. It’s bizarre, but it’ll pass.”

			Then he very quickly told her that he wanted to ask for her forgiveness, he should have watched over her, and he had neglected her often. She shook her head, as if to silence him. But he added:

			“Everything will be better when you return. We’ll start over.”

			“Yes,” she said, her eyes shining, “we’ll start over.”

			A moment later, she turned her back to him, looking out through the windowpane. On the platform, people hurried and bumped into each other. The locomotive’s hiss just barely reached them. He called his wife by her first name, and when she looked back, her face was covered with tears.

			“No,” he said softly.

			Under the tears, the smile returned, a little tight. She took a deep breath:

			“Go on, everything will be fine.”

			He pressed her against him, and on the platform now, from the other side of the window, all he could see was her smile.

			“Please,” he said, “take care of yourself.”

			But she couldn’t hear him.

			
			Near the exit, on the station platform, Rieux ran into M. Othon, the magistrate, who was holding his little boy by the hand. The doctor asked if he was going on a trip. M. Othon, who was tall and dressed in black, half resembled what was once called a dandy, and half an undertaker. He responded in a friendly but brief way:

			“I’m waiting for Mme Othon, who went to pay her respects to my family.”

			The locomotive whistled.

			“The rats…” said the magistrate.

			Rieux made a move toward the train, then turned back to the exit.

			“Yes,” he said, “it’s nothing.”

			All he remembered from that moment was the sight of a passing railwayman who carried a crate of dead rats under his arm.

			That same afternoon, at the start of his consulting hours, Rieux had a visit from a young man he’d been told was a journalist, who had already come by that morning. His name was Raymond Rambert. Short, with thick shoulders, a firm expression, and clear, intelligent eyes, Rambert wore his clothes with a sporty cut and seemed at ease in the world. He got straight to the point. He was writing an investigative piece for a large Paris paper about the lives of the Arabs in the city, and he wanted information about their sanitary conditions. Rieux told him that these conditions were poor. But he wanted to know, before going any further, if the journalist could tell the truth.

			
			“Of course,” the man said.

			“I mean: Can you totally condemn the situation?”

			“Totally, no—I must admit. But I imagine that total condemnation would be baseless.”

			Softly, Rieux said that in fact, such condemnation would be baseless, but in asking the question, he was simply trying to learn whether or not Rambert’s report could be frank, without holding back.

			“I won’t accept anything less than complete, unvarnished accounts. Which is why I won’t lend my information to yours.”

			“You sound like Saint-Just,” said the journalist, smiling.

			Without raising his voice, Rieux said that he wouldn’t know anything about that, but his language was that of a man with a fondness for his fellow humans, weary of the world he was living in, and determined, for his part, to refuse injustice and concessions. With his neck hunched into his shoulders, Rambert watched the doctor.

			“I think I understand,” he finally said, standing up.

			The doctor walked him to the door.

			“Thanks for taking it like this.”

			Rambert seemed impatient.

			“Yes,” he said, “I understand. Sorry to bother you.”

			The doctor shook his hand and told him that there was a curious story to be written about how many dead rats people were finding in the city just then.

			“Ah!” Rambert exclaimed. “Now that interests me.”

			
			At five, as he went out again for his rounds, the doctor shared the stairs with a youthful man, heavily built, with a wide, chiseled face that was barred with thick eyebrows. He’d met him a few times at the home of the Spanish dancers who lived on the top floor of his building. Jean Tarrou smoked his cigarette deliberately as he watched the last convulsions of a rat dying on the step at his feet. He raised the calm, somewhat fixed gaze of his gray eyes to the doctor and greeted him, adding that the appearance of these rats was a curious thing.

			“Yes,” said Rieux, “but in the end, it’s tiresome.”

			“In a way, Doctor, only in a way. We’ve never seen anything like it, that’s the truth. But I find it fascinating, yes, positively fascinating.”

			Tarrou passed a hand through his hair to smooth it back, looked at the rat again, then smiled at Rieux:

			“But in the end, Doctor, this is really the concierge’s business.”

			Indeed, the doctor found the concierge in front of the building, leaning on the wall by the entrance, with a tired look on his usually excitable face.

			“Yes, I know,” old Michel said to Rieux when he told him about this latest discovery. “We’re finding them in twos and threes now. But it’s the same in every house.”

			He seemed beaten and worried. He rubbed his neck mechanically. Rieux asked him how he was feeling. The concierge couldn’t quite say he was unwell. Only that he was a bit under the weather. In his opinion, it was a question of morale. Those rats had dealt him a blow and things would really look up once they’d gone.

			
			But the next morning, April 18, the doctor was returning with his mother from the station when he found M. Michel with an even more furrowed look: from cellar to attic, a dozen rats carpeted the stairs. The neighbors’ garbage cans were full of them. The doctor’s mother wasn’t surprised to hear the news.

			“These things happen.”

			She was a small woman with silver hair and soft, dark eyes.

			“I’m happy to see you again, Bernard,” she said. “The rats can’t do anything to change that.”

			He had to agree: when she was around, everything seemed easy.

			Nonetheless, Rieux called up municipal pest control, since he knew the director. Had he heard about these rats who were coming out in droves to die in the open air? Mercier, the director, had heard about them, and even in his own department, which was housed not far from the docks, they had found some fifty of them. Nonetheless, he was wondering if it was serious. Rieux wasn’t sure, but he thought pest control should do something.

			“Yes,” said Mercier, “with a permit. If you think it’s worth it, I can try to get a permit.”

			“It’s always worth it,” said Rieux.

			
			His housekeeper had just told him that they had found several hundred dead rats in the big factory where her husband worked.

			It was around this time that our fellow citizens started to worry. After the 18th, the factories and warehouses started spitting out hundreds of rat corpses. In a few cases, they had to finish off the creatures who were taking too long to die. But from the outskirts to the city center, wherever Doctor Rieux happened to pass, everywhere our fellow citizens gathered, the rats were waiting in piles, in the garbage cans, or in long lines in the gutters. The evening papers took up the story from that day on, and demanded what, if anything, the municipal government would do, and what emergency measures it would take to protect its constituents from this disgusting invasion. The municipal government had not put anything forward and had nothing at all in mind, but it began by assembling as a council to discuss the matter. Pest control was given a permit to collect the dead rats every morning at dawn. Once the collection was done, two service vehicles were allocated to bring the creatures to the incinerator and burn them.

			But in the days that followed, the situation worsened. The number of rodents they gathered was increasing, and each morning their haul grew more abundant. After the fourth day, the rats started to come out of the woodwork to die in groups. From crannies, from basements, from larders, from sewer drains, they climbed in long, staggering lines to falter in the light, spinning around and dying close to humans. At night, in corridors or alleyways, you could clearly make out their little death cries. At morning, in the suburbs, people even found them in the creek, a little flower of blood on their pointed snouts, some swollen and putrid, others stiff with their whiskers still straight. In the city itself, they appeared in little piles, on landings or in hallways. They also died alone in administrative halls, on school playgrounds, sometimes on café terraces. Our fellow citizens were astonished to discover them in the busiest parts of the city. From the main square, to the boulevards, to the walkway overlooking the harbor, the streets were all contaminated. Cleared of dead beasts at dawn, the city would find more of them scattered throughout the day, in increasing numbers. On the sidewalks, more than one person out for a nighttime stroll felt, underfoot, the squishy mass of a still-fresh corpse. It was as if the very earth beneath our houses was purging its cargo of humors, as if it was allowing its boils and pus to come to the surface after what had, until then, been an internal struggle. If only you could picture the shock in our little city, usually so peaceful, overcome in a matter of days, like a healthy man whose thick blood suddenly revolts!

			
			Things went so far that the Ransdoc Agency (for information, documentation, all the facts on any subject) announced, in its free radio news broadcast, that six thousand two hundred and thirty-one rats had been collected and burned on the 25th alone. This figure, which clarified for citizens the daily spectacle unfolding before their eyes, created an uproar. Until that point, people were merely complaining about a rather repugnant accident. Then they started to understand that this phenomenon, whose scale couldn’t be perceived or traced to its origin, had something threatening about it. Only the old, asthmatic Spaniard kept rubbing his hands and saying “They’re out in force, they’re out in force,” with senile joy.

			
			However, on April 28, Ransdoc announced a haul of about eight thousand rats, and in the city, anxiety reached its peak. People demanded radical measures, blamed the authorities, and some talked about retreating to their houses at the seaside. But the next day, the agency announced that the phenomenon had sharply ceased, and that pest control had only collected a negligible quantity of dead rats. The city exhaled.

			But it was on that same day, at noon, as Doctor Rieux was parking his car in front of his building, that he caught sight of the concierge coming slowly down from the end of the street, moving painfully, his head bowed and his arms and legs spread, in the posture of a marionette. The old man was holding the arm of a priest the doctor recognized. It was Father Paneloux, a learned and militant Jesuit he’d run into a few times who was much respected in our city, even among those who were indifferent to matters of religion. He waited for them. Old M. Michel had burning eyes and his breath whistled. He wasn’t feeling well and had wanted to get some air. But the sharp pains in his neck, armpits, and groin had forced him to turn back and ask for help from Father Paneloux.

			
			“It’s the lumps,” he said. “I really had to make an effort.”

			With his arm sticking through the car window, the doctor moved his finger along the base of Michel’s neck as the man bent toward him; a sort of woody knot had formed there.

			“Get to bed, take your temperature, I’ll come see you this afternoon.”

			Once the concierge had gone, Rieux asked Father Paneloux what he thought of this whole business about the rats.

			“Oh!” the father said, “it must be an epidemic,” and his eyes were smiling behind his round glasses.

			After lunch, Rieux was rereading the telegram from the sanatorium that said his wife had arrived, when the telephone rang. It was one of his former patients who worked for the city. He had long suffered from a narrowing aorta, and, since he was poor, Rieux had cared for him for free.

			“Yes,” he said, “you remember me. But it’s about someone else. Come quickly, something’s happened next door.”

			He was breathless. Rieux thought of the concierge and decided he would see him afterwards. A few minutes later, he stepped through the door of a squat building on the rue Faidherbe, near the city limits. In the middle of the cold, stinking stairway, he encountered Joseph Grand, the city clerk, who was coming down to meet him. He was a man of about fifty, with a long, drooping yellow mustache, narrow shoulders, and thin limbs.

			
			“Things are improving,” he said as he greeted Rieux, “but at first I thought he was done for.”

			He blew his nose. On the third and final story, on the left-hand door, Rieux saw words in red chalk:

			“Come in, I’ve hanged myself.”

			They went in. The rope hung suspended over a toppled chair, with the table pushed into a corner. But it hung empty.

			“I got him down in time,” said Grand who always seemed to be choosing his words, though his language was very simple. “I happened to be going out, and I heard a noise. When I saw the writing, what can I say, I thought it was a joke. But he groaned in a way that was funny, and sinister, so to speak.”

			He scratched his head:

			“To my mind, it must be a painful undertaking. Naturally, I went in.”

			They pushed open a door and found themselves on the threshold of a bright but poorly furnished room. A little round man was lying in the brass bed. He was breathing hard and looked at them with gummy eyes. The doctor stopped. In between breaths, he thought he heard the little cries of rats. But nothing moved in the corners. Rieux approached the bed. The man hadn’t fallen sharply or from enough of a height, and his vertebrae had held. Of course, he was a bit asphyxiated. He needed an x-ray. The doctor gave him a shot of camphor oil, and said that everything would sort itself out in a few days.

			
			“Thank you, Doctor,” said the man in a muffled voice.

			Rieux asked Grand if he’d informed the police and the clerk started to look sheepish.

			“No,” he said, “oh, no! I thought the most urgent thing…”

			“Of course,” Rieux interrupted. “I’ll take care of it.”

			But at that moment, the sick man became agitated, sitting up in bed and protesting he was fine. It wasn’t worth the trouble.

			“Calm yourself,” said Rieux. “There won’t be any problem, believe me, and I have to make a statement.”

			“Oh!” the other cried.

			And he pushed himself backward, sobbing in little gulps. Grand, who had been fiddling with his mustache for a minute, approached him.

			“Come now, Monsieur Cottard,” he said. “Try to understand. They could hold the doctor responsible. If, for example, you got it into your head to try again…”

			But Cottard, through his tears, said that he wouldn’t try again, that it was only a moment of madness, and he wished only to be left in peace. Rieux wrote out a prescription.

			
			“Understood,” he said. “Let’s leave it be, I’ll come back in two or three days. But don’t do anything stupid.”

			On the landing, he told Grand that he was required to make a statement, but he would ask the police superintendent to wait a couple of days before starting his inquiry.

			“Someone has to keep an eye on him tonight. Does he have family?”

			“I don’t know them. But I can keep watch myself.”

			Grand shook his head.

			“And as for him—look, I can’t say I know him either. But we all have to help each other out.”

			In the corridors of the house, Rieux mechanically checked the corners and asked Grand if the rats had totally disappeared from his neighborhood. The clerk had no idea. He had actually heard this story, but he didn’t pay much attention to neighborhood rumors.

			“I have other concerns,” he said.

			Rieux shook his hand. He was anxious to see the concierge before writing to his wife.

			The paperboys hawking the evening news announced that the rat invasion had stopped. But Rieux found his patient half leaning out of bed, one hand on his stomach and the other around his neck, vomiting up rosy bile in great heaves into a trash can. After a long effort, gasping for breath, the concierge lay back down. His temperature was a hundred and three, the lymph nodes on his neck were swollen and so were his limbs, two blackish patches were growing on his side. He was now complaining his insides hurt.

			
			“It burns,” he said. “This bastard’s burning me up.”

			His furry tongue made him garble his words, and he looked at the doctor with bulging eyes full of tears from the pain of his headache. His wife glanced anxiously at a silent Rieux.

			“Doctor,” she said, “what is it?”

			“It could be anything. But nothing is certain yet. Until tonight, let him fast and sweat it out. Give him plenty to drink.”

			Of course, the concierge was overcome with thirst.

			Once he was home, Rieux called his colleague Richard, one of the most renowned doctors in the city.

			“No,” said Richard, “I haven’t seen anything out of the ordinary.”

			“No fevers with localized swelling?”

			“Ah! Yes, indeed, two cases with quite inflamed lymph nodes.”

			“Abnormally inflamed?”

			“Hmm,” said Richard, “what’s normal, as you know…”

			That night, in any case, the concierge was delirious and, with a fever of one hundred and four degrees, he began to complain of rats. Rieux tried injecting a fixation abscess. As he felt the burn of turpentine, the concierge howled, “Ah! Those bastards!”

			
			The lymph nodes were even more swollen, hard and woody to the touch. The concierge’s wife was mad with worry.

			“Watch over him,” the doctor told her. “Call me if anything happens.”

			The next day, April 30, an already lukewarm breeze puffed through the humid, blue sky. It carried the smell of flowers from the farthest suburbs. The morning sounds in the street seemed livelier, more joyful than usual. All over our little city, rid of the dull apprehension it had felt during the week, this was a day of renewal. Rieux himself, reassured by a letter from his wife, went back down to the concierge with a light step. And in fact, in the morning, his fever had gone down to one hundred. Weakened, the sick man smiled in his bed.

			“It’s better now, isn’t it, Doctor?” said his wife.

			“Let’s wait a bit longer.”

			But, at noon, the fever shot up to a hundred and four, the sick man was continuously delirious, and the vomiting began again. The lymph nodes on his neck were painful to the touch, and the concierge seemed to want to hold his head as far away from his body as possible. His wife sat at the end of the bed, her hands on the coverlet, softly holding the patient’s feet. She looked at Rieux.

			“Listen,” he said, “we have to isolate him and try an emergency treatment. I’ll call the hospital and we’ll take him there in an ambulance.”

			Two hours later, in the ambulance, the doctor and the wife bent over the patient. From his furry, fungus-coated mouth, scraps of words emerged: “The rats!” he said. Greenish, his lips waxy, his eyelids leaden, his breath jerky and short, splayed by his lymph nodes, huddled into his stretcher as if he wanted to pull it shut over him or as if something, come from deep within the earth, called to him without respite, the concierge was suffocating beneath an invisible heaviness. His wife wept.

			
			“Is it hopeless, Doctor?”

			“He’s dead,” said Rieux.
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			You could say that the concierge’s death marked the end of this period full of disconcerting signs and the beginning of another, somewhat more difficult era, when initial surprise transformed, bit by bit, into panic. From then on, our fellow citizens realized they had never thought our little city could be singled out as the kind of place where rats died in broad daylight and concierges perished from mysterious diseases. From this point of view, they found themselves generally mistaken and had to revise their ideas. If things had gone no further, habit would surely have carried the day. But others among our fellow citizens, and not all of them concierges or poor people, would have to take the same path that M. Michel had been first to tread. It was from this moment that fear and rumination began.

			
			However, before going into detail about these new events, the narrator believes it would be useful to offer another witness’s perspective of the period that’s just been described. Jean Tarrou, whom you already met at the start of this tale, had settled in Oran a few weeks earlier and had lived, since then, in a grand hotel in the city center. Apparently, he was well off enough to live on his investments. But, though the city became accustomed to him bit by bit, no one could say where he came from or why he was there. He appeared in all the public places. After spring began, people regularly saw him at the beach, often swimming, and with obvious pleasure. Affable, always smiling, he seemed devoted to all the normal pleasures, without being enslaved to them. In fact, he was only known for one habit, frequenting the Spanish dancers and musicians who are quite numerous in our city.

			His notebooks, in any case, offer another chronicle of this difficult period. But it’s a very particular chronicle, one that seems biased toward insignificance. At first glance, you might think Tarrou had gone out of his way to examine things and people through the wide end of the binoculars. Amidst the general disarray, he devoted himself, for the most part, to becoming a historian of what has no history. You could, of course, condemn this bias and suspect a dry heartlessness underneath. But that doesn’t change the fact that these notebooks can offer our chronicle of this period a host of secondary details that have their own importance, and whose bizarre nature may even prevent us from making too quick a judgment about this interesting character.

			
			Jean Tarrou’s first notes date from his arrival in Oran. They show, from the start, a curious satisfaction at finding himself in such a fundamentally ugly city. We find a detailed description of the two bronze lions that decorate city hall, observant thoughts about the lack of trees, the ungainly houses, and the absurd layout of the city. Tarrou also mixes in some dialogue overheard on the trams and in the streets without adding commentary, except in the case of one of these conversations, a bit later on, concerning a certain Camps. Tarrou had witnessed this exchange between two tramway ticket collectors:

			“Did you know Camps well?” said one of them.

			“Camps? A tall guy with a black mustache?”

			“That’s the one. He was at the switches.”

			“Yes, of course.”

			“Well, he’s dead.”

			“Oh! When?”

			“After this business with the rats.”

			“Really? And what happened to him?”

			“I don’t know, a fever. And also, he wasn’t that strong. He had abscesses under his arms. He didn’t fight it.”

			“But he seemed like everyone else.”

			“No, he had a weak chest, and he played music with the Orphéon. All that blowing into a tube, it wears you out.”

			
			“Oh!” the second one said. “When you’re sick, you shouldn’t blow into a tube.”

			After these few indications, Tarrou wondered why Camps had joined the marching band against his best interests, and what profound reasons might have led him to risk his life for these Sunday parades.

			Next Tarrou seemed to be favorably impressed by a scene that often took place on the balcony facing his window. His room actually looked out on a small side street where cats slept in the shade of the walls. But every day, after lunch, during the hours when the whole city dozed in the heat, a little old man appeared on the balcony across the street. With white, well-combed hair, standing straight and severe in his military-style clothes, he would call to the cats, “Minet, minet,” at once distant and sweet. The cats lifted their eyes, still pale with sleep, but didn’t get up right away. The man would tear off little bits of paper above the street, and the beasts, drawn by this rain of white butterflies, would advance to the middle of the pavement, holding out hesitant paws toward the last morsels of paper. Then the little old man would spit on the cats with force and precision. If one of his gobs hit its mark, he would laugh.

			In the end, Tarrou definitely seemed to have been seduced by the commercial character of the city whose appearance, life, and even pleasures were dictated by the demands of negotiation. This singularity (that’s the term used in the notebooks) won Tarrou’s approval, and one of his flattering remarks even ends with an exclamation: “At last!” These are the only places where the traveler’s notes, on this date, seem to take on a personal character. It’s not easy to simply appreciate the meaning and the seriousness in them. In this way, after describing how the discovery of a dead rat caused the hotel cashier to make an error in his bill, Tarrou added, in a neater hand than usual: “Question: how to avoid wasting time? Answer: to experience its full extent. Methods: spend days in a dentist’s waiting room, in an uncomfortable chair; spend Sunday afternoons on the balcony; listen to lectures in a language you don’t understand, choose the longest and most inconvenient railway itineraries and of course ride standing up; wait in line at the box offices of shows and never take a seat, etc.” But immediately after these deviations of language and thought, the notebooks undertake a detailed description of the tramways of our city, of the shape of their casing, their indecisive color, their habitual dirtiness, and conclude these observations with an “it’s remarkable” that explains nothing.

			
			Here, in any case, are the details Tarrou notes about this rat business:

			“Today, the little old man across the way is crestfallen. There are no more cats. They have actually disappeared, riled up by the dead rats people are finding in the streets in huge numbers. In my opinion, it’s not that the cats are eating the dead rats. I remember mine hated that. Nonetheless, they need to run through the cellars, and the little old man is crestfallen. He is less well-combed, less energetic. He seems worried. After a moment, he goes back inside. But first he spits, once, into the air.

			
			“In the city, they stopped a tram because someone discovered a dead rat on it, who knows how it got there. Two or three women got off. They threw the rat away. The tram went on.

			“At the hotel, the night watchman, who is a trustworthy fellow, told me that he was expecting some misfortune with all these rats. ‘When rats flee the ship…’ I responded that this was true in the case of boats, but that no one had ever tested it in a city. However, his mind was made up. I asked, in his opinion, what misfortune could we expect? He didn’t know, the misfortune was impossible to predict. But it wouldn’t surprise him if it turned out to be an earthquake. I granted that it was possible and he asked if that didn’t worry me.

			“ ‘The only thing that interests me,’ I told him, ‘is finding inner peace.’

			“He understood me completely.

			“At the hotel restaurant, there was a whole family of interesting people. The father is a tall, thin man, with a starched collar. The middle of his scalp is bald with two tufts of gray hair on either side. Two small eyes, round, and hard, a thin nose, a horizontal mouth, give the air of a well-brought-up owl. He is always the first one at the restaurant door, steps aside, lets his wife pass, dainty as a black mouse, and then on their heels, a little boy and girl enter, gussied up like show dogs. Once they reach their table, he waits for his wife to take her place, then he sits, and then the two poodles are at last allowed to perch themselves on their chairs. He speaks formally to his wife and children, spouting polite viciousness at his wife and giving decisive speeches to his heirs:

			
			“ ‘Nicole, you’re looking royally stuck up!’

			“And the little girl looked ready to cry. As she should be.

			“This morning, the little boy was all excited about this business with the rats. He wanted to say something about it at the table:

			“ ‘We do not talk about rats at the table, Philippe. In the future, I forbid you to say that word.’

			“ ‘Your father is right,’ said the black mouse.

			“The two poodles sniffled into their pâté, and the owl thanked them with a nod that didn’t mean much of anything.

			“Despite this excellent example, people have a lot to say about the rats in the city. The newspaper covered it. The local chronicle, which is usually quite wide-ranging, is now completely devoted to a campaign against the municipality: ‘Aren’t our elected officials aware of the dangers that these rodents’ putrefied corpses can pose?’ The manager of the hotel can’t talk about anything else. But he’s also annoyed. Finding rats in the elevator of a respectable hotel seems inconceivable to him. To console him, I said: ‘But everyone is in this situation.’

			“ ‘Exactly,’ he replied. ‘Now we’re just like everyone else.’

			“He was the one who told me about the first cases of this surprising fever that’s starting to worry people. One of his maids had come down with it.

			
			“ ‘But surely it’s not contagious,’ he hurried to add.

			“I told him it was all the same to me.

			“ ‘Ah! I see. Monsieur is like me, Monsieur is a fatalist.’

			“I had said nothing of the kind, and besides, I’m not a fatalist. I told him so…”

			After this, Tarrou’s notebooks began to give a few details about this unknown fever that was already starting to worry the public. In remarking that the little old man had finally been reunited with his cats after the rats had disappeared, and patiently improved his aim, Tarrou added that there were already a dozen cases of this fever, most of which had been fatal.

			For the record, we can at last reproduce Tarrou’s portrait of Doctor Rieux. As far as the narrator can tell, it is rather faithful:

			“Looks about thirty-five. Medium build. Big shoulders. An almost rectangular face. Dark, steady eyes, but prominent jaw. His strong nose is straight. Very short haircut. An arched mouth with full lips, almost always clenched shut. He looks a little like a Sicilian peasant with his browned skin, his black stubble, and his clothes that are somber-colored but suit him well.

			“He walks fast. He steps off the curb without changing his pace, but two out of three times, he steps onto the opposite sidewalk with a little hop. He’s distracted at the wheel of his car, and often leaves his signals on even after he’s completed the turn. Always bareheaded. With a resigned air.”

			
			Tarrou’s figures were correct. Doctor Rieux was one to know. Once the body of the concierge had been isolated, he’d telephoned Richard to ask him about these inguinal fevers.

			“I don’t understand it,” Richard said. “Two deaths. One in forty-eight hours, the other in three days. The second was by all appearances convalescing when I left that morning.”

			“Let me know if you have other cases,” said Rieux.

			He called a few more doctors. Investigating this way brought him some twenty similar cases in a few days. Almost all had been fatal. So he asked Richard, president of the Medical Association in Oran, to isolate the new patients.

			“But I can’t do anything,” said Richard. “There have to be orders from the prefecture. Besides, who said there’s a risk of contagion?”

			“Nothing tells me so, but the symptoms are worrying.”

			Richard, however, reasoned that he “didn’t have the standing.” The most he could do was speak to the prefect.

			But while people talked, the weather deteriorated. The day after the concierge’s death, large clouds filled the sky. Brief deluges of rain battered the city; a stormy heat followed these brusque showers. Even the sea had lost its deep blue, and under the misty sky, it took on shades of silver or iron, painful to see. The humid heat of this springtime made people wish for the fervor of summer. In the city, built like a snail shell on its plateau, just barely open to the sea, a bleak torpor reigned. In the midst of its long, stucco walls, among the streets of dusty windowpanes, on the trams painted a dirty yellow, people felt a bit imprisoned by the sky. Except Rieux’s elderly patient, who overcame his asthma to revel in the weather.

			
			“It’s heating up,” he said. “Good for the lungs.”

			Something was, in fact, heating up: a fever, to be precise. The entire city had a fever, at least that was the impression that dogged Doctor Rieux the morning he stopped by the rue Faidherbe to attend the hearing about Cottard’s suicide attempt. But this impression struck him as unreasonable. He chalked it up to jitters and to the worries assailing him, and he admitted that he urgently needed to organize his thoughts.

			When he arrived, the police commissioner wasn’t there yet. Grand was waiting on the landing, and they decided to go to his place first, leaving the door open. The city clerk lived in a two-room apartment, very skimpily furnished. The only noticeable thing was a white wooden shelf garnished with two or three dictionaries, and a blackboard where it was still possible to read the half-erased words “flowering paths.” According to Grand, Cottard had an easy night. But he had woken that morning with a pain in his head, incapable of any response. Grand seemed tired and nervous, pacing back and forth, opening and closing a fat file of manuscript pages on the table.

			
			All the same, he told the doctor that he barely knew Cottard but suspected he had a bit of savings. Cottard was a bizarre man. For a long time, their interactions were limited to a few greetings in the stairwell.

			“I’ve only had two conversations with him. A few days ago, I spilled a box of chalk on the landing when I was bringing it home. There was red and blue chalk. At that same moment, Cottard came out on the landing and helped me gather them up. He asked me what I was doing with the different chalk colors.”

			So Grand had explained to him that he was trying to relearn a little Latin. Since the lycée, his knowledge had faded.

			“Yes,” he told the doctor, “they assured me that it was helpful for better understanding the meaning of French words.”

			So he wrote Latin words on his blackboard. In blue chalk, he copied out the parts of words that changed following declensions and conjugations, and in red chalk, the parts that never changed.

			“I don’t know if Cottard understood, but he seemed interested and asked me for a piece of red chalk. I was a little surprised, but after all…I couldn’t have guessed, of course, that it would serve his plan.”

			Rieux asked what the second conversation had been about. But the commissioner, accompanied by his secretary, arrived and wanted to hear Grand’s statement first. The doctor noticed that Grand, referring to Cottard, always called him “the desperate man.” He even used the expression “fatal determination” at one point. They talked about the motive for suicide and Grand seemed fussy about the choice of terms. They finally agreed on “private sorrows.” The commissioner asked if anything in Cottard’s attitude could have warned of, as he put it, “his resolve.”

			
			“He knocked on my door yesterday,” said Grand, “to ask me for matches. I gave him my box. He apologized, saying that between neighbors…Then he assured me he would bring back my matchbox. I told him to keep it.”

			The commissioner asked the clerk if Cottard had seemed bizarre.

			“What seemed bizarre was that he acted like he wanted to start a conversation. But me, I was working.”

			Grand turned to Rieux and added, in an embarrassed tone, “Some personal work.”

			The commissioner still wanted to see the patient. But Rieux thought he had better prepare Cottard for this visit. When he entered the room, the latter, wearing only a grayish flannel nightshirt, was sitting up in bed and turned to the door with an anxious expression.

			“It’s the police, isn’t it?”

			“Yes,” said Rieux, “and try not to worry. Two or three formalities, and you’ll be left in peace.”

			But Cottard replied that there was no point in it, and that he didn’t like the police. Rieux looked impatient.

			
			“I have no love for them either. It’s a matter of answering their questions quickly and correctly, to be done with it once and for all.”

			Cottard quieted and the doctor turned back towards the door. But the little man called out to him and took his hands when he approached the bed:

			“They can’t harm a sick man, a man who’s hung himself, can they, Doctor?”

			Rieux thought for a moment and finally assured him there was never any question of that sort of thing, and besides, he was there to protect his patient. The man seemed to relax, and Rieux let in the commissioner.

			They read Grand’s testimony to Cottard and asked him if he could explain the motive for his act. Without looking at the commissioner, he said only “Private sorrows, that’s well put.” The commissioner pressed him, asking if he had any thought of another attempt. Cottard, livening up, said no, that he only wanted to be left in peace.

			“I will point out to you,” said the commissioner in an irritated tone, “that you’re the one making trouble for people.”

			But at a sign from Rieux, they left it at that.

			“You might think,” sighed the commissioner on the way out, “that we would have other fish to fry, since people are talking about this fever…”

			He asked the doctor if this thing was serious, and Rieux replied that he had no idea.

			
			“It’s the weather, that’s all,” the commissioner concluded.

			It was the weather, no doubt about it. Everything stuck to his hands as the day advanced, and Rieux could feel his dread growing with each visit. The evening of that same day, in the outskirts of the city, his old patient’s neighbor clutched his groin and vomited in the midst of his delirium. His lymph nodes were even bigger than the concierge’s. One of them had begun to suppurate, and soon it opened like a rotten fruit. Back home, Rieux called the pharmaceuticals distributor for the region. His records for that date say only: “Negative response.” And already, he was called away to similar cases. The abscesses had to be opened, that was clear. Two perpendicular cuts with a scalpel and the ganglia expelled pus mixed with blood. The patients bled, spread-eagled. But dark spots would appear on the stomach and legs, a lymph node would stop oozing and then puff up again. Most of the time, the patient died, smelling horrible.

			The press, which had been so talkative about the rat business, no longer had anything to say. It was because rats died in the street, and humans died in their beds. And the papers only concerned themselves with the streets. But the prefecture and the municipality began to wonder. No one would have done anything as long as each doctor encountered only two or three cases. But all in all, it was enough that someone dared to add them up. The sum was appalling. In just a few short days, the fatal cases were multiplying, and it became obvious to those who were concerned with this strange illness that they were dealing with a true epidemic. This was the moment Castel, a colleague of Rieux’s and a much older man, chose to pay him a visit.

			
			“Of course,” he said to him, “you know what this is, Rieux?”

			“I’m waiting for the test results.”

			“I know what it is. And I don’t need the results. I spent part of my career in China, and I saw a few cases in Paris, some twenty years ago. But at the time, people didn’t dare to name them. Public opinion is sacred: no panic, above all, no panic. And then, as one of my colleagues said, ‘It’s impossible, everyone knows it has disappeared from the West.’ Yes, everyone knew it, except for the dead. Come on, Rieux, you know as well as I do what this is.”

			Rieux thought about it. From the window of his office, he watched the rocky shoulder of the faraway bluff closing in on the bay. The sky, though blue, had a pale luster that softened as the afternoon advanced.

			“Yes, Castel,” he said, “it’s barely believable. But it does seem to be the plague.”

			Castel got up and moved toward the door.

			“You know how they will answer us,” said the old doctor: “It disappeared from temperate climates many years ago.”

			“What does that mean, disappeared?” Rieux replied, shrugging.

			
			“Yes. And don’t forget: it was still in Paris, almost twenty years ago.”

			“Well. Let us hope it’s no worse today than it was back then. But it’s truly unbelievable.”
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			The word “plague” had just been spoken for the first time. At this point, the story leaves Bernard Rieux at his window, and the narrator may be allowed to justify the doctor’s uncertainty and surprise, since, with some nuances, he reacted like most of our fellow citizens. Scourges are actually a communal thing, but it’s hard to believe in them when they’re right in front of you. Across the world, there have been as many plagues as wars. And yet plagues and wars leave people equally at a loss. Doctor Rieux was at a loss, as were our fellow citizens, and so we can understand his hesitations. This way we must also understand that he was torn between worry and trust. When a war breaks out, people say “It won’t last long, it’s too stupid.” And no doubt a war is certainly too stupid, but that doesn’t stop it from lasting. Stupidity always endures, people notice it if they think outside themselves. Our fellow citizens were like everyone else in this regard—they thought about themselves, which is to say they were humanists, they didn’t believe in scourges. A scourge is not on a human scale, and so people say it isn’t real; it’s a bad dream that will pass. But it doesn’t always pass, and, from bad dream to bad dream, it’s the humans who pass, and the humanists first, because they didn’t heed the warnings. Our fellow citizens were no guiltier than others, they forgot to be humble, that’s all, and they thought everything was still possible for them, which meant that scourges were impossible. They continued to go about their business, they prepared for their journeys, and they had their opinions. How could they have imagined that a plague would cancel the future, the travel and conversations? They thought they were free, and no one will ever be free as long as there are scourges.

			
			Even when the doctor had admitted, in front of his friend, that a scattered handful of patients, without warning, had just died of plague, the danger remained unreal to him. Simply put, when you’re a doctor, you have some idea of pain and a bit more imagination. Looking out his window at this city that hadn’t changed, the doctor could barely feel the stirring of that slight aversion to the future known as worry. In his mind, he tried to gather what he knew of this illness. Figures floated in his memory, and he told himself that the thirty great plagues of history had produced close to a hundred million dead. But what were a hundred million dead? When you’re at war, you barely have any idea of what a dead man is. And since a dead man carries no weight unless you’ve seen him dead, a hundred million corpses strewn across history are nothing but smoke in the imagination. The doctor remembered the plague of Constantinople, which according to Procopius killed ten thousand victims in a day. Ten thousand dead equaled five times the audience of a large movie theater. That’s what they should do. Gather up the people at the exits of five cinemas, take them to a city square, and make them die in piles to see it a little more clearly. At least then they could put faces they knew to that anonymous pile. But of course it was impossible to carry out, and besides, who could recognize ten thousand faces? And what’s more, people like Procopius didn’t know how to count, that was a fact. In Canton, seventy years ago, forty thousand rats died of the plague before this scourge took an interest in the residents. But, in 1871, no one had a method for counting the rats. People made rough, approximate calculations, with clear chances for error. All the same, if a rat is ten inches long, forty thousand rats stacked end to end would make…

			But the doctor was growing impatient. He was letting himself get carried away, and he shouldn’t. A few cases didn’t make an epidemic, and it was enough to take precautions. He had to stick with what was known, the stupor and prostration, the red eyes, the grimy mouth, the headaches, the buboes, the terrible thirst, the delirium, the marks on the body, the internal torture, and after all that…After all that, a sentence came back to Doctor Rieux, a sentence that precisely concluded the list of symptoms in his handbook: “The pulse becomes feeble and death follows when an insignificant movement occurs.” Yes, at the end of all that, they hung by a thread and three-quarters of people, that was the exact figure, were rather impatient to make the imperceptible movement that would finish them.

			
			The doctor was still looking out the window. On one side of the pane, the fresh spring sky, and on the other side, the word that still resonated in the room: plague. The word not only contained what science intended to put there, but also a long series of extraordinary images that didn’t match this yellow-gray city, moderately active at this hour, buzzing rather than noisy, all in all happy, if it’s possible to be both happy and bleak. And such a pacifying, indifferent calmness refuted, almost without effort, the old images of scourges, Athens, plagued and deserted by the birds, the Chinese cities full of people agonizing in silence, the convicts of Marseille piling decomposing corpses in holes, the construction in Provence of the great wall that would stop the furious winds of pestilence, Jaffa and its hideous beggars, the moist, rotten beds stuck to the earthen floor of the Constantinople hospital, the sick dragged with hooks, the carnival of masked doctors during the Black Plague, the living people coupling in the cemeteries of Milan, the carts full of dead in terrified London, the nights and days filled, everywhere and always, with interminable human cries. No, all that was not yet strong enough to kill the peace of this day. On the other side of the pane, the sudden sound of an invisible tram negated cruelty and pain in an instant. Only the sea, at the end of the dull checkerboard of houses, bore witness to what was worrisome and never resting in this world. And Doctor Rieux, watching the gulf, thought of those pyres Lucretius spoke of, that Athenians struck by sickness had built facing the sea. They carried the dead there during the night, but space was lacking, and the living fought with torches to get a place for those who had been dear to them, undergoing bloody fights rather than abandoning their corpses. You could imagine the glowing pyres by the calm, dark water, the battles with torches bursting sparks into the night and the thick, poisonous vapors rising into the attentive sky. You could fear…

			
			But this vertigo didn’t hold up to reason. True, the word “plague” had been spoken, true, at that very moment, the scourge was seizing one or two victims and tossing them to the ground. And yet, this could stop. What he had to do was to clearly recognize what had to be recognized, to chase off the useless shadows at last and take up the appropriate measures. Then the plague would stop because the plague was unimaginable or because it had been wrongly imagined. If it stopped, as was likely, everything would be fine. In the opposite case, they would know what it was and if there was any way to deal with it early so they could defeat it later.

			The doctor opened the window and the noise of the city swelled all at once. The brief, repeated whine of a mechanical saw rose from a neighboring shop. Rieux shook himself. That was where certainty lay, there in this daily work. The rest hung on threads, and on insignificant movements, you couldn’t stop for it. The main thing was to do his job well.
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			Doctor Rieux had reached this point in his reflections when they told him Joseph Grand had arrived. As a clerk for the city, though his work was quite varied, they periodically used him in the bureau of statistics at the registry office. And so he had been tasked with summing up the deaths. And since he was naturally obliging, he had also agreed to deliver a copy of his results to Rieux.

			The doctor saw Grand enter, along with his neighbor, Cottard. The clerk was brandishing a sheet of paper.

			“The numbers are climbing, Doctor,” he announced. “Eleven deaths in forty-eight hours.”

			Rieux greeted Cottard and asked him how he was feeling. Grand explained that Cottard had wanted to thank the doctor and to apologize for the inconvenience he had caused. But Rieux was looking at the sheet of statistics:

			“Well now,” said Rieux, “we might need to decide to start calling this disease by its name. Up to this point, we’ve been tiptoeing around it. But come with me, I need to go to the lab.”

			“Yes, yes,” said Grand, following the doctor downstairs, “we must call things by their names. But what name is that?”

			
			“I can’t tell you, and besides, it wouldn’t be useful.”

			“You see,” smiled the clerk, “it’s not so easy.”

			They headed toward the Place d’Armes. Cottard still kept silent. The streets began to fill with people. Our country’s fugitive dusk was already recoiling before the night, and the first stars appeared above the still-sharp horizon. A few seconds later, the streetlamps obscured the whole sky as they brightened, and the noise of conversations seemed to heighten its pitch.

			“Excuse me,” said Grand at the corner of the Place d’Armes, “but I must catch my tram. My evenings are sacred. As they say where I’m from: ‘You must never put off until tomorrow…’ ”

			Rieux had already noticed the enthusiasm Grand, who was from Montélimar, had for invoking the idioms of his region and for using banal expressions that came from nowhere, like “a dreamy time” or “fairy lights.”

			“Ah,” said Cottard, “it’s true. You can’t get him to leave the house after dinner.”

			Rieux asked Grand if he was working for the city. No, Grand said, he was working for himself.

			“Ah,” said Rieux, to have something to say, “and you’re making some headway?”

			“Over the years I’ve been working on it, certainly. Though in another sense, there hasn’t been much progress.”

			“But in general, what kind of work is it?” said the doctor, stopping.

			Grand stuttered as he adjusted his round hat over his large ears. And Rieux understood very vaguely that it was something about the development of a character. But the clerk was leaving them already with a short, hurried stride, walking back up the boulevard de la Marne under the ficus trees. On the threshold of the lab, Cottard told the doctor that he would very much like to see him, to ask his advice. Rieux, who was fiddling with the sheet of statistics in his pocket, invited him to come to his office, then, changing his mind, told him he would be in his neighborhood the next day and that he would come by to see him at the end of the afternoon.

			
			As he left Cottard, the doctor noticed that he was thinking of Grand. He imagined him in the middle of a plague, not this one, which was surely minor, but one of the great plagues of history. He’s the sort of man who would survive those situations. He remembered reading that the plague spared weak constitutions and destroyed healthy ones in particular. And, as he continued to think about it, the doctor decided that the clerk had a slightly mysterious air.

			At first glance, in fact, Joseph Grand was nothing more than the low-level city clerk he appeared to be. Tall and thin, he floated in his clothes, always picking garments a size too big, mistakenly thinking they would last longer. Though he still had most of the teeth in his lower gums, he had lost most of those from his upper jaw. His smile, which mainly lifted his top lip, revealed a mouthful of shadows. If you add to this portrait a seminarian’s gait, an art of hugging walls and slipping through doorways, a smell of basements and smoke, and all the signs of insignificance, you must admit how difficult it would be to imagine him anywhere besides at a desk, absorbed in revising the prices of public baths in the city or in gathering, for a young bureaucrat, the elements of a report on the new household garbage tax. Even to the uninitiated, he seemed to have been put on earth to perform the discreet but indispensable functions of a temporary municipal assistant, for sixty-two francs and three centimes a day.

			
			This was the language that actually appeared in the employee directory after the word “title.” Twenty-two years earlier, when he had accepted this position after a lack of funds had put an end to his studies, he said they had led him to hope for a quick “guarantee of employment.” He only needed to prove, over a little time, that he was capable of handling the delicate questions posed by our city’s administration. After that, they had assured him, he would most certainly get a bureaucrat’s position that would allow him to live well. Of course, it wasn’t ambition that drove Joseph Grand—he could vouch for that with a melancholy smile. But the prospect of a life materially assured by honest means and, when he left work, the possibility to devote himself, without guilt, to his favorite pastimes, made him very pleased. If he had accepted the offer before him, it was for honorable reasons, and you might go so far as to say it was out of faith in an ideal.

			This provisional state of things lasted for many long years, life had grown to outsized proportions, and Grand’s salary, despite some general increases, remained meager. He’d complained about it to Rieux, but no one seemed to notice. This was where Grand’s eccentricity came in, or at least some sign of it. He could, in fact, have asserted, if not the rights that he was unsure about, at least the assurances they had given him. But first of all, the boss who had hired him had died long ago, and the clerk, as it happened, couldn’t remember exactly what they had promised him. In the end, and above all, Joseph Grand could not find his words.

			
			It was this particularity that most affected our fellow citizen, as Rieux had noticed. In truth, it was this quality that always prevented him from writing the claim letter he was meditating on, or from taking the steps the circumstances required. According to him, he felt particularly stuck about using the word “right,” which he wasn’t sure about, or the word “promises,” which would have implied he was claiming his due, and would have shown his character in a bold light that was incompatible with the modesty of his duties. On the other hand, he refused to use the terms “goodwill,” “request,” or “gratitude,” which he could not reconcile with his personal dignity. In such a way, for lack of finding the right words, our fellow citizen continued to perform his murky functions up until a rather advanced age. As for the rest, and always along the lines of what he told Doctor Rieux, he observed that anyhow, his material needs were practically taken care of, since it was enough, after all, to adapt his needs to his resources. And so he recognized the truth of an expression favored by the mayor, a major captain of industry in our city, who vehemently insisted that when it came down to it (and he insisted on this phrase, which carried all the weight of reasonableness), when it really came down to it, nobody here was dying of hunger. In any case, the somewhat ascetic life Grand led had delivered him from any worries of that kind. He continued to search for his words.

			
			In a certain sense, you might well say his life was exemplary. He was one of those men, rare in our city and elsewhere, who always have the courage of their good intentions. The little he let on about himself was a testament to goodness and attachments we don’t dare to confess these days. He had no shame in admitting that he loved his nephews and his sister, his only remaining immediate family, whom he went to visit in France every two years. He acknowledged that the memory of his parents, who had died when he was still young, caused him grief. He allowed himself to admit that, most of all, he loved a certain bell in his neighborhood that rang sweetly around five in the evening. But, to evoke such simple emotions, the least word caused him great pains. In the end, this difficulty made up his greatest worry. “Ah! Doctor,” he would say, “I would so like to learn how to express myself.” And he mentioned this to Rieux every time they met.

			That evening, the doctor, watching the clerk as he left, understood all of a sudden what Grand was trying to say: he was undoubtedly writing a book or something approaching it. Until he finally reached the lab, this reassured Rieux. He knew this impression was stupid, but he couldn’t believe that the plague would really take hold in a city where you could find modest clerks who cultivated honorable obsessions. To be exact, he didn’t imagine what place those obsessions could have in the middle of a plague, so he judged that, practically speaking, the plague did not have a future among our fellow citizens.
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			The next day, thanks to a persistence that was judged inappropriate, Rieux obtained the prefecture’s invitation to a health commission.

