





































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































still be rationing for years to come, and I inherit the small paper cards
with stamps for bread and tobacco, which run into the late 1940s. The
postwar order brings changes that are hard to adjust to. “My
grandmother Rosalie, in her mind, had stayed with gold Francs. She
gave us 100 francs to do groceries, for her it was a fortune, while 100
francs didn’t buy you anything, so she thought we were stealing from
her.” She didn’t understand that the currency had devaluated by 66
percent in 1945. “We certainly didn’t steal. It’s just that to her, money
had been much more valuable than it had become with paper money.
She was scandalized.” Fortunately, there’s a return of American aid:
flour arrives, you eat white bread again and yellow cornbread.

Mostly you remember the change of school, no longer the little
neighborhood school of the “White Rabbit,” nor your dream of the more
prestigious Lycée, but by train to Docteur Escat Street for the
“complementary courses” which at that time expanded education among
popular classes. The food is awful, and you often escape to the nearby
market to eat. It’s still the games you remember most, playing marbles
without marbles. “After the liberation we played with cherry seeds,
which we boiled and put into bags. We made huts with cardboard boxes,
with a door and windows, and the game was if you sent the seed through
the door you got five points, twenty points for the skylight. Cherry
seeds...”

Like in Dampierre, happiness is nature, and you flee to it as often as you
can. A rare passage on your childhood in your book La Soupe Chinoise
tells it:

“Those mornings when joy rose above Marseille-Veyre, over the
translucent wall of the hillside. The roofs of clear tiles descended unto
the sea. You hurtle down stairs, down alleys. You’re going fishing.
You’re very small. You have the entire ocean to yourself. You fish by
hand, among the bricks. The shore is full of them. It’s the liberation of
France and the Germans did quite a lot of dynamiting. In a couple of
winters, all those bricks will turn to pink pebbles.”



The Mediterranean still had oil stains from sunken tankers, but to you
they looked beautiful gleaming in the sunlight, and otherwise “with war,
the sea was no longer as polluted, the sea was full of fish, of algae and
sea urchin.” And Jean’s teachings haven’t been in vain: The passion
stuck, and you can bring food home now. “I spent all my time fishing. I
was little. I’d take a bamboo, stick a fork in it and catch crabs. I broke
bottles by the bottom and put a cork at the top, I broke mussels, put them
in the bottle, and brought back enough to make fish soup. Every day we
had fish soup.” You’ll seek the sea all along your life, before renouncing
it altogether in old age. “Now the sea is rotten and polluted, it’s dead.
The sea was alive then. I spent my time by the sea.”

Those bricks, the ravages of war churned up by the tide, shrinking until
they color the sand then meld into it. It’s something to hope for. The
final crumbling of the lies of the past years and all that they sustained. It
doesn’t come easy for you, if at all. Postwar brings more rage, more
banished creeds. It all mixes without clear timelines, strata of revelations
that gradually bore a hole under your feet.

It starts with the truth about Nazi Germany. What did you believe it
was? “We thought it was like the first war, with the Kaiser, an honorable
fight among soldiers.” The glory days of your grandfather, venerating
Pétain. Then later the admiration for a resurgent Germany far from
uncommon in Europe, present in your family, vaunting their order and
modernization for your Uncle Marcel the engineer, seduced by the
military esthetics and myth for Uncle René the former military man.
Growing up with all that iconography, christened by the ingrained
patriotism of the father dead in service of his country, resulting in a child
with a ripe imagination daydreaming with propaganda. But the war’s
end and its aftermath bring home the nightmare. It’s hard to imagine
how you would have learned before that. You were a young French boy
brought up on misinformation, who’d spent the last years in the middle
of nowhere.

“We knew in ‘45, over the summer. It was immediately after the
liberation, we had a flux of images, whereas before we had nothing save



German propaganda. We didn’t know the gas chambers, we didn’t know
the abominable racism, the massacre of the Polish, we didn’t know.
Meanwhile, Hitler was a criminal madman and we didn’t know. Just out
of war you find that...you always knew that everything was possible,
and you find that once more the limits have been pushed even further. I
saw that we had fallen ever lower. We realized it was industrial horror,
beyond everything. But it was a bit late.”

The Germans had been something out of magazines, wartime narratives
of exploits instead of action movies, then finally a parade of ghosts. But
that’s not the deepest layer to crumble. In the larger lie you lived for,
they were admired as allies of France in the far-right telling of it, in the
fight against the supreme evil of communism. They had been ennobled
by an armistice and the handshake of Pétain with Hitler at Montoire,
sealing collaboration. And that was by France incarnate; that was Pétain.
It was Marshal Pétain that mattered above all: That was personal and
that became taboo.