			“It’s true that the people are worried,” Richard admitted. “And then the gossip exaggerates everything. The prefect said to me, ‘Let’s do it quickly, if you want, but quietly.’ Besides, he’s persuaded that it’s a false alarm.”

			Bernard Rieux picked up Castel in his car on the way to the prefecture.

			“Did you know,” said the latter, “that the department has no serum?”

			“I know. I called the depot. The manager was flabbergasted. It has to be shipped from Paris.”

			“I hope it won’t take long.”

			
			“I’ve already telegraphed,” Rieux responded.

			The prefect was friendly, but nervous.

			“Let’s get started, gentlemen,” he said. “Do I need to summarize the situation?”

			Richard thought it wasn’t necessary. The doctors were aware of the situation. The question was simply to understand what measures it would be appropriate to take.

			“The question,” old Castel said sharply, “is to find out whether or not it’s the plague.”

			Two or three doctors protested. The others seemed to hesitate. As for the prefect, he jumped and turned mechanically toward the door, as if to make sure it had truly prevented this enormity from expanding throughout the corridors. Richard declared that, in his opinion, they must not give in to panic: they were dealing with a fever that had inguinal complications, that was all that could be said, theories in science, as in life, were always dangerous. Old Castel, who was calmly chewing his yellowed mustache, raised his clear eyes to Rieux. Then he looked kindly around the gathering and remarked that he knew perfectly well that it was the plague, but that, of course, this official response would require them to take unforgiving measures. He knew that, at heart, this was what made his colleagues recoil, and, for starters, he certainly wanted to claim, for their peace of mind, that this was not the plague. The prefect shook himself and declared that, in any case, this wasn’t a good line of reasoning.

			
			“What matters,” said Castel, “is not whether this line of reasoning is good, but whether it makes us think.”

			Since Rieux was silent, they asked his opinion:

			“It’s a typhoid-like fever, but accompanied by buboes and vomiting. I performed incisions of the buboes. In this way, I was able to generate an analysis where the lab believes they have recognized the squat bacillus of the plague. To be candid, I should say, however, that certain specific modifications of the microbe don’t coincide with the classic description.”

			Richard stressed that this legitimized their hesitation and that they should at least wait for the statistical results of the series of tests that had begun a few days ago.

			“When a microbe,” said Rieux after a short silence, “is capable, in three days’ time, of quadrupling the size of the spleen, of giving the mesenteric lymph nodes the volume of oranges and the consistency of porridge, it doesn’t permit any hesitation. The sites of infection are multiplying. At the rate this sickness is spreading, if it isn’t stopped, it threatens to kill half the city within two months.”

			Richard thought they shouldn’t paint such a dark picture, and that besides, the contagion hadn’t been proved, as the relatives of these patients were still unscathed.

			“But others are dead,” remarked Rieux. “And of course, contagion is never absolute, if it were, there would be infinite exponential growth and a staggering population decline. It’s not about painting a dark picture. It’s about taking precautions.”

			
			Richard, however, thought to sum up the situation by reminding them that to stop this disease, if it didn’t stop on its own, they would have to apply serious prophylactic measures according to the law; that to enact them would require officially recognizing it as the plague; that they were not absolutely certain in this respect, and that this demanded consideration.

			“The question,” Rieux insisted, “is not if the measures recommended by law are serious, but if they are necessary to prevent half the city from being killed. The rest is the administration’s business, and our institutions have rightly appointed a prefect to resolve these questions.”

			“Of course,” said the prefect, “but I need you to officially recognize that we’re dealing with a plague epidemic.”

			“If we don’t recognize it,” said Rieux, “it risks killing half the city all the same.”

			Richard cut in with some anxiety.

			“The truth is that our colleague believes it’s the plague. His description of the syndrome proves it.”

			Rieux replied that he hadn’t described a syndrome, he had described what he had seen. And he had seen buboes, bruises, delirious fevers, fatal in forty-eight hours. Could M. Richard take the responsibility of confirming that the epidemic would stop without rigorous preventative measures?

			
			Richard hesitated and turned to Rieux. “Truthfully, tell me your thoughts—are you certain this is the plague?”

			“You’re looking at the problem wrong. It’s not a question of vocabulary, it’s a question of time.”

			“Your thought,” said the prefect, “would be that, even if it isn’t the plague, the preventative measures designed for times of plague should nonetheless be applied.”

			“If I absolutely must have a thought, that would be it.”

			The doctors consulted and Richard finally said: “We must therefore take responsibility for acting as if the disease were the plague.”

			This phrasing was warmly accepted.

			“Is that also your opinion, my dear colleague?” asked Richard.

			“I don’t care about the phrasing,” said Rieux. “Let’s just say we shouldn’t act as if half the city isn’t at risk of being killed, because then it will be.”

			In the midst of general exasperation, Rieux left. A few moments later, in a neighborhood that smelled of fried fish and urine, a woman screaming in agony, bleeding from her groin, turned to look at him.
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			The day after the meeting, the fever made another small leap. It even appeared in the newspapers, in benign form, since the journalists contented themselves with just a few allusions to it. The day after that, in any case, Rieux noticed little white posters the prefecture had hastily pasted up in the most discreet corners of the city. It was difficult to see these posters as any proof that the authorities were taking the situation seriously. The measures were not draconian, and much seemed to have been sacrificed to avoid alarming public opinion. The preamble of the decree actually announced that several cases of a pernicious fever, whose contagiousness they could not yet determine, had appeared in the municipality of Oran. These cases were too vague to be truly concerning, and the population would surely have no trouble keeping calm. Nonetheless, in a spirit of prudence that everyone could understand, the prefect was taking a few preventative measures. Understood and applied as they were intended, these measures were of a kind that would halt any threat of an epidemic. As a consequence, the prefect did not doubt for an instant that his constituents would employ the most dedicated cooperation with his own personal efforts.

			
			The poster went on to announce comprehensive measures, among them state-of-the-art rat control through the injection of toxic gas into the sewers, and a strict surveillance of the water supply. It recommended that inhabitants maintain the most extreme cleanliness and invited those carrying fleas to present themselves at municipal dispensaries. On the other hand, families were required to declare cases diagnosed by the doctor and had to consent to isolating the patients in special rooms at the hospital. Besides, these rooms were equipped to care for the sick with the least amount of time and the maximum chances of being cured. Several supplemental measures required disinfecting the sick person’s room and the transport vehicle. As for the rest, they simply recommended that any relatives undergo a health check.

			
			Doctor Rieux turned brusquely away from the poster and continued on his way to the office. Joseph Grand, who was waiting, waved his arms when he caught sight of him.

			“Yes,” said Rieux, “I know, the numbers are rising.”

			The day before, a dozen patients in the city had succumbed. The doctor told Grand that he might see him that evening, since he was going to visit Cottard.

			“Good thinking,” said Grand. “You must be helping him, since I’ve noticed he’s changed.”

			“How so?”

			“He’s become polite.”

			“Wasn’t he polite before?”

			Grand hesitated. He couldn’t say that Cottard had been impolite—that wording wouldn’t be fair. He was a withdrawn and silent man who looked a little like a wild boar. Cottard’s whole life was made up of his room, a modest restaurant, and rather mysterious outings. Officially he was a sales representative for wines and liquors. From time to time, he received visits from two or three men who must be his clients. Sometimes, in the evening, he went to the movie theater across the street from the house. The clerk had even noticed that Cottard seemed to prefer gangster films. In every circumstance, the salesman remained solitary and suspicious.

			
			All this had changed, according to Grand:

			“I don’t know how to say it, but you see, I have the impression that he’s trying to put everyone at ease, that he wants to win everyone over. He often talks to me, he invites me on outings, and I’m not always sure how to refuse. As for the rest, he interests me, and after all, I saved his life.”

			Since his suicide attempt, Cottard hadn’t received any visits. In the streets, in the shops, he sought out every kindness. No one had ever spoken so sweetly to the grocers or listened to a tobacconist with such interest.

			“That tobacconist,” Grand remarked, “is a real viper. I told Cottard that, but he responded that I was wrong and that she has good sides if you know how to find them.”

			Two or three times, Cottard had taken Grand to luxurious cafés and restaurants in the city. He had, in fact, begun to frequent them.

			“It’s comfortable here,” he would say, “and besides the company is good.”

			Grand had noticed the special attention the staff paid the salesman, and he understood the reason when he saw Cottard’s excessive tips. He seemed very sensitive to the friendly ways they treated him in return. One day, when the maître d’ had escorted him out and helped him with his overcoat, Cottard said to Grand:

			
			“He’s a good fellow, he can vouch for me.”

			“Vouch for what?”

			Cottard had hesitated.

			“Well, that I’m not a bad man.”

			The rest of the time, he had mood swings. One day, when the grocer had acted less than friendly, he returned home in an unreasonable fury.

			“He’s sided with the others, that thug,” he repeated.

			“What others?”

			“All the others.”

			Grand had even witnessed a curious scene at the tobacconist’s. In the middle of an animated conversation, she had mentioned a recent arrest that caused controversy in Algiers. A young office worker had killed an Arab on a beach.

			“If they put all that rabble in prison,” said the shopkeeper, “honest people could breathe easier.”

			But she had to stop herself, faced with Cottard’s sudden agitation as he stormed out of the shop without a word of explanation. Dumbfounded, Grand and the shopkeeper had watched him flee.

			After this, Grand was obliged to tell Rieux about other changes in Cottard’s character. He had always held very liberal views. As he often said, “The big fish eat the little fish.” But for a while, he had only been buying Oran’s most conventional newspaper, and it was plausible to believe that he read it with a certain ostentation, in public places. Likewise, a few days after getting back on his feet, he had begged Grand, who was going to the post office, if he would please mail the hundred-franc postal order he sent every month to a faraway sister. But at the moment Grand was leaving:

			
			“Send her two hundred francs,” Cottard said. “It will be a nice surprise for her. She believes I never think of her. But in truth, I really love her.”

			Last, he had started a curious conversation with Grand. He had been obliged to answer Cottard’s questions about the little project he worked on each night.

			“So,” said Cottard, “you’re writing a book.”

			“If you like, but it’s more complicated than that!”

			“Ah!” Cottard had exclaimed, “I would love to do something like that.”

			Grand had seemed surprised and Cottard babbled that to be an artist was to set things straight.

			“Why?” Grand had asked.

			“Well, because an artist has more rights than others, everyone knows that. They let him get away with more.”

			“Come now,” said Rieux to Grand on the morning of the posters, “this business with the rats has unsettled him, like many other people, that’s all. Or maybe he’s afraid of the fever.”

			Grand replied:

			“I don’t think so, Doctor, and if you want my opinion…”

			The rat-control vehicle passed below the window with a loud noise of exhaust. Rieux quieted until it was possible to make himself heard and then distractedly asked for the clerk’s opinion. Grand looked at him gravely:

			
			“That man,” he said, “has something on his conscience.”

			The doctor shrugged. Like the commissioner said, he had other fish to fry.

			In the afternoon, Rieux had a meeting with Castel. The serums hadn’t yet arrived.

			“Besides,” Rieux asked, “will they be useful? This bacillus is bizarre.”

			“Oh!” said Castel. “I don’t agree with you. These creatures always have an air of originality. But at heart, it’s the same thing.”

			“That’s your guess, at least. Actually, we don’t know anything about it.”

			“Of course, I’m guessing. But that’s where we all are.”

			All day, the doctor felt it growing—the slight vertigo that came over him every time he thought of the plague. Finally, he admitted he was afraid. Twice he went into cafés full of people. Like Cottard, he too felt a need for human warmth. Rieux thought this was unwise, but it helped him to remember that he’d promised the salesman a visit.

			That evening, the doctor found Cottard at his dining room table. When he entered, a mystery novel was open in front of him. But the evening was already advanced, and it must have been difficult to read in the growing dark. Instead, a moment before, Cottard must have been sitting up, pondering in the shadows. Rieux asked how he was feeling. As he sat down, Cottard grumbled that he was fine, and that he’d be even better if people stopped fussing over him. Rieux observed that a person couldn’t always be alone.

			
			“Oh! it’s not that. I’m talking about people whose business is to bring you trouble.”

			Rieux was quiet.

			“It’s not about me, you understand. But I’m reading this novel. Here’s a poor fellow who gets arrested one morning, all of a sudden. People bother him and he knows nothing about the reason. People talk about him in offices, people write his name on paperwork. Do you think that’s just? Do you think we have the right to do that to a man?”

			“That depends,” said Rieux. “In one sense, we never actually have that right. But all that’s an afterthought. You can’t spend too much time shut in here. You must go out.”

			Cottard seemed to get angry, said that was all he did, and that, if need be, the whole neighborhood could vouch for him. And even outside the neighborhood, he had plenty of connections.

			“Do you know M. Rigaud, the architect? He’s a friend of mine.”

			The shadows thickened in the room. The neighborhood street came to life, and a muffled, relieved shout greeted the moment the streetlamps were lit outside. Rieux went out on the balcony and Cottard followed him. From all surrounding quarters, like every evening in our city, a light breeze carried murmurs, the smells of grilled meat, the joyous, fragrant buzz of freedom that swelled bit by bit in the street as it was invaded by noisy youth. The night, the great cries of invisible boats, the murmur that rose from the sea and from the crowd that flowed, this familiar hour that Rieux had once loved now seemed oppressive because of all he knew.

			
			“Can we turn on the light?” he asked Cottard.

			Once the light had returned, the little man looked at him, blinking:

			“Tell me, Doctor, if I get sick, can you take me into your care at the hospital?”

			“Why wouldn’t I?”

			Then Cottard asked if they arrested people when they found them at a clinic or a hospital. Rieux answered that it wasn’t unheard of, but that everything depended on the state of the sick person.

			“Well,” said Cottard, “I trust you.”

			Then he asked the doctor if he would drive him into town.

			In the city center, the streets were already less crowded and the lights less frequent. Children were still playing in front of doorsteps. When Cottard asked him to, the doctor stopped the car in front of a group of these children. They were playing hopscotch and shouting. But one of them, with black slicked-back hair, a dirty face, and a perfect part, fixed his clear, intimidating eyes on Rieux. The doctor looked away. Cottard, standing on the sidewalk, shook his hand. The salesman spoke in a harsh, difficult voice. He glanced over his shoulder two or three times.

			
			“People are talking about an epidemic. Is it true, Doctor?”

			“People always talk, it’s normal,” said Rieux.

			“You’re right. And when there are a dozen deaths, it will be the end of the world. We don’t need that.”

			The engine was already rumbling. Rieux had his hand on the gearshift. But he looked again at the child who was still staring at him with a calm, serious look. And abruptly, without warning, the boy smiled wide.

			“Then what do we need?” asked the doctor, smiling back at the child.

			Cottard suddenly grabbed the door and, before rushing away, cried in a voice full of tears and fury:

			“An earthquake! A real one!”

			There were no earthquakes and Rieux spent the next day making long trips to every corner of the city, consulting with the families of the sick and in discussions with the sick themselves. Rieux had never found his job so difficult. Up to that point, patients had helped him with the task, they had given themselves over to him. For the first time, the doctor found them reticent, taking refuge deep within their illness, with a sort of astonished distrust. It was a battle he wasn’t used to yet. And at almost ten in the evening, when his car stopped in front of the old asthmatic’s house for his last visit of the day, Rieux had trouble dragging himself out of his seat. He delayed, watching the dark street and the stars that appeared and disappeared in the black sky.

			
			The old asthmatic was sitting up in bed. He seemed to be breathing more easily and was transferring chickpeas from one pot into another. He welcomed the doctor with a joyful face.

			“So, Doctor, is it cholera?”

			“Where did you hear that?”

			“In the paper, and the radio said it too.”

			“No, it’s not cholera.”

			“In any case,” said the very overexcited old man, “those bigwigs are really going on about it, eh!”

			“Don’t believe any of that,” said the doctor.

			He had examined the old man and was now sitting in the middle of that miserable dining room. Yes, he was afraid. He knew that in this neighborhood alone, a dozen sick people would be waiting for him the next morning, hunched over their buboes. In two or three cases at most, incising the buboes had brought some relief. But, for the most part, it was off to the hospital, and he knew what the hospital meant for the poor. “I don’t want them to use him for their experiments,” the wife of one sick man had said. He wasn’t used for their experiments—he had died, that was all. It was very clear the preventative measures were insufficient. As for the “specially equipped” hospital wards, he was familiar with them: two cordoned-off buildings hastily cleared of their other patients, their windows caulked. If the epidemic didn’t stop on its own, it wouldn’t be beaten by the measures the administration had imagined.

			
			Yet, that evening, the official statement remained optimistic. The next day, the Ransdoc Agency announced that the prefectural measures had been received calmly and that thirty cases had already been declared. Castel called Rieux.

			“How many beds are in the wards?”

			“Eighty.”

			“Surely there are more than thirty cases in the city?”

			“Some are afraid, and many more ran out of time.”

			“They aren’t watching the burials?”

			“No. I called Richard to tell him that we need full measures, not pretty phrases, and that we should put up a real barrier against this epidemic or nothing at all.”

			“And?”

			“He told me he doesn’t have the authority. In my opinion, this will keep climbing.”

			In fact, three days later, the wards were full. Richard seemed to think they would decommission a school to prepare an auxiliary hospital. Rieux waited for the vaccine and opened buboes. Castel returned to his old books and spent long stretches in the library.

			“The rats died of the plague or something that very much resembles it,” he concluded. “They put tens of thousands of fleas into circulation that will transmit the infection exponentially, if it isn’t stopped in time.”

			Rieux was quiet.

			
			At the time, the weather seemed to settle. The sun bailed out the puddles left by the last rains. The beautiful blue skies giving off a yellow light, the hums of airplanes in the growing heat, the whole season encouraged serenity. In four days, however, the fever made four surprising leaps: sixteen dead, twenty-four, twenty-eight, and thirty-two. On the fourth day, they announced the opening of the auxiliary hospital in an elementary school. Our fellow citizens, who until then had continued to hide their worry under pleasantries, seemed more stricken and hushed in the streets.

			Rieux decided to call the prefect.

			“These measures are inadequate.”

			“I have the figures,” said the prefect. “They are indeed worrisome.”

			“They’re no longer worrisome, they’re clear.”

			“I’m going to ask for orders from the governor-general.”

			“Orders! And it will take imagination.”

			“And the serums?”

			“They will arrive within the week.”

			Through Richard as an intermediary, the prefecture asked Rieux for a report to send to the capital of the colony to request orders. Rieux included a clinical description and the figures. The same day, they tallied forty dead. The prefect took it upon himself, in his words, to escalate the required measures from that day forward. Mandatory disclosures and isolations continued. The houses of the sick were shuttered and disinfected, the immediate families were subjected to a quarantine under guard, the burials were organized by the city under conditions that will become clear. A day later, the serums arrived by plane. They were enough for the cases under treatment. They were inadequate if the epidemic spread. In response to Rieux’s telegram, they replied that the safety reserves were exhausted and that they were starting to make more.

			
			During this time, from all the surrounding areas, spring had arrived at the markets. Thousands of roses fanned out in vendors’ baskets along the sidewalks, and their sugary smell floated throughout the city. Apparently, nothing had changed. The trams were always full during rush hour, dirty and empty during the day. Tarrou observed the little old man, and the little old man spat on cats. Grand came home every evening to his mysterious work. Cottard made the rounds, and M. Othon, the magistrate, still led his menagerie. The old asthmatic transferred his chickpeas, and sometimes Rambert, the journalist, showed up with a calm, interested air. In the evening, the same crowd filled the streets and the lines lengthened in front of the cinemas. Besides, the epidemic seemed to withdraw, and, for several days, they tallied only a dozen dead. Then, all of a sudden, it came back in force. The day the number of deaths once again reached thirty, Bernard Rieux looked at the official cable the prefect had handed him, saying, “They got scared.” The cable read: “Declare a state of plague. Close the city.”

		

	
		
		
			
			II

			 

			From that moment on, it’s fair to say the plague concerned us all. Until then, despite the surprise and worry these strange events had brought, our fellow citizens had pursued their occupations, in the usual way, as much as they were able. And that would surely continue. But once the gates were closed, they realized, along with the narrator, that they were caught in the same net and would have to cope with it. And so, for example, a feeling as individual as separation from a loved one suddenly became, from the earliest weeks on, the feeling of a whole people, and, along with fear, the primary anguish during this long period of exile.

			One of the most remarkable consequences of closing the gates was, in fact, the sudden separation imposed on people who were not prepared for it. Mothers and children, spouses, lovers who had thought a few days earlier that they were undertaking a temporary separation, who had hugged on our station platform with two or three pieces of advice, certain of seeing each other a few days or a few weeks later, mired in stupid human trust, barely distracted by this departure from their habitual preoccupations, found themselves, in one fell stroke, disconnected with no recourse, blocked from reuniting or communicating. For the closure went into effect several hours before the prefectural decree was published, and, naturally, it was impossible to consider special exceptions. It would be fair to say that the first result of this illness’ brutal invasion was to force our fellow citizens to act as if they didn’t have individual feelings. In the first hours of the day when the decree went into effect, the prefecture was assailed by a crowd of claimants who laid out, by phone and in person, situations that were uniquely interesting, and at the same time, equally impossible to consider. In truth, it took several days for us to realize that we found ourselves in a situation without compromises, and that the words “deal,” “favor,” and “exception” no longer had meaning.

			
			Even the mild satisfaction of writing wasn’t allowed. On the one hand, the city was no longer connected to the rest of the country by the usual means of communication, and on the other, a new decree forbade the exchanging of all correspondence, to prevent letters from becoming vectors of infection. At first, a few privileged people could negotiate, at the gates of the city, with the sentries at the guard posts who agreed to pass messages to the outside. That was still in the early days of the epidemic, when the guards found it natural to give in to compassionate impulses. But, after a while, once these guards became fully convinced that the situation was serious, they refused to shoulder responsibilities whose scope they couldn’t predict. Inter-city communication by telephone, which was permitted at the start, put such a strain on public booths and on the phone lines that they were completely suspended for several days before being severely limited to what were called urgent cases, like deaths, births, and marriages. Telegrams were the only recourse left to us. Beings who were linked through mind, heart, and flesh were reduced to searching for signs of this former communication in the capital letters of a ten-word telegram. And, since the wordings they could conceivably use in a telegram were quickly exhausted, shared lives and sorrowful passions were soon summed up in the occasional exchange of ready-made formulas like “All well. Thinking of you. Affectionately.”

			Certain people among us, however, were determined to write and ceaselessly imagined ways to communicate with the outside, ways that most often proved elusive. Even when one of the means we had devised succeeded, we had no way of knowing it, never receiving an answer. For weeks, we were reduced to perpetually restarting the same letter, copying out the same news and the same appeals, so much so that after a while, the words that had once come bleeding out from the heart lost all their meaning. So we copied them mechanically, trying to give, through the medium of these dead sentences, some sign of our difficult lives. And to put an end to this sterile, pigheaded monologue, to this arid conversation with a wall, resorting to the conventional telegram began to seem preferable.

			
			Besides, after a few more days, when it became clear that no one would manage to leave our city, we had the idea of asking if those who had left before the epidemic might be allowed to return. After a few days of reflection, the prefecture agreed. But it specified that the repatriated could not, for any reason, depart once again, and that though they were free to come in, they would not be allowed to leave. Even then, several families, rare though they might be, took the situation lightly, putting their desire to reunite with their loved ones before all caution, and encouraging them to take advantage of the situation. But, very quickly, those who were prisoners of the plague understood the danger their loved ones would face and resigned themselves to suffering this separation. At the height of the disease, there was only one case where human feelings were stronger than the fear of a torturous death. It was not, as you might expect, two lovers whose passion threw them together despite the suffering. It was only old doctor Castel and his wife, who had been married for many years. Mme Castel, a few days before the epidemic, had gone to a neighboring town. They weren’t even one of those couples that offers the world an example of perfect happiness, and the narrator is in a position to say that these spouses, until that moment, would probably not have been able to say with certainty that they were satisfied with their marriage. But the brutal and prolonged separation had convinced them they couldn’t live apart, and next to the revelation of this sudden truth, the plague was small indeed.

			
			This was an exception. In most cases, it was clear that the separation could only end when the epidemic did. And for us all, the feeling that created our lives, what we thought was so familiar (Oranians, as we’ve said, have simple passions), took on a new face. Husbands and lovers who thought they had the greatest trust in their partners found themselves jealous. Men who thought they were casual lovers discovered their loyalty. Sons who had once lived close to their mother and barely looked at her now poured their worry and regret into a single wrinkle on her forehead that haunted their memory. This brutal separation, unadulterated and unpredictable, left us disconcerted, unable to fight against the memory of that presence, still so close and already so far away, which now occupied our days. In truth, we suffered twice over—our own suffering first and then what we imagined the absent one, son, wife, or lover, was suffering.

			In other circumstances, our fellow citizens would have found an outlet in a more active, outdoor life. But, at the same time, the plague made them idle, reduced to making the rounds of their bleak city day after day, at the mercy of the deceptive games that memory plays. For, in their pointless strolls, they would find themselves passing along the same paths, and more often than not in such a small city, those paths were precisely the ones they used to travel with the absent one.

			
			In this way, the first thing the plague brought to our fellow citizens was exile. And here the narrator is persuaded that he may write, on behalf of everyone, what he himself went through, since he experienced it at the same time as many of our fellow citizens. Yes, it was the feeling of exile, that hollow we carried constantly within us, that precise emotion, the desire to go backwards or the opposite, to hurry the march of time, these burning arrows of memory. If, from time to time, we let our imaginations go and amused ourselves with waiting for the sound of the doorbell to return, the familiar step in the hall, if, in those moments, we consented to forget that the trains were stopped, if we arranged to stay home at the time when, normally, a traveler carried by the evening express might have arrived in our neighborhood, of course, these games could not last. There always came a moment when we perceived clearly that the trains weren’t coming. We knew that our separation was destined to last and that we had to try bargaining with time. From then on, we generally reverted to our prisoners’ condition, we were reduced to our past, and even if some among us were tempted to live in the future, they quickly abandoned it as much as possible when they experienced the wounds imagination inflicted on those who trusted in it.

			In particular, our fellow citizens very quickly denied themselves, even in public, their habit of speculating about the length of their separation. Why? Because while the most pessimistic had guessed it would last about six months, when they had exhausted in advance all the bitterness of those months to come, hoisting their courage, with great effort, to the level of this trial, extending their last energies to remain firm at the height of this suffering, stretched over such a long series of days, so that, sometimes, a friend in passing, an opinion in the newspaper, a fugitive suspicion, or a harsh clairvoyance, gave them the impression that, after all, there was no reason the disease wouldn’t last for more than six months, for perhaps a year, or even longer.

			
			At that moment, the collapse of their courage, their will, and their patience was so quick that it seemed they would never again climb out of this hole. As a result, they compelled themselves never to think of the date of their release, to no longer think of the future, and to keep their eyes down, so to speak. But, naturally, there were no rewards for this caution, this way of deceiving sorrow, of shutting down their defenses to refuse the fight. But while people held at bay the collapse they wanted to avoid at all costs, they deprived themselves of those moments, which were otherwise quite frequent, when they could forget the plague with images of their future reunion. And like this, stranded midway between these abysses and summits, they floated more than they lived, abandoned to directionless days and sterile memories, wandering shadows who could only gather strength by deciding to take root in the country of their sorrow.

			
			Like this, they experienced the deep suffering of all prisoners and all exiles, which is to live with a useless memory. The very past they kept revisiting tasted only of regret. Indeed, if they could, they would have liked to fill this past with everything they wished they had done with the person they waited for when it had been possible—likewise, at every occasion, even when they were relatively happy with their lives as prisoners, they mixed in the absent one, and they could never be satisfied. Impatient with their present, enemies with their past, and deprived of a future, we very much resembled those who had been sent to live behind bars by human justice or human hate. Last, the only way to escape this unbearable lull was to make trains run in the imagination and to fill the hours with the repeated peals of a doorbell that remained stubbornly silent.

			But if this was exile, in most cases it was exile at home. And though the narrator had only known the same exile as everyone else, it is important to remember those like the journalist Rambert and others for whom the opposite was true, as the pain of separation was amplified by the fact that, as travelers surprised by the plague and stuck in the city, they found themselves distanced from both the person they wanted to join and the country that was their own. Within the general exile, they were the most exiled, because though time elicited from them, as from everyone, its own form of suffering, they were also tied to the space and collided endlessly with the walls that separated their plagued refuge from their lost homeland. These were surely the people who could be found wandering the dusty city at all hours of the day, calling in silence for evenings only they knew, and for the mornings of their country. They nourished their pain with enigmatic signs and disconcerting messages like a flight of swallows, dew at sunset, or the bizarre rays the sun sometimes abandons in deserted streets. They closed their eyes to this external world that can always save us from anything, determined as they were to caress their all-too-real chimeras and to pursue, with all their might, the images of a landscape or a certain light, two or three hills, a favorite tree, and the faces of women that, for them, made up an irreplaceable climate.

			
			And to speak at last more particularly about the lovers, who are the most interesting and whom the narrator is perhaps better placed to discuss, they found themselves further tormented by other sufferings, and among these we must mention remorse. This situation, in fact, permitted them to consider their feelings with a sort of feverish objectivity. It was rare, on these occasions, for their own defects to be hidden from them. The first opportunity came from the difficulty they had in precisely imagining the acts and gestures of the absent. They deplored their ignorance about how the absent one had spent their time; they berated themselves about the casualness with which they had neglected to inform themselves, pretending to believe that, to someone who loves, how the beloved spends their time is any less than the source of all joys. It was easy for them, from that moment on, to climb back into their love and examine its imperfections. In ordinary times, we all know, consciously or not, that there’s no love that can’t surpass itself, and yet, we accept, with more or less tranquility, that our own love will remain mediocre. But memory is more demanding. And, in a sizeable way, this unhappiness that came from outside, and which struck a whole city, not only brought an unjust suffering that we could rail against. It also provoked our own suffering and made us consent to the pain. This was one of the ways the disease could distract and sow confusion.

			
			And so each person had to agree to live day by day, facing the sky alone. This general abandon that over time would soak into personalities, began by making them futile. Some of our fellow citizens, for example, were subjected to another servitude that left them at the mercy of the rain and the sun. It seemed, from looking at them, that for the first time they were directly receiving an impression of what the weather was doing. Their faces rejoiced at the sight of a simple golden ray, while the days of rain would put a thick veil over their faces and their thoughts. They had escaped, several weeks earlier, from this unreasonable bondage, because they were not facing the world alone, and because, to a certain extent, the person who lived with them came before their universe. On the contrary, after this moment, they were clearly at the mercy of the sky’s caprices, which is to say, they suffered and hoped without reason.

			
			Finally, in these extremes of solitude, no one could hope for help from his neighbor and each person remained alone with his preoccupations. If one among us, by chance, tried to confide or to say something of his feelings, in most cases, the response he got would hurt him, such as it was. He would perceive that he and his interlocutor were not talking about the same thing. He, in fact, was speaking from the depths of long days of rumination and suffering and the image he wanted to communicate had cooked a long time in the fires of waiting and passion. The other, by contrast, would imagine a conventional emotion, the sadness sold at market, a serial melancholy. Benevolent or hostile, the response always came out false, and it had to be discarded. Or at least, since the others couldn’t find the true language of the heart, those who found the silence intolerable resigned themselves to using the language of the markets and speaking in the conventional mode themselves, the mode of simple comparisons and headlines, of some kind of daily chronicle. And still, the truest pain had a habit of being translated into banal conversational formulas. Only at this price could prisoners of the plague obtain the compassion of their concierge or the interest of their listeners.

			However, and this is the most important part, as sorrowful as this anguish was, as heavy as it was to carry in an empty heart, it could surely be said that these exiles, in the first stage of the plague, were the privileged ones. Indeed, as the population began to panic, their thoughts were entirely turned toward the person they awaited. Amidst the general distress, the egoism of love preserved them, and if they thought of the plague, it was always to the extent that it risked making their separation eternal. So they carried, even in the heart of the epidemic, a healthy distraction that could be mistaken for courage. Despair saved them from panic; their unhappiness did them good. For example, if one of them was taken by the disease, it was almost always without warning. Pulled from his long communion with a shadow, he was thrown without transition into the densest silence of the earth. He had run out of time.
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			While our fellow citizens were trying to come to terms with this sudden exile, the plague was putting guards at gates and turning away ships that were routed to Oran. Since the closure, not a single vehicle had entered the city. From that day on, people had the impression that the cars had started going in circles. For those who looked on from the heights of the boulevards, the port also had a singular aspect. The usual busyness that made it one of the largest ports on the coast was abruptly extinguished. A few ships kept in quarantine still appeared. But on the docks, tall, abandoned cranes, carts turned over on their sides, solitary piles of barrels or bags all bore witness that commerce, too, had died of the plague.

			
			Despite these unfamiliar spectacles, our fellow citizens seemed to be having trouble understanding what was happening to them. There were common feelings like separation or fear, but people also continued to prioritize their personal preoccupations. No one had truly accepted the disease. Most people only noticed what disrupted their habits or touched their interests. It dismayed or irritated them and those are not feelings you can use to fight the plague. Their first reaction, for example, was to blame the administration. The prefect’s response to the presence of this criticism, which the press echoed (“Couldn’t they imagine relaxing the measures they had planned?”) was rather unexpected. Up to this point, neither the newspapers nor the Ransdoc Agency had received an official communication of the statistics of the disease. The prefect communicated them, day after day, to the agency, requesting that they make a weekly announcement.

			Even then, however, the public’s reaction was not immediate. The announcement, in the third week, that the plague’s death toll had reached 302, actually seemed inconceivable. On the one hand, perhaps not all of them had died of plague. And, on the other hand, no one in the city knew, in ordinary times, how many people died per week. The city had 200,000 residents. People didn’t know if this ratio of deaths was normal. It was the exact kind of detail that no one ever bothered with, despite the obvious interest it presented. The public lacked, so to speak, any point of comparison. It was only in the long run, as they watched the death toll rise, that public opinion came around to the truth. In the fifth week they tallied 321 deaths, and in the sixth, 345. The growth rates, at least, were eloquent. But they weren’t strong enough to make our fellow citizens abandon, in the midst of their worry, the impression that this was some kind of unfortunate accident, but after all only temporary.

			
			They continued to roam the streets like this and to fill the tables on café terraces. On the whole, they weren’t cowardly, exchanging more jokes than complaints and pretending to accept these obviously short-lived inconveniences with good humor. Appearances were kept up. Yet toward the end of the month, and around the same time as the week of prayers we’ll get to later on, more serious transformations changed the look of our city. First of all, the prefect instated measures concerning the circulation of vehicles and provisions. Supplies were restricted and gasoline was rationed. They even ordered the economizing of electricity. Only essential products could come to Oran by ground or by air. Like this, we saw traffic diminish bit by bit until it was almost nonexistent, and luxury shops closed overnight, while other businesses decorated their windows with out-of-stock signs as lines of customers gathered in front of their doors.

			Oran took on a curious aspect. The number of pedestrians grew, and even in the off-hours, many people who had been reduced to inactivity by the closing of stores and some offices filled the streets and the cafés. For the time being, they weren’t unemployed, but on leave. And so, around three in the afternoon for example, when the sky was clear, Oran gave off the false impression of a city on holiday where the traffic has been stopped and the stores closed to allow a public gathering to take place, and where the residents have crowded the streets to partake in the celebrations.

			
			Naturally, the cinemas profited from this general recess and did big business. But the movie distribution routes through the region were interrupted. After two weeks, movie theaters were forced to trade their programs, and after a while, the same film always played. Yet their profits didn’t shrink.

			Lastly, thanks to the considerable supply they had accumulated in a city where the selling of wines and liquors holds a prominent place, the cafés could also sustain their clients. Frankly, people drank a lot. One café put up a sign that read “Honest wine kills the germ,” and it strengthened the idea, already familiar to the public, that alcohol protects from infectious diseases. Every night around two a.m., a rather considerable number of drunks who had been kicked out of the cafés filled the streets and spread their cheerful talk.

			But all these changes, in a sense, were so extraordinary and had happened so quickly that it wasn’t easy to consider them normal and lasting. And as a result, we continued to put our personal feelings first.

			
			Coming out of the hospital two days after the gates had closed, Doctor Rieux ran into Cottard, whose upturned face was the picture of satisfaction. Rieux congratulated him on his appearance.

			“Yes, everything is going quite well,” said the little man. “Tell me, Doctor, this damn plague, eh! This is starting to get serious.”

			The doctor agreed. And the other man noted, with a sort of liveliness:

			“There’s no reason for it to stop now. Everything’s turning upside down.”

			They walked together for a moment. Cottard told him about how a big grocer in his neighborhood had stockpiled products to sell them at a high price and they had found jars of jam under his bed when they had come to take him to the hospital. “He died there. The plague doesn’t pay.” True or false, Cottard was full of stories like this about the epidemic. People said, for example, that in the city center one morning, a man showing signs of the plague, in the delirium of the disease, had rushed outside, thrown himself on the first woman he saw, and embraced her, shouting that he had the plague.

			“Well!” said Cottard, in an amiable tone that didn’t match what he was saying. “We’re all going to lose our minds, that’s for sure.”

			Likewise, that afternoon, Joseph Grand ended up confiding in Doctor Rieux about a personal matter. He had noticed the photograph of Mme Rieux on the desk and looked up at the doctor. Rieux replied that his wife was being treated outside the city. “In a way,” Grand had said, “that’s lucky.” The doctor replied that it certainly was lucky and that he could only hope his wife would get well.

			
			“Ah!” said Grand. “I understand.”

			And for the first time since Rieux had known him, he began to speak in abundance. Though he still searched for his words, he almost always succeeded in finding them, as if he had thought about what he was saying for a long while.

			He had married very young to a poor young woman from his neighborhood. It was actually to get married that he had interrupted his studies and taken a job. Neither he nor Jeanne had ever been outside of their part of the city. He had gone to her house to see her, and Jeanne’s parents had laughed a little at this awkward, silent suitor. Her father was a railwayman. When he was off duty, you could always see him sitting in a corner by the window, thoughtful, watching the movements in the street, his enormous hands resting flat on his thighs. Her mother was always about the housework, and Jeanne helped her. She was so dainty that Grand couldn’t watch her cross the street without getting nervous. The vehicles seemed enormous to him. One day, in front of a shop-window Christmas display, Jeanne, who was looking at the window in wonder, had turned back to him, saying “It’s so beautiful!” He had grasped her hand. That was how the marriage was decided.

			The rest of the story, according to Grand, was very simple. It was like this for everyone: you get married, you still love a little, you work. You work so much you forget to love. Jeanne worked too, since his boss’s promises had not been kept. Here, it requires a little imagination to understand what Grand meant. Partly from tiredness, he’d let himself go, he spoke less and less, and his young wife no longer felt sure that he loved her. A man who works, poverty, the future slowly closing in, the silence of evenings around the table, there’s no place for passion in such a universe. Undoubtedly, Jeanne had suffered. Yet she stayed: it happens sometimes that you can suffer a long time without knowing it. Years went by. Later, she left. Of course, she didn’t leave alone. “I loved you so, but now I’m tired…I’m not happy to leave, but you don’t need to be happy to start over.” That was, by and large, what she had written to him.

			
			Joseph Grand had suffered in turn. He could have started over, as Rieux had pointed out. But that was just it, he didn’t have faith.

			Simply put, he thought of her still. He would have liked to write a letter to her to explain himself. “But it’s hard,” he said. “I’ve thought about it for a long time. While we loved each other, we understood each other without words. But we didn’t love each other forever. At the right moment, I should have found the words to keep her, but I wasn’t able to.” Grand blew his nose into some sort of checkered napkin. Then he dried his mustache. Rieux looked at him.

			“Excuse me, Doctor,” said the old man, “but…how can I put this? I trust you. I can talk to you. And then I get emotional.”

			
			Grand was obviously miles away from the plague.

			In the evening, Rieux telegraphed his wife that the city was closed off, that he was doing fine, and that she must keep looking after herself, that he was thinking of her.

			Three weeks after the closing of the gates, Rieux found a young man waiting for him at the hospital door.

			“I suppose,” the man said, “that you recognize me.”

			Rieux thought he knew him, but he hesitated.

			“I came before this happened,” the other man said, “to ask you for information about living conditions among the Arabs. My name is Raymond Rambert.”

			“Ah, yes,” said Rieux. “Well, now you have a great subject for your article.”

			The other man seemed nervous. He said it wasn’t that, and he had come to ask Doctor Rieux a favor.

			“I’m sorry,” he added, “but I don’t know anyone in this city, and the correspondent from my paper has the bad luck of being an imbecile.”

			Rieux asked him to walk to the dispensary in the city center, since he needed to put in a few orders. They went down the side streets of the Quartier Nègre. Evening approached, but the city, which had once been so noisy at that hour, seemed curiously still. A few trumpet blasts in the still-golden sky only meant that the soldiers were acting out their duties. During this time, down the length of these abrupt streets, between the blue, ochre, and violet walls of the Moorish-style houses, Rambert was talking nervously. He had left his wife in Paris. In truth, she wasn’t his wife, but it was the same thing. He had telegraphed her as soon as the city gates closed. At first he had thought he was dealing with a temporary situation, and he had simply wanted to send her a letter. His colleagues in Oran told him they couldn’t do anything, the post office had sent him away, a secretary at the prefecture laughed in his face. In the end, after waiting in line for two hours, he had managed to send a telegram which read “All is well. See you soon.”

			
			But the next morning, as he was waking up, it had occurred to him, harshly, that after all, he had no idea how long this could last. He’d decided to leave. Through his connections (in his line of work, there are these shortcuts), he had been able to get in touch with the director of the prefectural office to tell him that he had no connection to Oran, that he found himself there by accident, and that it was only fair that they permit him to leave, even if, once he was outside, he would have to go into quarantine. The director had told him that he very much understood, but that there could be no exceptions, that he would look into it, but that in general the situation was serious, and that they couldn’t be sure of anything.

			“But truly,” Rambert had said, “I’m a stranger to the city.”

			“No doubt, but after all, let’s hope the epidemic won’t last.”

			
			In the end, he had tried to console Rambert by also drawing his attention to the fact that he could get the material for an interesting story out of his time in Oran, and that, all things considered, there was a good side to every event. Rambert shrugged. They reached the city center:

			“It’s stupid, Doctor, you understand. I wasn’t put on this earth to be a reporter. But I might have been put on this earth to live beside a woman. Is that so out of the question?”

			Rieux said that it seemed reasonable, at any rate.

			On the boulevards of the city center, the usual crowds were gone. A few passersby hurried to distant homes. Not one was smiling. Rieux thought it was because the Ransdoc announcement had come out that day. After forty-eight hours, our fellow citizens started to hope again. But that day, the figures were still too fresh in their minds.

			“It’s just,” said Rambert without warning, “that she and I haven’t known each other long and we really understand one another.”

			Rieux didn’t say anything.

			“But I’m boring you,” Rambert went on. “I simply wanted to ask if you might be able to make me a certificate that proves I don’t have this damned disease. I think it might come in handy.”

			Rieux nodded. He caught a little boy who had stumbled into his legs and put him gently back on his feet. They went on again and arrived at the Place d’Armes. The branches of the ficus trees and the palms hung motionless, gray with dust, around a statue of the Republic, powdery and stained. They stopped beneath the monument. Rieux stamped the ground with one shoe after the other to rid them of their whitish coating. He looked at Rambert. With his fedora tipped back a bit, the collar of his shirt unbuttoned beneath his tie, badly shaved, the journalist had a sulky, stubborn look.

			
			“Rest assured that I understand you,” Rieux said at last, “but your reasoning is no good. I can’t give you that certificate because, in fact, I don’t know if you have this disease or not, and because, even if I did, I can’t certify that, between the moment you leave my office and the moment you enter the prefecture, you will not be infected. And even if…”

			“And even if?” said Rambert.

			“And even if I did give you that certificate, it wouldn’t help you at all.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because there are thousands of men in this city in your position, and yet we can’t let them leave.”

			“But if they don’t have the plague?”

			“That’s not a sufficient reason. This business is stupid, I know it is, but it concerns us all. We have to take it as it comes.”

			“But I’m not from here!”

			“From this moment on, alas, you are from here, like everyone else.”

			The other man was getting riled up:

			
			“It’s the humane thing to do, I swear. Perhaps you don’t realize what a separation like this means for two people who really understand one another.”

			Rieux didn’t answer right away. Then he said he believed he did realize. With all his might, he hoped for Rambert to find his wife and for everyone who loved to be reunited, but that there were decrees and laws, there was the plague, and his own role was to do what must be done.

			“No,” said Rambert with bitterness, “you must not understand. You’re speaking the language of reason, you’re speaking in abstractions.”

			The doctor raised his eyes to the Republic and said that he didn’t know if he was speaking the language of reason, but he was speaking the language of evidence and that it wasn’t necessarily the same thing. The journalist adjusted his tie:

			“So, this means I’ll have to figure out another way? But,” he continued with a sort of defiance, “I will leave this city.”

			The doctor said once again that he understood, but that it didn’t concern him.

			“Yes, it does concern you,” said Rambert with a sudden outburst. “I came to see you because I heard you had a big role in the decisions that have been made. So I thought that, at least in one case, you might undo what you helped to accomplish. But it’s all the same to you. You didn’t think of anyone else. You didn’t account for the people who were separated.”

			
			Rieux admitted that, in one sense, that was true, he had not wanted to account for it.

			“Ah! I see,” Rambert said, “you’re going to talk about public service. But the public good is made from the happiness of each person.”

			“Come now,” said the doctor, who seemed to emerge from a distraction, “there is that, but there are other things. We must not judge. But you are wrong to get angry. If you can get yourself out of this business, I will be deeply glad. Simply put, there are things my role forbids.”

			The other man shook his head with impatience.

			“Yes, I’m wrong to be angry. And I’ve taken up enough of your time like this.”

			Rieux asked Rambert to keep him posted about his efforts, and not to hold a grudge. Surely on some level they could agree. Rambert suddenly seemed perplexed:

			“I believe it,” he said, after a silence, “I believe it despite myself, and despite everything you’ve said to me.”

			He hesitated:

			“But I can’t agree with you.”

			He tipped his brim down and left with a rapid step. Rieux saw him enter the hotel where Jean Tarrou lived.

			After a moment the doctor shook his head. The journalist was right in his impatience to be happy. But had he been right to blame him? “You’re living in abstraction.” Were they really an abstraction, these days spent at his hospital while the plague was making great strides, raising the average number of dead to five hundred victims a week? Yes, there was a bit of abstraction and unreality in all this unhappiness. But when the abstraction is trying to kill you, you have to pay attention to it. And all Rieux knew was that this wasn’t the easiest thing. For example, it wasn’t easy to run the auxiliary hospital that had been put in his charge (there were now three). In one room, off the consulting area, he had set up an intake station. The hollow floor formed a lake of cresol and water, with an island of bricks in the center. The patient was carried onto this island, quickly undressed, and his clothes dropped into the water. Washed, dried, covered in the rough hospital nightshirt, he passed through Rieux’s hands before being carried into one of the rooms. They had even been forced to use the courtyards of the school, which now, all told, held five hundred beds, almost all of which were occupied. After the morning intake, which he supervised himself, with the patients vaccinated and the buboes incised, Rieux checked the statistics and returned to his afternoon consultations. In the evenings, at last, he made house calls, and came home late at night. The previous night, as she had handed him a telegram from the younger Mme Rieux, his mother had remarked that the doctor’s hands were shaking.

			
			“Yes,” he said, “but I’ll be less nervous if I keep going.”

			He was strong and resilient. In fact, he wasn’t tired yet. But his house calls, for instance, were becoming unbearable. Diagnosing this epidemic fever meant the swift removal of the patient. That was where the abstraction and the difficulty actually began, since the patient’s family knew they wouldn’t see them again until they were dead or recovered. “Have pity, Doctor!” said Mme Loret, the mother of the maid who worked at Tarrou’s hotel. What did that mean? Of course, he had pity. But that didn’t help anyone. He had to make the call. Soon, the ambulance siren rang out. At first the neighbors opened their windows and watched. Later, they would hurry to close them. Then the battles would start, the tears, the persuasion, in short, the abstraction. In these apartments, overheated by fever and distress, scenes of madness were unleashed. But the patient had been taken away. Rieux could leave.

			
			The first times, he had simply placed the call before rushing off to other sick people, without waiting for the ambulance. But then the relatives had barred their door, preferring a tête-à-tête with the plague to a separation whose outcome was no longer a mystery. Cries, supplications, interventions by the police, and, later on, armed force—the patient was taken by storm. Then, during the first weeks, Rieux was forced to wait until the ambulance arrived. Later, when each doctor was accompanied by a volunteer inspector, Rieux could run from one sick person to the next. But at the start, every night was like this one, and when he entered Mme Loret’s home, a little apartment decorated with fans and artificial flowers, he was greeted by the mother, who said with a forced smile:

			
			“I really hope it’s not this fever everyone’s been talking about.”

			And he, drawing back the sheet and the nightshirt, looked in silence at the red marks on the stomach and thighs, the swelling of the ganglia. The mother looked between the legs of her daughter and screamed, unable to control herself. Every night mothers screamed like this, with an abstracted air, before these torsos offering up all their fatal signs, every night arms grasped Rieux, useless words, promises, and tears rushed out, every night the sirens of the ambulances unleashed dramas as vain as any sorrow. And at the end of this long series of nights that were all the same, Rieux could expect nothing but a long series of similar scenes, repeated indefinitely. Yes, the plague, like abstraction, was monotonous. Only one thing could change, and that was Rieux himself. He felt it, that night, at the foot of the monument to the Republic, aware of only the difficult indifference which was starting to fill him as he stood watching the doorway of the hotel where Rambert had disappeared.

			At the end of these frantic weeks, after all the dusks when the city poured into the streets to wander in circles, Rieux understood that he no longer needed to defend himself against pity. You get tired of pity when pity is useless. And as he felt his heart slowly closing in on itself, the doctor found the only relief in those crushing days. He knew it would aid his task. That’s why he took joy from it. When his mother, greeting him at nearly two in the morning, was grieved by the empty look he directed at her, she mourned the only relief he could have. To fight against abstraction, you had to resemble it a little. But how could Rambert understand that? For Rambert, abstraction was everything that stood in the way of his happiness. And truthfully, in some ways, Rieux knew the journalist was right. But he also knew that sometimes abstraction turns out to be stronger than happiness, so that then, and only then, must it be taken into account. That’s what must have happened to Rambert, as the doctor would learn in detail from the things Rambert would later confide in him. In this way, he could follow, to a new level, this type of gloomy battle between the happiness of each person and the abstractions of the plague, which made up the whole life of our city during this long period.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			But there, where some saw abstraction, others saw the truth. In fact, the end of the first month of plague was darkened by a marked resurgence of the epidemic, and an impassioned sermon by Father Paneloux, the Jesuit who had helped old M. Michel at the start of his illness. Father Paneloux had already distinguished himself with his frequent contributions to Oran’s Geographical Society Bulletin, where his reproductions of ancient inscriptions made him an authority. But he had gained a wider audience than most specialists by giving a series of lectures on modern individuality. He had become the avid champion of a strict Christianity that was equally distant from both modern permissiveness and the obscurity of previous centuries. On those occasions, he hadn’t spared his audience from harsh truths. Hence, his popularity.

			
			Yet, towards the end of that month, the ecclesiastical leaders in our city decided to fight the plague in their own way, by organizing a week of collective prayer. These public demonstrations of piety concluded on a Sunday with a solemn Mass in honor of Saint Roch, the pestilent saint. On this occasion, they had asked Father Paneloux to speak. For two weeks, he had torn himself away from his work on Saint Augustine and the African church, which had won him a special place in his order. With his fiery, impassioned temperament, he had accepted, with determination, the mission they had given him. Well before his sermon, people were already talking about it, and, in its own way, it marked an important date in the history of this period.

			A large audience attended the week’s events. Not that, in normal times, the citizens of Oran were particularly pious. On Sunday mornings, for example, dips in the sea seriously competed with Mass. It wasn’t that they’d been enlightened by a sudden conversion, either. But, on the one hand, with the city closed off and the port barred, dips in the sea were impossible, and on the other hand, they found themselves in a very particular state of mind, where, without acknowledging the surprising events that were happening on a deep level, they naturally felt very much that something had changed. Many still hoped, however, that the epidemic would stop and that they would be spared along with their families. As a result, they still didn’t feel a duty to do anything. For them, the plague was nothing but a disagreeable visitor who would one day be forced to leave the same way it had come. Frightened but not hopeless, people found the moment had not yet arrived when the plague would appear as the very form of their lives, when they would forget the existence they had once been able to lead. In short, they were waiting. From the perspective of religion, as with many other problems, the plague had given them a singular frame of mind, as far from indifference as it was from passion, what could be pretty well defined by the word “objectivity.” For example, most of those who attended the week of prayers subscribed to a comment Doctor Rieux had heard from one of the faithful: “In any case, there’s no harm in it.” After noting in his journal that the Chinese, in a similar case, had played the tambourine before the plague spirit, Tarrou himself remarked that it was absolutely impossible to know whether the tambourine wasn’t actually as effective as other preventative measures, if not more so. He only added that, to settle the question, he would need information about the existence of a plague spirit, and that our ignorance neutralized all possible opinions on the subject.

			
			The cathedral in our city, in any case, was more or less filled with the faithful throughout the week. In the first days, many residents remained in the gardens of palms and pomegranate trees that extended beyond the portico, to listen to the tide of invocations and prayers that flowed into the streets. Helped by example, those same listeners gradually decided to enter and mix their timid voices with the responsories from the audience. And on Sunday, a sizeable crowd overwhelmed the nave, spilling over into the portico and onto the last steps. Since the previous day, the sky had darkened, and the rain was pouring. Those who remained outside had opened their umbrellas. The smell of incense and wet fabric was floating in the cathedral when Father Paneloux climbed into the pulpit.

			His build was average but stocky. When he leaned on the edge of the pulpit, squeezing the wood in his wide hands, people could only see him as a thick, black shape, topped with two stains for cheeks, reddish under steel-framed glasses. He had a loud, passionate voice that carried far, and as soon as he attacked the audience by hammering out a single, vehement sentence: “My brothers, you are miserable, my brothers, you have deserved it,” a swell moved through the crowd, all the way to the portico.

			Logically, what followed seemed disconnected from this moving exordium. It was only the rest of his speech that made our fellow citizens understand that, through a skillful rhetorical device, the father had instantly revealed, like a punch, the theme of his entire sermon. Right after this sentence, Paneloux in fact cited the text of Exodus concerning the plague in Egypt, and said: “The first time this scourge appeared in history, it was to strike down the enemies of God. Pharaoh opposed the eternal purpose, and so the plague made him fall to his knees. From the beginning of the whole story, God’s scourge laid the prideful and the blind at his feet. Think on that and fall to your knees.”

			
			The rain surged outside and this last sentence, pronounced amid absolute silence, was harshened by the pattering of the downpour on the panes and resounded with such force that some listeners, after a moment’s hesitation, let themselves slide out of their seats and onto the kneelers. Others thought they had better follow this example, and they followed so well that person by person, with no other sound than the creaking of a few chairs, the whole audience soon found themselves kneeling. Paneloux straightened up, took a deep breath, and continued in an increasingly forceful tone: “Yes, today the plague has its sights on you, the moment to reflect has come. The just have no reason to fear it, but the wicked should tremble. In the immense silo of the universe, this relentless scourge batters the human grain until the wheat is separated from the chaff. There is more chaff than grain, more are called than are chosen, and this misfortune was not what God wanted. For too long, this world has been compounded with evil, for too long, it has relied on divine mercy. It was enough to repent, and everything was permitted. And everyone felt strong for repenting. At the right moment, everyone would surely experience it. In the meantime, the easiest thing was to let yourselves go, and divine mercy would do the rest. Well then! That couldn’t last. God, who for so long bent the face of his mercy over the people of this city, weary in his waiting, disappointed in his eternal hope, has just turned his face away. Deprived of God’s light, here we are, long cast into the shadows of the plague!”

			
			Someone in the hall snorted like an impatient horse. After a short pause, the father continued, in a softer tone: “We read in The Golden Legend that in the time of King Humbert of Lombardy, Italy was ravaged by a plague so violent that the living barely sufficed to bury the dead and that this plague raged most fiercely in Rome and Pavia. And a good angel clearly appeared, who gave orders to a bad angel who carried a hunting spear and ordered him to strike the houses; and the number of strikes to a house equaled the number of dead who would emerge.”

			Here Paneloux raised his two short arms toward the portico, as if he were pointing out something behind the moving curtain of the rain: “My brothers,” he said, with force, “this is the same deadly hunt moving through our streets today. See him—this angel of plague—handsome as Lucifer and brilliant as evil himself, standing over your roofs, the right hand raising the red spear level with his head, the left hand pointing to one of your houses. At this moment, perhaps, his finger veers towards your door, the spear echoes on the wood; at this very moment, the plague enters your house, sits in your room, and waits for your return. It’s there, patient and attentive, certain as the very order of the world. No earthly power, you must understand—not even vain human science—can avert the hand it holds out to you. And beaten to the bloody threshing floor of sorrow, you will be thrown out with the chaff.”

			
			Here, the father went on at greater length about the poignant image of the scourge. He invoked the immense wooden spear twirling above the city, striking at random and returning bloodied, scattering human blood and sorrow at last “for the sowing that prepares the reaping of truth.”

			At the end of this long spell, Father Paneloux stopped, his hair over his forehead, his body agitated by a trembling that his hands communicated to his flesh, and he continued, more softly, but in an accusatory tone: “Yes, the time has come to reflect. You believed it was enough to visit God on Sunday and have the rest of your days free. You thought a few genuflections would be enough payment for your criminal recklessness. But God is not mild. These occasional relations don’t satisfy his devouring tenderness. He wants to see you for longer, it’s his way of loving you, and, truth be told, the only way of loving. This is why, tired of waiting for your arrival, he has allowed this scourge to be visited upon you, as it has been visited upon all the cities of sin since the beginning of human history. Now you know what sin is, as Cain and his sons knew, those before the flood, those from Sodom and Gomorrah, Pharaoh and Job, and all the damned. And like all those others did, you cast a fresh gaze on people and things since the day the city walls shut you in with this scourge. Now you know, and at last, that you must grasp the essential.”

			
			A humid wind was billowing through the nave, and the candle flames bent and sizzled. A heavy smell of wax, coughs, a sneeze rose toward Father Paneloux, who, returning to his speech with a subtlety that was much admired, continued in a calm voice: “Many among you, I know, will rightly ask what I’m getting at here. I want you to grasp the truth, and to teach you to rejoice, despite all I have said. It is no longer the time when advice, or a brotherly hand, is the means to push you toward goodness. Today, the truth is an order. And the road to salvation is a red spear that shows you the road and pushes you forward. It is here, my brothers, that divine mercy will finally be made manifest, divine mercy that has illuminated good and bad in all things, anger and pity, the plague and its salvation. This same scourge that kills you lifts you up and shows you the way.

			“A very long time ago, the Christians in Abyssinia saw the plague as a God-given, efficient means of reaching eternal life. Those who had not caught it rolled in the sheets of the infected to be certain of their deaths. Of course, this rage for salvation is not advisable. It reveals a regrettable hurry, very close to pride. We must not be more hurried than God, and all commit heresy who pretend to speed up the immutable order that He has established for all time. But at least, this example carries its lesson. To our most prophetic minds, it validates the exquisite shine of eternity that lies in the depths of all suffering. This shine brightens the dusky paths that lead to deliverance. It manifests the divine will that, without fail, turns evil into good. Still today, on this path of death, anguish, and clamor, it guides us toward an essential silence, towards the principle of all life. There you have it, my brothers, the immense consolation that I want to bring you, so that you will not only take away these words of punishment, but also a verb that soothes.”

			
			They felt that Paneloux had finished. Outside, the rain had stopped. A sky mixed with water and sun gave off a yellowed light. From the street came the sounds of voices, the passing of cars, the whole language of a city waking up. With a muted stir, the listeners discreetly gathered their things. But the father continued speaking and said that after describing the divine origins of the plague and the punitive character of this scourge, he had finished, and that he would not conclude with an eloquence that would be misplaced, considering the tragic subject. It seemed to him that everything should be clear to all. He only reminded them that upon the occasion of the great plague in Marseille, the chronicler Mathieu Marais complained of being plunged into hell, to live without help and without hope. Well then! Mathieu Marais was blind! On the contrary, never before had Father Paneloux felt a stronger sense of the divine assistance and Christian hope that were offered to all. He hoped against all hope that, despite the horror of these days and the cries of the dying, our fellow citizens would offer heaven the only word that was Christian and that came from love. God would do the rest.
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			It was difficult to say whether this sermon had an effect on our fellow citizens. M. Othon the magistrate told Doctor Rieux that he had found Father Paneloux’s speech to be “absolutely irrefutable.” But not everyone’s opinion was so firm. Simply put, the sermon made some people more sensitive to the previously vague idea that they were condemned, for an unknown crime, to an unimaginable imprisonment. And so while some continued their petty lives and adapted to the confinement, others did the opposite, and from then on, their only purpose was to escape this prison.

			At first, people had accepted that they were cut off from the exterior, as they would have accepted any temporary annoyance that only disrupted a few of their habits. But, suddenly aware of a kind of sequestration under the lid of the summer sky as it began to sizzle, they felt, in a disoriented way, that this confinement threatened their whole lives, so when evening came and the air cooled, the energy that returned to them sometimes pushed them to desperate acts.

			
			First of all, whether or not it was the result of a coincidence, that Sunday marked the beginning of a type of fear in our city that was widespread and deep enough that we suspected our fellow citizens were beginning to truly understand their situation. From this point of view, the atmosphere of our city was somewhat altered. But in truth, was it a change in the weather or in people’s hearts? That was the real question.

			A few days after the sermon, Rieux was talking about it with Grand as they headed toward the outskirts, when they stumbled in the dark on a man who stood in place, tottering before them. At that same moment, the streetlamps in our city, which were turned on later and later, suddenly blazed. The tall lamp behind the walkers suddenly cast its light on the man who was laughing silently, his eyes closed. Sweat ran in fat drops down his face, stretched by mute hilarity. They passed by.

			“He’s insane,” said Grand.

			Rieux, who had just taken the clerk’s arm to lead him away, felt him trembling with exasperation.

			“Soon everyone within these walls will be crazy,” said Rieux.

			His tiredness was making his throat feel dry.

			“Let’s have a drink.”

			In the little café they entered, which was lit by a single lamp above the bar, people talked softly, for no apparent reason, in the thick, reddish air. At the bar, to the doctor’s surprise, Grand ordered a liqueur that he drank in one gulp, saying it was strong. Then he wanted to leave. Outside, Rieux thought the night was full of groans. Somewhere in the black sky, above the streetlamps, a dull whistling reminded him of the invisible scourge that tirelessly stirred the hot air.

			
			“Luckily, luckily,” Grand was saying.

			Rieux wondered what he meant.

			“Luckily,” said the other man, “I have my work.”

			“Yes,” said Rieux, “it’s an advantage.”

			And, deciding not to listen to the whistling, he asked Grand if he was happy with this work.

			“Eh well, I think I’m on the right track.”

			“Will you be working on it for much longer?”

			Grand seemed to perk up, the heat and the alcohol crept into his voice.

			“I don’t know. But that’s not the question, Doctor, that’s not where the question lies, no.”

			In the darkness, Rieux guessed he was moving his arms. He seemed to prepare something that came quickly, talkatively.

			“You see, Doctor, what I want is that the day the manuscript arrives at the publisher, the man will get up after reading it and say to his colleagues, ‘Gentlemen, hats off!’ ”

			This blunt declaration surprised Rieux. It seemed like his companion was making the gesture of uncovering his head, bringing a hand to his brim before leveling out his arm. Overhead, that bizarre whistling seemed to resume with greater force.

			
			“Yes,” said Grand, “it has to be perfect.”

			Though he didn’t have much experience with literary conventions, Rieux nonetheless had the impression that things didn’t happen so simply, and that, for example, the editors at their desks must be bareheaded. But, in truth, you never knew, and Rieux preferred to keep quiet. Despite himself, he lent an ear to the mysterious murmur of the plague. They were approaching Grand’s neighborhood, and since it was somewhat uphill, a light breeze refreshed them as it cleared away all the noises of the city. But Grand was still talking, and Rieux couldn’t catch everything the little fellow was saying. He understood only that the work in question was already many pages long, but that its author’s efforts to perfect it had been very painful. “Evenings, whole weeks, spent on one word…and sometimes on a simple conjunction.” Here, Grand stopped and grabbed the doctor by his coat button. The words came tumbling out of his gap-filled mouth.

			“Understand, Doctor, strictly speaking, it’s pretty easy to choose between but and and. It’s already more difficult when it comes to and or then. The difficulty grows with then and next. But surely the most difficulty comes from knowing whether to put in an and, or to leave it out.”

			“Yes,” said Rieux, “I understand.”

			
			And he kept walking. The other man, seeming confused, caught up to him once again.

			“Forgive me,” he babbled. “I don’t know what’s gotten into me this evening!”

			Rieux patted him gently on the shoulder and told him that he wanted to help and that his story very much interested him. Grand seemed a bit soothed, and when they arrived at his house, he hesitated and then asked the doctor if he wanted to come up for a moment. Rieux agreed.

			In the dining room, Grand invited him to sit at a table full of papers covered with corrections in microscopic handwriting.

			“Yes, that’s it,” said Grand as the doctor looked questioningly at him. “But would you like something to drink? I have a little wine.”

			Rieux refused. He looked at the sheets of paper.

			“Don’t look,” said Grand. “It’s my first sentence. It’s giving me trouble, a lot of trouble.”

			He stared, too, at all these papers, and his hand seemed irresistibly drawn to one of them that he lifted, backlighting it with the bare electric bulb. The paper shook in his hand. Rieux noticed that the clerk’s forehead was damp.

			“Sit down,” he said, “and read it to me.”

			The other man looked at him and smiled with a sort of gratitude.

			“Yes,” he said, “I think I’d like to.”

			He waited a bit, still looking at the page, then sat. At the same time, Rieux was listening to a sort of jumbled hum from the city that seemed to respond to the whistling of the scourge. He had, at that precise moment, an extraordinarily acute perception of this city stretched out at his feet, of the enclosed world it formed and the terrible howls it stifled in the night. Grand’s voice suddenly rose: “One fine morning in the month of May, an elegant equestrienne rode a superb sorrel mare down the flowering lanes of the Bois de Boulogne.” The silence returned, and with it, the faint rumor of the city in pain. Grand had put down the paper and continued to look at it. After a moment, he raised his eyes:

			
			“What do you think of it?”

			Rieux replied that this beginning made him curious to learn what came next. But the other man was adamant that this was the wrong point of view. He struck his papers with the flat of his hand.

			“This is only an approximation. When I manage to perfectly render the tableau I have in my imagination, when my sentence has the same allure as this trot on horseback, one-two-three, one-two-three, then the rest will be easier and most importantly, the illusion will be such that, from the beginning, it will be possible to say ‘Hats off!’ ”

			But, to get there, he still had his work cut out for him. He would never consent to deliver this sentence, such as it was, to a printer. Since, despite the satisfaction it sometimes gave him, he understood that it still didn’t correspond at all to reality and that, in a certain sense, it still had a facile tone that related it, albeit distantly, to a cliché. That was, at least, the gist of what he was saying when they heard men running underneath the windows. Rieux got up.

			
			“You’ll see what I make of it,” said Grand, and turning to the window, he added: “When all of this is over.”

			But the sounds of hurried steps resumed. Rieux was already going downstairs, and two men passed in front of him when he reached the street. Clearly, they were headed toward the city gates. Some of our fellow citizens, going out of their minds between the heat and the plague, had indeed turned to violence and were already trying to elude the vigilance of the roadblocks to flee the city.
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			Others, like Rambert, were also trying to flee this atmosphere of nascent panic, with more stubbornness and skill, if not more success. At first, Rambert had pursued his official efforts. According to him, he had always believed that persistence would eventually win out over everything else, and, from a certain angle, it was his job to be resourceful. So he had called on a large number of bureaucrats and people whose competence was not generally questioned. But, in this particular case, their competence didn’t get them anywhere. Most of the time, they were men who had precise and well-organized ideas about everything that concerned the bank, or exports, or citrus fruit, or even the wine business; men who held unquestionable expertise in the problems of litigation or insurance, not to mention their solid educational credentials and obvious goodwill. What’s more, this goodwill was one of the most striking things about them. But when it came to the plague, they knew next to nothing.

			
			Yet before each of them, and at every possible opportunity, Rambert had pleaded his case. The basis of his argument was still that he was a stranger in our city and that, as a result, his case should be specially examined. In general, the journalist’s interlocutors were willing to concede this point. But they typically reiterated that this situation applied to a certain number of people, and that, as a consequence, his case wasn’t as unique as he imagined. To which Rambert could reply that it didn’t affect anything at the heart of his argument, and they responded that it did affect the administrative difficulties stacked against any kind of favor that risked creating what they called, with great distaste, a precedent. Following the taxonomy that Rambert described to Doctor Rieux, this type of reasoning belonged to the formalist category. Next to them, you could still find the sweet-talkers, who assured the requester that none of this could last, and who, liberal in their good advice when they were asked for decisions, consoled Rambert by concluding that it was only a passing bother. There were also the important, who invited their visitor to leave a note summarizing his case, and who would inform him how they had ruled on said case; the futile, who offered him coupons for lodging or the addresses of cheap rooms for rent; the methodical, who made him fill out a form and then filed it; the overwhelmed, who threw up their hands; and the inconvenienced, who turned their eyes away; finally there were the traditional, by far the most common, who referred Rambert to another office or another step to take.

			
			And that’s how the journalist had worn himself out with visits and, by virtue of waiting on a moleskin bench in front of big posters inviting him to subscribe to treasury bonds, tax exemptions, or to join the colonial army, by virtue of entering into offices where the faces were as readable as filing cabinets or shelves of binders, he had gotten a precise idea of what a mayor’s office or a prefecture could be. The advantage, said Rambert to Rieux with a hint of bitterness, was that all this masked the real situation. He practically hadn’t noticed the advance of the plague. Not to mention that the days passed more quickly this way, and, considering the predicament of the entire city, you could say that each passing day brought each person, if they survived, closer to the end of their ordeal. Rieux had to acknowledge that this point was true, but that, as a truth, it was still a bit too general.

			At one moment, Rambert expressed hope. He had received a blank form from the prefecture with the request to fill it out precisely. The form concerned itself with his identity, his family situation, his resources, past and present, and what was called his curriculum vitae. He had the impression that this might be an investigation designed to identify people who were likely to be returned to their normal residences. A few confused bits of information, collected in an office, confirmed this impression. But, after a few precise steps, he managed to find the office that had sent him the form, and they told him that, well, the information was being collected “in case.”

			
			“In case of what?” Rambert asked.

			They explained to him that it was in case he became sick with the plague and died, so they would be able, on the one hand, to notify his family, and on the other hand, to know if the city budget would have to cover the hospital costs or if they could expect a payment from his loved ones. Of course, this proved he was not completely separated from the woman who was waiting for him, since society was concerned with both of them. But that was no comfort. What was more remarkable, and as a result, Rambert noticed it, was the way in which, at the height of a catastrophe, an office could continue its functions and carry out initiatives from another era, often without the knowledge of the highest authorities, just because it had been designed for this purpose.

			For Rambert, the period that followed was both the easiest and the most difficult. It was a period of numbness. He had been to all the offices, taken all the steps—for the time being, the exits were all blocked. So he wandered from café to café. In the mornings, he would sit with a lukewarm beer on a terrace, reading a newspaper in hopes of some end to the disease, looking at the faces of passersby in the street, turning away in disgust from their sad expressions, and after having read, for the hundredth time, the signs on the stores opposite him, the ads for popular aperitifs that people had already stopped selling, he got up and walked at random down the yellowed streets of the city. With lonely walks between cafés, and from cafés to restaurants, he would get through the day. On one such evening, Rieux noticed him at the door of a café as the journalist hesitated to enter. He seemed to make up his mind, and went to sit in the back of the room. It was the hour when, in the cafés, by executive order, they waited to turn on the lights until the last possible moment. Dusk invaded the room like gray water, the blush of the sinking sun reflected off the windowpanes, and the marble tabletops glowed weakly in the oncoming dark. In the midst of the deserted room, Rambert resembled a lost shadow, and Rieux thought it might be his hour of abandon. But it was also the moment when all the prisoners of this city felt forsaken and had to do something to hasten their deliverance. Rieux turned away.

			
			Rambert also spent long moments at the train station. Access to the platforms was forbidden. But the waiting rooms that faced the street remained open, and sometimes beggars lingered there on hot days because they were shady and cool. Rambert went there to read the old timetables, the signs that said spitting was forbidden, and the rules of the transit police. Then, he sat in a corner. The room was dim. An old cast-iron stove had been cold for months, surrounded by the figure-eight traces of old watermarks. On the wall, several posters called for a free and happy life in Bandol or Cannes. Here Rambert came close to the sort of horrible freedom found in deep deprivation. The images that were hardest for him to bear, at least according to what he told Rieux, were those of Paris. A landscape of old stones and waters, the pigeons of the Palais-Royal, the Gare du Nord, the deserted streets around the Panthéon, and a few other places in that city that Rambert hadn’t known he loved so much, pursued him and prevented him from doing anything specific. Rieux thought it was simply that he identified these images with those of his love. And, the day that Rambert told him that he liked to wake up at four in the morning to think about his city, the doctor had no trouble translating from the depths of his own experience, that this was when Rambert liked to imagine the woman he had left. It was the hour when he could, in fact, picture her. At four in the morning, people usually aren’t doing anything—they’re sleeping, even if the night has been a night of betrayal. Yes, they sleep at that hour, and it’s reassuring, since a worried heart’s greatest desire is to endlessly possess the one he loves, or to plunge his beloved, during the time they are apart, into a dreamless sleep that continues until the day of their reunion.
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			Shortly after the sermon, the heat waves began. It was almost the end of June. The day after belated rains had marked the Sunday of the sermon, summer burst into the sky and showered the houses in one fell swoop. First, a strong, burning wind blew for a day and dried out the walls. The sun settled in. Uninterrupted flows of light and heat inundated the city all day long. Except for arcaded streets and apartments, it seemed there was no place in the city that was out of range of the most blinding glare. The sun chased our fellow citizens into every corner of the street, and if they stopped, it struck them down. As the first heat waves coincided with a sharp increase in the number of victims, who now numbered around seven hundred each week, a sort of despondency spread through the city. In the outskirts, among flat streets and terraced houses, movement dwindled, and, in this neighborhood where people had always lived on their doorsteps, all the doors were closed and the blinds drawn, and you couldn’t tell if they hoped to protect themselves from the plague or from the sun. Even so, you could hear moans rising from several houses. In the past, when that had happened, you would often see curious people standing in the street, eavesdropping. Yet after being on edge for so long, you felt the hearts of each person harden, and everyone walked or lived alongside these cries as if they were a natural human language.

			
			The commotion at the gates created a mute upheaval, when the police resorted to their weapons. People had certainly been wounded, but in the city, where everything was exaggerated by heat and fear, they said people had been killed. It was true, in any case, that discontent continued to grow and that our leaders, fearing the worst, seriously considered what measures they would take in case the population, kept under the scourge, erupted in revolt. The newspapers published decrees that reiterated the law against leaving, and threatened violators with prison sentences. Patrols circled the city. Often, in deserted, overheated streets, you could see guards advancing on horseback past rows of closed windows, announced by the sounds of hooves striking the pavement. Once the patrol had disappeared, a heavy, distrustful silence returned to the threatened city. Now and then, shots rang out from specialized teams who had been ordered, by a recent ordinance, to kill cats and dogs who could carry fleas. These dry blasts added to an atmosphere of warning in the city.

			Besides, in the heat and in the silence, and in the terrified hearts of our fellow citizens, everything took on greater proportions. The colors of the sky and the smells of the earth that made up the passage of the seasons were, for the first time, meaningful to everyone. Everyone understood, with horror, that the heat waves would help the epidemic, and, at the same time, each person could see that summer was settling in. Above the city, the calls of swifts in the evening sky became shrill. They were no longer in keeping with these June dusks that make the horizon recede in our country. The flowers no longer arrived, budding, at the markets—they had already burst open, and after the morning winds, their petals littered the dusty sidewalks. It was clear to people that spring was exhausted, that it had lavished itself on the thousands of flowers bursting open everywhere, and that it would doze off now, collapsing slowly under the double heaviness of the heat and the plague. For all our fellow citizens, this summer sky, these streets paling under the shades of dust and boredom, had the same threatening aspect as the hundred dead who weighed down the city each day. The incessant sun, the hours tasting of sleep and leisure, no longer tempted people to celebrate the water and the flesh as they once had. By contrast, they rang hollow in the closed, silent city. They had lost the brassy sheen of happier seasons. The sun of the plague eclipsed all color and made all joy flee.

			
			That was one of the great upheavals of the disease. All our fellow citizens would have ordinarily welcomed summer with delight. Then the city would open towards the sea and spill its youth onto the beaches. But this summer, the nearby sea was forbidden, and the body no longer had a right to its joys. What to do in these circumstances? It was Tarrou, once again, who gave the most faithful account of our lives at the time. He was following, of course, the general progress of the plague, noting rightly that the radio had marked a turning point in the epidemic when it stopped announcing hundreds of deaths per week, but rather 92, 107, or 120 deaths per day. “The newspapers and the authorities are splitting hairs with the plague. They imagine they’re scoring points because one hundred and thirty is a smaller figure than nine hundred and ten.” He also evoked the poignant and spectacular aspects of the epidemic, like the woman, who, in a deserted neighborhood with closed shutters, had abruptly opened a window above him, and screamed twice, loudly, before closing the shutters once again on the thick darkness of her room. But he noticed, incidentally, that the mint lozenges had disappeared from pharmacies because many people sucked on them to ward off possible contagion.

			
			He also continued to observe his favorite characters. We learned that the little old cat man was also living with tragedy. In fact, one morning shots had rung out, and according to Tarrou, a few spits of lead had killed most of the cats and terrorized the others, who had abandoned the street. That same day, the little old man had come out on the balcony at the usual hour, had shown a certain surprise, bent over, peered down the farthest ends of the street, and resigned himself to wait. His hand banged softly against the railing of the balcony. He waited a little longer, let fall a little bit of paper, went back in, came out again, then, after a certain amount of time, vanished abruptly, shutting his French windows angrily behind him. Over the next few days, the same scene repeated itself, but you could read increasingly obvious signs of sadness and distress on the little old man’s face. After a week, Tarrou waited in vain for his daily appearance, and the windows remained stubbornly closed on a very understandable grief. “In times of plague,” the notebooks concluded, “it is forbidden to spit on cats.”

			
			On the other hand, when Tarrou returned in the evening, he was always sure to meet the somber figure of the night watchman walking up and down the lobby. The latter never ceased to remind passersby that he had foreseen what was happening. To Tarrou, who acknowledged that he had heard him predicting a disaster, but who reminded him about his idea of an earthquake, the old watchman replied, “Oh! If only it had been an earthquake! A good shake and we’d be done talking about it…You count the dead, the living, and the game moves on. But this nasty disease! Even those who don’t have it carry it in their hearts.”

			The manager was no less despondent. At the start, the travelers who had been prevented from leaving the city had been stranded at the hotel when the gates had closed. But little by little, as the epidemic continued, many preferred to stay with their friends. And the same reasons that had filled every room in the hotel kept it empty from then on, since no new travelers arrived in our city. Tarrou was one of his few remaining lodgers, and the manager never missed an opportunity to tell him that if he hadn’t wanted to please his last few clients, he would have closed his establishment long ago. He often asked Tarrou to evaluate how long the plague was likely to last: “They say,” said Tarrou, “that the cold interferes with this type of disease.” The manager was alarmed: “But it never really gets cold here, Monsieur. In any case, that would take several more months.” Besides, he was sure that travelers would still avoid the city for a long time. This plague was ruining tourism.

			
			At the restaurant, after a brief absence, M. Othon, the owl-man, reappeared, but with only his two poodles in tow. Subsequent questioning revealed that his wife had cared for and buried her own mother, and was now in quarantine.

			“I don’t like that,” said the manager to Tarrou. “Quarantine or not, she’s under suspicion, and by extension so are they.”

			Tarrou explained to him that, from this point of view, everyone was suspect. But the manager was adamant, and his views about this question were entrenched:

			“No, monsieur, you and I aren’t under suspicion. They are.”

			But M. Othon would not change his habits for so little, and this time, the plague wasn’t worth the cost. He entered the dining room in the same way, sat with his children, and continued to offer them hostile and dignified comments. Only the little boy’s attitude had changed. Dressed in black like his sister, a bit more withdrawn into himself, he looked like a little shadow of his father. The night watchman, who didn’t like M. Othon, had said to Tarrou:

			
			“Oh! He’ll die fully dressed, that one. No need to fuss with laying him out—he’ll just drop right off.”

			Paneloux’s sermon was also noted, but with the following commentary: “I understand this kindly zeal. At the beginning of scourges and when they are over, people always create a little rhetoric. In the first case, the habit hasn’t been lost, and in the second, it has already returned. It’s the moment of sorrow when people get accustomed to the truth, which is to say, the silence. Wait for it.”

			Lastly, Tarrou noted that he’d had a long conversation with Doctor Rieux, remembering only that it had positive results and remarking, as an aside, the pale brown eyes of Mme Rieux senior, which curiously confirmed his theory that a glance which held such goodness would always be stronger than the plague, and finally devoting quite long passages to Rieux’s patient, the old asthmatic.

			He had gone to see him, with the doctor, after their conversation. The old man had greeted Tarrou with grimaces and by rubbing his hands together. He was in bed, propped up on his pillow, leaning over his two pots of chickpeas. “Ah! Another one!” he said when he saw Tarrou. “The world is upside-down, more doctors than patients. It’s because it moves fast, eh? The priest was right, we deserve it.” The next day, Tarrou went back unannounced.

			If you believe these notebooks, the old asthmatic, a fabric seller by trade, had judged, at fifty years old, that he had done enough. He had taken to his bed and hadn’t gotten back up. His asthma, however, was better when he stood upright. A small income had carried him through the seventy-five years he wore with cheerfulness. He couldn’t stand the sight of a watch, and, in fact, there wasn’t a single one in his house. “A watch,” he would say, “is expensive and stupid.” He gauged the time, and particularly mealtimes, which was what mattered to him, with his two pots, one of which was always filled with chickpeas when he woke. He would fill the other, chickpea by chickpea, with the same applied, steady movement. This was how he got his bearings during the day, measured by the pot. “Every fifteen pots,” he said, “I need my grub. It’s easy.”

			
			And according to his wife, there were hints of his vocation very early on. Nothing, in fact, had ever interested him—not his work, not his friends, not the café, not music, not women, not strolls. He had never left his city, except for one day when, forced to go to Algiers for some family business, he had gotten off at the station closest to Oran, incapable of pursuing the adventure any farther. He had returned home by the next train.

			To Tarrou, who seemed astonished at the cloistered life he was leading, he had more or less explained that according to religion, the first half of a man’s life was an ascension and the other half was a descent, that during the descent a man’s days no longer belonged to him since they could be taken away from him at any moment, and therefore he could do nothing with them, and the best thing to do was exactly that, nothing. Besides, the contradiction didn’t frighten him, for he said to Tarrou shortly afterwards that God definitely didn’t exist, since if he did, priests would be unnecessary. But, in the few thoughts that followed, Tarrou understood that this philosophy was closely related to his mood after frequent parish collections. But what completed the old man’s portrait was a wish that seemed profound, and which he repeated several ways in front of his visitor: he hoped to die at a very old age.

			
			“Is he a saint?” Tarrou asked himself. And he answered: “Yes, if sainthood is an accumulation of habits.”

			But, at the same time, Tarrou began quite a meticulous description of a day in the infected city, giving a real idea of how our fellow citizens occupied their lives during that summer. “No one laughed except the drunks,” said Tarrou. “And the drunks laughed too much.” Then he continued his description:

			“In the early morning, light breezes circle through the still deserted city. At that hour, between the night’s dead and the day’s dying, it seems that the plague suspends its efforts for a moment and catches its breath. All the stores are closed. But on a few, a sign ‘closed due to the plague’ means that they won’t be opening along with the others. Newspaper sellers, still sleepy, don’t shout out the news, but propped up at the street corners, they offer their merchandise to lampposts with the gestures of sleepwalkers. In a while, woken by the first trams, they will spread through the whole city, holding papers that say ‘plague’ at arm’s length. ‘Will there be an autumn of plague?’ ‘Professor B answers…no.’ ‘A hundred and twenty-four dead, that’s the total on the ninety-fourth day of plague.’

			
			“Despite the increasingly dire paper shortage, which has forced certain periodicals to reduce their number of pages, another paper has sprung up: Courier of the Epidemic, whose self-appointed task is to ‘inform our fellow citizens, with a care for scrupulous objectivity, of the rise and fall of the disease; to furnish them with the most authoritative accounts of the epidemic’s future; to lend the support of its columns to all those who, known or unknown, are disposed to fight this scourge; to sustain the morale of the population, to transmit the orders of the authorities, and, in a word, to group together all those who are willing to effectively fight the evil that strikes us.’ In truth, this paper quickly stuck to publishing ads for new products that promised to prevent the plague.

			“Around six in the morning, all the papers start selling as lines form at the doors of shops more than an hour before they open, then as the trams arrive, packed, from the suburbs. The trams have become the only means of transportation, and they move forward with great strain, their running boards and handrails full to bursting. A curious thing, nonetheless, is that all the riders, as much as possible, turn their backs to avoid infecting each other. At the stops, the tram unloads a cargo of men and women, rushing to get away and find themselves alone. Scenes often erupt, provoked by nothing more than the general grumpiness, which has become chronic.

			
			“After the first trams pass, the city wakes up, little by little, the first brasseries open their doors to counters full of signs: ‘out of coffee,’ ‘bring your own sugar,’ etc. Then the shops open, the streets come to life. At the same time, the light strengthens, and the heat slowly drains the July skies. This is the hour when those with nothing to do venture out onto the boulevards. Most of them seem to have taken it upon themselves to ward off the plague by displaying their luxuries. Every day, around eleven, there’s a parade of young men and women down the principal arteries, where you can see the passion for life that grows in the heart of great suffering. If the epidemic spreads, morals will also loosen. We’ll have Milanese saturnalias among the tombs.

			“At noon, the restaurants fill in the blink of an eye. Very quickly, little groups who couldn’t get a table form outside the doors. The sky starts to lose its brightness from the excess heat. In the shadow of large awnings, the lunch applicants wait their turn on the edge of the heat-cracked pavement. If the restaurants are overwhelmed, it’s because, for many people, it simplifies the problem of supplies. But it leaves the fear of contagion intact. The guests lose long minutes patiently wiping their silverware. Not long ago, some restaurants put up signs: ‘our silverware is boiled.’ But, little by little, they gave up on all advertising, since the customers had no choice. And besides, the clients spend freely. Fine wines, or what passes for them, the most expensive side dishes, it’s the start of a mad rush. It also appears that scenes of panic erupted in a restaurant because a patron, feeling unwell, had turned pale, gotten up, wobbled, and very quickly made for the exit.

			
			“Around two, the city slowly empties, and this is the moment when silence, dust, sun, and plague meet in the streets. All along the large gray houses, the heat flows without stopping. These are the long, imprisoned hours that end in burning evenings crumbling over the crowded, jabbering city. During the first days of heat, and without anyone knowing why, from time to time the evenings were deserted. But at the moment, the first coolness offers rest, if not hope. Everyone goes out into the streets, dazed with talking, quarreling, or yearning, and under the red July sky the city, packed with couples and shouts, drifts into the panting night. Each night on the boulevards a determined old man wearing a fedora and an ascot moves through the crowd repeating over and over, in vain: ‘God is great, come to him’ while everyone hurries in the opposite direction, towards something unfamiliar or something that seems more urgent than God. At the start, when they thought it was a disease like any other, religion had a place. But when they saw that it was serious, they remembered pleasure. Then all the daytime sufferings that appear in their faces resolve in the dusty, ardent twilight, to form a sort of haggard arousal, a clumsy freedom that fevers the whole population.

			
			“And I, too, am like them. But so what! Death is nothing for men like me. It’s an event that proves us right.”
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			Tarrou had asked Rieux for the meeting described in these notebooks. That evening, as Rieux was expecting him, the doctor was actually looking at his mother, who sat quietly in a corner of the dining room, in a chair. She spent her days there once she’d finished with the household tasks. With her hands folded in her lap, she waited. Rieux wasn’t even sure if she was waiting for him. And yet, something changed in his mother’s face when he appeared. All the muteness a laborious life had put there seemed to fall away. Then she would slip back into silence. That evening, she was looking out the window into the now-deserted street. At night, the streetlights had been reduced by two-thirds. And, here and there, a very weak lamp cast a few beams into the shadows of the city.

			“Are they going to keep the lights scarce for the length of the plague?” asked Mme Rieux.

			“Probably.”

			“Just as long as this doesn’t last until winter. It would be sad, then.”

			
			“Yes,” said Rieux.

			He saw his mother’s glance fix on his forehead. He knew the worry and overwork of the last few days had furrowed his brow.

			“Did things go poorly today?” said Mme Rieux.

			“Oh—as usual.”

			As usual! Which was to say that the new serum sent from Paris seemed to be less effective than the first, and the figures were climbing. Except for the families of those who already had the disease, they still weren’t able to vaccinate preventatively. They needed bulk quantities for more general use. Most of the buboes couldn’t be pierced, as if the season had come for them to harden, and they tortured the patients. Since the day before, there had been two cases of a new form of the epidemic. The plague was becoming pulmonary. The same day, in the course of a meeting, the frantic doctors had asked and obtained new measures from the bewildered prefect, measures that would prevent the disease from spreading from mouth to mouth in a pulmonary epidemic. As usual, they still knew nothing.

			He looked at his mother. That beautiful brown-eyed glance brought back years of tenderness.

			“Are you afraid, Mother?”

			“At my age, there’s not much left to fear.”

			“The days are very long, and I’m almost never here anymore.”

			“I don’t mind waiting if I know you’re coming back. And when you’re not here, I think about what you must be doing. Is there any news?”

			
			“Yes, everything is fine, if I believe her last telegram. But I know she says that to reassure me.”

			The doorbell rang. The doctor smiled at his mother and went to open it. In the shadows of the landing, Tarrou resembled a big bear dressed in gray. Rieux offered the visitor a seat in front of his desk. He remained standing behind his chair. They were separated by the lamp on the desk, the only lit lamp in the room.

			“I know,” said Tarrou without preamble, “that I can be totally frank with you.”

			Rieux nodded in silence.

			“In two weeks or a month, you’ll be useless here, you are overwhelmed by these events.”

			“It’s true,” said Rieux.

			“The public health services are poorly organized. You lack enough men and time.”

			Rieux acknowledged again that this was true.

			“I heard that the prefecture imagines a sort of civil service to require able-bodied men to help rescue the city.”

			“You are well informed. But discontent already runs high, and the prefect is hesitating.”

			“Why not ask for volunteers?”

			“They did, but they got few results.”

			“They did it through official channels, without hoping for much. What they lack is imagination. They’re never at the level of these scourges. And the remedies they imagine are barely advanced enough to cure a head cold. If we leave it up to them, they’ll die, and take us with them.”

			
			“That’s likely,” said Rieux. “I should tell you that they also thought of using convicts, for what I’ll call the big jobs.”

			“I’d rather they used free men.”

			“Me too. But why, do you think?”

			“Death sentences horrify me.”

			Rieux looked at Tarrou:

			“Well?” he said.

			“Well, I have a plan to organize a volunteer public health squad. Give me permission to work on it, and leave the administration out of it. Besides, they’re swamped. I have friends all over, and they’ll make up the first group. And naturally, I’ll be part of it.”

			“Of course,” said Rieux, “as you can imagine, I’m happy to accept. Help is needed, especially in this line of work. I’ll make sure the prefecture agrees to the idea. Besides, they have no choice. But…”

			Rieux was thoughtful.