“I had to shut my mouth because I was for the Marshal, and against this
rotten France. I never spoke to anyone about the stoning. I wasn’t going
to tell about it; stoning meant collaboration. For me, the traitors were the
Gaullists that betrayed the Marshal. I had a grudge against France: it had
betrayed me.”

The virulent sense of betrayal is not something I can fully grasp, to your
irritation. Only in delving into the words from that period can I start to
comprehend this idea of sudden abandonment, of “staying on the
quayside as everyone got on board.” Though the shift in political
opinion was gradual, and only clearing over years, that requires
perspective, and from some angles it all seemed to happen in the blink of
an eye.

French historian Henri Amouroux recounts a telling story. A woman
tells him how, as a girl, she was chosen in Aix-en-Provence to bring
Pétain flowers. It was during those trips in the first year of his regime,
when he was acclaimed with fanfare as the savior. She is taken forward,



given the flowers and finds herself in front of Pétain. She hands him the
flowers, welcomes him and he hugs her. “Afterwards, I don’t know,
except I received photos of the ceremony and I was proud of it. Two
years later, my parents buried the photos in a drawer and told me to
forget.”

In the spring of 1944, Pétain is granted his longtime wish and allowed to
leave Vichy France to tour occupied France. A newsreel waxes lyrical:
“Straighter than ever, maintaining despite so many responsibilities and
so many ordeals this surprising youth of spirit, of soul and above all
heart, the great soldier is indeed the leader around which must be
consolidated this French unity whose existence is today exposed to
peril.”

On April 26 he reaches the capital where crowds gather to cheer him. As
he speaks to them from City Hall, they sing the Marseillaise. Again, a
newsreel, a man speaking next to a huge portrait of Pétain: “The Marshal
appearing in Paris we saw a crowd of a million Parisians that seem to
surge from the cobblestones. We had the impression that this date
marked the moment the people of France pulled itself together, and the
renaissance of a lost unity.”

Four months later, on August 25, De Gaulle arrives in a liberated capital.
At that very same City Hall the new leader reclaims the soul of France
and its unity, quickly erasing the predecessor’s claim for the same:
“Paris! Paris outraged! Paris broken! Paris martyred! But Paris liberated!
Liberated by itself, liberated by its people with the help of the French
armies, with the support and the help of all France, of the France that
fights, of the only France, of the real France, of the eternal France!”

There’s a running joke about a foreigner saying the population of a town
must have doubled, for how else could you explain the cheers for one
then the other? Perhaps it’s best to heed the words of Anthony Eden, the
British Foreign Secretary under Churchill, who said, “If one hasn’t been
through the horrors of an occupation by a foreign power, you have no
right to pronounce upon what a country does.” You were there, however,



and very much on the losing side. “For me the liberation was an
imposture, the country was the traitor.”

Alas for you, Pétain is the man being tried for treason.

He’ll be tried in July and August, in his uniform of Marshal of France.
On August 6, 1945, Time magazine wrote, “Not in a tumbril but in a
Black Maria, Henri Philippe Pétain, 89, hero of Verdun, Marshal of
France and chief of the late Vichy Government, rode to one of history’s
great trials—his own, for high treason. With him rode the France of
1940 to be judged by the France of 1945. Few of the Marshal’s
countrymen, who five years ago looked to him as a fallen nation’s hope,
caught a glimpse of him as he passed on the way from Montrouge Prison
to the Palais de Justice.”

Pétain is declared guilty of high treason and “national indignity” and
sentenced to death. He strips off his Marshal’s uniform. The court, citing
his age, asks for the sentence not to be carried out. De Gaulle, once a
Pétain protégé, himself condemned to death by Vichy in 1940, grants the
court’s wish and commutes the sentence to life imprisonment. That’s
how he will die, on the island of I’Ile d’Yeu.

You tell me: “For me he wasn’t a criminal, he was an old man
overwhelmed, a man that dreamt a role above his means. He was eighty-
four, he could retire, but he saw himself in a leading role, just like De
Gaulle saw himself in one. He would save France. You’re old, instead of
drinking soup and dying of boredom, you’re God. You’re the savior.
France is lost and thou cometh. You’re going to have an important role.
You’re going to allow France a role in the future Europe. We didn’t
know what a child knows in high school now, that there will be
America; what De Gaulle knew when he said, ‘France has lost a battle it
has not lost the war.” Which is exact, but back then, for us, the war was
lost, it was over and done with.”

What rankles you is the “slapstick comedy” of history, whereby
everyone adapts. The seamless change of those closest to you, who had
once confirmed your beliefs. “We didn’t speak; my mother was fully for



Pétain then for the General. At school I better not talk about it because
they were all behind the General, so I was always lonely.”

It was as if that whole world had never existed, your life a blotch in the
general postwar consensus. A shameful minority, one that could be
lumped together into a treacherous caste, as the Catholic writer Frangois
Mauriac put it “In fact the squalid spectacle offered by too many
Frenchmen in the presence of the enemy, do not imagine it to be new.
The French police turned into prison guards through Vichy’s grace, the
black-market traffickers, the businessmen and writers that the
occupation enriches, all this hideous humanity belongs to an eternal
species.”