			“But this work could be fatal, as you well know. And in any case, I must warn you about it. Have you thought this through?”

			Tarrou looked at him with his gray eyes.

			“What did you think of Paneloux’s sermon, Doctor?”

			
			Naturally, the question came up, and Rieux answered naturally.

			“I’ve spent too much time in hospitals to like the idea of collective punishment. But, you know, Christians sometimes talk like that, without ever really thinking like it. They’re better than they seem.”

			“Yet you think, like Paneloux, that the plague has its good side, that it opens people’s eyes, that it forces them to think!”

			The doctor shook his head impatiently.

			“Like all diseases in this world. But what’s true of all the world’s ills is also true of the plague. It might help a few people grow. Nonetheless, when you see the suffering and the pain it brings, you’d have to be crazy, blind, or cowardly to resign yourself to the plague.”

			Rieux had barely raised his voice. But Tarrou gestured with his hand, as if to calm him. He smiled.

			“Yes,” said Rieux, shrugging his shoulders. “But you haven’t answered my question. Have you thought this through?”

			Tarrou settled into his chair a bit, and moved his head forward into the light.

			“Do you believe in God, Doctor?”

			Once again it was a natural question. But this time, Rieux hesitated.

			“No, but why does it matter? I’m in the dark, and I’m trying to see clearly. It’s been a long time since I thought that was original.”

			
			“Is that what separates you from Paneloux?”

			“I don’t think so. Paneloux is a studious man. He hasn’t seen enough death and that’s why he speaks in the name of truth. But the lowliest country priest who ministers to his parishioners and who has heard a dying man’s breath would think like me. He would treat the suffering before trying to prove its excellence.”

			Rieux got up—his face was now in shadow.

			“Let’s move on,” he said, “since you don’t want to answer.”

			Tarrou smiled without moving from his chair.

			“May I answer with a question?”

			The doctor smiled, in turn:

			“You like mystery,” he said. “Go ahead.”

			“Well then,” said Tarrou, “why do you show so much devotion if you don’t believe in God? Your answer may help me with my own.”

			Without stepping out of the shadows, the doctor said that he had already answered, that if he believed in an all-powerful God, he would stop healing people, leaving him to care for them. But that no one in the world, no, not even Paneloux who believed he believed, thought that kind of God existed, since no one abandoned themselves totally, and that in this at least, he, Rieux, believed he was on the true path, fighting against creation, such as it was.

			“Ah!” said Tarrou. “So that’s your take on your profession?”

			
			“More or less,” the doctor replied, coming back into the light.

			Tarrou whistled softly, and the doctor looked at him.

			“Yes,” he said, “you’re thinking this takes pride. But I have only as much pride as it takes, believe me. I don’t know what’s waiting for me, or what will happen after all this. For the time being, there are sick people, and they must be cured. Later on, they’ll think about it all, and I will, too. But the most urgent thing is to cure them. I’ll defend them as best I can, and that’s all.”

			“Against who?”

			Rieux turned to the window. In the distance, he could make out the sea, a darker condensation on the horizon. He felt only his tiredness and fought, at the same time, against a sudden and unreasonable desire to open up a bit more to this singular man who felt like a brother.

			“I don’t know anything about this, Tarrou, I promise you, I know nothing. When I went into this line of work, I did it abstractly, in some fashion, because I needed to, because it was a living like any other, one that young people imagine pursuing. Perhaps also because it was particularly difficult for a laborer’s son like me. And then I had to see people die. Did you know there are people who refuse to die? Have you ever heard a woman cry ‘never!’ in her dying moment? I have. And then I realized that I could not get used to it. I was young and my disgust seemed as great as the world itself. Since then, I’ve become more modest. In short, I’m still not accustomed to seeing people die. I don’t know anything more. But after all…”

			
			Rieux quieted and sat back down. His mouth felt dry.

			“After all?” said Tarrou, softly.

			“After all…,” the doctor went on and hesitated once more, looking at Tarrou with attention, “it’s something a man like you could understand, isn’t it, but since the order of the world is ruled by death, perhaps it’s better for God if we don’t believe in him and if we fight against death with all our might, without raising our eyes to the heavens where he keeps silent.”

			“Yes,” agreed Tarrou, “I can understand. But your victories will always be temporary, that’s all.”

			Rieux seemed to darken.

			“Always, I know it. That’s not a reason to stop fighting.”

			“No, it’s not a reason. But then I can imagine what this plague must be like for you.”

			“Yes,” said Rieux. “An endless defeat.”

			Tarrou stared at the doctor for a moment then got up and walked heavily toward the door. And Rieux followed him. And he had already reached him when Tarrou, who seemed to be looking at his feet, said:

			“Who taught you all of this, Doctor?”

			He answered immediately:

			
			“Suffering.”

			Rieux opened the door of his office and, in the corridor, told Tarrou that he was going out as well, to see one of his patients who lived in the outskirts. Tarrou offered to go with him and the doctor agreed. At the end of the hall, they met Mme Rieux, and the doctor introduced her to Tarrou.

			“A friend,” he said.

			“Oh!” said Mme Rieux. “I’m very glad to meet you.”

			As she walked away, Tarrou turned to look at her again. On the landing, the doctor was trying in vain to get the timer for the lights to work. The stairs remained plunged into darkness. The doctor wondered if it was some kind of new rationing. But there was no way of knowing. For some time now, in the houses and in the city, everything had been falling apart. It was perhaps simply because the concierges, and our fellow citizens in general, weren’t taking care of anything. But the doctor didn’t have time to wonder about it any further, as Tarrou’s voice rang out behind him:

			“One last thing, Doctor, even if it seems silly—you are absolutely right.”

			Rieux shrugged, for himself, in the darkness.

			“I don’t know anything, really. But you, what do you know about it?”

			“Oh!” said the other man without irritation. “I don’t have much to learn.”

			
			The doctor stopped, and Tarrou, behind him, slipped on a step. He caught himself by grabbing Rieux’s shoulder.

			“Do you think you know everything about life?” he asked.

			The answer came through the dark, carried by the same calm voice:

			“Yes.”

			When they came out into the street, they realized it was quite late, eleven, perhaps. The city was mute, inhabited only by rustles. Very far away, the siren of an ambulance rang out. They got in the car, and Rieux put the engine in gear.

			“You must,” he said, “come to the hospital tomorrow for the preventative vaccine. But lastly, and before getting into this business, remember that your chances of surviving are one in three.”

			“Those metrics have no meaning, Doctor, you know it as well as I do. A hundred years ago, a plague epidemic killed all the inhabitants of a city in Persia except for the man who washed the bodies of the dead, who had never stopped doing his job.”

			“He got his third chance, that’s all,” said Rieux in a voice that was suddenly quieter. “But it’s true that we still have much to learn on this subject.”

			They had reached the outskirts of the city. The headlights illuminated the deserted streets. They stopped. In front of the car, Rieux asked Tarrou if he wanted to come in, and Tarrou agreed. A glint from the sky illuminated their faces. Rieux suddenly burst into friendly laughter:

			
			“Come now, Tarrou,” he said, “what makes you bother with this?”

			“I don’t know. My principle, perhaps.”

			“Which one?”

			“Understanding.”

			Tarrou turned toward the house and Rieux didn’t see his face again until the moment they entered the old asthmatic’s home.
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			The next day, Tarrou got to work and gathered a team that would be the first of many.

			However, it’s not the narrator’s intention to give these public health squads more importance than they actually carried. These days, many of our fellow citizens actually give in to the temptation to exaggerate their role. Instead, the narrator is tempted to believe that by lending too much importance to honorable actions, you end up paying an indirect, powerful homage to evil. Because this way, you allow people to suppose that honorable actions have such high value because they are rare, and that wickedness and indifference are much more frequent drivers behind human actions. The narrator does not share this idea. The evil in this world almost always comes from ignorance, and goodwill can do as much damage as wickedness if it’s not well informed. Men are good more than they are evil, and honestly, that’s beside the point. But they are more or less ignorant, and this is what we call vice or virtue, and the most desperate vice comes from the person who is ignorant but believes he knows everything, and who authorizes himself to kill. The soul of a murderer is blind, and there can be neither real goodness nor true love without as much foresight as possible.

			
			This is why our public health squads, which came together thanks to Tarrou, must be judged with objective satisfaction. This is why the narrator doesn’t represent himself as the overly eloquent champion of a drive and a heroism that he regards as only modestly important. But he will continue to be the historian of those torn, demanding hearts the plague gave to all our fellow citizens.

			Those who devoted themselves to the public health squads weren’t actually so praiseworthy for doing it, since they knew it was the only thing to do, and, at the time, refusing to make that choice would have been unthinkable. These squads allowed our fellow citizens to go deeper into the plague and persuaded some of them that, since the disease had arrived, they had to do what they could to fight against it. This way, because the plague became the duty of a few, it appeared as what it actually was—everyone’s business.

			That is good. But you don’t congratulate a teacher for instructing that two and two equals four. You might congratulate them for having chosen that fine profession. Let us say that it was praiseworthy for Tarrou and for the others to choose to demonstrate that two and two equals four rather than the opposite, but let us also say that they shared this goodwill with the teacher, with all those who have the same heart as the teacher and who, to the credit of humanity, are more numerous than you might think, at least that’s the narrator’s conviction. Besides, he is very aware of the objection that might be raised, which is that these men risked their lives. But there always comes a time in history where he who dares to say that two and two equals four is condemned to death. The teacher knows it. And the question is not to find out what reward or punishment awaits this logic. The question is to find out, yes or no, whether two and two equals four. At the time, those among our fellow citizens who risked their lives had to decide if there was a plague, yes or no, and if they should fight it, yes or no.

			
			Many new moralists in our city would then say that nothing can be done about anything, and we should get on our knees. And Tarrou and Rieux and their friends could respond with this or that, but the conclusion was always what they knew: they had to fight somehow and not fall to their knees. The whole point was to keep as many people as possible from dying and experiencing the final separation. For that, only one thing could be done, which was to fight the plague. This truth wasn’t admirable, it simply mattered.

			That’s why it was normal for old Castel to put all his trust and energy into making serums locally, with makeshift equipment. He and Rieux hoped that a serum made from the same cultures of the germ that was infecting the city would have a more direct effectiveness than the serums that came from outside, since the microbe differed slightly from the plague bacillus as it was officially classified. Castel hoped to have his first serum fairly quickly.

			
			This is why it was normal that Grand, who didn’t seem at all heroic, now ran a sort of administrative office for the public health squads. In fact, some of the teams Tarrou had built worked to support preventative measures in the overcrowded neighborhoods. They tried to implement the necessary hygiene there; they counted the attics and cellars that hadn’t yet been disinfected. Other teams accompanied doctors on their house calls, making sure that those infected with plague were transported, and even, when there were no specialized personnel, driving cars owned by the sick and the dead. All this required work on documentation and statistics, which Grand had agreed to do.

			From this point of view, the narrator guesses that Grand, more than Rieux or Tarrou, was the real example of the calm virtue that animated the public health squads. He had said yes without hesitation, with his usual goodwill. He had only asked to make himself useful with the small tasks. He was too old for the rest. From six to eight p.m., he could offer his time. And when Rieux thanked him warmly, he was astonished: “What could be easier! There is a plague, we must defend ourselves, that’s clear. Ah! If only everything were so simple.” And he would go back to his sentence. Sometimes, in the evening, when the work of recordkeeping was done, Rieux talked with Grand. They eventually included Tarrou in these conversations, and Grand confided in his two companions with more and more obvious pleasure. These two followed, with interest, the patient work Grand continued in the midst of the plague. They too, in the end, found a kind of relief in it.

			
			“How’s the equestrienne doing?” Tarrou would often ask. And Grand would invariably reply “she’s trotting, she’s trotting” with a difficult smile. One evening, Grand said that he had finally abandoned the adjective “elegant” for his equestrienne, and from now on he was using “svelte.” “It’s more concrete,” he added. Another time, he read his two listeners the first sentence with this change: “One fine May morning, a svelte equestrienne rode a superb sorrel mare down the flowering lanes of the Bois de Boulogne.”

			“Don’t you think,” said Grand, “that we can see her better, and I liked ‘one May morning’ better, because ‘month of May’ lengthens the trot a bit.”

			Then he appeared to be very preoccupied with the adjective “superb.” It wasn’t conveying enough, according to him, and he was looking for the word that would capture, in one go, the lavish mare he imagined. Plump wouldn’t work: it was concrete, but a little pejorative. Shining had tempted him for a moment, but the rhythm was off. One evening, he triumphantly announced that he had found it: “a black sorrel mare.” According to him, black always indicated a subtle elegance.

			
			“That’s not possible,” said Rieux.

			“And why not?”

			“Sorrel isn’t a breed, it’s a color.”

			“What color is it?”

			“Well, a color that isn’t black, in any case!”

			Grand seemed very concerned.

			“Thank you,” he said, “thank goodness you’re here. But you see how difficult it is.”

			“What do you think of sumptuous?” asked Tarrou. Grand looked at him. He thought about it.

			“Yes,” he said, “yes!”

			And a smile slowly appeared.

			A little bit later on, he admitted that the word “flowering” embarrassed him. Since he’d never known anywhere beyond Oran and Montélimar, he sometimes asked his friends to explain how the lanes of the Bois were flowered. Strictly speaking, they had never given Rieux or Tarrou the impression of being so, but the clerk’s conviction made them doubtful. He was shocked by their uncertainty. “Only artists know how to look.” Once, the doctor found him in a state of great excitement. He had replaced “flowering” with “full of flowers.” He rubbed his hands. “At last, you can see them, you can smell them. Hats off, gentlemen!” He read the sentence aloud, triumphantly. “One fine May morning, a svelte equestrienne rode a sumptuous sorrel mare down the lanes full of flowers of the Bois de Boulogne.” But when he read it out loud, the two prepositional phrases at the end of the sentence echoed irritatingly, and Grand stammered a little. He sat down, looking devastated. Then he asked the doctor if he could go home. He needed to think for a bit.

			
			It was around that time, we later learned, that he started letting slip signs of distraction at work that were seen as unfortunate during a moment when city hall had to confront overwhelming duties with diminished personnel. His work suffered, and his boss reproached him severely by reminding him that he was paid to accomplish a task that he was obviously not accomplishing. “It seems,” the boss said, “that you’re doing volunteer work for the public health squads outside of this office. That’s none of my business. But your work here is my business. And the main way to make yourself useful in these terrible circumstances is to do your job well. Otherwise, the rest won’t help at all.”

			“He’s right,” said Grand to Rieux.

			“Yes, he’s right,” the doctor agreed.

			“But I’m distracted, and I don’t know how to wrap up the end of my sentence.”

			He had thought about removing “de Boulogne,” reasoning that everyone would still understand. But then the sentence seemed to link “flowers” to what was supposed to modify “lanes.” He had also considered the possibility of writing: “The lanes of the Bois full of flowers.” But the placement of “Bois” between a substantive and a qualifier, arbitrarily separating them, was a thorn in his side. Some evenings, he actually seemed even more tired than Rieux.

			
			Yes, he was exhausted by this search that absorbed him totally, but he nonetheless continued to write up the sums and statistics the public health squads needed. Patiently, every evening, he made the records clear, accompanying them with graphs, and he slowly endeavored to present his accounts as precisely as possible. Quite often, he would meet Rieux at one of the hospitals and ask him for a desk in some office or infirmary. He would set up there with his papers, the same way he set up at his post in city hall, and in the air thickened by disinfectants and the disease itself, he fanned the sheets of paper to dry the ink. He honestly tried, then, to stop thinking about his equestrienne and to do only what was required.

			Yes, if it’s true that people insist on offering themselves examples and models of what they call heroes, and if there absolutely must be such a one in this story, the narrator proposes precisely this insignificant, unassuming hero who had nothing going for him but a little goodness at heart and a seemingly ridiculous ideal. This will give the truth its due, make the equation two plus two equals four, and put heroism in the secondary role it deserves, just after, and never before, the generous demands of happiness. It will also give this chronicle its character, which must be that of a relationship forged with good intentions, which is to say, intentions which are neither obviously bad, nor thrilling with the evils of spectacle.

			
			At least, that was Doctor Rieux’s opinion as he read the newspaper or listened to the radio, hearing the pleas and encouragement that the outside world managed to send the infected city. Along with the aid sent by air and overland, every evening, through the airwaves or in the press, pitying or admiring comments rained down on the now-isolated city. And every time, the tone of an epic or of a prize ceremony made the doctor impatient. Of course, he knew this concern wasn’t faked. But it could only be expressed through the language of convention, in which humans try to express what connects them to humanity. And that language couldn’t apply to Grand’s small daily efforts, it couldn’t comprehend, for instance, what Grand meant in the middle of the plague.

			At midnight, sometimes, in the great silence of the deserted city, at the moment he reached his bed for a too-short sleep, the doctor turned the dial of his radio. And from the corners of the world, across thousands of kilometers, these unfamiliar and brotherly voices clumsily tried to express their solidarity by actually saying it, but, in the same breath, they revealed the terrible inability every person experiences in truly sharing a pain they cannot see: “Oran! Oran!” In vain, the cry crossed the sea, in vain Rieux held himself alert, soon the eloquence grew, even further accentuating the fundamental separation that estranged Grand from the orator. “Oran! Yes, Oran! But no,” thought the doctor, “to love together or to die together, there is no other recourse. They are too far away.”

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			And actually, while the scourge gathered all its forces to hurl them at the city and finally seize it, what remains to be examined before getting to the height of the plague are the long, desperate, monotonous efforts that a last few individuals, like Rambert, undertook to recapture their happiness and to deprive the plague of that part of themselves they would defend to the last. This was their way of refusing the subservience that threatened them, and though this kind of refusal obviously wasn’t as effective as the other, the narrator’s opinion is that it, too, had its meaning, and that it also bore witness, even in its vanity and contradictions, to what pride we had then in each of us.

			Rambert fought to prevent the plague from encircling him. Having proven that he could not get out of the city by legal means, he had decided, so he told Rieux, to try other ways. The journalist started with waiters in cafés. Café waiters are always in on everything. But the first ones he asked had mainly heard about the very serious penalties for that sort of undertaking. In one case, he was even mistaken for an undercover agent. He didn’t make any progress until he met Cottard at Rieux’s house. That day, he and Rieux had talked again about the useless steps the journalist had been taking with the administration. A few days later, Cottard ran into Rambert in the street, and greeted him with the openness he had started to exhibit in all his interactions:

			
			“Still nothing?” he asked.

			“No, nothing.”

			“You can’t rely on the offices. They’re not designed to understand.”

			“That’s true. But I’m looking for another way. It’s difficult.”

			“Ah!” said Cottard. “I see.”

			He knew of a network, and to an astonished Rambert, he explained that he had been frequenting all the cafés in Oran for a long time now, that he had friends there, and that he had information about an organization that handled this kind of thing. The truth was that Cottard, whose expenses often surpassed his income, had gotten involved with smuggling rationed products. He resold cigarettes and cut-rate alcohol at prices that kept increasing, and which were starting to make him a small fortune.

			“Are you totally sure?” asked Rambert.

			“Yes, because they offered it to me.”

			“You didn’t take advantage of it?”

			“Don’t get suspicious,” said Cottard, with an air of friendliness. “I didn’t take advantage of it because I don’t actually want to leave. I have my reasons.”

			He added, after a silence:

			
			“You’re not asking me what my reasons are?”

			“I suppose,” said Rambert, “that it’s none of my business.”

			“In one sense, it is indeed none of your business. But in another…when it comes down to it, the only clear thing is that I feel much better here since the plague arrived.”

			The other man cut in:

			“How can I reach this organization?”

			“Ah!” said Cottard. “That’s not easy. Come with me.”

			It was four in the afternoon. Under a heavy sky, the city slowly stirred. All the shops had their awnings lowered. The pavement was deserted. Cottard and Rambert took the arcaded streets and walked for a long time without speaking. It was one of those moments when the plague made itself invisible. This silence, this death of color and movement, these could stem as much from the summer as they could from the scourge. It was hard to tell if the air was heavy with dangers or with dust and burning heat. You had to observe and reflect to find the plague. For it only betrayed its presence through signs of absence. Cottard, who had an affinity for it, noted to Rambert the absence of dogs that normally would have been lying on their sides, panting, on the thresholds of corridors, searching for an impossible coolness.

			They took the boulevard des Palmiers, crossing the Place d’Armes toward the Quartier Marine. On the left, a green-painted café sheltered under a slanted awning of coarse yellow fabric. As they entered, Cottard and Rambert wiped their foreheads. They took their seats in folding garden chairs at green metal tabletops. The room was completely deserted. Flies sputtered in the air. On the wobbly counter, in a yellow cage, a parakeet that had lost all its feathers was sagging on its perch. Old paintings of military scenes hung on the walls, covered in grease and thick strings of cobwebs. On all the metal tables, and in front of Rambert, were dried chicken droppings whose origins were difficult to decipher until, after a bit of a fuss, a magnificent rooster strode from a dark corner.

			
			At that moment, the heat seemed to increase once more. Cottard took off his jacket and rapped on the metal. A little man, lost in a long blue apron, came out from the back, waved to Cottard as soon as he saw him, removed the cock with an energetic kick, and asked, in the midst of chicken clucks, what these gentlemen would like to drink. Cottard wanted white wine and inquired about a certain Garcia. According to the dwarf, no one at the café had seen him in the past few days.

			“Do you think he’ll come tonight?”

			“Eh!” said the other man. “I’m not in his shoes. But you know his hours?”

			“Yes, but it’s not so important. I just have a friend I want to introduce him to.”

			The waiter wiped his clammy hands against the front of his apron.

			
			“Ah! Monsieur is also in business?”

			“Yes,” said Cottard.

			The little man sniffled:

			“Well, come back tonight, I’ll send the kid over to him.”

			As they left, Rambert asked him what kind of business it was.

			“Smuggling, of course. They move goods through the city gates. And sell them at high prices.”

			“Good,” said Rambert. “So they have connections.”

			“Exactly.”

			In the evening, the awning was lifted, the parakeet jabbered in its cage, and the tables were surrounded by men in shirtsleeves. One of them, with a straw hat tipped back and a white shirt opened to reveal a chest the color of scorched earth, got up when Cottard entered. With regular features, a leathery face, small, black eyes, white teeth, and two or three rings on his fingers, he looked about thirty.

			“Hello,” he said. “Let’s drink at the bar.”

			They drank three rounds in silence.

			“Should we go?” Garcia said.

			They went down towards the port and Garcia asked what they wanted from him. Cottard told him that he wasn’t exactly introducing Rambert for business, but more for what he called “an exit.” Garcia walked right in front of him, smoking. He asked questions, saying “he” as he talked about Rambert, without seeming to notice his presence.

			
			“What for?” he asked.

			“His wife is in France.”

			“Ah!”

			And after a moment:

			“And what’s his job?”

			“Journalist.”

			“People talk a lot in that line of work.”

			Rambert was quiet.

			“He’s a friend,” said Cottard.

			They went on in silence. They had arrived at the docks, where the entrance was barred by tall gates. But they went towards a little bar where they sold fried sardines, and the smell reached them.

			“In any case,” Garcia concluded, “this isn’t my thing, but Raoul’s. I’ll have to find him. It won’t be easy.”

			“Ah!” Cottard asked excitedly. “Is he in hiding?”

			Garcia didn’t answer. Near the bar, he stopped and turned to Rambert for the first time.

			“The day after tomorrow, at eleven a.m., on the corner by the customs barracks, above the city.”

			He started to leave, but turned back to the two men.

			“It will cost you,” he said.

			It wasn’t a question.

			“Of course,” agreed Rambert.

			Shortly after, Rambert thanked Cottard.

			“Oh! no,” said the other man cheerfully. “I’m happy to do you a favor. And besides, you’re a journalist, you might pay me back one of these days.”

			Two days later, Rambert and Cottard climbed the wide, shadeless streets that led to the heights of our city. Part of the customs barracks had been turned into a clinic, and people were standing in front of the tall gate, hoping for a visit that couldn’t be permitted or searching for information that would quickly become obsolete. In any case, this crowd allowed for many comings and goings, and they realized the situation might have something to do with the way this meeting between Garcia and Rambert had been arranged.

			
			“It’s odd,” said Cottard, “this stubbornness to leave. In fact, what’s happening here is very interesting.”

			“Not for me,” Rambert replied.

			“Oh! Of course, there is some risk involved. But after all, before the plague people risked as much crossing a busy intersection.”

			At that moment, Rieux’s car pulled up alongside them. Tarrou was driving and Rieux seemed half-asleep. He woke up to introduce them.

			“We know each other,” said Tarrou. “We live in the same hotel.”

			He offered to drive Rambert into town.

			“No, we have an appointment here.”

			Rieux looked at Rambert:

			“Yes,” he said.

			“Ah!” Cottard was surprised. “The doctor knows about it?”

			“Here comes the magistrate,” Tarrou warned, looking at Cottard.

			The man’s face changed. M. Othon was in fact coming down the street, advancing towards them with an energetic but measured step. He lifted his hat as he passed the little group.

			
			“Hello, Monsieur Magistrate!” said Tarrou.

			The magistrate returned the greeting to the two occupants of the car and nodded a solemn hello, looking at Cottard and Rambert, who hung back. Tarrou introduced the pensioner and the journalist. The magistrate looked at the sky for a second and sighed, saying that it was a very sad time.

			“They tell me, Monsieur Tarrou, that you’re working to organize preventative measures. I can’t emphasize my support enough. Do you think, Doctor, that the disease will spread?”

			Rieux said that they must hope not, and the magistrate repeated that they must always hope, that designs of providence are impenetrable to humankind. Tarrou asked if the events had increased his workload.

			“Quite the opposite, the business of what we call common law has diminished. I have nothing to investigate but serious breaches of the new regulations. People have never respected the old laws so much.”

			“It must be,” said Tarrou, “that they inevitably seem fair by comparison.”

			The magistrate dropped the dreamy air he’d adopted, his gaze hovering in the sky. And he examined Tarrou with a cold gaze.

			“What does that matter?” he said. “It’s not the law that counts, it’s the punishment. We can’t change that.”

			
			“That man,” said Cottard when the magistrate had gone, “is enemy number one.”

			The car pulled away.

			A little bit later, Rambert and Cottard saw Garcia arriving. He walked toward them without any sign of greeting, and instead of hello, said: “We have to wait.”

			Around them, the crowd of mostly women waited in total silence. Almost all of them carried baskets they vainly hoped to give to their sick relatives, with the even more irrational idea that these supplies might be useful to them. The gate was guarded by two armed sentries, and from time to time, a bizarre cry crossed the courtyard that separated the barracks from the gate. Among the onlookers, worried faces turned towards the clinic.

			The three men were watching this spectacle when a sharp, serious “hello” made them all turn around. Despite the heat, Raoul was very properly dressed. Tall and strong, he wore a dark, double-breasted suit and a fedora with a curled brim. His face was quite pale. With brown eyes and pursed lips, he spoke in a quick, precise way:

			“Let’s walk back down into the city,” he said. “Garcia, you can leave us.”

			Garcia lit a cigarette and let them move away. They walked quickly, matching their pace to Raoul, who had placed himself in the middle.

			“Garcia explained everything to me,” he said. “It can be done. No matter what, it will cost you ten thousand francs.”

			
			Rambert replied that he agreed.

			“Have lunch with me, tomorrow, at the Spanish restaurant in the Quartier Marine.”

			Rambert said he would be there, and Raoul shook his hand, smiling for the first time. After he left, Cottard excused himself. He wasn’t free the next day, and besides, Rambert didn’t need him anymore.

			When the journalist entered the Spanish restaurant the next day, all heads turned to watch him pass. This shadowy basement, situated below a small street that was yellowed and dried by the sun, had an all-male clientele, Spaniards, for the most part. But as soon as Raoul gestured to the journalist from his table in the back and Rambert made his way over to him, the curiosity disappeared from their faces and returned to their plates. At Raoul’s table, there was a big, thin man, poorly shaved, with overly large shoulders, a horsey face, and sparse hair. His long, thin arms, covered in black hairs, emerged from his rolled-up sleeves. He nodded his head three times when Rambert was introduced. His name wasn’t uttered, and Raoul only referred to him as “our friend.”

			“Our friend believes he may be able to help you. He’s going to—”

			Raoul paused because the waitress had come by for Rambert’s order.

			“He’s going to put you in touch with two of our friends, who will introduce you to the sentries we know. That won’t be the end of it, though. The guards themselves will judge when the time is right. The easiest thing will be for you to stay with one of them for a few nights at his place near the gates. But first our friend has to give you the contacts you’ll need. When everything is arranged, he’s the one you’ll pay.”

			
			The friend nodded his horse face once more, still shoveling the tomato and pepper salad he was devouring into his mouth. Then he spoke with a slight Spanish accent. He offered to meet Rambert the day after tomorrow, at eight in the morning, under the portico of the cathedral.

			“Another two days,” Rambert remarked.

			“It’s because this isn’t easy,” said Raoul. “We have to find people.”

			The horse tossed his head once more and Rambert agreed without enthusiasm. The rest of the lunch was spent looking for something to talk about. But everything became very easy when Rambert discovered that the horse played soccer. Rambert had played the sport often, too. So they talked about the French championship, the value of the professional English teams, and the 3-5-2 formation. At the end of lunch, the horse was totally enthusiastic and talked with Rambert like a friend, persuading him that center-midfield was the most beautiful position on the field. “You know,” he was saying, “it’s the center-midfielder who moves the play around. And moving the play, that’s what soccer’s about.” Rambert agreed with this opinion, though he had always played center-forward. The discussion was interrupted only when the radio, which had been replaying sentimental melodies in the background, announced that the day before, the plague had taken a hundred and thirty-seven victims. None of the listeners reacted. The horse-headed man shrugged his shoulders and got up. Raoul and Rambert followed him.

			
			As he left, the midfielder shook Rambert’s hand energetically:

			“My name is Gonzalès,” he said.

			For Rambert, the next two days felt endless. He went to see Rieux and detailed the steps he had taken. Then he accompanied the doctor on one of his house calls. He said goodbye to him at the door of a house where there was a suspicious case. In the hallway, they could hear the sounds of running feet and voices: they warned the family that the doctor was coming.

			“I hope Tarrou doesn’t take long,” Rieux murmured.

			He seemed tired.

			“Is the epidemic moving too fast?” Rambert asked.

			Rieux said it wasn’t that, and that the statistical curve was even going down. It was just that they didn’t have enough ways of fighting the plague.

			“We don’t have enough supplies,” he said. “In all the armies of the world, they generally make up for a lack of supplies with men. But we don’t have enough men, either.”

			“Haven’t doctors and public health workers come from outside?”

			
			“Yes,” said Rieux. “Ten doctors and a hundred men. That’s a lot, apparently. But it’s barely enough for the current state of the disease. That won’t be enough if the epidemic spreads.”

			Rieux bent an ear to the sounds coming from inside, then smiled at Rambert.

			“Yes,” he said, “you’d best hurry up and do it.”

			A shadow passed over Rambert’s face:

			“You know,” he said in a muted voice, “that’s not why I’m leaving.”

			Rieux answered that he knew, but Rambert continued:

			“I don’t think I’m cowardly, at least not most of the time. I’ve had the chance to prove it. It’s just that there are ideas I can’t bear.”

			The doctor looked him in the face.

			“You’ll get back to her,” he said.

			“Perhaps, but I can’t bear the idea that this will last, and she’ll grow older as the time passes. At thirty, you start to get old and you can’t let anything go to waste. I don’t know if you can understand.”

			Rieux murmured that he thought he could, when Tarrou arrived, full of excitement.

			“I just asked Paneloux to join us.”

			“And?” asked the doctor.

			“He thought about it and said yes.”

			“I’m pleased to hear it,” said the doctor. “I’ll be glad to get to know him beyond his sermon.”

			
			“Everyone is like that,” said Tarrou. “You just have to give them an opportunity.”

			He smiled and winked at Rieux.

			“It’s my business in life to provide the opportunity.”

			“Excuse me,” said Rambert, “but I’d better be going.”

			The Thursday of his appointment, Rambert arrived under the portico of the cathedral at five minutes to eight. The air was still quite cool. Small, round clouds crossed the sky that would soon be swallowed by the rising heat. A vague smell of dampness rose from the lawns, though they were mostly parched. The sun, from behind the houses to the east, warmed only the helmet of the fully gilded Joan of Arc that garnished the square. Eight chimes rang out from a clock. Rambert took a few steps under the deserted portico. Vague psalmodies reached him from the interior, along with old smells of basements and incense. Suddenly, the songs went quiet. A dozen small, black shapes came out of the church and began puttering towards the city center. Rambert started to get impatient. Other black shapes were climbing the steps and heading toward the portico. He lit a cigarette, then realized that it might not be allowed there.

			At 8:15 the organs of the cathedral began to play in the background. Rambert entered the dark vault. After a moment, he could make out, in the nave, the black shadows who had passed him. They were all gathered in a corner, before a sort of improvised altar where they had just placed a statue of Saint Roch that had been hastily made in one of our city’s workshops. On their knees, they seemed even more huddled, lost in the murk like coagulated bits of shadow, barely more substantial, here and there, than the fog in which they floated. Above them, the organs played endless variations.

			
			When Rambert came out, Gonzalès was already going down the steps, headed toward the city center.

			“I thought you had left,” he said to the journalist. “It happens.”

			He explained that he had waited for his friends to meet him at ten of eight, not far from there. But he had waited for twenty minutes in vain.

			“There’s some kind of holdup, that’s for sure. People aren’t always at ease in our line of work.”

			He proposed another meeting, at the same time the next day, in front of the war memorial. Rambert sighed and pushed back his fedora.

			“This is nothing,” Gonzalès said, laughing. “Think of all the plays, the breaks and passes that have to happen before scoring a goal.”

			“Of course,” said Rambert again. “But the game only lasts ninety minutes.”

			The monument to Oran’s dead was located in the only spot where you could glimpse the ocean, a sort of promenade spanning a short distance on the bluffs overlooking the port. The next day, Rambert arrived first at the meeting, and read with interest the lists of those who had died on the field of honor. Some minutes later, two men approached, looked him over indifferently, and went to lean their elbows on the parapet of the promenade, seeming to absorb themselves in contemplation of the deserted, empty docks. They were both the same size, both dressed in blue pants and short-sleeved sailor’s shirts. The journalist moved away a little, then sat on a bench where he could observe them at his leisure. He noticed that they were probably less than twenty years old. At that moment, he saw Gonzalès, who walked towards him, apologizing.

			
			“Here we are, friends,” he said, and he brought him over to the two young men, whom he introduced by the names Marcel and Louis. Up close, they looked very much alike, and Rambert guessed they were brothers.

			“Well,” said Gonzalès, “now the introductions have been made. We must arrange the business itself.”

			Marcel and Louis then said that their guard duty started in two days, lasted for a week, and that they would have to watch for the easiest day. There were four of them who guarded the western gate, and the two others were career soldiers. There was no question of involving them in the affair. They weren’t a sure thing, and besides, that would increase the costs. But it happened, some nights, that their two colleagues went to spend part of the night in the back room of a bar they knew. Marcel and Louis proposed that Rambert should come stay with them near the gates and wait for someone to come get him. Then he could pass through quite easily. But they would have to hurry because recently people had been talking about stationing extra patrols outside the city.

			
			Rambert agreed and offered a few of his last cigarettes. The one brother who hadn’t yet spoken asked Gonzalès if the question of payment had been settled and if they were getting an advance.

			“No,” said Gonzalès, “there’s no need, he’s a pal. The payments will be settled when he leaves.”

			They agreed to another meeting. Gonzalès suggested dinner at the Spanish restaurant two days later. From there, they could make their way to where the guards lived.

			“The first night,” he said to Rambert, “I’ll keep you company.”

			The next day, as he was going up to his room, Rambert ran into Tarrou in the hotel stairway.

			“I’m going to meet Rieux,” he said. “Do you want to come?”

			“I always wonder if I’m bothering him,” said Rambert, after some hesitation.

			“I don’t think so, he’s told me a lot about you.”

			The journalist thought it over:

			“Listen,” he said, “if you have a moment after dinner, even if it’s late, you should both come to the hotel bar.”

			“That depends on him, and on the plague,” Tarrou said.

			Nevertheless, at eleven that night, Rieux and Tarrou entered the small, cramped bar. About thirty people jostled each other inside, speaking in loud voices. Coming from the silence of the infected city, the two new arrivals paused, a little overwhelmed. They understood the din when they saw that liquor was still being served. Rambert was at the far end of the bar, and waved to them from the height of his barstool. They stood on either side of him, Tarrou calmly pushing away a noisy neighbor.

			
			“The liquor doesn’t frighten you?”

			“No,” said Tarrou, “quite the opposite.”

			Rieux inhaled the smell of bitter herbs from his glass. It was difficult to talk over the tumult, but Rambert seemed mainly absorbed in drinking. The doctor couldn’t yet tell if he was drunk. At one of the two tables that occupied the tight corner where they stood, a navy officer with a woman on each arm was telling a fat, congested listener about a typhus epidemic in Cairo: “Camps, they made camps for the natives, with tents for the sick and, all around, a perimeter of guards who fired on the families when they tried to sneak in homemade remedies. It was harsh, but fair.” At the other table, occupied by young, elegant people, the conversation was incomprehensible, lost in the bars of “St. James Infirmary” pouring from a record player overhead.

			“Are you happy?” said Rieux, raising his voice.

			“It’s happening soon,” said Rambert. “Maybe this week.”

			“Too bad,” cried Tarrou.

			
			“Why?”

			Tarrou looked at Rieux.

			“Oh,” the latter said, “Tarrou says that because he thinks that you could have been useful to us here. But for my part, I understand all too well why you want to leave.”

			Tarrou offered to buy another round. Rambert got off his stool and looked him in the face for the first time:

			“And how could I be useful to you?”

			“Well,” said Tarrou, casually reaching his hand toward his glass, “in our public health squads.”

			Rambert assumed his usual look of stubborn thoughtfulness and climbed back on his barstool.

			“These squads don’t seem useful to you?” said Tarrou, who had just taken a sip and watched Rambert closely.

			“Very useful,” said the journalist, and he drank.

			Rieux noticed that his hand was trembling. There was no doubt about it, he thought, Rambert was definitely drunk.

			The next day, when Rambert went into the Spanish restaurant for the second time, he passed a small group of men who had moved their chairs just outside the entrance to taste a green and gold evening whose heat had only just begun to slacken. They smoked an acrid-smelling tobacco. Inside, the restaurant was nearly deserted. Rambert went to sit at the table in back where he had first met Gonzalès. He told the waitress he would wait. It was 7:30. Little by little, the men came into the dining room and took their places. Their food started to arrive, and the low-vaulted ceiling filled with the sounds of silverware and soft conversations. At 8:00, Rambert was still waiting. They turned on the light. New customers sat at his table. He ordered his dinner. At 8:30, he had finished eating, without seeing Gonzalès or the two men. He smoked cigarettes. The room slowly emptied. Outside, night was falling very quickly. A lukewarm breeze from the sea softly lifted the curtains on the French windows. At 9:00, Rambert noticed that the room was empty, and the waitress was looking at him, astonished. He paid and left. Across from the restaurant, a café was open. Rambert sat at the bar and watched the restaurant entrance. At 9:30 he turned back toward his hotel, searching in vain for a way to find Gonzalès, whose address he didn’t have, his heart dismayed at the thought of all the steps he would have to retrace.

			
			At that moment, in the night spanned by fugitive ambulances, he realized, as he would come to tell Doctor Rieux, that this whole time he had somehow forgotten his wife by putting all his energies into searching for a gap in the walls that separated him from her. But also, at that moment when all the roads were blocked again, she returned to the center of his desire once more, with such a sudden burst of sorrow that he started to run toward his hotel, fleeing the horrible burning that he nonetheless carried with him and which licked at his temples.

			
			Very early the next morning however, he went to see Rieux to ask him how to find Cottard:

			“All that’s left for me to do,” he said, “is to follow the thread once again.”

			“Come tomorrow night,” said Rieux. “Tarrou asked me to invite Cottard over, I don’t know why. He’ll be here by ten. Come at ten thirty.”

			The next day, when Cottard arrived at the doctor’s house, Tarrou and Rieux were talking about an unexpected recovery that had happened under the doctor’s care.

			“One in ten. He was lucky,” said Tarrou.

			“Well then!” said Cottard. “It wasn’t the plague.”

			They assured him that it had indeed been this disease.

			“It’s not possible, since he’s cured. You know as well as I do, the plague spares no one.”

			“In general, no,” said Rieux. “But with a little stubbornness, surprises do happen.”

			Cottard laughed.

			“It doesn’t seem so. Did you hear the numbers this evening?”

			Tarrou, who was looking kindly at the pensioner, said that he knew the figures, that the situation was serious, but what did that prove? It proved that they needed even more extraordinary measures.

			“Eh, you’ve already put them in place.”

			“Yes, but everyone must take responsibility.”

			Cottard looked at Tarrou without understanding. The latter said that too many men were still inactive, that the epidemic was everyone’s business, and that everyone should do his duty. The volunteer squads were open to everyone.

			
			“That’s one idea,” said Cottard, “but it won’t get us anywhere. The plague is too strong.”

			“We will know that,” said Tarrou in a patient tone, “when we’ve tried everything.”

			All the while, Rieux sat at his desk, filling out forms. Tarrou was still looking at the pensioner, who fidgeted in his chair.

			“Why don’t you come join us, Monsieur Cottard?”

			The other man stood with an offended air, and picked up his bowler hat:

			“It’s not my job.”

			Then, with bravado:

			“Besides, I’m doing quite well for myself in the midst of the plague, and I don’t see why I should get mixed up in stopping it.”

			Tarrou struck himself in the forehead, as if he’d been enlightened by a sudden truth:

			“Ah! It’s true, I had forgotten that without all this, you’d be arrested.”

			Cottard jumped out of his skin and grabbed the back of his chair as if to keep from falling. Rieux had stopped writing and watched him with an air of serious interest.

			“Who told you that?” cried the pensioner.

			Tarrou seemed surprised, and said:

			
			“Why, you did. Or at least that’s what the doctor and I thought you meant.”

			And since Cottard, overcome all of a sudden by a rage that was too strong for him, was sputtering incomprehensible phrases:

			“Don’t get angry,” added Tarrou. “Neither the doctor nor I will be the ones to turn you in. Your doings are none of our business. And besides, we’ve never liked the police. Go on, have a seat.”

			The pensioner looked at his chair and, with some hesitation, sat down. After a moment, he sighed.

			“It’s an old story,” he admitted, “that they took a new interest in. I thought it had been forgotten. But there was someone who talked. They called me and told me to remain available until the end of the investigation. I understood they would wind up arresting me.”

			“Is it serious?” asked Tarrou.

			“That depends on how you look at it. It’s not murder, in any case.”

			“Prison or hard labor?”

			Cottard seemed very discouraged.

			“Prison, if I’m lucky…”

			But after a moment, he continued, with force:

			“It was a mistake. Everyone makes mistakes. And I can’t bear the idea of being taken away for that, of being separated from my house, my habits, from everyone I know.”

			“Ah,” Tarrou asked, “is that why you thought of hanging yourself?”

			
			“Yes—a stupid idea, of course.”

			Rieux spoke for the first time and told Cottard that he understood his worries, but that perhaps everything would work itself out.

			“Oh! At the moment, I know I have nothing to fear.”

			“I can see,” said Tarrou, “that you won’t be joining our squads.”

			The other man, who was turning his hat around in his hands, raised his uncertain eyes to Tarrou:

			“Don’t hold it against me.”

			“Certainly not. But try, at least,” said Tarrou smiling, “to avoid spreading the microbe on purpose.”

			Cottard protested that he hadn’t wanted the plague, but it had arrived out of nowhere, and it wasn’t his fault if it resolved his affairs for the time being. And when Rambert came to the door, the pensioner added, with great force in his voice:

			“Besides, I don’t think you’ll get anywhere.”

			Rambert learned that Cottard didn’t know Gonzalès’ address, but that they could always go back to the little café. They arranged to meet the next day. And since Rieux seemed to want to be kept in the loop, Rambert invited him and Tarrou to come to his room toward the end of the week, at any hour of the night.

			In the morning, Cottard and Rambert went to the little café and asked Garcia for a meeting that evening, or the next day, if he got caught up. That evening, they waited in vain. The next day, Garcia was there. He listened to Rambert’s story in silence. He wasn’t up-to-date, but he knew that they had confined whole neighborhoods for twenty-four hours at a time so they could check on each house. It was possible that Gonzalès and the two young men hadn’t been able to cross the barricades. But all he could do was put them back in touch with Raoul. Naturally, it would take at least two days.

			
			“I understand,” said Rambert. “We have to start all over again.”

			Two days later, on a street corner, Raoul confirmed Garcia’s theory; the low-lying neighborhoods had been cordoned off. He would have to get back in touch with Gonzalès. Two days later, Rambert was having lunch with the soccer player.

			“It’s stupid,” he said. “We should have had some way to get back in touch.”

			Rambert thought so too.

			“Tomorrow morning, we’ll go visit the boys. We’ll try to get everything taken care of.”

			The next morning, the boys were not at home. They left them a note, to meet the next day at noon, in front of the high school. And Rambert went home with an expression that struck Tarrou when he saw him that afternoon.

			“Is something wrong?” Tarrou asked.

			“It’s having to start over,” said Rambert.

			And he renewed his invitation:

			“Come over tonight.”

			That night, when the two men entered Rambert’s room, he was lying down. He got up, filled the glasses he had set out. As he took his glass, Rieux asked if he was back on track. The journalist said that he’d made the rounds once more, that he had arrived at the same point, and that he would soon have his last meeting. He stopped short and added:

			
			“Obviously, they won’t come.”

			“Better not be so sure of it,” said Tarrou.

			“You still don’t understand,” Rambert replied, shrugging his shoulders.

			“What then?”

			“The plague.”

			“Ah!” said Rieux.

			“No, you don’t understand that it consists of starting over.”

			Rambert went into a corner of his room and lifted the cover on a small phonograph.

			“What record is that?” asked Tarrou. “I know it.”

			Rambert replied that it was the “St. James Infirmary.”

			In the middle of the record, they heard two shots ring out in the distance.

			“A dog or an escape,” Tarrou remarked.

			A moment later, the record ended and they could make out the wail of an ambulance as it rose, passed beneath the windows of the hotel, ebbed, and faded away at last.

			“This record isn’t so cheerful,” said Rambert, “and this is the tenth time I’ve heard it today.”

			
			“You like it that much?”

			“No, but it’s the only one I have.”

			And after a moment:

			“I told you, it consists of starting over.”

			He asked Rieux how the squads were going. There were five groups in operation. They hoped to create others. The journalist sat on his bed and seemed preoccupied with his nails. Rieux examined his short, powerful silhouette, gathered on the edge of the bed. He suddenly realized Rambert was looking at him.

			“You know, Doctor, I’ve thought a lot about your organization. If I haven’t joined you, it’s because I have my reasons. And after all, I think I could still know how to risk my life, I fought in Spain.”

			“On which side?” asked Tarrou.

			“The losing side. But since then, I’ve had a little time to think.”

			“About what?” said Tarrou.

			“About courage. Now I know that humans are capable of grand acts. But if they’re not capable of great feeling, I’m not interested in them.”

			“You might think humans are capable of anything,” said Tarrou.

			“But no, they’re incapable of suffering or of being happy for long. Therefore they’re incapable of anything that matters.”

			He looked at them, then:

			“Come now, Tarrou, are you capable of dying for someone you love?”

			
			“I don’t know, but I don’t think so, not now.”

			“There you have it. And you are capable of dying for an idea, that much is clear as day. Well then, I’ve had enough of people who die for an idea. I don’t believe in heroism, I know it’s easy, and I’ve learned that it can kill. What interests me is living and dying for what we love.”

			Rieux had listened to the journalist carefully. Without breaking his gaze, he said gently:

			“Humanity isn’t an idea, Rambert.”

			The other man leapt from his bed, his face enflamed with passion.

			“It’s an idea, and a short one, from the moment it turns away from love. And truthfully, we’re no longer capable of love. Let us resign ourselves, Doctor. Let us wait until we can become capable, and if it’s truly not possible, let us wait for our deliverance without playing the hero. That’s as far as I’ll go.”

			Rieux got up with an air of sudden lassitude.

			“You’re right, Rambert, totally right, and I wouldn’t turn you away, for anything in the world, from what you’re doing, which seems right and good to me. But still, I must tell you: there is no heroism in any of this. It’s about honesty. That idea might seem laughable, but the only way to fight the plague is with honesty.”

			“What is honesty?” said Rambert, with a look that was suddenly serious.

			“I don’t know what it is in general. But in my case, I know it consists of doing my job.”

			
			“Ah!” said Rambert with rage. “I don’t know what my job is. Maybe I am, in fact, in the wrong by choosing love.”

			Rieux turned to him:

			“No,” he said with force, “you are not in the wrong.”

			Rambert looked at them thoughtfully.

			“You two, I guess you have nothing to lose in all this. It’s easier to be on the right side.”

			Rieux emptied his glass.

			“Let’s go,” he said. “We should get back to it.”

			He went out.

			Tarrou followed him, but appearing to change his mind at the moment of leaving, turned to the journalist and said:

			“Did you know that Rieux’s wife is in a sanatorium a few hundred kilometers from here?”

			Rambert flinched with surprise, but Tarrou had already gone.

			At dawn the next day, Rambert called the doctor:

			“Would you allow me to work with you until I find a way to leave the city?”

			There was a silence on the end of the line, and then:

			“Yes, Rambert. Thank you.”

		

	
		
		
			
			III

			 

			All week long, the plague’s prisoners debated as best they could. And some of them, like Rambert, even managed to imagine, as we saw, that they were acting as free men, that they could still choose. But in truth, you could say that by this point, in mid-August, the plague had blanketed everything. There were no longer any individual destinies, only a collective story of the plague and the feelings everyone shared. The biggest was separation and exile, along with the accompanying fear and revolt. For this reason, the narrator believes it would be fitting, at this pinnacle of heat and of disease, to describe the general situation and, for the sake of example, the violence of our living citizens, the burials of the deceased, and the suffering of separated lovers.

			In the middle of that year the wind rose and blew for several days through the infected city. The inhabitants of Oran particularly dreaded the wind because it encountered no natural obstacles on the plateau where the city was built, and so it engulfed the streets in all its violence. After long months without a drop of water refreshing the city, it was covered with a gray coating that flaked off at a breath of wind. These gusts created waves of dust and papers that battered the legs of fewer and fewer pedestrians. You could see them hurrying through the streets, bent forward, handkerchiefs or hands held over their mouths. In the evening, instead of the gatherings where people tried to extend, as long as possible, each day that could be their last, you’d encounter little groups of people rushing to get home or into cafés, so much so that for several days, when dusk fell as it did much more quickly in those times, the streets were empty and only the wind cried out unceasingly. From the agitated and still invisible bay came a smell of seaweed and salt. Then this deserted city, paled with dust, soaked with marine smells, noisy with all the cries of the wind, groaned like some doomed isle.

			
			Up to this point, the plague had taken more victims in the outlying neighborhoods that were more crowded and less comfortable than the city center. But it seemed, all of a sudden, to come closer and settle into the business districts. The inhabitants blamed the wind for carrying the infectious germs. “It stirs things up,” said the manager of the hotel. But whatever it was, the central neighborhoods knew their turn had come when they heard, more and more often, a ringing close by in the night, the sirens of ambulances that created an echo from beneath their windows, the bleak and passionless cry of the plague.

			
			Even inside the city, they had the idea of isolating some particularly hard-hit neighborhoods and only allowing essential personnel to leave. The people who had been living there couldn’t stop themselves from thinking of this measure as mistreatment specifically directed at them, and in all cases, they thought of those who lived in other neighborhoods, by contrast, as if they were free men. The latter, on the other hand, took comfort during their difficult moments in imagining that others were even less free than they were. “There are always others more imprisoned than I am” was the sentence that summed up the only possible hope.

			Around that time, there was also a resurgence of fires, especially in the marina districts near the western gates of the city. After more information, it appeared to be people returning from quarantine, crazed by grief and sorrow, who set fire to their houses with the illusion that it would kill the plague inside. It was very difficult to fight these episodes whose frequency put whole neighborhoods in danger because of the violent wind. After unsuccessfully demonstrating that the house disinfection they provided was enough to eliminate any risk of contamination, the authorities had to announce very severe penalties for these innocent arsonists. And it was surely not the idea of prison that made these unhappy people recoil, but the belief shared by all the inhabitants that a prison sentence was equivalent to a death sentence, since an extremely high mortality rate had been discovered at the municipal jail. Of course, there was some basis to this belief. For obvious reasons, it seemed that the plague clung particularly to those who habitually lived in groups—soldiers, clergy, or prisoners. Despite the isolation of certain detainees, a prison is a community, and the proof was that in our municipal prison the guards paid their dues to the disease as much as the prisoners. From the wider point of view of the plague, everyone, from the director down to the last prisoner, was condemned, and an absolute justice reigned in the prison, perhaps for the first time.

			
			The authorities vainly tried to introduce hierarchy into this leveling with the idea of decorating the prison guards who had died performing their duties. Since a state of siege had been declared, and since, from a certain angle, you could consider the prison guards as soldiers, they gave them posthumous military medals. But though the detainees didn’t express any objections, the military circles didn’t respond well to the idea and rightly pointed out that a regrettable confusion could arise in the public mind. The authorities conceded this point and thought that the simplest thing would be to give the guards who died the medal of the epidemic. But for the first few, the damage had been done—they couldn’t dream of taking back their decorations, and the military groups continued to maintain their point of view. Besides, as for the medal of the epidemic, it had the misfortune of not carrying the same moral weight that came from being awarded a military decoration, since in times of epidemic it was banal to get a decoration of that kind. Everyone was unhappy.

			
			What’s more, the prison administration couldn’t operate as the religious authorities did, and in a lesser way, as the military did. The monks from the only two monasteries in town had in fact been dispersed and housed temporarily in the homes of pious families. Likewise, platoons had been removed from the barracks whenever possible and garrisoned in schools or public buildings. In this way, though it had once forced the inhabitants into the solidarity of the besieged, the disease also broke up traditional groupings and sent individuals back into solitude. That created upheaval.

			You might think that all these circumstances, along with the wind, might also kindle fires in certain minds. The gates of the city were attacked several more times during the night, but by small, armed bands. Shots were exchanged, people were wounded, and there were a few escapes. The guard posts were reinforced, and these attempts died down pretty quickly. They were enough, however, to make a revolutionary wind pick up in the city, resulting in a few violent scenes. Houses that had been burned or that were closed for public health reasons were looted. To be honest, it was difficult to suppose that these acts had been premeditated. More often, a sudden opportunity led people who up until then had been honorable to commit reprehensible actions that were imitated on the spot. People became incensed this way, throwing themselves into a building that was still in flames, in the presence of the sorrow-dazed owner himself. Faced with his indifference, the example set by the first few was followed by many spectators, and, in that dark street, in the glow of the fire, you could see, fleeing every which way, shadows deformed by the dying flames and by the objects and furniture they carried on their shoulders. These incidents forced the authorities to assimilate the state of plague into a state of siege, and to apply the laws that followed. They shot two thieves, but it was doubtful that this made an impression on the others, since in the midst of so many deaths, these two executions went unnoticed: it was a drop of water in an ocean. And in truth, similar scenes unfolded quite often without the authorities appearing to intervene. The only measure that seemed to make an impression on the inhabitants was the instating of a curfew. After eleven, plunged into deep night, the city was stone.

			
			Under the moonlit skies, it aligned its whitened walls and its unbent streets, never stained by the black mass of a tree, never disturbed by the step of a pedestrian or the cry of a dog. The large, silent city was then no more than a crowd of massive, lifeless cubes, between which the taciturn effigies of forgotten do-gooders or former great men, alone and silenced forever in bronze, tried, with their false faces of stone or of iron, to evoke a degraded image of who the man had been. These mediocre idols ruled under a thick sky, in lifeless intersections, unfeeling brutes who symbolized quite well the immobile reign we had entered into, or at least its ultimate form, that of a necropolis where plague, stone, and night would finally silence every voice.
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			But there was also night in every heart, and the facts and legends people reported about the burials were not designed to reassure our fellow citizens. For something must be said about the burials and the narrator apologizes for it. He is very much aware of how this perspective is not blameless, but his only justification is that there were burials happening throughout this period, and that, in some ways, he had been forced to take notice of these burials along with all our fellow citizens. It’s not the case, at least, that he had a taste for these sorts of ceremonies, preferring, by contrast, the company of the living and, for example, swimming in the sea. But, in short, swimming in the sea had been forbidden, and the company of the living constantly feared they would be forced to give way to the company of the dead. These were the facts. Of course, you can always force yourself to look away, cover your eyes, and refuse, but the facts have a terrible force that will eventually carry the day. How, for example, to refuse the burials on the day when those you love need to be buried?

			Well then, what first defined our ceremonies was their quickness! All the formalities had been simplified and, in general, funeral rites had been curbed. The sick died far from their families, and the old rituals had been forbidden, so much so that those who died in the evening spent the night all alone, and those who died in the daytime were buried without delay. They notified the family, of course, but in most cases, they couldn’t venture out from quarantine if they had been living alongside the patient. In the cases where the family didn’t live with the deceased, they would arrive at the appointed hour, which was the moment they left for the cemetery, once the body had been washed and placed in its coffin.

			
			Let us suppose that this formality had taken place at the auxiliary hospital overseen by Doctor Rieux. The school had one exit, located behind the main building. A big storage room containing the coffins opened into the corridor. In the same corridor, the family would locate a single coffin, already closed. Right away, they would move on to the most important thing: the head of the family would be told to sign papers. Then they would load the body into a vehicle that was either an actual hearse or a large, converted ambulance. The family would climb into one of the taxis that was still authorized, and, at top speed, they would drive to the cemetery on the outlying streets. At the gate, police officers would stop the convoy, putting their stamp on the transit pass, without which it was impossible to have what our fellow citizens called a final resting place, and then the police would step aside, letting the cars park beside a plot where many furrows were waiting to be filled. A priest would meet the body, as funeral services had been suspended in the churches. They would take out the coffin while praying over it, then it would be roped up, dragged, slid, and bumped up against the bottom, the priest would shake his aspergillum and already the first earth would be bouncing off the lid. The ambulance would have left a bit earlier to be sprayed with disinfectant and, while the shovelfuls of clay echoed more and more dully, the family would pile back into the taxi. Fifteen minutes later, they would be home.

			
			In this way, everything took place with maximum speed and minimum risk. And at least in the beginning, it was abundantly clear that the natural feelings of the family were crushed. But, in times of plague, these are considerations that can’t be taken into account: everything is sacrificed to efficiency. As for the rest, if, at the start, the population’s morale had suffered from these practices, since the desire for a decent burial is more widespread than you might think, a little later, as luck would have it, the supply problems became more delicate, and the residents shifted toward more immediate preoccupations. Absorbed by lines to wait in, steps to take, and forms to fill out if they wanted to eat, people didn’t have time to think of how others were dying around them and how they might one day die. In this way, these material difficulties which could well have been a negative revealed themselves to be a positive after all. And everything would have been for the best, if the epidemic hadn’t spread, as we’ve already said.

			For the coffins soon became scarcer, and they lacked both fabric for shrouds and spaces at the cemetery. They had to improvise. The simplest thing, also for reasons of efficiency, was to group ceremonies together, and once it was necessary, to increase the trips between the hospital and the cemetery. And so, as far Rieux’s wards were concerned, during this time his hospital had five coffins at its disposal. Once they were full, the ambulance loaded them up. At the cemetery, the boxes were emptied, the iron-colored bodies were loaded on stretchers and waited nearby in a shed that had been arranged for them. The coffins were sprayed with an antiseptic solution, brought back to the hospital, and the operation was repeated as many times as necessary. The process was therefore very well organized and the prefect seemed satisfied. He even told Rieux that all things considered, it was better than in the old chronicles of the plague, with the death carts driven by slaves.

			
			“Yes,” said Rieux, “it’s the same burial, but in our case, we’ve filled out forms. The progress is unmistakable.”

			Despite these administrative feats, the disagreeable nature of these formalities now required the prefecture to bar relatives from the ceremony. They would only tolerate their presence at the gates of the cemetery, and again, that wasn’t officially sanctioned. For, where the final ceremony was concerned, things had changed a bit. At the far side of the cemetery, in a bare space covered with mastic trees, they had dug two enormous graves. There was a grave for men and a grave for women. From this point of view, the administration respected conventions, and it wasn’t until later, under the pressure of events, that this last modesty disappeared and people were buried willy-nilly, on top of each other, men and women, without a care for decency. Luckily, that ultimate confusion marked only the last moments of the scourge. In the period that concerns us, a separation existed between the graves, and the prefecture was very strict about it. At the bottom of each of them, a fat layer of quicklime smoked and bubbled. On the edges of the hole was a mound of more lime, its bubbles bursting into the free air. When the ambulance trips were finished, they brought the stretchers up in a cortege, they let them slip to the bottom, more or less next to each other, the bodies stripped and slightly twisted, and, at that moment, they covered them in quicklime, then in dirt, only up to a certain thickness, before making space for guests to come. The next day, the relatives were asked to sign a registry, which signified the difference between humans and, for example, dogs: further inspections were still possible.

			
			For all these operations, employees were required, and they were always on the brink of coming up short. Many of these nurses and gravediggers, official at first, and then temporary, died of the plague. No matter what precautions they took, one day they would catch it. But when you really think about it, the most astonishing thing is that, over the whole duration of the epidemic, they never ran out of people to do this work. The critical period came a bit before the plague had reached its height and Doctor Rieux’s worries proved to be correct. Their manpower was lacking in both management and for what they called the “big jobs.” But, once the plague had truly captured the whole city, the very excesses of the disease had convenient consequences, for it totally upset economic life and therefore produced a considerable number of unemployed people. In most cases, it didn’t furnish recruits for management, but many of the menial jobs were filled. From that moment on, in fact, poverty always proved to be stronger than fear, as long as the work paid in proportion to its risks. The public health services had a list of applicants and, as soon as someone departed, they would notify the first people on the list, and if, in the meantime, they hadn’t also joined the departed, they would appear without fail. In this way, the prefect, who had hesitated for a long time over using those who had been condemned to prison or to death for this type of work, was able to avoid that extreme. As long as the unemployed were there, his opinion was that it could wait.

			For better or worse, up until the end of August, our fellow citizens could be taken to their final resting place, if not with decency, then at least with sufficient orderliness that the administration could believe that it was accomplishing its duties. But we must skip ahead a bit in the series of events to report the procedures they finally resorted to. From the month of August onward, the level the plague sustained meant that the accumulation of victims was, in fact, far greater than the possibilities offered by our little cemetery. No matter how many sections of the wall they knocked down, offering the dead a chance to escape into the surrounding areas, they quickly had to find another way. First, they decided to bury people at night, something that allowed them to immediately dispense with certain considerations. They could stack more and more bodies in the ambulances. And the few late walkers who, against all the rules, found themselves in the outskirts after the curfew (or those whose employment brought them there) sometimes encountered long, white ambulances navigating at top speed, making their dull sirens echo through the hollow streets of the night. The bodies were hastily thrown in the graves. They hadn’t finished tumbling before the shovelfuls of lime splattered across their faces and the earth covered them anonymously, in holes that were dug deeper and deeper.

			
			A bit later on, however, they were forced to look elsewhere, and to seek even farther afield. A prefectural decree evicted the occupants from their leases on perpetuity, and they carried all the exhumed remains to the furnace of the crematorium. Soon those who had died of the plague were also taken to the crematorium. But then they had to use the old incinerator located east of the city, outside the gates. They extended the guard post and a city employee greatly facilitated the authorities’ task by advising them to use the tramways that had once served the cliff road, and which were now out of service. To this end, they remodeled the interiors of the passenger cars and the controls, taking out the seats, and then detoured the track to reach the furnace, which became the end of the line.

			
			All throughout the end of summer and the autumn rains, you could see, in the heart of each night, all along the cliff road, strange convoys of trams without passengers, wobbling above the sea. The city residents finally figured out what was happening. And despite the patrols that forbade access to the cliff road, groups often managed to slip in among the rocks that overhung the waves, to throw flowers onto the trolley cars as they passed. Then you could hear the trolleys jolting on through the summer night, with their cargo of flowers and the dead.

			The first days, at any rate, a thick, nauseating vapor hovered towards dawn over the eastern neighborhoods of the city. In the doctors’ opinions, this exhaust, though unpleasant, was harmless. But the residents of these neighborhoods immediately threatened to abandon them, convinced that the plague was raining down on them from the heights of the sky, to the extent that they had to devise a complicated system of channels to turn the fumes away, and the residents quieted. On very windy days, a vague smell coming from the east reminded them that they were in a new order, and that each night, the flames of the plague devoured their tribute.

			These were the extreme consequences of the epidemic. But fortunately, it escalated no further, since otherwise you might think that the ingenuity of our offices, the arrangements of the prefecture, and even the furnace’s capacity to absorb would perhaps have been overwhelmed. Rieux knew that they would then have arrived at desperate solutions, like dumping corpses into the sea, and he could easily imagine their monstrous scum on the blue water. He also knew that if the statistics continued to climb, there was no organization, no matter how excellent, that could prevent men from eventually dying in piles, rotting in the streets in spite of the prefecture, and that the city would see, in public squares, the dying clutching at the living with a mixture of legitimate hate and stupid hope.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			These kinds of facts or fears, in any case, fostered the feeling of exile and separation in our fellow citizens. From that angle, the narrator understands how perfectly regrettable it is that he cannot report anything here which would be truly spectacular, like, for example, some comforting hero or some burst of action, such as those you can find in the old tales. But nothing is less spectacular than a scourge, and, by their very duration, great misfortunes are monotonous. In the memories of those who lived through them, the terrible days of plague didn’t appear as tall flames, sumptuous and cruel, but rather as an endless stagnation that crushed everything in its path.

			
			No, the plague had nothing to do with the grand, exultant images that had visited Doctor Rieux at the start of the epidemic. It was first and foremost a prudent, flawless administration of proper procedures. In this way, though it might be said in parentheses, the narrator has stuck to objectivity in order to betray nothing, and above all, to remain true to himself. He didn’t want to change things through the effects of art, except where it concerns the elementary requirements of a more or less coherent narrative. And he owes it to objectivity to say that if the greatest suffering of this time, the most prevalent and the deepest suffering, was separation, if, in good conscience, he must describe it again at this stage of the plague, it is equally true that this same suffering had lost its pathos.

			Had our fellow citizens, at least those who had suffered most from this separation, become accustomed to the situation? It wouldn’t be quite fair to say so. It would be more precise to say that they were wasting away, both mentally and physically. At the start of the plague, they could easily remember the one they had lost, and they mourned their absence. But if they clearly remembered that beloved face, that laugh, that day when, in retrospect, they recognized they had been happy, they had trouble imagining what the other person might be doing at the exact moment they thought of them and in the places that had started to become so remote. In short, at that point, they had memory, but they lacked imagination. In the second stage of the plague, they lost memory as well. Not that they would have forgotten the face, but they might as well have—it had lost its flesh, they couldn’t perceive it inside of themselves. And though they tended to complain, in the first weeks, about dealing only with shadows of the things they loved, they perceived afterwards that these shadows could become even more disembodied, losing everything but the fragile colors that memory had preserved for them. At the far end of this long period of separation, they could no longer imagine the intimacy that had once been theirs, nor could they imagine how they might once have lived beside someone whom they could touch at any moment.

			
			In this regard, they had entered into the very rhythm of the plague, whose mediocrity made it even more effective. No one, living here, had grand feelings left. But everyone experienced monotonous ones. “It’s high time this was over,” our fellow citizens would say, because in times of scourge, it’s normal to wish for the end of collective suffering, and because, in fact, they wished for it to end. But all this was said without the fiery or acute feeling of the beginning, and only with the few paltry reasons that still remained clear to us. The big, fierce energy of the first weeks had given way to a despondency that it would be wrong to call resignation, but which was no less a kind of provisional consent.

			Our fellow citizens had been brought into line, they had adapted, as they say, because there was no way to do anything else. Naturally, they still maintained the attitude of misfortune and suffering, but they could no longer feel its edge. What’s more, to Doctor Rieux, for instance, this was precisely what defined misfortune, and the habit of despair was worse than despair itself. Previously, the separated hadn’t been truly unhappy, they’d had a light in their suffering that had just gone out. Now they could be found at the corners of streets, in cafés, or at the homes of their friends, placid and distracted, with such dull eyes that thanks to them, the whole city resembled a waiting room. Those who had a job performed it at the same speed as the plague, meticulously, and without inspiration. Everyone was modest. For the first time, the separated didn’t recoil from talking about the absent one, using the same language as everyone else, examining their separation through the same lens as the statistics of the epidemic. Though they had, until then, fiercely diverted their suffering from the collective unhappiness, they now accepted the mix. Without memory and without hope, they settled into the present. In truth, everything became present for them. It must be said that the plague had taken away from everyone the possibility of love and even the possibility of friendship. For love requires a little bit of future, and we had only a few moments left.

			
			Of course, none of this was absolute. For it is true that while all the separated did reach this state, it’s fair to add that they didn’t reach it at the same time, and also, once they were settled in this new attitude, flashes, reminders, and harsh moments of clarity brought the patients back to a fresher and more painful feeling. There had to be moments of distraction where they made some plan that implied the end of the plague. They had to unexpectedly feel, through some mercy, the bite of jealousy without its object. Others also found sudden rebirths, emerging from their torpor some days of the week, like Sundays, naturally, and Saturday afternoons, because, in the time of the absent one, those days had been consecrated to certain rites. Or else a certain melancholy that took hold of them at the end of each day would give them a warning, not always accurate, that their memory was going to come back to them. That hour of the night, which for the believers is the time for examining their consciences, that hour is hard for the prisoner or the exile who has nothing to examine but emptiness. It held them suspended for a moment, then they returned to apathy, they were shut in with the plague.

			It’s already clear that this meant renouncing what was most personal. Though in the first days of the plague they had been struck by the sum of small things that meant much to them without meaning anything to other people, and in this way, they experienced a personal life, now, on the contrary, they were only interested in what was also interesting to others, they had nothing left but general ideas, and even their love had taken the most abstract form. At this point they were abandoned to the plague and sometimes they hoped for nothing more than the sleep it could bring, surprising themselves by thinking: “The buboes, and then this will be over!” But in truth they were already sleeping and this whole time was nothing but a long sleep. The city was filled with waking sleepers who never really escaped their fate except in rare cases when, during the night, their seemingly closed wound suddenly opened. And jolted awake, they felt it then, with a sort of distraction, their lips sore, suddenly rejuvenated, rediscovering their suffering in a flash, and along with it, the devastated face of their love. In the morning, they returned to the scourge, which is to say, routine.

			
			But these separated people, you might ask, how did they seem? Well then, it’s simple, they didn’t seem like anything. Or, if you prefer, they seemed like everyone else, a totally general appearance. They shared in the placidity and the puerile agitations of the city. They lost the look of critical thinking, while gaining the appearance of composure. You could see, for example, the most intelligent among them pretending, like everyone else, to look through the papers or listen to the radio broadcasts for reasons to believe that the plague would end quickly, and to develop elusive hopes from them, or to test unfounded fears while reading the opinions a journalist had written quite by chance, stifling boredom. The rest of the time, they drank their beer or cared for their sick, filing papers or playing records without distinguishing themselves from the others. Put another way, they no longer made choices. The plague had suppressed judgments of value. And this was visible in the way people no longer bothered with the quality of clothing or food that they bought. They took everything as a whole.

			
			You could say, lastly, that the separated no longer had the curious privilege that had protected them at the beginning. They had lost the egoism of love and the benefits they had derived from it. At least, now, the situation was clear, the scourge concerned everyone. All of us, in the middle of the blasts that rang out at the gates of the city, those pounding stamps that punctuated our lives or our deaths, in the middle of fires and paperwork, terror and formalities, destined for an unseemly, but bureaucratic death among the unbearable fumes and the calm sirens of ambulances, we nourished ourselves with the same bread of exile, waiting unknowingly for the same overwhelming reunion and the same overwhelming peace. Our love was undoubtedly still there, but, frankly, it was unusable, heavy to carry, inert in us, sterile as crime or condemnation. It was no more than patience without a future and aborted waiting. And from this point of view, the attitude of some of our fellow citizens made you think of those long lines in front of the grocery stores in every corner of the city. It was the same resignation and the same forbearance, at once unlimited and without illusions. You only had to multiply the scale of this feeling by a thousand to describe separation, since it pertained to another hunger, one that could devour everything.

			In any case, if you wanted to have a specific idea of the state of mind preoccupying the separated in our city, then we would once again have to evoke those eternal evenings, golden and dusty, that fell on the treeless city while men and women poured into all the streets. For strangely, what climbed, at those moments, toward the still-sunny terraces in the absence of the noise from vehicles and machines that usually makes up the language of cities, was only an enormous rumor of footsteps and muted voices, the sorrowful slipping of thousands of soles to the rhythm of the scourge whistling in the encumbered sky, an endless tramping that finally suffocates, filling the whole city little by little, and which, night after night, gave the most faithful and bleakest voice to the blind stubbornness that had come to replace love in our hearts.

		

	
		
		
			
			IV

			 

			During the months of September and October, the plague kept the city folded in on itself. Since stagnation was the order of the day, several hundred thousand people kept on stagnating through never-ending weeks. Mist, heat, and rain followed one another across the sky. Silent flocks of starlings and thrushes, coming from the south, flew high over, avoiding the city, as if the birds were held at bay by Paneloux’s scourge, that strange piece of wood that turned, whistling over the tops of houses. At the beginning of October, heavy showers swept the streets. And this whole time, nothing came up that was more significant than this vast stagnation.

			Then Rieux and his friends discovered how tired they had become. In truth, the men in the public health squads could no longer stomach this fatigue. Doctor Rieux took note of this, observing the development of a curious indifference in his friends and in himself. For instance, the men who, up until then, had shown an acute interest in any piece of news related to the plague now no longer bothered with any of it. Rambert, whom they had temporarily put in charge of one of the quarantines that had just recently been set up at his hotel, knew perfectly well how many people he had under observation. He was up-to-date on the smallest details of the system he had organized to immediately evacuate those who suddenly showed signs of the disease. The data about the effects of the serum on those in quarantine was engraved in his memory. But he could not have named the weekly figure concerning those who had died of the plague—he truly did not know if it was advancing or retreating. And, in spite of everything, he hoped he would soon escape.

			
			As for the others who were absorbed, day and night, in their work, they didn’t read the newspapers or listen to the radio. And if someone announced a tally, they would pretend to take an interest, but they would actually greet it with the distracted indifference that could be ascribed to combatants in great wars—wearied with tasks, working only to keep afloat in their daily duties, and no longer hoping for a decisive action or for the day of armistice.

			Grand, who continued to perform the calculations the plague required, would certainly have been unable to point out the general results. Unlike Rambert, Rieux, and Tarrou, who were visibly hardened to fatigue, his health had been poor in the first place. What’s more, he combined his duties as a clerk at city hall, his secretarial work for Rieux, and his nocturnal work. You could see that this put him in a perpetual state of exhaustion, sustained by two or three obsessions, like giving himself a complete vacation after the plague, at least a whole week off, to work in a positive way, “hats off,” on what he had begun. He was also subject to bursts of tenderness, and, on these occasions, he willingly spoke with Rieux about Jeanne, wondering where she might be at that very moment, and if, in reading the newspapers, she was thinking of him. It was with Grand that Rieux surprised himself one day by speaking of his own wife in the most banal tone, which he had never done before. Uncertain of how much credence to give the always reassuring telegrams from his wife, he had cabled the chief of medicine at the establishment that was caring for her. In reply, he had received notice of the worsening condition of the patient and the promise that everything would be done to halt the progression of the disease. He had kept the news to himself, and he couldn’t explain how he wound up confiding in Grand, except out of tiredness. Afterwards, the clerk had talked to him about Jeanne, asked him about his wife, and Rieux had answered him. “You know,” Grand had said, “that’s very curable these days.” And Rieux had agreed, saying simply that the separation was starting to drag on, and that he might have been able to help his wife overcome her illness, but that now she must be feeling totally alone. Then he had gone quiet and had responded only evasively to Grand’s questions.

			
			The others were in the same condition. Tarrou withstood it better, but his notebooks showed that though his curiosity hadn’t lost its depth, it had lost its diversity. During this whole period, in fact, it seemed that he was only interested in Cottard. In the evening, at Rieux’s house, where he had finally settled after the hotel had been turned into a quarantine facility, he barely heard Grand or the doctor announcing the numbers. He would bring the conversation straight back to the little details of Oranian life that typically preoccupied him.

			As for Castel, the day he came to tell the doctor that his serum was ready, after they had decided to try it first on M. Othon’s little boy whom they had just brought to the hospital and whose case seemed dire to Rieux, the latter was explaining the latest statistics to his old friend when he perceived that his listener was profoundly asleep in the crook of his armchair. And confronted with this face whose usual air of gentleness and irony gave off a perpetual youth, and which, once it was suddenly abandoned, showed its wear and old age with a thread of saliva stretched between the parted lips, Rieux felt a lump in his throat.

			Rieux could gauge his exhaustion by weaknesses such as these. His feelings got the better of him. In knots most of the time, hardened and dried up, they broke down here and there, abandoning him to emotions he could no longer master. His only defense was to take refuge in this hardening and to tighten the knot that had formed in him. He knew this was the right way to continue. As for the rest, he didn’t have many illusions, and his tiredness took away the ones he still kept. Since he knew that, for the time being, he was no longer a healer. His role was to diagnose. Discovering, seeing, describing, cataloging, and then condemning were his tasks. Spouses grabbed his hand and shouted, “Doctor, save his life!” But he wasn’t there to save lives, he was there to order isolation. What was the purpose of the hate he would read, then, on their faces? “You have no heart,” someone said to him one day. But, yes, he did have a heart. It helped him to bear the twenty hours a day when he saw men dying who were supposed to live. It helped him when he began again each morning. Going forward, he had just enough heart for that. How could his heart have been enough to give life?

			
			No, it wasn’t help he distributed all day long but information. That couldn’t be called an honest living, of course. But after all, who among that terrorized, decimated crowd had been left the luxury of pursuing an honest living? He was still lucky to have his tiredness. If Rieux had been fresher, the smell of death that spread everywhere might have made him sentimental. But when you’ve only slept for four hours, you’re not sentimental. You see things as they are, which is to say, you see them according to justice, that hideous, pathetic justice. And the others, the condemned, they felt it as well. Before the plague, they had received him like a savior. He would fix everything with three pills and a syringe, and they would shake his hand and walk with him all along the corridor. It was flattering, but dangerous. Now, by contrast, he showed up with soldiers, and they had to bang their rifle butts to convince the family to open the door. They wanted to pull him in and pull all of humanity into death with them. Ah! It was very true that people couldn’t do without each other, that he was just as powerless as those unlucky ones and that he deserved the same rising tremor of pity he allowed himself to feel once he had left them.

			
			During those interminable weeks, these, at least, were the thoughts stirring in Rieux, along with those concerning his separation. And these were also the feelings he could see reflected in the faces of his friends. But the most dangerous effects of the exhaustion that overcame, bit by bit, all those who continued the fight against this scourge were not in indifference to outside events and the emotions of others, but in negligence when they let themselves go. For they tended to eliminate all the motions that were not absolutely indispensable and which seemed to be always beyond their powers. This was how these men came to neglect, more and more often, the rules of hygiene they had set down, to forget a few of the numerous disinfections they were supposed to practice, sometimes chasing down patients who had caught pulmonary plague without being protected against infection because the men had been told, at the last minute, that they had to go to infected houses, and it had seemed even more exhausting to return somewhere to take the necessary measures. That was where the real danger lay, for it was the fight against the plague that made them most vulnerable to the plague. In short, they were betting against chance, and chance favors no one.

			
			There was, however, one man in the city who seemed neither exhausted nor discouraged, who remained the living picture of satisfaction. It was Cottard. He continued to keep to himself, all the while maintaining his ties to the others. But he had chosen to see Tarrou as often as the latter’s work permitted, firstly, because Tarrou was well informed about his case, and secondly, because he knew how to welcome the little pensioner with unfailing cordiality. It was a perpetual miracle, but Tarrou, despite the labor he performed, always remained kindly and attentive. Though tiredness crushed him some evenings, he found a new energy the following day. “With that one,” said Cottard to Rambert, “you can talk freely. He’s a man—he always understands.”

			This is why Tarrou’s notes, during this period, slowly converged on the character of Cottard. Tarrou tried to paint a picture of Cottard’s reactions and thoughts, as they were confided to him by the latter, or as he interpreted them. This tableau occupies several notebook pages under the heading “Connections Between Cottard and the Plague,” and the narrator believes it will be useful to offer an overview. Tarrou’s general opinion of the little pensioner can be summed up in this judgment: “His character is on the rise.” From the rest, it seems his good humor was growing. He wasn’t unhappy with the turn events were taking. He sometimes expressed the gist of his thoughts, in front of Tarrou, with remarks like this: “Of course, it’s not going any better. But at least everyone is in the soup.”

			
			“You understand,” Tarrou added, “he was vulnerable like everyone else, but that was precisely it, everyone else was with him. And besides, he seriously thought, I’m sure of it, that the plague would spare him. He seemed to live by the idea, not as silly as it seems, that a man who is prey to a great illness or a profound suffering is relieved, in the same breath, from all the other illnesses and sufferings. ‘Have you noticed,’ he said to me, ‘that you can’t accumulate illnesses? Suppose you have a grave or incurable illness, a serious cancer or a bad case of tuberculosis, you’ll never catch the plague or typhus, it’s impossible. As for the rest, it goes even further, since you’ve never seen a cancer victim die in a car accident.’ True or false, this idea put Cottard in a good mood. The only thing he didn’t want was to be separated from others. He preferred to be trapped with everyone than imprisoned all alone. With the plague, there was no question of secret investigations, of files, of papers, of mysterious instructions and imminent arrest. Strictly speaking, there were no more police, no more past or present crimes, no more guilty, there were only the condemned who awaited the most arbitrary of mercies, and the police themselves were among them.” In this way, still following the interpretations of Tarrou, Cottard was able to consider the symptoms of suffering and distress our fellow citizens were presenting with an indulgent and all-encompassing satisfaction, which he put like this: “Talk all you want, I had it before you.”

			
			“No matter how much I told him that the only way to avoid being separated from others was, after all, to keep a clear conscience, he would give me a mean look, and say, ‘Well, by that measure, everyone is always alone.’ And then: ‘Come now, I’m telling you as much. The only way to bring people together is to send them the plague again. Look around you.’ And in truth, I could well understand what he meant and how much his present life must seem comfortable. How could he not recognize, in passing, the reactions that had once been his; the attempts each person made to get everyone on their side; the obliging way people would help a lost passerby and the ill will they showed him at other times; the way people hurried to the fancy restaurants, their satisfaction at being there and lingering there; the disordered affluence that lined up, each day, at the cinema, which filled all the theaters and dance halls, which spread like an unchained tide through public places; the recoiling from all contact, the appetite for human warmth that nonetheless pushed people towards one another, elbow toward elbow and sex toward sex? Cottard had known all of that before they had, it’s obvious. Except for the women, because, with that face of his…And I suppose that when he had an inclination to go visit the brothels, he denied himself, to avoid getting a bad reputation that could have worked against him later.

			
			“In short, the plague suits him. For a solitary man who doesn’t want to be alone, it’s an accomplice. For it’s clearly an accomplice, a delighted accomplice. It is complicit in all it sees—superstitions, false scares, the vulnerabilities of these souls on high alert; their crazed desire to speak as little as possible about the plague and the way they nonetheless can’t stop talking about it; their panic and pallor at the slightest headache, now that they know the plague starts with migraines; and their feelings that are annoyed, vulnerable, unstable, really, which take offense at oversights and which grieve the loss of a pants button.”

			In the evening, Tarrou would often go out with Cottard. Afterwards, he would describe in his notebooks how they had plunged into the dark crowds of dusk or night, shoulder to shoulder, immersing themselves in a black-and-white mass where, here and there, a lamp cast a rare light, accompanying the human herd towards those warm pleasures that would protect them from the cold and from the plague. Everything Cottard had searched for in public places a few months earlier, what luxury and lush living he’d dreamed of without finding satisfaction, that kind of frantic revelry was now expressed by a whole people. Since the price of everything climbed irresistibly, people had never wasted so much money, and when most necessary things were lacking, people spent more than ever on useless ones. We watched games proliferate with an idleness that wasn’t just from unemployment. Tarrou and Cottard sometimes followed, for long minutes, one of those couples who had tried, in the past, to conceal what brought them together, but who now walked stubbornly across the city, pressed together, without seeing the crowd around them, in the slightly obsessive distraction of great passions. Cottard would soften: “Ah! The happy ones!” he would say. And he would talk loudly, flourishing in the midst of the collective fever, as princely tips rained down around them and intrigues tangled before their eyes.

			
			However, Tarrou theorized that there wasn’t much malice in Cottard’s attitude. His “I’ve been there before” held more unhappiness than triumph. “I think,” Tarrou said, “that he has started to love these people imprisoned between the sky and the walls of their city. For example, he would happily explain to them, if he could, that it’s not so terrible as all that: ‘You hear them,’ he insisted, ‘after the plague, I’ll do this, after the plague, I’ll do that…they’re poisoning their existence instead of remaining calm. And they don’t realize their advantages. Could I have said: after my arrest I’ll do this or that? Being arrested is a beginning, it isn’t an end. While the plague…You want to know what I think? They’re unhappy because they won’t let themselves go. And I know what I’m talking about.’ ”

			“He does, in fact, know what he’s talking about,” Tarrou added. “He understands the real costs of these contradictions among the residents of Oran who, while they feel a deep need for the warmth that brings them together, still can’t let go of the distrust that pushes them apart from one another. They know all too well that you can’t have faith in your neighbor, who is capable of giving you the plague without your knowledge and of taking advantage of your abandon to infect you. When someone has spent their time, like Cottard has, seeing possible informers in everyone whose company he sought, you can well understand the feeling. You can sympathize deeply with people who live with the idea that the plague could, at any moment, put a hand on their shoulder, and it is perhaps preparing to do so, and all the while they rejoice in still being safe and sound. As much as possible, he is comfortable with terror. But because he has felt all this before they have, I don’t think he can share their experience of the cruelty of this uncertainty. In short, with us, those of us who are not yet dead of the plague, he does feel that every day his life and his liberty are on the brink of being destroyed. But since he himself has lived in terror, what others are now discovering seems normal to him. That same terror seems lighter to carry than if he were all alone. That’s where he’s wrong and where he’s harder to understand than others. But after all, that’s why he deserves, more than others, the effort it takes to understand him.”

			
			At last, Tarrou’s pages finished with a tale that illustrates this singular understanding between both Cottard and the infected. This tale more or less reproduces the difficult atmosphere of that era, and this is why the narrator attaches some importance to it.

			
			They had gone to the city opera house where Orpheus and Eurydice was playing. Cottard had invited Tarrou. The company had arrived during the spring of the plague, to perform in our city. Trapped by the disease, this troupe had been stuck, through the agreement with our opera house, to perform its spectacle once a week. And so, for months, each Friday our municipal theater echoed with the melodious cries of Orpheus and the powerless appeals of Eurydice. However, this show was still popular with the public and the box office always did well. Settled in the most expensive seats, Cottard and Tarrou overlooked an orchestra section filled to bursting with our most elegant fellow citizens. Those who came were clearly focused on making an entrance. In the dazzling, pre-curtain lights, while the musicians were quietly tuning their instruments, silhouettes detached from one another with precision, passing from one row to the next, bowing to one another with grace. In the slight commotion of a good-humored conversation, the men found the reassurance that had been missing a few hours earlier in the dark streets of the city. Habit chased out the plague.

			During the whole first act, Orpheus cried with ease, several women in tunics commented gracefully on his unhappiness, and love was belted out in arias. The hall reacted with modest warmth. They hardly noticed that, in his aria for the second act, Orpheus added a trembling that hadn’t been there, and begged, with a slight excess of pathos, for the master of hell to be touched by his tears. Certain jerky movements that came over him appeared, to those in the know, to be a stylistic effect that added even more to the singer’s interpretation.

			
			It wasn’t until the great duet between Orpheus and Eurydice in the third act (it was the moment when Eurydice escapes her lover) that a certain surprise rippled through the hall. And as if the singer had only been waiting for that movement from the public, or, more clearly, as if the rumor that came from the parterre had been confirmed by what he felt, he chose that moment to advance grotesquely toward the spotlight, spread his arms and legs in his costume from antiquity, and collapse in the middle of the pastoral elements of the stage set that had always been anachronistic, but that appeared so for the first time to the spectators, and in a horrifying way. Because, at this same moment, the musicians went silent, the people in the orchestra got up and started to slowly empty from the hall in silence, like it was some sort of church when the service has finished, or a funeral parlor after a wake, the women gathering their skirts and leaving with heads bowed, the men guiding their companions by the elbow, protecting them from bumping the folding seats. But, little by little, the movements sped up, the whispers became exclamations, and the crowd flowed toward the exits, hurrying to get out, finally pushing and shouting. Cottard and Tarrou, who had simply stood up, remained alone facing one image of what life was then: the plague on the stage in the form of a collapsed thespian and, in the hall, a total extravagance that had become useless, in the form of forgotten fans and lacework trailing across the red of the seats.
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			During the first few days of September, Rambert had worked hard at Rieux’s side. He had only asked to take off work the day he had to meet with Gonzalès and the two younger men in front of the boys’ high school.

			That day, at noon, Gonzalès and the journalist watched the two youngsters arrive, laughing. They said they’d been unlucky the previous time, but that they would have to wait for their chance. In any case, they were off duty. They would have to be patient until the following week. Basically, they were starting over. Rambert said that about summed it up. Gonzalès proposed a meeting for the following Monday. But this time, they would get Rambert settled at Marcel and Louis’s house. “You and I, we’ll make an appointment. And if I’m not there, you’ll go straight to their place. We’ll explain where they live.” But Marcel, or Louis, said the simplest thing would be to take their comrade over there right away. If it didn’t pose any problems, there was food for all four of them there. And then he would know the way. Gonzalès said it was a very good idea, and they went down toward the port.

			
			Marcel and Louis lived on the outskirts of the Quartier Marine, close to the gates that opened onto the cliff road. It was a little Spanish house, with thick walls, brightly painted wooden shutters, and bare, shadowy rooms. There was rice, served by Marcel and Louis’s mother, an old, smiling Spanish woman with many wrinkles. Gonzalès was astonished, since rice was already lacking in the city. “We work it out at the gates,” said Marcel. Rambert ate and drank, and Gonzalès said he was a real pal, while the journalist thought only of the week ahead of him.

			In fact, he had to wait two weeks, since the guard shifts were extended to fifteen days to reduce the number of teams. And for fifteen days, Rambert worked tirelessly, without interruptions, almost with his eyes closed, from dawn until night. Late at night, he would go to bed and sleep thickly. The harsh transition from idleness to this crushing labor left him more or less dreamless and exhausted. He didn’t talk much about his coming escape. Only one notable fact: at the end of the week, he confessed to the doctor that the night before, for the first time, he’d gotten drunk. Coming out of the bar, he all of a sudden had the impression that his groin was swollen and that his arms were moving over his armpits with difficulty. He thought it was the plague. And the only reaction he could have, and which he admitted to Rieux wasn’t reasonable, was to run to the height of the city, and there, from a little square where you couldn’t always spot the sea, but where the sky was a bit more visible, he called to his wife with a great cry, carrying over the walls of the city. Having returned home without discovering any signs of infection on his body, he been embarrassed by this sudden panic. Rieux said that he understood all too well why someone might react that way: “In any case,” he said, “people might sometimes want to.

			
			“M. Othon mentioned you this morning,” Rieux suddenly added, as Rambert was leaving him. “He asked me if I knew you: ‘Then tell him,’ he said to me, ‘not to frequent smugglers. It gets noticed.’ ”

			“What does that mean?”

			“It means you better hurry.”

			“Thanks,” said Rambert, shaking the doctor’s hand.

			At the door, he turned all of a sudden. Rieux noticed that for the first time since the plague had begun, he was smiling.

			“Why, then, aren’t you stopping me from leaving? You know how.”

			Rieux shook his head the way he usually did and said that it was Rambert’s business—that the journalist had chosen happiness and that he, Rieux, had no arguments to oppose him. He felt incapable of judging what was good or bad in the whole affair.

			“Why tell me to do it quickly, in these circumstances?”

			
			Rieux smiled in turn.

			“Perhaps it’s because I, too, want to do something for happiness.”

			The next day, they didn’t say anything more, but they worked together. The next week, Rambert was finally settled at the little Spanish house. They had made a bed for him in the living room. Since the young men didn’t come home for meals, and since they had begged him to go out as little as possible, he stayed there alone, most of the time, or made conversation with the old mother. She was wizened and lively, dressed in black, her face tanned and wrinkled under very neat, white hair. Silent, she only smiled with her eyes when she looked at Rambert.

			Other times, she asked if he was afraid of giving his wife the plague. He thought there was a risk to run, but that in general, it was minimal, while if he stayed, they risked being separated forever.

			“Is she sweet?” said the old woman, smiling.

			“Very sweet.”

			“Pretty?”

			“I think so.”

			“Ah!” she said. “That must be why.”

			Rambert thought about it. That was certainly one reason, but it couldn’t be the only reason.

			“You don’t believe in the good Lord?” said the old woman who went to Mass every morning.

			Rambert allowed that he didn’t, and the old woman said once again that this was why.

			
			“You must go back to her, you’re right. If you don’t, who will you have left?”

			The rest of the time, Rambert paced around the bare, stucco walls, fingering the fans that were nailed to the plaster, or counting the balls of wool that fringed the table runner. In the evening, the young men came home. They didn’t talk much except to say that it wasn’t yet time. After dinner, Marcel played the guitar, and they drank an anise-flavored liquor. Rambert seemed thoughtful.

			On Wednesday, Marcel came home and said: “Tomorrow night, at midnight. Be ready.” Of the two men who manned the post with them, one had caught the plague, and the other, who usually shared a room with the first, was under observation. And so, for two or three days, Marcel and Louis would be alone. Over the course of the night, they would arrange the final details. The next day, it would be possible. Rambert thanked them. “Are you happy?” asked the old woman. He said yes, but his mind was on other things.

			The next day, under a heavy sky, the heat was humid and suffocating. The news about the plague was bad. Yet the old Spanish woman kept her calm. “No wonder!” she said. “There is sin in the world.” Like Marcel and Louis, Rambert was shirtless. But no matter what he did, sweat flowed between his shoulder blades, and down his chest. In the half dusk of the shuttered house, it made their torsos look brown and varnished. Rambert paced without speaking. Abruptly, at four in the afternoon, he got dressed and announced he was going out.

			
			“Careful,” said Marcel, “we’re on for midnight. Everything is set.”

			Rambert went to the doctor’s house. Rieux’s mother told Rambert that he would find him at the hospital in the heights of the city. In front of the guard post, the same crowd was still chasing its tail. “Keep moving,” said a sergeant with bulging eyes. The others were moving, but in a circle. “There’s nothing to wait for,” said the sergeant, sweating through his jacket. The others shared his opinion, but they stayed anyway, despite the murderous heat. Rambert showed his pass to the sergeant who pointed him toward Tarrou’s office. The door opened onto the courtyard. He ran into Father Paneloux, who was coming out of the office.

			In a small, dirty white room that smelled of medicines and humid linens, Tarrou, sitting behind a black wooden desk, his shirtsleeves rolled up, dabbed with a handkerchief at the sweat which ran down the crooks of his elbows.

			“Still here?” he said.

			“Yes, I’d like to talk to Rieux.”

			“He’s in the ward. But if it can be resolved without him, that would be better.”

			“Why?”

			“He’s overwhelmed. I spare him what I can.”

			Rambert looked at Tarrou. He’d lost weight. Tiredness clouded his eyes and his features. His strong shoulders were hunched into a ball. Someone knocked at the door, and a nurse entered, wearing a white mask. He set a packet of paperwork on Tarrou’s desk, and in a voice that was muffled by the cloth, said simply: “Six,” then left. Tarrou looked at the journalist and showed him the papers, which he spread into a fan.

			
			“Handsome papers, aren’t they? But no! These are the dead. Those who died in the night.”

			His brow was furrowed. He folded up the packet of papers.

			“The only thing we have left is accounting.”

			Tarrou got up, leaning on the table.

			“Are you leaving soon?”

			“Tonight, at midnight.”

			Tarrou said that he was happy to hear it, and that Rambert should take care.

			“Do you mean it sincerely?”

			Tarrou shrugged:

			“At my age, you have to be sincere. Lying is too hard.”

			“Tarrou,” said the journalist, “I need to see the doctor. Excuse me.”

			“I know. He’s more humane than I am. Let’s go.”

			“It’s not that,” said Rambert with difficulty. And he stopped himself.

			Tarrou looked at Rambert and suddenly smiled at him.

			They were following a little corridor with bright green painted walls where an aquarium light was floating. Just before they reached a glass double door that separated them from the odd movements of shadows, Tarrou had Rambert enter a very small room that was entirely lined with cabinets. He opened one of them, and removed two masks made of absorbent gauze from a sterilizer, handing one to Rambert and motioning for him to put it on. The journalist asked if they did anything, and Tarrou replied that no, they didn’t, but they made other people more trusting.

			
			They pushed open the glass door into an immense ward with windows that were tightly sealed, despite the season. High up on the walls, machines were buzzing as they circulated the air, and their curved blades stirred the creamy, overheated air above two rows of gray beds. Muted or sharp cries rose from all around, making one monotone complaint. Men dressed in white moved slowly in the cruel light pouring through the high windows covered with bars. Rambert felt ill at ease in the terrible heat of this ward, and he struggled to recognize Rieux, bent over a groaning form. The doctor was incising the patient’s groin as the legs were held apart by two nurses, one on either side of the bed. When he straightened up, he let his instruments fall into the tray held out by an aide and stood, immobile, for a moment, watching a man they were in the middle of bandaging.

			“What’s new?” he said to Tarrou, who approached.

			“Paneloux has agreed to replace Rambert at the quarantine facility. He’s already done a lot. That leaves only the third canvassing team to be regrouped without Rambert.”

			
			Rieux nodded.

			“Castel has successfully created his first treatments. He proposes a trial.”

			“Ah!” said Rieux. “That’s good.”

			“And finally, Rambert is here.”

			Rieux turned. Above the mask, his eyes creased when he saw the journalist.

			“What are you doing here?” he said. “You should be someplace else.”

			Tarrou said that it was happening tonight at midnight, and Rambert added, “In theory.”

			Each time one of them spoke, the gauze mask swelled and dampened where the mouth was. It made the conversation a little unreal, like a dialogue between statues.

			“I’d like to speak with you,” said Rambert.

			“We can step out together, if you’d like. Wait for me in Tarrou’s office.”

			A moment later, Rambert and Rieux settled into the backseat of the doctor’s car. Tarrou drove.

			“No more gas,” he said as they set off. “Tomorrow we’ll be on foot.”

			“Doctor,” said Rambert, “I’m not leaving, I want to stay here with you.”

			Tarrou didn’t blink. He kept driving. Rieux seemed incapable of emerging from his tiredness.

			
			“What about her?” he said in a dull voice.

			Rambert said that he’d thought about it some more, that he continued to believe what he believed, but that if he left, he would be ashamed. And that would disrupt his love for the woman he had left behind. But Rieux straightened up and said in a firm voice that this was stupid, and that there was no shame in preferring happiness.

			“Yes,” said Rambert, “but there is shame in being happy all alone.”

			Tarrou, who had been silent until then, said, without turning his head towards them, that if Rambert wanted to share in the misfortune of men, there would be no more time for happiness. He had to choose.

			“It’s not that,” said Rambert. “I always thought I was a stranger in this city, and that I had nothing to do with you. But now that I’ve seen what I’ve seen, I know that I’m part of this place, whether I want to be or not. These events concern us all.”

			No one responded and Rambert seemed to get impatient.

			“Besides, you know it too! Otherwise what are you doing in that hospital? Have you all chosen, and so renounced happiness?”

			Tarrou and Rieux still hadn’t answered. The silence lasted for a long while, until they approached the doctor’s house. And Rambert asked his question once more, with even more force this time. Rieux, alone, turned to him. He straightened up with effort:

			
			“Forgive me, Rambert,” he said, “but I don’t know the answer. Stay with us, since it’s what you’d like to do.”

			The car lurched, making Rieux go quiet. Then he continued, looking straight ahead:

			“Nothing in the world is worth turning away from what you love. And yet I, too, have turned away, without knowing why.”

			He let himself fall back into the seat cushions.

			“It’s a fact, that’s all,” he said with weariness. “Let’s acknowledge it and take what consequences may come.”

			“What consequences?” asked Rambert.

			“Ah!” said Rieux. “We can’t heal and know at the same time. So let us heal as quickly as possible. That’s the most urgent thing.”

			At midnight, Tarrou and Rieux were drawing Rambert a map of the quarter he was in charge of canvassing, when Tarrou looked at his watch. Looking up, he caught Rambert’s eye.

			“Have you told them?”

			The journalist looked away:

			“I sent word,” he said with effort, “before coming to see you.”

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			In the last days of October, they did a trial with Castel’s serum. Practically, this was Rieux’s last hope. If it was another failure, the doctor was convinced the city would surrender to the whims of the disease, whether the epidemic prolonged its effects for months longer, or whether it inexplicably decided to stop.

			
			The day before Castel came to see Rieux, M. Othon’s son had fallen ill, and the whole family had to be put in quarantine. The mother, who had just come out of it, ended up being isolated for a second time. Respectful of the standing orders, the magistrate had called Doctor Rieux as soon as he recognized signs of the disease on the child’s body. When Rieux arrived, the father and mother were standing at the foot of the bed. The little girl had been kept away. The child had entered the phase of muscle weakness and let himself be examined without complaint. When the doctor lifted his head, his gaze met the magistrate’s, and behind him, the pale face of the mother, who had lifted a handkerchief to her mouth and followed the movements of the doctor with widened eyes.

			“He has it, doesn’t he?” said the magistrate in a cold voice.

			“Yes,” said Rieux, looking at the child once more.

			The mother’s eyes grew even bigger, but she still said nothing. The judge quieted as well, then said, in a lower voice:

			“Well then, Doctor! We must do what’s required.”

			Rieux avoided looking at the mother who was still holding her handkerchief over her mouth.

			“It will be done quickly,” he said, hesitating, “if I could just make a phone call.”

			
			M. Othon said he would drive him. But the doctor turned back to the wife:

			“I’m so very sorry. You should prepare a few things. You know how this goes.”

			Mme Othon seemed unnerved. She was looking at the floor.

			“Yes,” she said, nodding, “that’s what I’ll do.”

			Before leaving them, Rieux couldn’t stop himself from asking if they needed anything. The wife looked at him, still silent. But the magistrate averted his eyes.

			“No,” he said, then he swallowed his saliva, “but save my child.”

			The quarantine, which had been merely a formality at the start, had been organized by Rambert and Rieux in a very strict way. In particular, they required members of the same family to remain isolated from one another. If one member of the family had been infected without knowing it, they didn’t want to multiply the chances of infection. Rieux explained the reasons to the magistrate, who approved of them. However, he and his wife looked at each other in such a way that Rieux felt how distressing this separation would be for them. Mme Othon and her little girl could be housed in the quarantine hotel that Rambert supervised. But for the magistrate, there wasn’t any space left, except in the isolation camp that the prefecture was in the midst of organizing at the municipal stadium with the help of tents lent by the department of transportation. Rieux apologized for this, but M. Othon said that the same rule applied to everyone, and that it was right to comply.

			
			As for the child, he was transported to the auxiliary hospital, in a former classroom where they had set up ten beds. After some twenty hours, Rieux judged that his case was hopeless. The little body wasn’t resisting the infection that devoured it. Tiny little buboes, painful, but barely formed, blocked the joints of his narrow limbs. He was already beaten. That’s why Rieux had the idea of trying Castel’s serum on him. That same evening, after dinner, they performed the long injection, without obtaining any response from the child. At dawn, the next day, everyone gathered near the little boy to judge this decisive experiment.

			The child, emerging from his torpor, tossed convulsively in the sheets. Since four in the morning the doctor, Castel, and Tarrou had kept near him, following the advances and halts in the disease. At the head of the bed, Tarrou’s massive body hunched over a little. At the foot of the bed, sitting next to where Rieux stood, Castel was reading an old book with every appearance of calm. Little by little, as day grew in the former schoolroom, the others arrived. Paneloux first, who stood on the other side of the bed from Tarrou, his back against the wall. His face had a sorrowful expression, and the tiredness of all his days of sacrifice had wrinkled his stuffy forehead. Joseph Grand arrived in turn. It was seven in the morning and the clerk apologized for being out of breath. He could only stay a moment, perhaps someone already knew something definite. Without a word, Rieux showed him the child who, eyes closed in a distressed face, his jaw clenched with all his might, his body unmoving, was tossing and turning his head left and right on the coverless bolster. When it was light enough, at last, to see the back of the room where the blackboard remained in place, and where you could distinguish the traces of old equations, Rambert arrived. He leaned on the footboard of the neighboring bed and got out a pack of cigarettes. But after a look at the child, he put it back in his pocket.

			
			Castel, still seated, looked at Rieux over the top of his glasses:

			“Have you heard any news from the father?”

			“No,” said Rieux, “he’s at the isolation camp.”

			The doctor squeezed hard on the bar of the bed where the child was groaning. He didn’t take his eyes off the little patient who suddenly stiffened, and, with his teeth clenched once more, bent a little at the waist, slowly spreading his arms and legs. The little body, naked under the military blanket, gave off a smell of wool and sour sweat. The child relaxed little by little, bringing his arms and legs toward the center of the bed, and, still blind and silent, seemed to breathe more quickly. Rieux caught Tarrou’s eye, who looked away.

			They had already seen children die, since terror, for months now, came at random, but they had never yet followed a child’s suffering minute after minute as they had been doing since the early hours. And to them, of course, the pain inflicted on these innocents had always seemed like what it truly was—a scandal. But at least up until then, in some ways it had scandalized them in the abstract, because they had never stared directly, for so long, at the agony of an innocent.

			
			Just then the child, as if he’d been bitten in the stomach, bent again with a spindly groan. He remained contracted like that for several long seconds, shaken with chills and convulsive trembling, as if his frail carcass bent under the furious winds of the plague and cracked under the repeated gusts of fever. Once the squall had passed, he unwound a little, and the fever seemed to draw back and leave him panting on a humid, poisoned shore where rest already resembled death. When the burning tide came over him once again, for the third time, and lifted him a little, the child cowered, retreating to the depths of the bed in terror of the flame that was burning him, shaking his head wildly and throwing off his covers. Fat tears seeped from beneath his swollen eyelids, beginning to run down his leaden face, and after the bout, exhausted, stiffening his bony legs and his arms whose flesh had melted away in forty-eight hours, the child in the devastated bed assumed the pose of a grotesque crucifixion.

			Tarrou bent down and with his heavy hand he wiped the little face, soaked with tears and sweat. Castel had only just closed his book and was looking at the patient. He started to say something, but was forced to cough in order to finish it, as his voice broke harshly:

			
			“There was no morning remission, isn’t that right, Rieux?”

			Rieux said no, but that the child was already resisting for longer than normal. Paneloux, who seemed to sag a little against the wall, spoke in a quiet voice:

			“If he dies, he will have suffered for longer.”

			Rieux turned around sharply and opened his mouth to speak, but he stopped and made a visible effort to control himself, bringing his gaze back to the child.

			The light swelled in the room. In five other beds, the forms stirred and groaned, but with a modesty that seemed concerted. The only one who cried out, at the other end of the room, voiced little exclamations at regular intervals that appeared to translate into surprise rather than pain. It seemed that even the sick didn’t feel the same fear they once had. There was, by now, a sort of consent in how they took the disease. Only the child battled with all his might. Rieux, who, from time to time, took the child’s pulse without needing to and more to avoid his own state of helpless immobility, closed his eyes and felt this agitation mix with the tumult of his own blood. He merged with the harrowed child and tried to support him with all the energy he still possessed. But after a moment together, the pulsations of their two hearts unsynchronized, the child escaped him, and his effort darkened in the emptiness. He let go of the thin wrist and returned to his spot.

			Along the whitewashed walls, the light was changing from pink to yellow. A hot morning began to crackle behind the panes. They barely heard Grand leave, telling them he would be back. Everyone was waiting. The child, with his eyes still closed, seemed to calm a bit. The hands, which had become like claws, softly plowed the flanks of the bed. They moved back up, scratching the covers close to his knees, and, suddenly, the child bent his legs, brought his thighs up near his stomach, and froze. Then he opened his eyes for the first time and looked at Rieux who was standing before him. In the cavity of his face, now fixed in a gray putty, the mouth opened, and almost immediately, a continuous cry came out of it that was barely tempered by his breath, suddenly filling the ward with a monotone, discordant outpouring that was so inhuman that it seemed to come from all people at once. Rieux clenched his jaw and Tarrou turned away. Rambert approached the bed beside Castel, who closed the book that had remained open on his knees. Paneloux looked at that childish mouth, stained by the disease, full of the cry of all the ages. And he let himself slip onto his knees and everyone found it natural to hear him say in a voice that was muffled but distinct behind the anonymous outcry that would not stop: “My God, save this child.”

			
			But the child continued to cry and, all around him, the patients became agitated. The one at the other end of the room whose exclamations had never ceased sped up the rhythm of his protests until he, too, was screaming, while the groans of the others became louder and louder. A tide of sobs surged through the ward, drowning out Paneloux’s prayer, and Rieux, clinging to the bar of the bed, closed his eyes, drunk with tiredness and disgust.

			
			When he opened them again, he found Tarrou near him.

			“I’ve got to get out of here,” said Rieux. “I can’t bear them.”

			But sharply, the other patients quieted. Then the doctor noticed that the child’s cry had weakened, that it was still weakening, that it had just stopped. Around him, the cries returned, but mutely, and like a faraway echo of the battle that had just finished. For it was finished. Castel had passed to the other side of the bed and said it was over. His mouth open, but silent, the child lay in the hollow of the disordered blankets, suddenly shrunken, with the remains of tears on his face.

			Paneloux approached the bed and made the signs of benediction. Then he gathered his cassock and left down the central aisle.

			“Do you have to start all over again?” Tarrou asked Castel.

			The old doctor shook his head.

			“Perhaps,” he said, with a forced smile, “after all, he fought for a long time.”

			But Rieux was already leaving the room, with such a quick step, and such an air that when he passed Paneloux, the other man reached out to stop him.

			“Come, Doctor,” he said.

			With the same furious movement, Rieux turned back and snapped at him, violently: “Ah! That one, at least, was innocent, and you know it!”

			
			Then he turned around and, reaching the doors of the room before Paneloux, made it to the back of the school courtyard. He sat on a bench, between the small, dusty trees, and dried the sweat that was already flowing into his eyes. He wanted to shout again, to untangle, at last, the violent knot that was crushing his heart. The heat fell slowly through the branches of the ficus. A whitish pillowcase was slipping over the blue sky of morning, making the air even more suffocating. Rieux, on his bench, let himself go. He looked at the branches, the sky, slowly finding his breath, bit by bit reining in his tiredness.

			“Why did you speak to me with such anger?” said a voice behind him. “That scene was just as unbearable for me.”

			Rieux turned to Paneloux:

			“It’s true,” he said. “Forgive me. But fatigue is madness. And there are some hours in this city when I can feel nothing but my revolt.”

			“I understand,” Paneloux murmured. “It’s revolting because it surpasses our measure. But perhaps we should love what we cannot understand.”

			Rieux suddenly stood. He looked at Paneloux with all the force and passion he could muster, and shook his head.

			“No, my father,” he said. “I have another idea of love. And I will refuse until death to love that creation where children are tortured.”

			
			A shocked shadow crossed Paneloux’s face.

			“Ah! Doctor,” he said, sadly, “I’ve just understood what’s called grace.”

			But Rieux let himself sit back on his bench once again. From the depths of his renewed tiredness, he replied with a little more softness:

			“It’s that I have none, I know it. But I don’t want to discuss that with you. We’re working for something that brings us together beyond blasphemies and prayers. It’s all that matters.”

			Paneloux sat beside Rieux. He seemed upset.

			“Yes,” he said, “yes, you too are working for the salvation of mankind.”

			Rieux tried to smile.

			“The salvation of mankind is too grand a phrase for me. I wouldn’t go that far. It’s their health that interests me, health above all.”

			Paneloux hesitated.

			“Doctor,” he said.

			But he stopped. His forehead, too, had begun to stream with sweat. He murmured, “Goodbye,” and his eyes were shining when he stood. He was about to leave when Rieux, who sat thinking, also got up and took a step towards him.

			“Once more, forgive me,” he said. “This kind of outburst won’t happen again.”

			
			Paneloux took his hand and said, sadly, “And yet, I haven’t convinced you!”

			“What difference does it make?” said Rieux. “What I hate is death and evil, as you well know. And whether you like it or not, we’re united in enduring them and fighting them.”

			Rieux still grasped Paneloux’s hand.

			“You see,” he said, not meeting the clergyman’s eyes, “God himself could not separate us now.”
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			Since he had joined the public health squads, Paneloux had spent all his time in hospitals and other places where he was in contact with the plague. He had placed himself among the rescuers, on the line where he thought he belonged, meaning the front line. He’d seen his share of death scenes. And though, in principle, he was protected by the serum, the fear of his own death was not unfamiliar to him either. On the surface, he had always kept calm. But after that day, when he had watched for hours as a child died, he seemed changed. A growing tension was visible in his face. And the day he smiled as he told Rieux that he was working on a short treatise on the topic “Can a Priest Consult a Doctor?” the doctor had the impression that it was about something more serious than Paneloux had let on. When the doctor said he wanted to know more about this work, Paneloux told him that he had to deliver a sermon at the men’s Mass, and on this occasion, he would offer at least a few of his points of view:

			
			“I’d like you to come, Doctor, the subject will interest you.”

			The priest delivered his second sermon on a day of strong winds. Truthfully, the rows of people were sparser than they had been during his first sermon. This was because that type of spectacle no longer had the draw of novelty for our fellow citizens. In the difficult circumstances the city was enduring, even the word “novelty” had lost its meaning. Besides, if they had not completely abandoned their religious duties, or if they hadn’t combined them with a profoundly immoral personal life, most people had replaced the ordinary rituals with unreasonable superstitions. They were more likely to wear protective medals or amulets of Saint Roch than they were to come to Mass.

			As an example, we can offer the lack of moderation our fellow citizens displayed when it came to prophecies. In the spring they had actually waited for the end of the disease from one moment to the next, and no one had thought they should ask about the duration of the epidemic, because everyone had convinced themselves that it wouldn’t last. But as the days passed, people started to fear that this unhappiness would be endless, and, at the same time, the ending of the epidemic became the focus of all hopes. In this way, people passed around all sorts of prophecies attributed to mages or saints of the Catholic Church. The city’s printers very quickly realized what role they could play in this craze, and printed many copies of the texts that were circulating. Perceiving that the public’s curiosity was insatiable, they undertook research in the municipal libraries on all the first-person accounts of this kind that anecdotal history could furnish, and they spread them throughout the city. When history itself ran short of prophecies, they commissioned them from journalists, who, on this point at least, proved to be just as competent as their counterparts from previous centuries.

			
			Some of these prophecies even appeared in installments in the newspapers and were read no less avidly than the sentimental stories that usually ran in healthier times. A few of these predictions were based on bizarre calculations that combined the millennium, the number of dead, and the months that had already passed under the plague’s regime. Others established comparisons with the great plagues of history, ferreting out parallels (what the prophecies called constants) and, by means of calculations that were no less bizarre, claimed to get results that had bearing on the current ordeal. But the ones the public valued most were undoubtedly those that, in apocalyptic language, announced a series of events whose familiarity tied them to any experience in the city and whose complexity permitted all kinds of interpretations. Nostradamus and Saint Odile were consulted daily in this way, and always fruitfully. The other similarity between all these prophecies was that they were, in the end, reassuring. Except the plague was not.

			
			These superstitions took precedence over religion for our fellow citizens, and that’s why Paneloux’s sermon took place in a church that was only three-quarters full. The evening of the sermon, when Rieux arrived, the wind slipped in trickles through the double doors of the entrance, circulating freely among the listeners. And it was in a cold, silent church, in the midst of an audience made up exclusively of men, that he took his seat and watched the father climb into the pulpit. The latter spoke in a tone that was gentler and more thoughtful than the first time, and in several instances, the listeners noticed a certain hesitation in his delivery. Another curious thing was that he had started saying “we” instead of “you.”

			And yet, little by little, his voice grew firmer. He began by remembering that, for long months now, the plague had been among us and that at this point we knew it better, having seen it sit so many times at our tables or at the bedsides of those we loved, having seen it walk beside us and wait for us to arrive at our places of work, so that now we had become better able to receive what it repeated endlessly to us and what, in our initial surprise, we had possibly failed to hear. What Father Paneloux had already preached at that same spot remained true—or at least, that was his conviction. But still, as it happens to all of us, and he struck his own chest, he had thought and spoken uncharitably. What remained true, however, was that in all things, always, something could be gleaned. The cruelest ordeal could still be rewarding to a Christian. And that was precisely what a Christian, in this case, must look for—what was rewarding, how the reward was given, and how they could find it.

			
			At that moment, the people around Rieux seemed to hunker into the armrests of their pews, settling in as comfortably as they could. One of the upholstered doors swung softly at the entrance. Someone got up to see to it. And Rieux, distracted by that movement, barely heard Paneloux, who continued his sermon. He was more or less saying that they shouldn’t try to explain the spectacle of the plague but instead try to learn what they could from it. Rieux confusedly understood that, according to the father, there was nothing to explain. His attention focused when Paneloux said forcefully that there were some things that could be explained in reference to God and other things that could not be. There was of course good and evil, and in general, it was easy to tell the difference. But within evil, the difficulty began. There was, for example, evil that seemed necessary and evil that seemed useless. There was Don Juan plunged into Hell and the death of a child. For if it was just to strike down the libertine, it was impossible to understand the suffering of a child. And, in truth, there was nothing more important on earth than a child’s suffering, the horror that suffering brings with it, and the reasons that must be found for it. The rest of the time, God simplified everything for us, and, until then, religion was without merits. Here, on the contrary, he backed us up against a wall. We have been placed, in this way, within the walls of the plague, and it is in their fatal shadow that we must find our reward. Father Paneloux even refused to give himself the easy advantages that would have allowed him to climb the wall. It would have been easy for him to say that the eternity of delights awaiting the child could compensate for his suffering, but, in truth, he had no way of knowing that. Who could confirm that an eternity of joy did, in fact, compensate for an instant of human pain? Certainly not a Christian, surely, whose Lord had known suffering in both body and soul. No, the father would stay at the foot of the wall, faithful to the excruciation symbolized by the cross, face-to-face with the suffering of a child. And he said without fear to those who listened that day, “My brothers, the moment has come. We must believe everything or deny everything. And who, among you, would dare to deny all?”

			
			Rieux barely had time to think that the father was courting heresy when Paneloux continued, with force, to assert that this injunction, this pure demand, was the Christian’s reward. It was also his virtue. The father knew that what he was going to say about this extreme virtue would be shocking to many minds accustomed to a more indulgent and traditional morality. But religion in times of plague could not be the same as everyday religion, and if God could allow, and even desire, the soul to rest and rejoice during times of happiness, he would want it to be excessive during the excesses of unhappiness. Today God was doing his creatures the favor of placing them in an unhappiness where they would have to find and assume the greatest virtue, that of All or Nothing.

			
			An irreverent author from the last century had claimed to discover the secret of the Church by asserting that Purgatory did not exist. He read between the lines that there were no half measures, that there was only Paradise or Hell, and that people could either be saved or damned based on their choices. This was, if you believed Paneloux, a heresy that could only have arisen from the soul of a libertine. For Purgatory existed. But it was undoubtedly one of those times when people must not place too much hope in Purgatory, it was a time when they could not speak of venial sins. All sins were mortal and all indifference was criminal. It was all or nothing.

			Paneloux stopped, and at that moment Rieux could hear, through the doors, the wind picking up as its howls seemed to double outside. At this very instant, the father said that the virtue of total acceptance he spoke of could not be understood in the narrow sense he usually gave it, for it was neither about banal resignation, nor even difficult humility. It was about humiliation, but humiliation where the humiliated person was consenting. Of course, the suffering of a child was humiliating for the mind and for the heart. But that was why he had to go into it. But that was why, and Paneloux assured his audience that what he was about to say was not easy, they had to want it because God wanted it. This was the only way the Christian would spare himself nothing and, with no way out, get straight to the essential choice. He would choose to believe everything so as not to be reduced to denying everything. And like the brave women in the churches these days who, having learned that the buboes formed as the body’s natural way of rejecting its infection, would say: “My God, give him buboes,” the Christian would know how to abandon himself to divine will, even if it was perplexing. You could not say: “This I understand, but that is unacceptable,” you had to jump into the heart of the unacceptable that was offered to us, precisely so that we could make our choice. The suffering of children was our bitter bread, but without this bread, our souls would perish from spiritual hunger.

			
			Here the muted rustling that usually accompanied Father Paneloux’s pauses began when, unexpectedly, the preacher continued with force as he pretended to ask, on behalf of the audience, how, then, they should try to behave. He had no doubt that they would use the frightening word “fatalism.” Well then, he wouldn’t back away from the word as long as they allowed him to add the adjective “active.” Of course, to say it once more, they must not imitate the Christians of Abyssinia whom he had mentioned. They shouldn’t even think of joining those pestilent Persians who threw their bundles of clothes at the camp of Christian healers, begging the heavens at the tops of their voices to give the plague to these infidels who were fighting the misfortune God had sent. But on the other hand, they shouldn’t imitate the monks of Cairo either, who, in the epidemics of the last century, gave communion by holding the host with forceps to avoid contact with those hot, humid mouths where infection could lie dormant. The plagued Persians and the monks were both sinning. Since, for the former, the suffering of an infant meant nothing, and, for the latter, the very human fear of pain had overwhelmed everything else. In both cases, the problem was glossed over. They all remained deaf to God’s voice. But there were other examples that Paneloux wanted to bring up. If you believed the chronicler of the great plague of Marseille about the eighty-one monks from the Monastery of Mercy, only four of them survived the fever. And of those four, three fled. That was what the chroniclers said, and it wasn’t their business to say more about it. But in reading this, all of Father Paneloux’s thoughts were drawn to the only monk who had stayed, despite seventy-seven corpses, and above all, despite the example of his three brothers. And the father, striking the top of the pulpit with his fist, cried: “My brothers, be the one who stays!”

			
			It wasn’t about refusing precautions, the intelligent order that society imposes on the disorder of a scourge. They must not listen to the moralists who said they should get on their knees and abandon all else. They must simply start walking forward, in the shadows, a little bit blindly, and try to do good. As for the rest, they must remain, and accept that things would be left to God, even the deaths of children, without searching for personal recourse.

			
			Here, Father Paneloux invoked the lofty figure of Bishop Belzunce during the Marseille plague. He reminded them that, towards the end of the epidemic, the bishop, having done all he could, believing there was no other remedy, shut himself inside with provisions in his house, which he had sealed; so that the inhabitants, who had idolized him, in one of those reversals of feeling that can happen in periods of extreme sorrow, became angered with him, surrounded his house with corpses to infect him, and even threw bodies over the walls to make sure he perished. And so the bishop, in his final weakness, had thought he could isolate himself from the world of death and the dead came falling down upon his head from the sky. And for our own sakes as well, we must persuade ourselves that there are no islands in the plague. There is no middle ground. One must risk scandal because we have to choose to hate God or to love him. And who would dare to choose hating God?

			“My brothers,” Paneloux finally said, signaling his conclusion, “God’s love is a difficult love. It involves the total abandonment of oneself and the disdain for one’s own person. But it alone can erase the suffering and death of children, it alone, in any case, makes them necessary, because it is impossible to understand it, and because one can only accept it. That is the difficult lesson I want to share with you. That kind of faith, cruel in the eyes of man, decisive in the eyes of God, is what we must come to reconcile. We must make ourselves a match for this terrible image. On this pinnacle, everything blends and equalizes, and the truth springs from apparent injustice. This is why, in many churches in the south of France, plague victims have been sleeping for centuries under the slabs of the chancel, and the priests speak above their tombs, and the spirit they disseminate springs from the ashes where children have nonetheless contributed their share.”

			
			When Rieux went out, a violent wind rushed through the half-open door, hitting the faithful in the face. It brought the smell of rain into the church, a perfume of wet sidewalk that let them guess the aspect of the city before they left the building. Just then, in front of Doctor Rieux, an old priest and a young deacon exiting the church had trouble retaining their headgear. The older one didn’t let that stop him from commenting on the sermon. He admired Paneloux’s eloquence, but he worried about the brazen thinking the father had displayed. He judged that the sermon showed more worry than strength, and, at his age, a priest didn’t have the right to be worried. The young deacon, his head lowered to protect himself against the wind, assured him that he often saw the father, that he was up-to-date on the evolution of his thought, and that his treatise would be even bolder still, and would obviously not get its imprimatur of approval.

			
			“What’s his argument then?” said the old priest.

			They had reached the portico, and the wind screamed as it surrounded them, cutting off the younger one’s words. When he could speak, he simply said:

			“If a priest consults a doctor, there’s a contradiction.”

			After Rieux reported Paneloux’s words to Tarrou, he said that he knew a priest who had lost his faith during the war when he discovered the face of a young man whose eyes had been gouged out.

			“Paneloux is right,” said Tarrou. “When innocence has its eyes gouged out, a Christian has to either lose his faith or accept having his eyes gouged out. Paneloux doesn’t want to lose his faith, so he’ll follow it to the very end. That’s what he meant.”

			Does this observation from Tarrou throw some light on the unhappy events that followed, where Paneloux’s conduct seemed incomprehensible to the people around him? We’ll have to see.

			A few days after the sermon, Paneloux, in fact, was busy with moving. It was the moment when the evolution of the disease made it so that people in the city were constantly moving. And, in the same way that Tarrou had to move out of the hotel to stay with Rieux, the father had to leave the apartment where he had been placed by his order to move in with an old woman who was used to churches and still unscathed by the plague. During his move, the priest had felt his fatigue and anguish grow. And this was how he lost the respect of his landlady. For when she had warmly touted the merits of the Saint Odile prophecy, the father had displayed a very slight impatience, no doubt due to his exhaustion. Whatever he subsequently did to attempt to gain at least benign neutrality from the old woman, it was not forthcoming. He had made a bad impression. And every evening, before he reached his room that was flooded with crocheted doilies, he had to contemplate the back of his hostess, sitting in the living room, at the same time he carried the memory of the “Good evening, Father” that she would say to him, dryly, without turning around. It was on one of these evenings, as he went to bed, his head pounding, that he felt in his fists and in his temples the unchained waves of a fever that had been festering for several days.

			
			What follows was only learned after the fact from his hostess’s account. In the morning, she had woken up early, as was her habit. After a certain time, astonished that she hadn’t seen the father come out of his room, she had decided, with much trepidation, to knock on his door. She’d found him still in bed, after a night of insomnia. He was suffering from shortness of breath, and seemed more congested than usual. In her own words, she had courteously offered to call a doctor, but her offer was rejected with a violence she judged regrettable. She had no choice but to remove herself. A little while later, the father had rung and had asked for her. He had apologized for his reaction and told her there could be no question of the plague, that he had none of the symptoms, and that it must be a passing exhaustion. The old woman had replied with dignity that her offer hadn’t come from that kind of concern, that she didn’t have her own safety in mind, since it was in God’s hands, but that she had merely been thinking of ensuring the health of the father, since she felt she was partly responsible. But, since he said nothing else, his hostess, wanting, by her account, to do her duty to the fullest, offered once again to call his doctor. The father refused once again, adding explanations that the old woman found very muddled. She only thought she could glean, and this indeed seemed incomprehensible to her, that the father refused to consult a doctor because it wasn’t in line with his principles. She had concluded that the fever was jumbling her lodger’s ideas, and took it upon herself to bring him some herbal tea.

			
			Still resolved to fulfill, to the letter, the duties the situation had created for her, she had regularly visited the sick man every two hours. What had struck her most was the incessant agitation in which the father had spent the day. He threw off his covers and pulled them over himself, endlessly wiped his hands across his moist forehead, and often sat up to try to hack out a strangled cough, harsh and wet, that sounded like a tear. He seemed to find it impossible to extricate from the back of his throat the plugs of padding that had smothered him. At the end of these fits, he would let himself fall backwards, with all signs of exhaustion. Last, he would prop himself up halfway, and, for a short time, stare straight ahead with a focus that was much more vehement than his previous agitation. But the old woman still hesitated to call a doctor and upset her patient. It could be a simple bout of fever, spectacular as it seemed.

			
			In the afternoon, however, she tried to talk to the priest and received a few confused words in reply. She renewed her offer. But then the father sat back up, half choking, and distinctly said he didn’t want a doctor. At that moment, the landlady decided that she would wait until the following morning, and that if he hadn’t improved, she would call the number the Ransdoc Agency repeated a dozen times on the radio each day. Still attentive to her duties, she planned to visit her lodger during the night to watch over him. But in the evening, after bringing him a fresh herbal tea, she’d wanted to stretch out a little and hadn’t woken up until the morning, at first light. She ran to his room.

			The father was stretched out, unmoving. The extreme congestion of the day before had been replaced with a kind of lividity that was all the more significant since the contours of his face were still full. The father stared at the little chandelier of multicolored pearls that hung over the bed. When the old lady entered, he turned his head towards her. According to what his hostess said, he seemed at that moment to have fought all night and to have lost his will to react. She asked him how he was. And in a voice she noticed was bizarrely indifferent, he said that he was feeling bad, that he didn’t need a doctor, but that he would allow them to take him to the hospital so that the rules were followed. Horrified, the old woman ran to the phone.

			
			Rieux arrived at noon. Hearing the hostess’s story, he replied only that Paneloux was right, and that it must be too late. The father greeted him with the same indifferent air. Rieux examined him and was surprised to discover none of the symptoms of bubonic or pulmonary plague, except for the swelling and compression of the lungs. In any case, his pulse was so weak and his general state was so alarming that he had little hope:

			“You have none of the principal symptoms of the disease,” he said to Paneloux. “But, in truth, there is some doubt, and I have to isolate you.”

			The father smiled at him bizarrely, as if with politeness, but kept quiet. Rieux went out to make the call and then returned. He looked at the father.

			“I’ll stay close to you,” he said softly.

			The other man seemed to rally and looked at the doctor with eyes that recalled a little of their previous warmth. Then he struggled to speak, in a way that made it impossible to tell if he was sad or not:

			“Thank you,” he said. “But clergymen don’t have friends. They’ve placed everything in God.”

			He asked for the crucifix at the head of the bed, and, when he had it, turned aside to look at it.

			At the hospital, Paneloux never unclenched his jaw. Like an object, he submitted to all the treatments they forced on him, but he never let go of the crucifix. Nonetheless, the priest’s case remained ambiguous. Doubt persisted in Rieux’s mind. It was the plague and it wasn’t. For a little while now, it had seemed to take pleasure in subverting diagnoses. But in Paneloux’s case, what followed proved that this ambiguity was unimportant.

			
			The fever rose. The coughs came more and more harshly and tortured the patient throughout the day. Finally, in the night, the father expectorated the muck that was suffocating him. It was red. In the midst of the fever’s turmoil, Paneloux kept his indifferent gaze, and the next morning, when they found him dead, lying half off his mattress, his look communicated nothing. They wrote on his form: “doubtful case.”
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			All Souls’ Day that year wasn’t what it usually was. Yes, the weather was appropriate. It had changed abruptly and the lingering heat was suddenly replaced by coolness. As in other years, a cold wind blew continuously. Fat clouds ran from one horizon to the other, covering the houses with shadows that gave way, after they passed, to the cold, golden light of November sky. The first raincoats appeared. But people noticed a surprising number of rubberized and shiny fabrics. The newspapers had, in fact, reported that during the great plagues in the South of France, doctors had dressed in oilcloth for their own protection. Thanks to each person who hoped for some immunity, the stores had taken advantage of the opportunity to offload their out-of-style stock.

			
			But all the seasonal changes couldn’t make them forget that the cemeteries were deserted. In other years, the tramways had been full of the bland smell of chrysanthemums and cortèges of women on their way to the places where their loved ones had been buried, to put flowers on their tombs. It was the day people tried to offer the dead some recompense for the isolation and forgetting they had borne for many long months. But that year no one wanted to think about the dead anymore. Indeed, they already thought about them too much. And it was no longer about returning to visit them with a little regret and a lot of melancholy. They were no longer the forsaken whom people visited once a year to justify themselves. They were intruders people wanted to forget. That was why the Day of the Dead was somewhat glossed over that year. According to Cottard, whose language, Tarrou noticed, was becoming more and more ironic, every day was the Day of the Dead.

			And in reality, the bonfires of the plague kept burning with ever-greater speed in the furnaces of the crematorium. From one day to the next, it was true that the number of dead had stopped increasing. But it seemed that the plague had comfortably settled into its peak and gave its daily murders the precision and regularity of a good bureaucrat. In principle, and according to the people in charge, it was a good sign. For example, the graph of the plague’s progress, with its unstoppable rise, then the long plateau that followed, seemed absolutely comforting to Doctor Richard. “It’s great, it’s an excellent graph,” he said. He judged that the epidemic had reached what he called a “leveling off.” From then on, it could only decrease. He gave the credit to Castel’s new serum that had, in fact, produced a few unexpected successes. Old Castel didn’t deny it, but guessed that they couldn’t truly predict anything, as the history of epidemics included unforeseen spikes. The prefecture, which, for a long time, had wanted to soothe the public mind, and for whom the plague presented few opportunities, had offered to reconvene the doctors to ask them for a report on this subject, when Doctor Richard was carried off by the disease, precisely as the epidemic was leveling.

			
			Faced with this example that was no doubt impressive, but which, after all, didn’t prove anything, the administration returned to pessimism with as much inconsistency as it had once welcomed optimism. As for Castel, he went about preparing his serum with as much care as he could. In any case, there were no public places left that hadn’t been turned into hospitals or quarantines, and if the prefecture had been spared, it was only because they still needed a place to meet. But, in general, due to the relative stability of the plague at that time, the organization Rieux had designed was never surpassed. The doctors and aides, who made a vast effort, were not forced to imagine even greater toil. They only had to continue this superhuman work with regularity, if it could be called that. The existing pulmonary forms of the infection multiplied in all four corners of the city, as if the wind kindled and fed fires in the lungs. In the midst of vomiting blood, the infected patients died much more quickly. The risk of contagion was greater with this new form of the disease. In truth, the opinions of specialists had always disagreed on this point. Just to be sure, health workers continued to breathe through masks of disinfected gauze. On the surface, at least, the disease should have spread. But as the cases of bubonic plague diminished, the balance remained steady.

			
			Yet they had other things to worry about as time went on, including growing difficulties with getting supplies. Profiteers had gotten involved, charging fabulous prices for necessities of the first order that were missing on the ordinary market. Poor families found themselves in a very painful situation, while rich families wanted for almost nothing. So while the plague, with the efficient impartiality of its ministrations, should have reinforced equality among our fellow citizens, on the contrary, through the normal play of egos, it sharpened feelings of injustice in people’s hearts. Of course, the absolute equality of death remained, but that wasn’t what anybody wanted. The poor who went hungry in this way thought, with yet more nostalgia, of the neighboring towns and the countryside, where people lived freely and where bread was cheap. Since they couldn’t adequately feed themselves, they had the idea, however unreasonable, that they would be allowed to leave. So much so that a slogan caught on and you could read it sometimes on walls or else hear it shouted out when the prefect passed: “Give us bread or give us air!” This ironic phrase was the signal for certain demonstrations that were quickly crushed, but whose gravity was obvious to everyone.

			
			The newspapers naturally obeyed the order they’d received to be optimistic by any means possible. According to them, what characterized the situation was “the moving example of calmness and bravery” the population embodied. But in a city shut in on itself, where nothing could stay secret, no one was fooled about the “example” the community was setting. And to get a real idea of the so-called calmness and bravery, all you had to do was enter a quarantine or one of the isolation camps established by the administration. It happens that the narrator, needed elsewhere, never set foot in them. And that’s why he can only cite Tarrou’s account here.

			Tarrou actually reported, in his notebooks, the story of a visit with Rambert to the camp set up in the municipal stadium. The stadium was located almost at the gates of the city, and one side faced the street where tramways passed, while the other faced the vacant areas that extended to the edge of the plateau where the city was built. The stadium was already encircled with high cement walls, and they had simply put sentries at each of the four entrances to make escaping difficult. Likewise, the walls prevented people outside from indulging their curiosity about those unhappy people who had been placed in quarantine. On the other hand, those who heard the trams passing all day long without seeing them, guessed, as their murmuring increased, the hours when people were coming and going to their offices. This way, they knew that though they were excluded from life, it continued a few feet away, and the cement walls separated two realms that were more foreign to one another than the realms of different planets.

			
			It was a Sunday afternoon when Tarrou and Rambert decided to head towards the stadium. They were accompanied by Gonzalès, the soccer player, whom Rambert had gotten back in touch with, and who had agreed to oversee, in rotation, the surveillance of the stadium. Rambert needed to introduce him to the camp administrator. After they met up, Gonzalès had told the two men that this was the time of day when, before the plague, he would usually have been getting in uniform for his match. Now that the stadiums had been requisitioned, it was no longer possible, and Gonzalès felt and appeared to be totally at a loss. It was one of the reasons he had agreed to this rotation, on the condition that he would only have to patrol on the weekends. The sky was a bit overcast and Gonzalès, tilting his nose up, remarked with regret that the weather, neither hot nor rainy, was the best for a good match. He described as best he could the smell of ointment in the locker rooms, the crumbling stands, the vivid jerseys against the tawny field, the lemons at halftime or the lemonade that prickled dry throats like a thousand refreshing needles. Tarrou also noted that during their whole trip across the cracked streets of the neighborhood, the athlete never stopped kicking the pebbles he encountered. He tried to send them straight into the mouths of sewer drains, and when he succeeded, he would say “one, zero.” When he had finished his cigarette, he spat the butt in front of him and tried to catch it with his foot as it flew. Near the stadium, some children were playing and sent a ball towards the group, and Gonzalès went out of his way to return it with precision.

			
			At last they entered the stadium. The stands were full of people. But the field was covered by several hundred red tents, and you could see from afar that they were full of bedding and bundles. They had kept the stands so that those who had been interned could take shelter from the heat or the rain. They just had to go back into their tents at sunset. Under the bleachers, showers had been set up, and they had transformed the old locker rooms into offices and infirmaries. Most of the interned filled the stands. Others wandered down the sidelines. A few were crouched at the entrances of their tents, looking out vaguely at everything in their surroundings. In the stands, many were sprawled out and seemed to be waiting.

			“What do they do all day?” Tarrou asked Rambert.

			“Nothing.”

			Almost all of them, in fact, swung their arms empty-handed. This immense gathering of men was curiously silent.

			
			“The first few days, you could barely hear yourself here,” said Rambert, “But as the days passed, they talked less and less.”

			If you believe his notes, Tarrou understood them, and he imagined them at first, huddled in their tents, busy with listening to flies or scratching themselves, shouting their anger or their fear when they found a sympathetic listener. But from the moment the camp had become overcrowded, there were fewer and fewer sympathetic ears. There was nothing left to do but stay quiet and wary. In fact, there was a kind of wariness that fell from a gray yet luminous sky onto the red camp.

			Yes, they all seemed wary. Since they had been separated from others, it wasn’t without reason, and it showed on the faces of those who searched for the reasons, and who were afraid. Every person Tarrou saw had an idle look, and all seemed to suffer from a generalized separation from the life they had known. And since they couldn’t always think about death, they didn’t think about anything. They were vacant. “But the worst part,” Tarrou wrote, “was that they were forgotten, and they knew it. Those who had known them had forgotten them because they were thinking of other things and that was understandable. As for those who loved them, they had forgotten them as well because they had to exhaust themselves with steps and plans to get them out. In thinking of that exit, they no longer thought of the person they were trying to free. That was also normal. And at the end of it all, they realized that no one is truly capable of thinking of someone, even in the worst unhappiness. To truly think of someone is to think of them minute by minute, without getting distracted by anything—not household cares, not the fly circling, nor the meals, nor scratching an itch. But there are always flies and itches. That’s why life is difficult. And these ones knew it.”

			
			The administrator, who came towards them, said that a M. Othon wanted to see them. He took Gonzalès into his office, then took them to a corner of the stands where M. Othon, who was sitting by himself, got up to greet them. He was still dressed in the same way and wore the same stiff collar. Tarrou noticed, though, that the tufts at his temples bristled more than usual, and that one of his shoelaces was untied. The magistrate seemed tired and not once did he look his listeners in the face. He said he was glad to see them and made them promise they would thank Doctor Rieux for his efforts.

			The others went silent.

			“I hope,” said the magistrate after some time, “that Philippe didn’t suffer too much.”

			It was the first time Tarrou had heard him say his son’s name, and he understood that something had changed. The sun neared the horizon and, from between two clouds, its rays entered the stands sideways, gilding their three faces.

			“No,” said Tarrou, “he didn’t really suffer.”

			When they took their leave, the magistrate continued to look toward the sun.

			
			They went to say goodbye to Gonzalès, who was studying a chart of the surveillance shifts. The soccer player laughed as he shook their hands.

			“At least I’ve been reunited with the locker rooms,” he said. “There’s always that.”

			Shortly after, the administrator was walking Tarrou and Rambert out when they heard a huge crackling in the stands. Then the speakers, which, in better times, had served to announce the results of matches or to present the teams, declared in a high pitch that the interned had to return to the tents so that their evening meal could be distributed. Slowly, the men left the stands and went into their tents, dragging their feet. When they were all settled, two little electric carts, like the ones you see in train stations, passed through the tents, transporting huge pots. The men held out their hands, two ladles plunged into two pots, emerging to land in two mess tins. The cart continued. It began again at the next tent.

			“It’s a science,” said Tarrou to the administrator.

			“Yes,” he said with satisfaction, shaking their hands, “it’s a science.”

			Dusk had arrived and the sky had cleared. A soft, cool light bathed the camp. In the peace of evening, the sounds of spoons and plates rose from all sides. Bats flew over the tents and suddenly disappeared. A tram screeched through a junction on the other side of the walls.

			“That poor magistrate,” murmured Tarrou as he crossed through the doors. “Something must be done for him. But how do you help a magistrate?”
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			There were many more camps in the city that the narrator can’t say anything about because of his scruples and because he has no firsthand information. But what he can say is that the existence of these camps, the smell of men that came from them, the huge voices of speakers in the dusk, the mystery of the walls, and the fear of these condemned places weighed heavily on the morale of our fellow citizens and added to everyone’s distress and malaise. Incidents and conflicts with the administration multiplied.

			At the end of November, however, the mornings became very cold. The heavy rains washed the pavement with plenty of water, cleaning the sky and leaving it free of clouds above the shimmering streets. A weak sun spread a sparkling, icy light over the city every morning. Towards evening, however, the air became warm once more. Tarrou chose one such moment to tell Doctor Rieux a bit about himself.

			Once, around ten p.m., after a long, exhausting day, Tarrou went with Rieux to pay his evening visit to the old asthmatic. The sky shone softly over the houses of the old quarter. A light wind blew noiselessly over the murky intersections. Coming in from the quiet streets, the two men stumbled over the old man’s chattiness. He told them that there were folks who didn’t agree, that the same people always knew where their bread was buttered, and if you keep playing with fire you’re going to get burnt, and probably (here he rubbed his hands) there would be a good scrap. He kept commenting on these events as the doctor treated him.

			
			They heard footsteps above them. The old woman, noticing Tarrou’s interest, explained that the neighboring women were on the terrace. They also learned that there was a nice view from up there, and that since the terraces of the houses were often connected, it was possible for the women in the neighborhood to visit each other without leaving their homes.

			“Yes,” said the old man, “go on, then. The air is nice up there.”

			They found the terrace empty, except for three chairs. On one side, as far as the eye could see, terraces stretched out, eventually abutting a dark, rocky mass where they could make out the first hill. On the other side, above a few streets and the invisible port, the eye plunged into a horizon where sea and sky mixed in a hazy fluttering. On top of what they knew must be the cliffs, a shine appeared regularly whose source they couldn’t see: since the spring, the lighthouse at the head of the channel had kept turning for ships that went away toward other ports. In the sky, swept and polished by the wind, pure stars shone and the faraway beam of the lighthouse from time to time added its transitory spark. The breeze brought scents of spices and stone. The silence was total.

			
			“It’s a nice night,” said Rieux, sitting down. “It’s as if the plague never came up here.”

			Tarrou, with his back turned, was looking toward the sea.

			“Yes,” he said after a moment, “it’s nice out.”

			He came to sit beside the doctor and looked at him closely. Three times, the beam appeared in the sky. A noise of clattered dishes reached them from the depths of the street. A door slammed in a house.

			“Rieux,” said Tarrou in a very natural tone, “have you ever tried to find out who I am? Do you consider me a friend?”

			“Yes,” the doctor replied, “I consider you a friend. But until now, we haven’t had much time.”

			“Good, that reassures me. Would you like to take an hour for friendship?”

			Rieux simply smiled at him.

			“Well then, there we have it…”

			A few streets away, a car seemed to skid a long time on the wet pavement. It drifted away, and after it, a few muddled, faraway exclamations once again broke the silence. Then it fell on the two men with all its weight of sky and stars. Tarrou got up to perch on the wall of the terrace, facing Rieux, who was still huddled in the crevice of his chair. All you could see of Tarrou was a massive form cut out of the sky. He spoke for a long time, and here, more or less, is his reconstructed tale:

			
			“Let us say, Rieux, for simplicity’s sake, that I was already suffering from the plague before I ever saw this city and this epidemic. Suffice it to say that I am like everyone else. But there are people who don’t know it, or who thrive in that state, and people who know it, and want to get out from under it. Me, I always wanted to get out.

			“When I was young, I lived with the idea of my innocence, which is to say, I had no idea about anything. I wasn’t the tormented type—I came of age like I was supposed to. Everything went well for me, I was at ease with intellect, even better with women, and if a few worries came my way, they passed as quickly as they had come. One day, I began to think. Now…

			“I must tell you that I wasn’t poor like you. My father was a state prosecutor, which carries some status. Yet he didn’t carry himself like one, being naturally good-natured. My mother was simple and unassuming, I never stopped loving her, but I’d rather not talk about it. He cared for me with affection, and I think he even tried to understand me. He had dalliances elsewhere, I’m sure of it now, and I’m equally sure that I don’t take offense at it. He conducted himself through all of it as he was expected to, without shocking anyone. In short, he wasn’t very original, and, now that he’s dead, I understand that while he didn’t live like a saint, he wasn’t a bad man either. He took the middle road, that’s all, he was the type of man for whom you could feel a moderate affection, the kind that can last.

			
			“Nonetheless, he had one quirk: the Chaix master timetable was his bedside book. It wasn’t that he traveled, except to go on vacation to Brittany, where he had a little property. But he was nonetheless capable of telling you the exact times the Paris–Berlin train departed and arrived, the changes and times you would need to go to from Lyon to Warsaw, and the exact mileage between the capitals of your choice. Are you capable of telling someone how to get from Briançon to Chamonix? Even a stationmaster would falter. My father never faltered. He practiced almost every evening, building up his knowledge on this point, and he was rather proud of it. It amused me very much, and I often questioned him, delighted to look up the answers in the Chaix and discover that he had been correct. These little exercises brought us very close to one another, since I provided an audience whose goodwill he appreciated. For my part, I judged that this expertise about railroads was as good as any other.

			“But I’m getting ahead of myself, and I risk giving too much importance to this upstanding man. For in truth, he had only an indirect influence on my development. At most, he gave me an occasion. Indeed, when I was seventeen my father invited me to come hear him. An important trial was happening in criminal court, and he certainly thought he would appear in his best light. I also think he was counting on that ceremony, likely as it was to make an impression on young imaginations, to push me to enter the profession he himself had chosen. I had agreed, because it would please my father and because I was curious about seeing and hearing him in another role than the one he played among us. I thought no more about it. What happened during a trial had always seemed as natural and inevitable to me as a parade on July 14th or a prize ceremony. I had an extremely abstract idea of it that didn’t trouble me.

			
			“From that day, I have kept one single image—that of the guilty man. I believe he was, in fact, guilty—of what barely matters. But this little man with thin, red hair, about thirty, seemed so determined to own up to everything, so sincerely horrified by what he had done and what would be done to him, that after a few moments, I couldn’t look away from him. He seemed like an owl spooked by an overly bright light. The knot of his tie was askew from the angle of his collar. He chewed the nails of only one hand, his right…Well, I won’t belabor it, you’ve understood he was full of life.

			“But me, I perceived suddenly that up until then, I had only thought of him through the convenient category of ‘guilty party.’ I can’t say that I forgot my father then, but something squeezed my chest and took away everything but the attention I had for the accused. I could hear almost nothing, I felt that they wanted to kill this living man, and an instinct as formidable as a wave carried me to his side with a sort of stubborn blindness. I only stirred when my father began his argument.

			
			“Transformed by his red robe, neither good-natured nor affectionate, his mouth growled immense sentences that kept on crawling forth like snakes. And I understood that he was demanding the death of this man in the name of society, and that he was even demanding they cut off his head. In truth, he only said: ‘This head must roll.’ But, in the end, there wasn’t a big difference. And it came down to the same thing, because he got that head. Only he wasn’t the one who would do the deed. And I, who had only followed the conclusion of these proceedings, I felt a much more staggering closeness to this unlucky man than my father ever had. He who, following the custom, had to be present for what is politely called the ‘final moments,’ and what should be called murder of the most abject kind.

			“From that day forward, I couldn’t look at the Chaix timetable without an abominable disgust. From that day forward, I took a horrified interest in the law, in death sentences, and I was dazed to realize that my father had been present for several murders, and that it was precisely on those days when he got up very early. Yes, those were the times he got out his alarm clock. I didn’t dare speak to my mother about it, but I observed her more closely and perceived that there was nothing left between them and that she lived a life of renunciation. That helped me to pardon her, as I said before. Later, I learned that there was nothing to forgive her for, because she had been poor all her life before her marriage, and poverty had taught her resignation.

			
			“You’re probably expecting me to tell you that I left right away. No, I stayed a few months, almost a year. But I was heartsick. One evening, my father asked for his alarm clock because he had to wake up early. I couldn’t sleep that night. The next day, when he returned, I was gone. Let me say right away that my father tried to find me, that I went to see him, that without explaining anything, I told him calmly that if he forced me to come back I would kill myself. In the end, he accepted it, for he was rather sweet by nature, made a speech on the stupidity of wanting to live one’s own life (that was how he explained my behavior and I didn’t correct him at all), offered a thousand pieces of advice, and stifled the tears that came sincerely to his eyes. Afterwards, for quite a long time, I came back regularly to see my mother, and I would cross paths with him then, too. That relationship was enough for him, I think. For my part, I had no animosity toward him, only a little sadness at heart. When he died, I took my mother with me, and she would be here still if she hadn’t died in turn.

			“I’ve spent a long time on this beginning, because it was, in fact, how everything began. I will go more quickly now. I knew poverty at eighteen after leaving comfort. I tried thousands of jobs to make my living. It hasn’t worked out too badly for me. But what interested me was the death penalty. I wanted to pay a debt to the red-haired owl. As a consequence, I went into politics as they say. I didn’t want to be infected with the plague, that was all. I believed that I was living in a society that rested on the death penalty and that by fighting it, I was fighting murder. I believed it, others said it to me, and in the end, it was largely true. That way I had thrown in my lot with the human beings I loved and whom I’ve never stopped loving. I stayed like that a long time, and there’s no country in Europe where I didn’t share in these struggles. Let’s move on.

			
			“Of course, I knew that we too, from time to time, gave out these sentences. But they told me these few deaths were necessary to create a world where people no longer kill each other. It was true, in a certain sense, and after all, perhaps I’m not capable of coexisting with that kind of truth. What’s certain is that I hesitated. But then I thought of that red owl, and I could go on. Until the day when I saw an execution (it was in Hungary), and the same vertigo that had seized me as a child eclipsed my eyes as a man.

			“Have you ever seen a man shot by a firing squad? No, of course not, you’d have to be invited, and the audience is chosen in advance. The result is that you’ve relied on etchings and books. A blindfold, a post, and a few soldiers at a distance. Well, no! Do you know the squad of riflemen actually position themselves only four feet from the condemned man? Do you know the condemned man takes two steps forward, bumping the rifles with his chest? Do you know that at this short range, the riflemen concentrate their shots on the area of his heart so that all of them, with their fat bullets, make a hole as big as your fist? No, you don’t know because these are details people don’t talk about. The sleep of men is more sacred than the lives of the plagued. We must not keep these good people up at night. It would be in bad taste, and taste consists of not insisting, everyone knows that. But as for me, I never slept well after those times. It left a bad taste in my mouth, and I haven’t stopped insisting, meaning I haven’t stopped thinking about it.

			
			“I understood then that for me, at least, I hadn’t yet stopped being plagued during all those long years when I believed, with all my soul, that I was fighting against precisely that same plague. I learned that I had indirectly endorsed the death of thousands of men, that I had even provoked that death by finding good in the actions and principles that inevitably led to it. The others didn’t seem bothered by that, or at least they never talked about it freely. But I had a lump in my throat. I was with them, yet I was alone. When I did express my scruples, they would tell me that we had to consider what was at stake, and they gave me reasons, which were often impressive, to make me swallow what still stuck in my throat. But I replied that those who were greatly plagued, those who put on the red robes, also had excellent reasons in those cases, and if I accepted the reasons of unforeseen circumstances and the necessities invoked by the lesser plagued, I couldn’t refuse those of the great. They pointed out that the right way to justify those red robes was to give them exclusive power to condemn. But then I thought that if you give way once, there’s no reason to stop there. It seems that history has proved me right, today belongs to whoever kills the most. They are all in a murderous frenzy, and that’s the only means they know.

			
			“My business, in any case, wasn’t the reasoning. It was the red-haired owl, that dirty business where pestilent mouths informed a man in chains that he would die, and settled everything so that he actually did die, after nights and nights of agony during which he waited to be killed with his eyes open. My business was the hole in the chest. And I thought that in the meantime, for my own part at least, I would refuse to ever give a single reason, not one, do you understand, for that disgusting slaughter. Yes, I have chosen this determined blindness, waiting for clarity to come.

			“I haven’t changed since. For a long time now I’ve been ashamed, dying of shame for having taken my turn as a murderer, even from afar, even from a place of goodwill. With time, I simply perceived that even those who were better than others couldn’t stop themselves from killing or being killed in today’s world, because that was the logic of their lives, and we couldn’t make a move in this world without risking someone’s death. Yes, I realized that I still felt ashamed that we are all living with plague, and I lost my peace. I’m still looking for it today, trying to understand them all and avoid being anyone’s mortal enemy. All I know is that we must do what we can to stop being one of the plagued and that this is the only way we may hope for peace, or for a good death if it fails. This is what might soothe mankind, and, if it doesn’t save them, will at least do them as little harm as possible and maybe sometimes a bit of good. And that is why I decided to refuse everything that, from near or far, for good or bad reasons, kills or justifies those who kill.

			
			“That is why this epidemic doesn’t teach me anything new, except the need to fight by your side. I know with scientific certainty (yes, Rieux, I know every corner of life, as you can see) that everyone carries the plague inside them, because no one, yes, no one in the world is immune. And that we must watch over ourselves endlessly so that we are not led, in a moment of distraction, to breathe into another’s face and give him the infection. The microbe is what’s natural. The rest—health, integrity, purity, if you like, is the result of will, and a will that must never stop working. The honest man, he who infects almost no one, is he who has the fewest possible distractions. And it takes all his force of will and all his alertness to never be distracted! Yes, Rieux, it’s very tiring to be one of the pestilent. But it’s even more tiring to refuse to be one of them. This is why the whole world looks tired, for everyone in the world, these days, finds themselves a bit infected. But this is why a few, who want to stop being so, experience an extreme fatigue from which only death will deliver them.

			
			“Until then, I know I’m not worth anything in this world and that from the moment when I renounced killing, I condemned myself to a permanent exile. Others will make history. I also know that, apparently, I can’t judge those others. I’m lacking the quality that would make me a reasonable murderer. Therefore it’s not some superiority. But now I’ve consented to being myself, I’ve learned my own modesty. I say only that there are scourges and victims on this earth, and that we must, as much as possible, refuse to be on the side of the scourge. That may seem a bit simple to you, and I don’t know if it’s simple, but I know that it is true. I’ve heard so much reasoning that almost turned my head, and which had turned enough other heads to make them consent to killing, and I understood that all human sorrow came from not keeping language clear. So I chose the side of clear speech and action, to put myself on the right track. As a result, I say there are scourges and victims, and nothing more. If, by saying that, I become a scourge myself, at least I’m not complicit in it. I try to be an innocent murderer. You can see that it’s not a great ambition.

			“There should, of course, be a third category, that of true doctors, but it’s a fact that people don’t encounter them very often and that it must be difficult. That’s why I’ve decided to put myself on the side of the victims, at every opportunity, to limit the damage. Among them, I can at least search for how to reach the third category, that of peace.”

			
			As he finished, Tarrou swung his leg and knocked his foot softly against the terrace. After a silence, the doctor sat up a little and asked Tarrou if he had an idea of what path he could take to find peace.

			“Yes—sympathy.”

			Two ambulance sirens echoed in the distance. The exclamations, which had been muddled earlier, gathered at the fringes of the city, near the rocky hill. At the same time, they could hear something that resembled an explosion. Then the silence returned. Rieux counted two blinks of the lighthouse. The breeze seemed to pick up, and in the same breath, a gust from the sea brought the smell of salt. Then they could distinctly hear the dull exhales of waves against the bluff.

			“In short,” said Tarrou simply, “what interests me is finding out how to become a saint.”

			“But you don’t believe in God.”

			“Exactly. Can you be a saint without God—that’s the only concrete question I know these days.”

			Suddenly a bright shine burst from the side the cries had come from, and a murky clamor reached the two men, rising up the river of wind. The shine disappeared right away, and farther out, at the edge of the terraces, there was only a reddening. When the wind dropped, they could clearly hear the cries of men, then the sound of a shot, and the shouting of a crowd. Tarrou got up and listened. They didn’t hear anything more.

			
			“They’re fighting again at the gates.”

			“It’s over now,” said Rieux.

			Tarrou murmured that it was never over and that there would be more victims, because it was the nature of things.

			“Perhaps,” the doctor replied, “but you know, I feel more solidarity with the vanquished than with the saints. I don’t have a taste, I don’t think, for heroism and sainthood. What interests me is being human.”

			“Yes, we’re searching for the same thing, but I’m less ambitious.”

			Rieux thought Tarrou was joking and looked over at him. But in the vague gleam that came from the sky, he saw a sad and serious face. The wind rose once more, and Rieux felt it, lukewarm on his skin. Tarrou shook himself:

			“Do you know,” he said, “what we should do for friendship?”

			“Whatever you like,” said Rieux.

			“Take a swim. Even for a future saint, it’s a worthy pleasure.”

			Rieux smiled.

			“With our passes, we can go out on the jetty. In the end, it’s stupid to live under the plague alone. Of course, a man must fight for the victims. But if he stops loving anything else, then what use is his fight?”

			“Yes,” said Rieux, “let’s go.”

			A moment later, the car stopped near the gates of the port. The moon had risen. A milky sky projected pale shadows everywhere. The city ranged behind them and a hot, sick gust rose from it, pushing them toward the sea. They showed their papers to a guard who examined them for quite a long time. They passed through, and between the embankments topped with barrels, among the whiffs of wine and fish, they headed in the direction of the jetty. Just before they reached it, the smell of iodine and seaweed announced the sea. Then they could hear it.

			
			It hissed softly at the foot of the big blocks of the jetty, and as they climbed them, it appeared, dense as velvet, supple and sleek as an animal. They sat on the rocks, turned toward the deep. The waters swelled and ebbed slowly. This calm breath of the sea made the oily glints on the water’s surface emerge and disappear. Before them, the night was limitless. Rieux, who could feel the pockmarked faces of the rocks beneath his fingers, was full of a strange joy. Turning towards Tarrou, he perceived, on the calm, serious face of his friend, this same happiness that forgot nothing, not even murder.

			They undressed. Rieux dived in first. Cold at the start, the water seemed lukewarm by the time he came up for air. After a few strokes, he knew that the sea was lukewarm that evening, the lukewarm water of autumn seas that took from the earth the heat it had stored for long months. He swam steadily. The kicking of his feet left a swath of bubbling spray behind him, the water fleeing along his arms to tangle in his legs. A heavy splash told him that Tarrou had dived. Rieux lay on his back and kept still, facing the overturned sky, full of the moon and stars. He breathed deeply. Then he heard, more and more clearly, the sound of water being smacked, strangely clear in the silence and solitude of the night. Tarrou approached, and soon he could hear him breathing. Rieux turned over, came alongside his friend, and swam in the same rhythm. Tarrou swam more powerfully than he did, and he had to pick up his pace. For several minutes they moved forward with the same cadence and the same force, solitary, far from the world, freed at last from the city and the plague. Rieux stopped first and they came back slowly, except for a moment when they entered an icy current. Without saying anything, they hurried both of their movements, lashed by this surprise from the sea.

			
			Once they were dressed, they left without saying a word. But they had the same heart, and the memory of that night was sweet to them. When they noticed the plague sentry from afar, Rieux knew Tarrou was thinking, like him, that the disease had just forgotten them, and this was good, and that now they must begin again.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Yes, they had to begin again, and the plague didn’t forget anybody for long. During the month of December, it flamed in our fellow citizens’ chests, it lit the furnace, it peopled the camps with empty-handed shadows, in short, it kept on advancing at its patient, irregular pace. The authorities had counted on the cold days to stop this advance, and yet it passed through the first harshness of the season without stopping. They had to keep waiting. But if you wait long enough, it makes you stop waiting, and our whole city lived without a future.

			
			As for the doctor, the fleeting moment of peace and friendship that had been given to him didn’t return. They had opened yet another hospital, and Rieux only spoke one-on-one with the sick. He noticed, however, that at this stage of the disease, as the plague increasingly appeared in pulmonary form, the patients seemed to help the doctor in some ways. Instead of abandoning themselves to exhaustion or madness early on, they seemed to have their best interests at heart. They asked endlessly for water, and they all wanted to be warm. Though the doctor’s exhaustion was the same, he felt less alone in these moments.

			Towards the end of December, Rieux received a letter from M. Othon, the magistrate, who was still at the camp—a letter saying that his time in quarantine was up, that the administration couldn’t find the date he had come in, and that he was obviously still interned at the camp by mistake. His wife, who had been out for a while, had protested at the prefecture, where she had been treated poorly, and where they had told her they never made mistakes. Rieux had Rambert intervene, and, a few days later, M. Othon arrived. There had in fact been a mistake, and Rieux was quite furious about it. But M. Othon, who had lost weight, raised a sluggish hand and said, weighing his words, that anyone could make an error. The doctor simply thought there was something different about him.

			
			“What will you do, Monsieur Magistrate? Your cases are waiting for you,” said Rieux.

			“Ah, no,” said the judge, “I’d like to take some time off.”

			“In truth, you should have a rest.”

			“It’s not that. I want to go back to the camp.”

			Rieux was astonished:

			“But you’ve just left!”

			“I’m not being clear. They told me that there are volunteer administrators at the camp.”

			The magistrate’s round eyes rolled a little and he tried to flatten one of his tufts…

			“You know, I’d have something to do. And also, it sounds silly to say it, but I’d feel less separated from my little boy.”

			Rieux looked at him. It was unthinkable for those hard, flat eyes to let in a sudden softness. But they had become mistier, they had lost their clear, metallic shine.

			“Of course,” said Rieux, “I’ll see to it, if that’s what you would like.”

			The doctor did, in fact, see to it, and the life of the infected city continued its course until Christmas. Tarrou continued to lend his calm efficiency everywhere. Rambert confided in the doctor that he had established, thanks to the two young guards, a secret system of writing to his wife. He received a letter from time to time. He offered to let Rieux take advantage of this system and he agreed. Rieux wrote, for the first time in many months, but with the greatest difficulty. It was a language he had lost. The letter was sent. The reply was slow in coming. For his part, Cottard prospered and his little speculations made him rich. As for Grand, the holiday season didn’t agree with him.

			
			Christmas that year was more like a scene of hell than of nativity. The empty shops deprived of lights, the fake chocolates or empty boxes in the windows, the trams full of somber faces, nothing resembled previous Christmases. During this holiday when everyone, rich or poor, had once come together, there was only room for a few solitary, shameful joys that the privileged acquired with gold from the back of a filthy shop. The churches were filled with more complaints than acts of grace. In the bleak, icy city, a few children were playing, still unaware of what threatened them. But no one dared to tell them about the God of olden times, laden with offerings, old as human pain, but new as young hopes. There was no room in anyone’s hearts for anything but a very old, bleak hope, the same one that prevented these people from letting themselves go to their deaths, which is just a simple will to live.

			The day before, Grand had missed his appointment. Rieux, worried, went by his place midmorning without finding him. Everyone was on the lookout. Towards eleven, Rambert came to the hospital and warned the doctor that he had caught sight of Grand from afar, wandering the streets, his face undone. Then he’d lost sight of him. The doctor and Tarrou took the car to search for him.

			
			At noon, in icy weather, Rieux got out of the car, seeing at a distance that Grand was almost pressed against a shop window filled with crudely carved wooden toys. Tears kept running down the old clerk’s face. And those tears stunned Rieux, because he understood them and because, in the back of his throat, he felt them too. He also remembered the unhappy man’s engagement, in front of a Christmas shop window, and Jeanne leaning towards him to say that she was happy. From the depths of faraway years, even in the midst of this madness, the young voice of Jeanne returned to Grand, that was certain. At that moment Rieux knew what the crying old man was thinking, and he thought the same way, that this world without love was like a dead world, and that there always comes a moment when people tire of prisons, work, and courage and cry out for a human face and a heart enthralled with tenderness.

			But Grand noticed him in the glass. Without stopping his tears, he turned and leaned against the window to watch him approach.

			“Oh, Doctor! Oh!” he said.

			Rieux nodded in greeting, incapable of speech. This distress was his own, and what tore at his heart in that moment was the immense anger a person feels when faced with the sorrow everyone shares.

			“Yes, Grand,” he said.

			
			“I’d like to have enough time to write her a letter. So that she’ll know…and so that she might be happy without remorse…”

			With a sort of violence, Rieux made Grand go on. The other man continued, almost letting himself be led, babbling bits of sentences.

			“This has gone on too long. You start to want to let yourself go, it’s forced. Ah! Doctor! As it is, I seem calm. But it always took me a huge effort to just be normal. So now it’s still too much.”

			He stopped, all his limbs trembling and his eyes wild. Rieux took his hand. It was burning.

			“We should go back.”

			But Grand escaped him and ran a few steps, then he stopped, spread his arms, and began to sway back and forth. He spun around and fell on the icy sidewalk, his face dirtied with tears that kept flowing. The passersby looked on from afar, stopping sharply, not daring to come closer. Rieux had to carry the old man in his arms.

			Once he got in bed, Grand was suffocating: it had gotten into his lungs. Rieux thought about it. The clerk had no family. What was the point of hospitalizing him? He could care for him alone, with Tarrou…

			Grand was pressed into the crease of his pillow, his skin greenish and his eyes dead. He fixed his gaze on a meager fire Tarrou lit in the hearth with the remnants of a crate. “I’m in bad shape,” he said. And from the depths of his burning lungs, a bizarre crackling accompanied everything he said. Rieux advised him not to talk, and said he would come back. A bizarre smile crept across the sick man’s face, and with it, a sort of tenderness. He blinked with effort. “If I come out of this, hats off, Doctor!” But immediately after that, he gave in to exhaustion.

			
			A few hours later, Rieux and Tarrou found the patient, half propped up in bed, and Rieux was frightened to read in his face the advances of the fever that burned him. But he seemed more lucid, and right away, he asked, in a strangely hollow voice, for them to bring him the manuscript he’d left in a drawer. Tarrou handed him the pages and he held them close without looking at them, before handing them to the doctor, motioning for him to read them. It was a short manuscript, some fifty pages. The doctor flipped through and realized that all these sheets only held the same sentence infinitely copied, reshuffled, lengthened or cut down. Over and over, the month of May, the equestrienne, and the lanes of the Bois encountered one another, arranged in various ways. The manuscript also contained explanations, sometimes overly long, and variations. But at the end of the last page, a hardworking hand had simply written, in ink that was still fresh: “My very dear Jeanne, today is Christmas…” Beneath it, in careful script, was the last version of the sentence. “Read it,” said Grand. And Rieux read.

			“On a fine morning in May, a svelte equestrienne, mounted on a sumptuous sorrel mare, was riding, in the middle of flowers, the lanes of the Bois…”

			
			“Is that it?” said the old man in a feverish voice.

			Rieux didn’t raise his eyes to look at him.

			“Ah!” said the other man, fidgeting. “I know. Fine, fine isn’t the right word.”

			Rieux took his hand from on top of the coverlet.

			“Leave it, Doctor. I won’t have enough time…”

			His chest heaved with effort and he cried all of a sudden:

			“Burn it!”

			The doctor hesitated, but Grand repeated his command with such terrible pitch and such suffering in his voice that Rieux threw the pages into the fire that had almost gone out. The room quickly brightened and a brief heat warmed him. When the doctor came back toward the patient, he had turned his back, and his face was almost touching the wall. Tarrou looked out the window as if he were a stranger to the scene. After injecting the serum, Rieux told his friend that Grand wouldn’t last the night, and Tarrou offered to stay. The doctor agreed.

			All night, he couldn’t shake the idea that Grand would die. But the next morning, Rieux found Grand sitting up in bed, talking with Tarrou. The fever had disappeared. All that was left were the signs of general exhaustion.

			“Ah! Doctor,” said the clerk, “I was wrong. But I’ll start over. I remember everything, you’ll see.”

			“Let’s not be too hasty,” said Rieux to Tarrou.

			But by noon, nothing had changed. By evening, Grand could be considered recovered. Rieux didn’t understand anything about this resurrection.

			
			Around the same time, however, another sick patient was brought to Rieux with what he thought was a hopeless case, and he isolated her as soon as she arrived at the hospital. The young woman was completely delirious and presented all the symptoms of pulmonary plague. But the next morning, the fever had gone down. The doctor believed he recognized, as with Grand, the morning remission that experience had taught him to view as a bad sign. At noon, however, the fever hadn’t gone up. In the evening, it had gone up just a few tenths of a degree, and the next day it was gone. The young woman, though weak, breathed freely in her bed. Rieux told Tarrou that she had recovered against all odds. But that week four similar cases passed through the doctor’s wards.

			At the end of the same week, the old asthmatic greeted Rieux and Tarrou with all the signs of great agitation.

			“Here we go,” he said, “they’re coming out again.”

			“Who?”

			“The rats, of course!”

			Since April, no dead rats had been found.

			“Is it going to start all over again?” Tarrou asked Rieux.

			The old man rubbed his hands.

			“You should see them running! It’s a pleasure.”

			He had seen two living rats come back into his house through the front door. Neighbors had reported that the beasts had reappeared in their homes, too. In some rafters, people could once again hear the commotion they had forgotten months ago. Rieux waited for the general statistics to be published at the beginning of the week. They revealed a decline of the disease.

		

	
		
		
			
			V

			 

			Though this abrupt retreat of the disease was unexpected, our fellow citizens were slow to celebrate. The recent months, while strengthening their desire for liberation, had taught them to be prudent and had made them less and less accustomed to counting on a quick end to the epidemic. Nonetheless, this new reality was on everyone’s lips, and, deep in their hearts, it excited a great, unspoken hope. Everything else was less important. The new victims of the plague had much less weight than this outrageous fact: the numbers had decreased. One sign that the era of health was secretly expected, without being openly hoped for, was that our fellow citizens began to talk freely, though under a guise of indifference, about how life would be reorganized after the plague.

			Everyone agreed that commodities from their past life wouldn’t just suddenly reappear and that it was easier to destroy than to rebuild. They simply guessed that getting supplies would become a little easier, so that they’d be relieved of their most pressing concern. But, in fact, underneath these anodyne remarks, a foolish hope was unleashed, to the point that our fellow citizens sometimes noticed it and were quick to confirm that, in any case, their deliverance wasn’t going to happen overnight.

			
			And, indeed, the plague did not stop overnight, but, by all appearances, it weakened more quickly than they could reasonably have hoped. During the first days of January, the cold settled in with an unusual persistence and seemed to crystallize over the city. And yet, the sky had never been so blue. For whole days at a time, its unchanging, icy splendor inundated our city with an uninterrupted light. In this purified air, the plague declined successively over three weeks, seeming to exhaust itself, lining up fewer and fewer corpses. In a short period, it lost nearly all the force it had spent months accumulating. Seeing it lose easy prey like Grand or like the young woman Rieux had treated, or seeing it get worse in some neighborhoods for two or three days while disappearing totally from certain others, increasing its victims on Monday, while on Wednesday letting nearly all of them escape, seeing it winded like this or else racing, you might say it was falling apart out of exasperation and fatigue, and that at the same time, it was losing a grip on its empire and on the mathematical and unmatched precision that had been its specialty. All of a sudden, Castel’s serum had a string of successes that had been rebuffed until then. Each of the measures taken by the doctors, which up to that point had produced no results, suddenly seemed to work reliably. It seemed that the plague, in turn, was being hunted, and that its sudden weakness sharpened the blunted weapons they had previously used to oppose it. Only occasionally did the disease stiffen its pace, and in a sort of blind leap, carry off three or four patients they had hoped to cure. They were the unlucky ones of the plague, those it killed in the midst of great hope. This was the case for Magistrate Othon, whom they had to evacuate from the quarantine camp, and Tarrou said that he had been unlucky, without people knowing whether he was referring to the magistrate’s life or his death.

			
			But all in all, the infection was retreating across the board, and messages from the prefecture, which had at first sparked a timid and secret hope, finally confirmed, in the public mind, the belief that victory was at hand, and that the disease was abandoning its position. In truth, it was difficult to decide if victory was the right word. People were forced to simply admit that the disease seemed to be leaving the same way it had come. The strategy they had used to fight it hadn’t changed—ineffective yesterday, and then suddenly successful. Only they had the impression that the disease had exhausted itself, or maybe it was retreating after accomplishing all its objectives. In any case, its part was finished.

			
			Yet you could say that nothing in the city had changed. The streets, still silent throughout the day, were flooded at night with the same crowd, except that they were wearing raincoats and scarves. The cinemas and the cafés did the same business. But upon closer inspection, you could tell that the faces were more relaxed and sometimes smiling. And in this moment they realized that, until now, no one had smiled in the streets. In truth, the dense veil that encircled the city for months had just torn, and every Monday each person could observe that, according to the news on the radio, the tear was growing, and that at last they would be allowed to breathe. This was another cold comfort that people didn’t freely express. But though a little earlier people would have been quite incredulous to learn that a train had left or a ship had arrived, or even that cars were once again allowed to circulate through the city, the announcement of these events in the middle of January didn’t actually provoke any surprise. It wasn’t much, of course. But in truth, this subtle nuance marked the enormous progress our fellow citizens had made down the path of hope. You could even say that as soon as the tiniest hope became possible for the population, the real reign of the plague was over.

			The fact remains that during the whole month of January, our fellow citizens reacted in contradictory ways. To be precise, they alternated between excitement and depression. And that was how new escape attempts were recorded just as the statistics reached their most favorable point. This came as a big surprise to the authorities and the sentries themselves, since most escape attempts succeeded. But, in truth, the people who escaped during these moments were following a natural impulse. For some of them, the plague had planted a deep skepticism that they couldn’t shake. Hope no longer had any hold on them. So even though the time of plague was past, they continued to live according to its norms. They were behind the times. For others, on the other hand, and this was particularly the case for those who until then had been separated from those they loved, after this long period of confinement and despondency, the rising wind of hope had ignited a fever and an impatience that carried off all self-control. A sort of panic came over them at the thought that they might still die so close to the goal, that they might never see the person they cherished, and that these long sufferings wouldn’t be rewarded. Though for months, with an obscure tenacity, despite prison and exile, they had persevered in their waiting, the first hope was enough to destroy what fear and despair couldn’t touch. They rushed like fools to outstrip the plague, incapable of keeping pace with it until the final moment.

			
			At the same time, however, spontaneous signs of optimism appeared. People noticed a significant drop in prices. From a purely economic point of view, this change was inexplicable. The same difficulties remained, the formalities of quarantine were still enforced at the gates, and the supply chain was far from repaired. So they were witnessing a purely emotional phenomenon, as if the plague’s retreat reverberated everywhere. At the same time, those who had once lived in groups and whom the disease had forced into separation were overcome with optimism. The two monasteries in the city began to regroup, and communal life could begin once more. The same was true for the soldiers, who were reunited in the remaining barracks: they resumed the normal life of the garrison. These small facts were strong signs.

			
			The population lived with this secret agitation until January 25. That week, the figures fell so low that after consulting with the medical commission, the prefecture announced that they could consider the epidemic beaten. The announcement did add that, for the sake of prudence, which the population couldn’t help but share, the gates of the city would remain closed for two more weeks, and that the preventative measures would remain in place for another month. During that time, at the least sign of the danger returning, “the status quo would be maintained and the safety measures carried out henceforth.” Everyone, however, agreed that these additions were mere rhetorical flourishes, and, on the night of January 25, a joyous commotion filled the city. To associate himself with the general rejoicing, the prefect gave the order to restore the usual lighting from healthy times. In the illuminated streets, under a cold, pure sky, our fellow citizens poured out in noisy, laughing groups.

			
			Of course, in many houses, the shutters remained closed and families spent this vigil in silence while others were filling it with cries. Yet for many of these people in mourning, the relief was also profound, either because their fear of losing other relatives was finally soothed, or because they no longer had to be on the alert for their own personal safety. The families that remained alienated by the general rejoicing were, unsurprisingly, those who still had a sick family member in the plague’s clutches at the hospital, and who, in that very moment at the quarantines or at home, waited for the scourge to be truly finished with them as it had finished with others. These people could certainly conceive of hope, but they stashed it away, holding it in reserve, and they forbade themselves to draw on it before they really had the right. And this wait, this silent vigil halfway between agony and joy, seemed even crueler to them in the midst of collective elation.

			But these exceptions didn’t take away from the happiness of others. Of course, the plague wasn’t over yet, as it would prove. However, in everyone’s mind, weeks early, the trains were already whistling as they left the platforms and the ships furrowed the luminous seas. The day after, minds would be calmer and doubts would return. But for the moment, the whole city took off, left the confined, dark, and motionless places where it had put down roots of stone, and finally set out with its cargo of survivors. That evening, Tarrou and Rieux, Rambert and the others went walking in the middle of the crowd, and they too felt that their feet barely touched the ground. A long time after they left the boulevards, Tarrou and Rieux could still hear cries of joy pursuing them, at the very moment when, in the deserted alleys, they passed windows with their shutters closed. And due to their own fatigue, they could not separate that suffering prolonging itself behind the shutters from the joy that filled the streets just beyond. On the face of approaching deliverance, laughter mixed with tears.

			
			At one moment, when the buzz was loudest and most joyful, Tarrou paused. A form ran lightly across the dark pavement. It was a cat, the first they had seen since the spring. It stopped for a minute in the middle of the street, hesitated, licked its paw, slipped it rapidly behind its right ear, and continued its silent journey, disappearing into the night. Tarrou smiled. The little old man would be happy too.
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			But as the plague seemed to withdraw back into the unknown lair from whence it had silently come, there was at least one person in the city who was thrown into consternation by this departure, and that was Cottard, if you believe Tarrou’s notebooks.

			To be honest, these notebooks become rather bizarre around the time the statistics begin to decrease. Perhaps it’s tiredness, but the writing becomes difficult to read and jumps too often from one subject to another. In addition, and for the first time, these notebooks lack objectivity and give way to personal considerations. As a result, you can find, in the middle of rather long passages concerning the case of Cottard, a little report on the old man with the cats. According to Tarrou, the plague had in no way altered his regard for this character who interested him just as much after the epidemic as he had interested him before, and who, unfortunately, was no longer available to fascinate Tarrou, through no fault of the latter’s careful attention. For Tarrou had tried to see him again. A few days after the evening of January 25, he kept watch at the corner of the little street. The cats were there, warming themselves in puddles of sunlight, faithful to their appointment. But at the usual time, the shutters remained stubbornly closed. Over the course of the following days, Tarrou never saw them open. He had come to the odd conclusion that the little old man was either exasperated or dead, that if he had been exasperated, it was because he’d believed he was right and the plague had proved him wrong, but if he was dead, it raised the question, as with the old asthmatic, about whether he had been a saint. Tarrou didn’t think so, but he guessed that in the case of the old man, there had been an “indication.” “Perhaps,” his notebooks observed, “we can only butt up against approximations of sainthood. In that case, we must content ourselves with a humble, charitable Satanism.”

			
			Still mixed with observations concerning Cottard, the notebooks also provide numerous remarks, sometimes scattered, some of which concern Grand, who was convalescing, and who had gone back to work as if nothing had happened, and others concerning Doctor Rieux’s mother. The few conversations cohabitation permitted between her and Tarrou, the attitudes of the old woman, her smile, her observations about the plague, are all carefully noted. Tarrou particularly concentrates on the way Mme Rieux withdrew; the way she had of expressing everything in simple sentences; on the particular preference she had for a certain window, opening onto a quiet street, and where she sat up, quite straight, in the evenings, with calm hands and an attentive gaze until dusk had filled the room, making her into a black shadow in the gray light that darkened little by little before dissolving her motionless silhouette; on the lightness with which she moved from room to room; on the goodness she had never exactly shown in front of Tarrou, but whose gleam he recognized in all she did and said; last, on the fact that, according to him, she knew everything without ever pondering it, and that with so much silence and shadow, she could keep up with any sort of light, even if it was the light of the plague. From then on, Tarrou’s writing gives bizarre signs of weakening. The lines that followed were difficult to read, and, to give further proof of this weakness, the last words were the first to become personal: “My mother was like that, I loved that same withdrawing in her and she was the one I always wanted to meet again. Eight years ago, I couldn’t say that she died. She simply withdrew a little more than usual, and when I turned around, she was gone.”

			
			But we must come back to Cottard. Since the statistics had gone down, he had visited Rieux several times, using various pretexts. But in truth, each time, he would ask Rieux for prognoses about the progress of the disease. “Do you think it could stop like that, all at once, without warning?” He was skeptical on this point, or at least, he claimed to be. But the questions he kept asking seemed to indicate a shakier conviction. In mid-January, Rieux had replied rather optimistically. And each time, these responses, instead of delighting Cottard, had produced reactions that depended on the day, but which ranged from moodiness to despondency. From then on, the doctor was given to telling him that, despite the favorable indications the statistics offered, it was better not to declare victory just yet.

			“So you’re saying,” Cottard had observed, “we don’t know anything, and that it could start over from one day to the next?”

			“Yes, just as it is possible for us to heal more quickly.”

			This uncertainty, which was worrying to everyone else, had visibly calmed Cottard, and in front of Tarrou, he had engaged the shopkeepers in his neighborhood in conversations where he tried to spread Rieux’s opinion. Truth be told, he didn’t have any trouble doing so. For after the fever of the first victories, doubt returned to many minds, outlasting the excitement the prefecture’s announcement had caused. Cottard was reassured by the spectacle of this worry. Like other times, he was also discouraged. “Yes,” he said to Tarrou, “they’ll end up opening the gates. And you’ll see, they’ll all drop me.”

			
			Until January 25, everyone noticed the instability of his temperament. After trying for so long to befriend his whole neighborhood and his acquaintances, he spent whole days snubbing them. By all appearances, at least, he was avoiding people, and from dawn till dusk, he started to go a bit feral. They no longer saw him in the restaurants, nor at the theater, nor in the cafés he loved. And yet, he couldn’t seem to return to the stable, murky life he had lived before the epidemic. He lived completely sequestered in his apartment and had his meals delivered from a neighboring restaurant. He would come out furtively, only at night, to buy whatever he needed, emerging from stores to plunge into dark streets. If Tarrou ran into him then, he could get only monosyllables out of him. Then, with no warning, they would find him sociable again, talking abundantly about the plague, asking for each person’s opinion and diving back into the crowd each night with ease.

			The day of the prefecture’s announcement, Cottard was nowhere to be found. Two days later, Tarrou ran into him, wandering in the streets. Cottard asked if he wanted to walk together back to the neighborhood. Tarrou, who was feeling particularly tired after his day, hesitated. But the other man insisted. He seemed very agitated, gesticulating in a disorderly way, talking fast and loud. He asked his companion if he really thought that the prefecture’s declaration would put an end to the plague. Of course, Tarrou supposed that an administrative announcement was not, in itself, enough to stop a scourge, but that they could reasonably assume that, barring unexpected events, the epidemic would stop.

			
			“Yes,” said Cottard, “barring unexpected events. And there’s always something unexpected.”

			Tarrou remarked that, besides, the prefecture had, in some ways, predicted the unexpected, since they had instituted a two-week delay before the gates could open.

			“And they did the right thing,” said Cottard, still gloomy and agitated, “because the way things are going, they could well have spoken too soon.”

			Tarrou thought it was possible, but he thought it would be better to plan for the opening of the gates and a return to normal life.

			“Granted,” Cottard said, “granted, but what do you call a return to normal life?”

			“New movies at the cinema,” said Tarrou, smiling.

			But Cottard wasn’t smiling. He wanted to know if it was possible to think that the plague wouldn’t change anything in the city and that everything could begin again as it was before, as if nothing had happened. Tarrou thought that the plague would both change and not change the city, that, of course, our fellow citizens’ strongest desire was and would be to act as if nothing had changed, and so in that sense, nothing would be changed, but that in another sense, you can’t forget everything, even with the necessary force of will, and the plague would leave traces, at least in their hearts. The little pensioner flatly declared that he wasn’t interested in the heart and that the heart was actually the least of his worries. What interested him was knowing if the organization itself would be transformed, if, for example, all the services would function as they had in the past. And Tarrou had to admit that he had no idea. According to him, he had to imagine that all the services that had been disturbed by the epidemic would have a bit of trouble getting up and running again. It was also possible that many new problems would occur that would make it necessary to at least reorganize the old services.

			
			“Ah!” said Cottard. “It’s possible—in fact, everyone will have to start all over again.”

			The two pedestrians had almost reached Cottard’s house. He was animated, forcing his optimism. He imagined the city taking up its new life, erasing its past to start from zero.

			“Good,” said Tarrou. “After all, things may work out for you, too. In a certain sense, a new life is going to begin.”

			They were in front of the door and shook hands.

			“You’re right,” said Cottard, getting more and more agitated, “starting over from zero would be a good thing.”

			But, from the shadows of the hallway, two men had emerged. Tarrou barely had time to hear his companion ask what those odd ducks over there could possibly want. The ducks, who seemed like bureaucrats in Sunday clothes, asked Cottard if his name was Cottard, and with a kind of muffled exclamation, he turned on his heel and had already plunged into the night before either the men or Tarrou could make a move. Once their surprise had passed, Tarrou asked the two men what they wanted. They took on a reserved, polite air, saying that it was about some information, and left calmly, in the direction Cottard had gone.

			
			Once he returned home, Tarrou recorded this scene and then (though his writing already proved it) immediately noted his exhaustion. He added that he still had much to do, but that this wasn’t a reason for not keeping himself ready, and he asked himself if he was, indeed, ready. He answered in closing, and this is where Tarrou’s notebooks end, that there was always an hour of the day or night when a man is a coward, and he feared nothing except that hour.
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			Two days later, a few days before the gates opened, Doctor Rieux came home at noon, wondering if he would find the telegram he was expecting. Though his days were just as exhausting as they had been at the height of the plague, waiting for a conclusive liberation had dissipated all his tiredness. He was hopeful now, and he rejoiced in it. You can’t keep on exerting your will and bracing yourself forever, and it’s a joy to untie, at last, with effusiveness, that bundle of strength gathered for the fight. If the telegram he was waiting for was also positive, Rieux could begin again. And he believed everyone would begin again.

			
			He passed in front of the concierge’s lodge. The new concierge, pressed to the window, smiled at him. As he climbed the stairs, Rieux thought of that face, pale with cares and hardships.

			Yes, he would begin again when the abstraction was over, and with a little luck…But he opened the door in that same moment, and his mother came to meet him, saying that M. Tarrou wasn’t feeling well. He had gotten up that morning, but he hadn’t been able to go out and had just gone back to bed. Mme Rieux was worried.

			“It could be nothing serious,” said her son.

			Tarrou was stretched out in all his length, his heavy head creasing the bolster, the outline of his strong chest visible under the thickness of the covers. He had a fever, and his head was bothering him. He told Rieux he had vague symptoms that could also be symptoms of the plague.

			“No, nothing precise yet,” said Rieux after examining him.

			But Tarrou was devoured by thirst. In the hall, the doctor told his mother that it could be the beginning of the plague.

			“Oh!” she said. “It can’t be true, not now!”

			
			And immediately after:

			“Let’s keep him, Bernard.”

			Rieux considered it:

			“I have no right,” he said. “But the gates will open. I think this is the first right I would have claimed for myself, if you weren’t here.”

			“Bernard,” she said, “let’s keep him, the two of us. You know I’ve just been vaccinated again.”

			The doctor said that the same was true for Tarrou, but that, perhaps, through exhaustion, he had let slip the last injection and forgotten a few precautions.

			Rieux was already going into his office. When he came back into the room, Tarrou saw he was holding huge vials of serum.

			“Ah! So that’s what it is,” he said.

			“No, but it’s a precaution.”

			Tarrou only held out his arm in reply, and submitted to the interminable injection that he himself had given to other patients.

			“We’ll know this evening,” said Rieux, and he looked Tarrou in the face.

			“And the isolation, Rieux?”

			“It’s not at all certain that you have the plague.”

			Tarrou smiled with effort.

			“This is the first time you’ve injected serum without also ordering isolation.”

			Rieux turned away.

			“My mother and I, we’ll take care of you. You’ll be better off here.”

			
			Tarrou went silent and the doctor, who was putting away his vials, waited until he spoke before turning. In the end, he went towards the bed. The patient looked at him. His face was tired, but his gray eyes were calm. Rieux smiled at him.

			“Sleep, if you can. I’ll be back soon.”

			As he reached the door, he heard Tarrou’s voice, calling him. He turned back.

			But Tarrou seemed to be fighting the very expression of what he had to say:

			“Rieux,” he finally managed, “you must tell me everything, I need that.”

			“I promise you.”

			The other wrenched his massive face into a bit of a smile.

			“Thank you. I don’t want to die, and I’ll fight. But if the match is lost, I want to end it well.”

			Rieux leaned down and squeezed his shoulder.

			“No,” he said. “To become a saint, you have to live. Fight it.”

			During the day, the sharpness of the cold ebbed a little, but it gave way, in the afternoon, to violent showers of rain and hail. At dusk, the sky cleared a bit and the cold became more penetrating. Rieux came home in the evening. Without taking off his raincoat, he entered his friend’s room. His mother was knitting. Tarrou didn’t seem to have moved, but his lips, whitened by the fever, told of the fight he was waging.

			“So?” said the doctor.

			
			Tarrou shrugged a little, lifting his thick shoulders from the bed.

			“So,” he said, “I’m losing the match.”

			The doctor bent over him. Ganglions had knotted under his burning skin, and his chest seemed to echo with all the noise of an underground forge. Tarrou was presenting, strangely, both sets of symptoms. Rieux said, as he stood up, that the serum hadn’t yet had the time to give its full effect. But the flood of fever that rolled through his throat drowned the few words that Tarrou tried to say.

			After dinner, Rieux and his mother came to sit with the patient. The night began as he fought, and Rieux knew that this hard fight with the angel of the plague must last until dawn. Tarrou’s solid shoulders and powerful chest were not his best weapons, but rather the blood that had just spurted out with Rieux’s needle, and, in this blood, what was more intimate than the soul and what no science could bring to light. And he could only watch his friend fight. Many months of repeated failures had taught him the potential of what he was about to do, the abscesses he had to foster, the tonics he would use to inoculate. Truthfully, his only task was to create opportunities for luck, which only stirred if it was provoked. And he would need to provoke some luck. For Rieux was faced with a version of the plague that disarmed him. Once more, it was working to subvert the strategies that had been stacked against it, appearing in places where it wasn’t expected, only to disappear from where it had previously seemed to settle. Once more, it concentrated on surprise.

			
			Tarrou fought, motionless. Not once, in the course of the night, did he resist the assaults of pain with agitation, fighting only with all his solidity, and all his silence. But not once did he speak either, admitting, in his way, that he could no longer afford distractions. Rieux simply followed the stages of the fight in his friend’s eyes, by turns open or closed, the eyelids squeezed shut against the globe of the eyes, or else, more relaxed, his gaze fixed on an object or directed toward the doctor and his mother. Each time the doctor met his eyes, Tarrou smiled, with great effort.

			At one moment, they heard hurried steps in the street. They seemed to be fleeing before a faraway rumble that approached little by little and finally filled the streets with its streaming: the rain had returned, soon mixed with hail that clattered on the sidewalks. The long drapes billowed in front of the windows. In the shadows of the room, Rieux, distracted for an instant by the rain, considered Tarrou afresh, lit by a bedside lamp. His mother was knitting, lifting her head from time to time to cast an attentive gaze on the patient. The doctor had done everything he could. After the rain, the silence thickened in the room, filled only with the mute clamor of an invisible war. Strained by insomnia, the doctor imagined hearing, at the edges of the silence, the soft, persistent whistle that had accompanied him throughout the epidemic. He made a sign to his mother, pressing her to go to bed. She shook her head, and her eyes cleared, then with the tips of her needles, she carefully examined a stitch that looked wobbly. Rieux got up to make the patient drink, then sat back down.

			
			Passersby, taking advantage of the lull, walked quickly down the sidewalk. Their steps diminished and moved away. For the first time, the doctor recognized that this night, full of tardy pedestrians and without the sound of ambulances, was like those of the past. It was a night that had been rescued from the plague. And it seemed that the disease, chased off by the cold, the lights, and the crowd, had escaped the murky depths of the city to take refuge in this warm room and make its final assault on Tarrou’s inert body. The scourge no longer stirred the sky above the city. But it whistled softly in the heavy air of the room. That was what Rieux had been hearing for hours. Here too, they would have to wait for it to cease, for the plague to declare its surrender.

			A little before dawn, Rieux leaned toward his mother:

			“You had better get some sleep so you can relieve me at eight. Take some drops before you go to bed.”

			Mme Rieux got up, put away her knitting, and moved toward the bed. For quite a while, Tarrou had kept his eyes shut. Sweat curled the hair over his hard forehead. Mme Rieux sighed, and the patient opened his eyes. He saw the kind face leaning over him and, under the undulating waves of the fever, his dogged smile reappeared. But his eyes quickly shut. Left alone, Rieux settled into the armchair his mother had just left. The street was quiet and the silence was now complete. The morning cold began to penetrate the room.

			
			The doctor dozed off, but the first car of the dawn pulled him from his sleep. He shivered and, looking at Tarrou, understood that there had been a pause, and that the sick man slept, too. The wood and iron wheels of a horse-drawn cart were still rolling in the distance. At the window, the day was still dark. When the doctor approached the bed, Tarrou looked at him with expressionless eyes, as if he hadn’t yet crossed over into wakefulness.

			“You slept, didn’t you?” asked Rieux.

			“Yes.”

			“Breathing any easier?”

			“A little. Does that mean anything?”

			Rieux went quiet, and, after a moment:

			“No, Tarrou, it doesn’t mean anything. You know the morning remission as well as I do.”

			Tarrou nodded.

			“Thank you,” he said. “Always be frank with me.”

			Rieux sat at the foot of the bed. Near him, he could feel the patient’s legs, long and hard as the limbs of an effigy. Tarrou breathed more heavily.

			“The fever will start up again, won’t it, Rieux?” he said in a breathless voice.

			“Yes, but at noon, we’ll know for sure.”

			Tarrou closed his eyes, seeming to gather his strength. A weary expression came over his features. He waited for the fever’s rise, which was already stirring, somewhere, deep within him. When he opened his eyes, his gaze was dull. It only cleared when he perceived Rieux bending close to him.

			
			“Drink,” he said.

			The other man drank and let his head fall back.

			“It’s slow,” he said.

			Rieux took his arm, but Tarrou turned his gaze away, and didn’t say anything more. Suddenly, the fever flooded visibly back into his forehead, as if some interior dike had burst. When Tarrou’s eyes came back toward the doctor, Rieux encouraged him with his attentive face. The smile Tarrou tried to form once again could not get past his clenched molars and his lips cemented by a whitish phlegm. But in his hardened face, his eyes still shone with all the brightness of courage.

			At seven, Mme Rieux entered the room. The doctor went back to his office to telephone the hospital and notify his replacement. He also decided to put off his consultations, stretched out for a moment on the sofa in his office, but got up almost immediately and went back to the room. Tarrou had his head turned toward Mme Rieux. He watched the small shadow huddled close to him, in a chair, her hands clasped in her lap. And he was looking at her with such intensity that Mme Rieux put a finger to her lips and got up to turn off the bedside lamp. But behind the curtains, day was quickly filtering in, and, shortly after, when the sick man’s features emerged from the dimness, Mme Rieux could see that he was still watching her. She leaned towards him, straightened his bolster, and, as she stood up, quickly placed her hand on his damp, curling hair. Then she heard his muffled voice, from afar, thanking her and saying that now all was well. When she took her seat again, Tarrou had closed his eyes, and despite his clenched mouth, his exhausted face seemed to smile once more.

			
			At noon, the fever had reached its height. A sort of visceral cough shook the body of the patient who had just begun to spit up blood. The ganglia had stopped swelling. They were still there, hard as bolts, screwed into the crevices of his joints, and Rieux judged that it would be impossible to open them. Between intervals of fever and coughing, Tarrou still looked at his friends from time to time. But, soon, his eyes opened less and less often, and each time, the light that had once brightened his devastated face became paler. The storm that shook this body with convulsive spasms illuminated him with lightning flashes that became rarer and rarer, and Tarrou slowly drifted in the depths of this squall. All Rieux had left before him was a motionless mask whose smile had vanished. This human form that had been so close to him, now pierced by thrusts of the spear, burned by a superhuman evil, wrung out by all the hateful winds of heaven, was sinking before his eyes into the waters of the plague, and he could do nothing to stop the shipwreck. Once more, he had to remain on the strand, his hands empty and his heart twisted, with no weapons or recourse against this disaster. And at the end, they were indeed tears of helplessness that prevented Rieux from seeing Tarrou turn himself sharply toward the wall and die with a hollow moan, as if, somewhere within him, an essential cord had broken.

			
			The following night was not one of struggle but of silence. In this room cut off from the world, above the dead body that was now dressed, Rieux felt the startling calm hover that many nights before, on the terraces overlooking the plague, had followed the attack at the gates. At the time, he was already thinking of that silence that rose over the beds where he had left men to die. It was the same pause everywhere, the same solemn interval, always the same sense of calm that followed the fights, it was the silence of defeat. But as for the one that now enveloped his friend, it was so compact, it aligned so tightly with the silence of the streets and with the city liberated from its plague, that Rieux could clearly feel that this time the defeat was final, the kind that ends wars and makes peace itself into an affliction without a cure. The doctor didn’t know if Tarrou had found peace at the end, but in this moment at least, he thought he understood that for himself, peace was no longer possible, just as there was no armistice for the mother who has been cut off from her son or for the man who buries his friend.

			Outside, it was the same cold night, the stars frozen in a clear, icy sky. In the half-darkened room, they felt the cold weighing on the windowpanes, the great pale breath of a polar night. Near the bed, Mme Rieux was still seated, in her usual position, her right side lit by the bedside lamp. At the center of the room, far from the light, Rieux waited in his armchair. The thought of his wife entered his mind, but each time, he pushed it away.

			
			At the start of the evening, the heels of passersby had rung out clearly in the cold night.

			“You took care of everything?” Mme Rieux had said.

			“Yes, I made the call.”

			They had resumed their silent vigil. Mme Rieux looked at her son from time to time. When he caught one of these looks by surprise, he smiled at her. The familiar sounds of the night followed one another through the street. Though permission hadn’t yet been granted, many cars circulated once again. They skimmed the pavement quickly, disappeared and then reappeared. Voices, calls, the return of silence, the step of a horse, two trams screeching around a curve, imprecise murmurs, and once again the breath of the night.

			“Bernard?”

			“Yes.”

			“You’re not tired?”

			“No.”

			He knew that, in this moment, his mother was thinking that she loved him. But he also knew that it wasn’t much to love someone, or at least that love was never strong enough to find its own expression. Like this, he and his mother would always love each other in silence. And she would die in turn—or he would—without them ever, during their whole lives, being able to get any closer to admitting their tenderness. In the same way, he had lived beside Tarrou and now he was dead, this evening, without them having the time to truly live their friendship. Tarrou had lost the match, as he would say. But as for Rieux, what had he won? He had won nothing but his knowledge of the plague and his memory of it, his knowledge of friendship and his memory of it, of knowing tenderness and having, one day, to remember it. All that a man could win at the plague’s game, and at life’s, was knowledge and memory. Perhaps that was what Tarrou would call winning the match!

			
			Once more, a car passed and Mme Rieux stirred a little in her chair. Rieux smiled at her. She told him she wasn’t tired and then said quickly:

			“You must go take a rest in those mountains out there.”

			“Of course, Maman.”

			Yes, he would take a rest out there. Why not? That would also be a pretext for memory. But if that was what it meant to win the match, it would be so hard to live only with what you know and what you remember, deprived of what you hope. This was surely how Tarrou had lived, and he was aware of the sterility of a life without illusions. There is no peace without hope, and Tarrou, who refused men the right to condemn anyone, yet who knew that no one could stop themselves from condemning and that even victims could sometimes be executioners, who had lived with heartbreak and contradiction, Tarrou had never known hope. Was that why he had looked for sanctity and searched for peace in the service of others? In truth, Rieux had no idea, and it didn’t matter much. The only images he kept of Tarrou would be those of a man who took the wheel of his car in both hands as he drove, or those of this thick body, now stretched out, motionless. The warmth of life and the image of death: that was knowledge.

			
			This was surely why, in the morning, Doctor Rieux calmly received the news that his wife had died. He was in his office. His mother came almost running to bring him the telegram, then she went out to give the porter a tip. When she came back, her son was holding the open telegram in his hand. She looked at him, but he stared stubbornly through the window as a magnificent morning rose over the harbor.

			“Bernard,” said Mme Rieux.

			The doctor looked her over with a distracted air.

			“The telegram?” she asked.

			“That’s it,” the doctor admitted. “Eight days ago.”

			Mme Rieux turned away toward the window. The doctor quieted. Then he told his mother not to cry, that he had been expecting it, but that it was still hard. Only he knew, as he said it, that his suffering came as no surprise. For months, and for the past two days, the same sorrow continued.
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			At dawn one fine February morning, the gates of the city finally opened, hailed by the people, the newspapers, the radio, and the announcements from the prefecture. So the narrator is left with the task of chronicling the hours of joy that followed the opening of these gates, though he was one of those who didn’t feel completely free to join in.

			Great celebrations were organized for day and night. At the same time, trains began to smoke in the station, while ships from faraway seas began to chart a course for our harbor, marking, in their own way, that for all those who had groaned at being separated, this was a day of great reunions.

			Here, it will be easy to imagine what became of the feeling of separation that had inhabited so many of our fellow citizens. The trains that entered our city throughout the day were just as full as those that departed. During those two weeks of postponement, everyone had reserved their seats for this day, terrified that at the last minute, the prefectural decree would be reversed. Some of the travelers who approached the city were not quite rid of their fears, for if they were generally aware of the state of those closest to them, they were in the dark about all the others and about the city itself, to which they lent a doubtful face. But this was only true for those who hadn’t burned with passion during this whole stretch of time.

			
			The impassioned were, in fact, delivered to their obsessions. Only one thing changed for them: they had wanted the time during the months of their exile to speed up, and they were still eager for it to hurry, but once they found themselves in sight of our city, they suddenly wanted the opposite, for it to slow down and hold them in suspension, as soon as the train started to brake before the stop. The feeling, which was at once vague and acute in them, of all the months of life lost to their love, made them confusedly demand a sort of compensation in which the joyous times would flow twice as slowly as the time spent waiting. And those who waited for them in a room or on the platform, like Rambert, whose wife, alerted weeks earlier, had done what she could to arrive, shared the same impatience and the same turmoil. Since the love, or the tenderness, had been reduced to an abstraction by the months of plague, Rambert waited, trembling, to confront these feelings with the flesh and blood person who had sustained them.

			He would have wished to become the man who, at the start of the epidemic, wanted to run from the city in a single burst and throw himself into reuniting with the woman he loved. But he knew this was no longer possible. He had changed, the plague had put a distraction in him that, with all his might, he had tried to deny, and that nonetheless continued in him like a dull anguish. On the one hand, he felt that the plague had ended too brutally, his presence of mind was gone. Happiness arrived at top speed, the event passed more quickly than the waiting. Rambert understood that everything would be returned to him at once and that joy burns too fast to savor.

			
			Besides, all of them, more or less consciously, were like him and that was all they wanted to talk about. On the train station platform where their personal lives were beginning again, they still felt like a community, exchanging glances and smiles. But as soon as they saw the steam from the train, their feeling of exile was extinguished by a downpour of vague and stunning joy. When the train stopped, endless separations that had often begun on this same station platform came to an end there, in one second, at the moment their arms closed with exultant greed around the bodies whose living forms they had forgotten. In Rambert’s case, he didn’t have time to look at the form running towards him before she had already heaved herself against his chest. And with his arms wrapped around her, pressing her head against him so that her familiar hair was all he could see, he let his tears flow without knowing whether they came from his present happiness or from the sorrow he had repressed for too long, sure that at least they would prevent him from checking to see if this face buried in the crook of his shoulder was the one he had dreamed of so often, or else that of a stranger. He would find out later if his guess was right. For the time being, he wanted to be like all those around him who seemed to believe that the plague could come and go without changing the human heart.

			
			Pressed against each other, they all went home, blind to the rest of the world, by all appearances triumphing over the plague, oblivious to all misery and to those who, arriving on the same train, had found no one and prepared themselves to find, at their homes, the confirmation of the fears a long silence had already developed in their hearts. For the latter, who now had only their fresh grief for company, for the others who, at that moment, were doomed to the memory of a person who had vanished, it went very differently, and the feeling of separation reached its height. For these people, mothers, spouses, lovers whose joy had all disappeared with the being who was now lost in an anonymous grave or melted into a pile of ash, the plague still continued.

			But who was thinking of these solitudes? At noon, the sun, triumphing over the cold gusts that had fought through the air since the morning, spilled across the city in uninterrupted floods of motionless light. The day reached a standstill. The cannon on the forts, at the top of the hills, thundered without pause in the fixed sky. The whole city rushed outside to celebrate that fraught moment when the time of sufferings was ending and the time for forgetting had not yet begun.

			They danced in all the squares. From dawn till dusk, the traffic had increased considerably, and the cars, becoming more numerous, had trouble navigating the overwhelmed streets. The bells of the city rang for the whole afternoon. They filled a blue and gold sky with their reverberations. Prayers of thanks were, in fact, recited in the churches. But, at the same time, the places of celebration were full to bursting, and the cafés, without worrying about the future, dispensed the last alcohol they had left. An equally excited crowd pressed against their bars, and among them, many couples intertwined, unafraid to make a spectacle of themselves. Everyone shouted or laughed. The reserves of life they had stored during those months when each person had suspended his soul, they spent them that day, which was like the day of their survival. The next day, life itself would begin, with its precautions. For the moment, people from very different backgrounds rubbed elbows and socialized. The equality that the presence of death had not, in fact, realized, was established by the joy of deliverance, at least for a few hours.

			
			But this banal exuberance wasn’t the whole story, and those who filled the streets at the end of the afternoon, beside Rambert, often disguised more delicate happiness with a placid air. Many couples and families actually looked exactly like peaceful pedestrians. In truth, most were carrying out delicate pilgrimages to the places where they had suffered. This meant showing the newcomers the obvious or hidden signs of the plague, the traces of its history. In some cases, they contented themselves with playing the tour guide, the one who had seen a lot during the times of plague, and they spoke of danger without mentioning fear. These pleasures were harmless. But in other cases, the itineraries invited more shudders, when one lover, abandoned to the sweet anguish of memory, could say to his companion: “In this place, at this time, I wanted you and you weren’t here.” These tourists of passion could recognize each other then: they formed islands of whispering and secrets in the midst of the chaos they traversed. More than the orchestras at the crossroads, they were the ones who announced a real deliverance. For these delighted couples, tightly clasped together and stingy with words, confirmed in the middle of the tumult, with all the triumph and the injustice of happiness, that the plague was finished and that terror had run its course. They calmly contradicted, against all evidence, that we had ever known this insane world where murdering a man was as ordinary as killing flies, this well-defined savagery, this calculated frenzy, this imprisonment that brought with it a horrific freedom from everything that was not the present moment, this stench of death that stunned all those it didn’t kill, and finally, they denied that we were once these dumbfounded people, some of whom were piled each day in the maw of a furnace to evaporate in oily smoke, while the rest waited their turn, wrapped in chains of helplessness and fear.

			In any case, that was what met the gaze of Doctor Rieux, who was trying to reach the outskirts, making his way alone, at the end of the afternoon, in the midst of the bells, the cannon fire, the music, and the deafening cries. His work continued—there was no vacation for the sick. Forgotten smells of grilled meat and anise liqueur rose through the lovely, sharp light that fell on the city. Around him, laughing faces tipped back against the sky. Men and women clutched one another, their faces igniting with all the impatience and clamor of desire. Yes, the plague was finished, along with terror, and these entwined arms made it clear that it had been the terror of exile and separation, in the deep sense of the word.

			
			For the first time, Rieux could put a name to the resemblances he had noticed, for months, on all the faces of passersby. All he had to do was look around him. Reaching the end of the plague, with all its miseries and hardships, all these men had finally donned the costume for the role they had been playing all along—that of emigrants whose faces, and now whose clothing, told of absence and of faraway homelands. From the moment the plague had closed the gates of the city, they had lived solely within their separation, they had been cut off from the human warmth that makes you forget everything else. To varying degrees, in all corners of the city, these men and women had aspired to a reunion that was not the same for all of them but that had been equally impossible for them all. Most of them had cried out, with all their might, towards an absent one, the warmth of a body, a tenderness, a habit. A few of them, often without knowing it, suffered from being excluded from human friendships, and from being unable to reach them through friendship’s ordinary methods, like letters, trains, and ships. Others, in rarer cases, like Tarrou’s perhaps, had desired a reunion with something that they couldn’t quite define, but which seemed like the only desirable good. And for lack of another name, they sometimes called it peace.

			
			Rieux was still walking. As he advanced, the crowd grew around him, the racket swelled, and the outskirts he was trying to reach seemed to recede. Little by little, he melted into this great, shouting body whose cry he understood better and better, since it was, at least in part, his own cry. Yes, they had all suffered together, in their flesh as much as in their souls, from a difficult leave, an exile without remedy, and a thirst that could never be quenched. Among the piles of the dead, the ambulance sirens, the warnings from what is usually called fate, the stubborn creep of fear, and the terrible revolt in their hearts, a great murmur had never stopped running, alerting these terrified humans, telling them they had to get back to their true homeland. For all of them, the true homeland was beyond the walls of this suffocated city. It was in the fragrant brush of these hills, in the sea, in free countries and the weight of love. And it was toward this homeland, it was toward happiness that they wanted to return, abandoning everything else with disgust.

			As for the meaning of this exile and this desire for reunion, Rieux was in the dark. Still walking, jostled from all sides, hailed by greetings, he slowly reached less crowded streets, thinking that it wasn’t important for these things to have meaning or not—he just needed to see what had answered these human hopes.

			
			From now on he knew what had answered, and he perceived it better in the first streets of the nearly deserted outskirts. Those who, holding on to what little they had, desiring only to return to the house of their love, were sometimes rewarded. Of course, a few of them continued walking in the city, alone, deprived of the person they were waiting for. Even luckier were those who hadn’t been separated twice over, those who, before the epidemic, hadn’t been able to build their love in the first place, and who had blindly pursued, over the years, the difficult agreement that finally binds together lovers who are enemies. Those people had, like Rieux himself, been casual about relying on time: they were separated forever. But others, like Rambert, whom the doctor had left that very morning, saying to him: “Be brave, now’s the time to be right,” had not hesitated to reunite with the person they’d thought they had lost. For some time, at least, they would be happy. They now knew that if there’s one thing you can always desire and sometimes attain, it’s human tenderness.

			For those who, by contrast, had addressed themselves to something above mankind that they couldn’t themselves even imagine, they had not received an answer. Tarrou had seemed to reach that difficult peace he spoke of, but he had found it only in death, at the hour when it was no longer of any use to him. If, by contrast, others whom Rieux could see on the thresholds of houses in the waning light, clasped with all their strength and looking at one another with wildness, had gotten what they wanted, it was because they had asked for the one thing that depended on them. And Rieux, as he turned onto Grand and Cottard’s street, found it right that at least from time to time, joy should come to reward those who contented themselves with humanity and its poor and terrible love.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			This chronicle nears its end. It is time for Doctor Bernard Rieux to admit he is its author. But before going over the last events, he would like to at least justify his involvement and make it understood that he tried to use the tone of an objective witness. Throughout the entire duration of the plague, his work had likewise forced him to see most of his fellow citizens, and to gather their feelings. He was therefore well placed to report what he had seen and heard. But he wanted to do this with the appropriate restraint. In general, he applied himself to reporting only the things that he had been able to see, only lending his companions in the plague conclusions that they had been forced to reach, and only using such texts that had been placed in his hands by chance or unhappiness.

			Being called to testify, upon the occasion of a sort of crime, he has kept a certain reserve, as is appropriate for an honest witness. But at the same time, according to the law of an honest heart, he has deliberately taken the side of the victim and has wanted to bring people, his fellow citizens, together through the only certainties they have in common, which are love, suffering, and exile. In this way, there isn’t a single anguish among his fellow citizens that he did not share, no circumstance that wasn’t also his own.

			
			To be a faithful witness, he had to above all report actions, documents, and rumors. But what he, personally, had to say, along with his wait and his ordeals, he had to keep those quiet. If he did use them, it was only to understand or to make his fellow citizens understand and to give the most precise possible form to what people often experienced with confusion. To be frank, this effort towards reason had cost him nothing. When he found himself tempted to directly mix his secrets with the thousand voices of the plagued, he was stopped by the thought that every one of his sufferings had, at the same time, been shared by others, and that in a world where sorrow is often solitary, this was an advantage. He was clearly obligated to speak for everyone.

			But there was at least one of our fellow citizens whom Doctor Rieux couldn’t speak for. One day, Tarrou had remarked to Rieux about this man: “His only real crime is to have sanctioned, in his heart, what is killing children and adults. All the rest, I understand, but for this, I must try to pardon him.” It is right for this chronicle to end with the man whose heart was ignorant, which is to say lonely.

			
			When he had left behind the large, noisy streets of celebration, and at the moment he turned onto Cottard and Grand’s street, Doctor Rieux was stopped by a barricade of officers. He wasn’t expecting it. The faraway murmurs of the party made the neighborhood seem silent, and he imagined it was as deserted as it was quiet. He got out his pass.

			“Sorry, Doctor,” said the policeman. “There’s a crazy man shooting at the crowd. But stay here, you may be useful.”

			At that moment, Rieux saw Grand, who was coming toward him. Grand didn’t know anything either. They wouldn’t let him pass, and he had learned that the shots were coming from his building. From afar, they could in fact see its façade, gilded by the last light of a cold sun. Around it, a big, empty space had been carved out, reaching the opposite sidewalk. In the middle of the pavement, they could distinctly make out a hat and a dirty tuft of fabric. Rieux and Grand could see, at quite a distance down the other end of the street, a cordon of police parallel to the ones who were keeping them back, and behind them, a few inhabitants of the neighborhood who quickly paced back and forth. Upon closer inspection, they also noticed police officers, revolvers in their fists, lurking in the doorways of the buildings across the street. All the shutters were closed. On the third floor, however, one of the shutters seemed half unfastened. The street was completely silent. They could hear only snatches of music that arrived from the city center.

			
			At that moment, from one of the apartments facing the house, two revolver shots rang out and fragments bounced off the damaged shutter. Then the silence returned. From afar, and after the tumult of the day, this seemed a bit surreal to Rieux.

			“It’s Cottard’s window,” said Grand, all of a sudden, very agitated. And yet Cottard had disappeared.

			“Why are they firing?” Rieux asked the officer.

			“They’re trying to keep him occupied. We’re waiting for a car to come with the supplies we need, since he’s firing on people who try to enter the building door. An officer was hit.”

			“Why did he shoot?”

			“We don’t know. People were amusing themselves in the street. At the first revolver shot, they didn’t understand. With the second, there were screams, someone was hurt, and everyone fled. He’s crazy or something!”

			As the silence returned, the minutes started to drag. Suddenly, on the other end of the street, they saw a dog pop up, the first Rieux had seen in a long time, a dirty spaniel who must have been hidden by his owners until then, and who trotted along the walls. Nearing the door, he hesitated, sat on his rump, and twisted around to chew on his fleas. Several whistles came from the policemen, calling him. He lifted his head, then decided to cross the street slowly to sniff the hat. At that moment, a revolver shot came from the third floor, and the dog flipped like a crêpe, beating its paws violently to turn back over onto its side, shaken by long spasms. In return, five or six blasts came from the opposite doorways, further crumbling the shutter. Silence fell again. The sun had dropped a little and the shadows approached Cottard’s window. Brakes groaned softly in the street behind the doctor.

			
			“Here they are,” said the officer.

			Policemen were coming up behind them, carrying ropes, a ladder, and two oblong bundles wrapped in oiled cloth. They crept into a street that skirted the block of houses opposite Grand’s building. A moment later, they saw, or glimpsed, a certain agitation in the doorways of these houses. Then they waited. The dog wasn’t moving anymore—he now bathed in a dark puddle.

			All of a sudden, out of the windows of the buildings occupied by police, came a burst of machine-gun fire. As they fired, still aiming at the shutter, it completely stripped off, uncovering a black surface in which Rieux and Grand couldn’t make out anything from where they stood. When the firing stopped, a second machine gun sputtered from another angle, from a house farther away. The bullets must have pierced the window frame, since one of them released a shower of brick. At the same second, three officers ran across the street and burst through the door of the building. Almost at once, three others hurried over there, and the firing of the machine gun stopped. They waited some more. Two faraway blasts rang out in the building. Then a murmur swelled, and they saw, coming out of the building, carried as much as dragged, a little man in shirtsleeves who kept shouting. As if by some miracle, all the shutters opened along the street and the windows were dotted with curious people, while a crowd came out of the houses and pressed up against the barricades. For a second, they glimpsed the little man in the middle of the street, his feet finally on the ground, his arms held behind him by officers. He was screaming. An officer approached him and struck him twice, with the full force of his fists, deliberately, with a sort of skill.

			
			“It’s Cottard,” stammered Grand, “he’s gone crazy.”

			Cottard had fallen. Next they saw the officer launch his foot at full force into the pile crumpled on the ground. Then a jumbled group stirred and headed toward the doctor and his old friend.

			“Move along!” said the officer.

			Rieux averted his eyes when the group passed in front of him.

			Grand and the doctor parted as the dusk was ending. As if the event had shaken the sleepy neighborhood out of its rest, these backstreets filled once more with the buzzing of an exultant crowd. On the doorstep, Grand said goodbye to the doctor. He was going to work. But as he started to climb the steps, he told Rieux that he had written to Jeanne, and that now he was content. And then he had started his sentence again. “I’ve gotten rid,” he said, “of all the adjectives.”

			
			And with a wicked smile, he tipped his hat in a ceremonious salute. But Rieux was thinking of Cottard, and the dull sound of fists crushing the man’s face followed him as he headed toward the old asthmatic’s house. Perhaps it was harder to think about a guilty man than a dead one.

			When Rieux arrived at his old patient’s home, night had already devoured the whole sky. From his room, you could hear the faraway murmur of liberty, and the old man, even-tempered, continued to transfer his chickpeas.

			“They’re right to enjoy themselves,” he said, “it takes all kinds to make a world. And your colleague, Doctor, what’s become of him?”

			Blasts had reached them, but they were peaceful: children were setting off firecrackers.

			“He died,” said the doctor, as he held a stethoscope to the wheezing chest.

			“Ah!” said the old man, taken aback a little.

			“Of the plague,” Rieux added.

			“Yes,” said the old man after a moment, “the best ones always go. That’s life. But he was a man who knew what he wanted.”

			“What makes you say that?” said the doctor as he put away his stethoscope.

			“No reason. He didn’t speak unless he had something to say. And, me, I liked him. But that’s how it goes. The others say: ‘It’s the plague, we had the plague.’ They might as well be asking for a medal. But what does it mean, the plague? It’s life, that’s all.”

			
			“Do your inhalations regularly.”

			“Oh! Don’t worry about me. I’ve still got a long while, and I’ll outlive them all. I know how to live.”

			Shouts of joy echoed back to him from afar. The doctor stopped in the middle of the room.

			“Would it bother you if I went up to the terrace?”

			“Not at all. You want to see them from up there, eh? Enjoy it. But of course they’re always the same.”

			Rieux headed toward the stairs.

			“Say, Doctor, is it true that they’re going to construct a monument for those who died of the plague?”

			“The newspaper said so. A stele or a plaque.”

			“I knew it. And there will be speeches.”

			The old man gave a strangled laugh.

			“I can picture it by now: ‘Our dead…’ And then they’ll break out the snacks.”

			Rieux was already climbing the stairs. The great cold sky sparkled over the houses, and close to the hills, the stars hardened like flint. This night wasn’t so different from the one when he and Tarrou had come to this terrace to forget about the plague. The sea at the foot of the bluff was just a bit louder than it had been. The air was still and light, relieved of the dirty gusts that brought the lukewarm winds of autumn. Yet the murmur of the city was still battering the foot of the terraces with a sound like waves. But this night was one of deliverance, and not of revolt. Far away, a reddish dark revealed the illuminated boulevards and squares. In the night that had now been liberated, desire was without limits, and its low growl reached all the way to Rieux.

			
			The first fireworks from the official celebration climbed from the dark harbor. The city greeted them with a long, muted gasp. Cottard, Tarrou, the men and women that Rieux had loved and lost, everyone, dead or guilty, was forgotten. The old man was right, people were always the same. But that was their strength and their innocence, and it was here, high above all sorrow, that Rieux felt himself join them. Amid the shouts that redoubled their force and their span, reverberating for a long time at the foot of the terrace as the multicolored bursts rose more frequently into the sky, Doctor Rieux decided to undertake the tale he concludes here, so he wouldn’t be one of those who keeps silent, so he could bear witness on behalf of those plagued people, to leave at least some memory of the injustice and the violence done to them, and to write simply about what can be learned in the middle of scourges, that there is more to admire in humans than there is to scorn.

			Yet he knew that this could not be a chronicle of definite victory. It could only be an account of what had to be accomplished, and what will doubtless have to be accomplished again, against terror and its relentless weapon, by all people who, despite their personal heartbreaks, unable to be saints and refusing to accept scourges, nonetheless resolve to become doctors.

			
			Indeed, as he heard the cries of delight rising from the city, Rieux remembered that this delight was always threatened. For he knew what this joyous crowd did not, and what you can read in books—that the plague bacillus never dies or disappears, that it can lie dormant for decades in furniture and linens, that it waits patiently in rooms, in basements, in trunks, among handkerchiefs and paperwork, and that perhaps the day would come when, for the sorrow and education of men, the plague would revive its rats and dispatch them to die in a happy city.

		

	
		
		
			
			Translator’s Note

			Each time I read The Plague it leaves a deep impression, an aftermark of the brutal and beautiful companionship offered in its pages. Through a style that is by turns stark and lyrical, Camus created a powerful narrative engine that could represent struggle, neither condescending to the reader nor seeking to provide false hope.

			Like many people, I first encountered this novel in a classroom through Stuart Gilbert’s 1948 translation—the first English version of The Plague and the version most Americans still read. But as Matthew Ward points out in his translator’s note for The Stranger, Gilbert brings a certain “paraphrastic earnestness” to Camus. Though the work is accurate, it often includes extra adverbs or slight explanations that bring Gilbert’s own reading experience to the page. Since he was Camus’s contemporary, Gilbert also translated the novel in the immediate aftermath of the Second World War, and as a result, there is a certain impulse to make the plainer moments of the novel more “appropriately heroic” for the postwar audience. Where Camus writes “they must begin again” (il fallait recommencer), Gilbert elaborates with “they must set their shoulders to the wheel again.” I’ve worked to restore Camus’s original restraint, so that a reader can feel the sincere emotion it provokes. Real hope, for Camus, isn’t heroic—it’s quiet and necessary and it hurts.

			
			Since the narrator of The Plague is careful to represent collective trauma rather than individual struggle, it’s fitting that he becomes a bit of a chameleon. Before he reveals his identity, his narrative voice often camouflages itself through the voices and characters he describes, representing the lyric beauty of the sky; the starved memories of separated lovers; the hesitancy of bureaucracy; or the fire and brimstone of a sermon. Camus achieves much of this variation through the way his sentence structure shapes the thoughts on the page. In contrast with the starkness of The Stranger—which Sartre jokingly titled “Translated from Silence”—some sentences in The Plague are constructed to mimic the heaviness of quarantine time as the characters struggle to escape the drawn-out grammar of their waiting. Others have a sharp lyricism that can fall flat if it isn’t represented precisely. Many of these sentences gather momentum not only through their placement within a paragraph but also in the order of phrases and clauses. A sentence that begins innocuously may reveal a catastrophic end. For example, in the sentence, “On the sidewalks, more than one person out for a nighttime stroll felt, underfoot, the squishy mass of a still-fresh corpse,” readers discover the dead rat at the exact same time as these unfortunate pedestrians.

			
			In December 2019, I walked through the streets of Oran myself, looking for the particular resonances that landscape can plant in memory. The old Spanish walls of the city are still there, along with the gates that shut at the end of Part I, locking Oran in quarantine. This research helped me to understand the historical layout of the neighborhoods and the way Camus keeps certain markers of the actual North African city. For example, the old asthmatic counts chickpeas (pois chiches) in the original, not green peas (pois). The names of the neighborhoods in the novel correspond to real sections of the city, which is particularly significant in the case of the Quartier Nègre, a neighborhood where native populations were violently segregated from the rest of the population by the French colonial authorities. I’ve preserved these significant place names and landmarks as they are in the original.

			Just as I tried to be faithful to the real sense of place, I’ve also tried to be precise in the language of the allegory. Camus most often refers to the prophylactic treatments for the plague as serums, not vaccines, indicating a transfer of antibodies from one person to another. Doctor Rieux’s quotations from medical manuals are often adapted from real handbooks of symptoms, especially the line “death follows when an insignificant movement occurs.” Camus chose this particular description because it relates to the anthology of insignificant characters Tarrou collects in his notebooks—paradoxically connecting the vulnerability of human life to its odd habits, its pathos, its preciousness. These links reveal the nuance of Camus’s metaphors, and how much meaning they draw from the exact details of a relentlessly changing world.

			
			“The problem in art is a problem of translation,” Camus wrote in his notebooks. Here, he identifies the fundamental difficulty of translation, which is making a viable world out of words. In this sense, The Plague is translated from the opposite of silence—from cries and groans, from uncertain waiting, from attempts at resistance, from fears of relapse, and most important, from the idea that a chronicle of injustice can warn against future plagues.

			In an unpredictable and uncertain year, I want to thank the friends and colleagues who made time to read all or part of this translation in progress, including John Palattella, Emma Ramadan, Robert Pinsky, and Julia Dzwonkoski. Alice Kaplan was a wonderful interlocutor, providing generous feedback on this project across several extremely busy semesters. She also invited me to visit Algeria, and I thank her and the MaisonDAR artist collective in Algiers for hosting me. Abdeslem Abdelhak of Bel Horizon was an invaluable guide to the places Camus describes in The Plague, and I’m grateful for his deep knowledge of Oran’s history. Père Guillaume Michel, Djamel Hachi, the Institut Français d’Alger, Catherine Corm-Kammoun, Pierre Gillon, Élisabeth Leuvrey, and Sarah Bouchakour also helped to facilitate research in Algeria. Thanks to Matt Kenyon for reading drafts and for finding me a 1940s copy of the St. James Infirmary.

			
			I am grateful to the Camus Estate for the opportunity to translate this work. Many thanks to everyone at Alfred A. Knopf who helped to make the project possible, especially my editor, Lexy Bloom. I also want to acknowledge the many other translators of Camus, whose works I have consulted. I am particularly grateful to Ellen Conroy Kennedy, whose early translations of Camus’s lyrical essays provided a valuable intertext for this work.

		

	
		
		
			
			a note about the author

			Albert Camus was born in Algeria in 1913. He spent the early years of his life in North Africa, where he became a journalist. During the Nazi occupation of France, his essential contributions to the underground newspaper Combat and the publication of The Stranger and The Myth of Sisyphus established him as a beacon of the Resistance in postwar intellectual life. His fiction, including The Stranger, The Plague, The Fall, and Exile and the Kingdom; his philosophical essays, including The Myth of Sisyphus and The Rebel; and his plays, including Caligula, have assured his preeminent position in modern letters. In 1957, Camus was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature. On January 4, 1960, he was killed in a car accident.
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