Eventually, time created fissures, shades and self-critical reassessment
allowing for national guilt to surface, as historian Benjamin Stora
explained in The Gangrene and Forgetting: “The events of 1968 initiate
the critic of a unanimous France, sure of its history and its values, an
image constructed after the Liberation of 1945. The appearance, onto the
scene, of young men who want to know the attitudes of their fathers
towards Vichy; the emotional dynamics that traverse society after 1968;
the departure and death of De Gaulle (...), all these elements combine to
splinter ‘the myth of resistantism’ forged in the previous period. After
having believed themselves to all be résistant, the French fear to
discover themselves all collaborators.” Others sought to deal with the
past by portraying Vichy as having tried to stifle Germany, instead of
aiding it. That too would splinter.

These societal questionings are all far off. For now, judgment is still
being passed on the most visible among those responsible for a regime
that repressed, persecuted and deported opponents, refugees; that
deported 300,000 Jews and voluntarily sent Jewish children to their
deaths when they had not been required to do so by the Germans. We’re
still in the murk of 1945 and the need for balm simplifying the pervasive
horror of collaboration by splitting the world into crystalline good and
evil.



And on the silent side of that divide, you’re left alone and newly
orphaned by the sentence declaring the death of God. “You’re very
small...you believe, you believe...you believe in God, there’s God in
heaven and on earth, there’s the Marshal. I was faithful. You believe in
God, you’re not going to devalue God after four years. I believed in
God, I believed in the Marshal as I would God. I kept my faith as one
keeps one’s faith in God. The others did not shun God because nothing
replaced him—whereas De Gaulle replaced Pétain. I kept the faith. The
others followed a false prophet with two stars on his shoulder. God is
still in the heavens but the Marshal...the Marshal...the Marshal is a
traitor. It was...everything...nothing was left standing. It was over.”

One day the sign of that change appeared to you in the skies of
Marseille. “When De Gaulle came back, I remember seeing planes in the
sky, making a Cross of Lorraine, the symbol of De Gaulle. I can’t
remember when, it’s an image.” It’s a new world, casting away the past
with the new wind of De Gaulle.

What follows in the years to come will only further alienate you from
France. Soon the colonial wars will start, with their cohort of indignities,
and the ground will further give way under your feet. All your genealogy
of colonial militaries becomes one more bloody lie. “I realized
colonization was butchery, another nasty piece of work. All the while at
school we were taught ‘the civilizing mission of France,’ that we
‘brought hospitals,” we ‘vaccinated,” we ‘brought schools and roads.’
Sure. Fuck’s sake.” So as a lover scorned, you sought out the direct
opposite of all that flaunted you, embraced all that defied the nation: you
“converted to Communism.”

“I was Communist inasmuch as I attempted to be as little French as I
could be, politically.” You joined the party section on Baille Boulevard,
went to meetings, read all the right stuff and sold its newspaper

L’ ’Humanité on the streets saying, “Read! Ask for L’Humanité, central
newspaper of the French Communist party!” That’s where your mother
found you. “My mother was mortified, and she said, ‘you may be smart,
but I’'m a good Frenchwoman.’”



In hindsight you couldn’t agree more. It sums it all up well. So be it, it
was a hard-learned lesson: “I guess I’'m a bad Frenchman.”

That’s where we stop; we won’t go further, closer in time than this. The
trajectory can be traced from there, the gist of it at least; it involves a life
of too many lives to be recounted: The failed pilot, the waiter in London,
the aid to Algerian independence? The widower of a woman met in a
train to the USSR? The teacher who drove off a bridge, the drifter in
Cambodia? The reporter covering sect-like theater troupes, town feuds,
civil war? The bad writer of crime novels, the good author of tales of
revenge? The man attracted by places on the brink, like a moth to the
light. I was missing the starting point, the angle of the shot. Now looking
down the barrel I can see the outline of the boy about to be ejected. With
that weight around his neck, the destiny of lead, the heavy heart: the
Pupil of the Nation with that Nation lost. An unrequited believer
avowing unto a desert as only fanatics and children can.

“Finally, I realize I kept it with me for a very, very long time. I was
extremely Catholic, extremely young, extremely permeable, so I was
impregnated for fifty, sixty years. And this period never existed,
interests no one. In all of this... you’re a kid, and very early on you
believe in something and then, and then, and then, then you realize that
it’s false, that you’ve been betrayed. And it lasts you your whole life.”

Here’s the warp in your fabric, the fold I can’t smooth no matter how
long I listen. Something came crashing down inside you long ago, and as
we sit today, in a place of perfect calm and distance, still the silence
imagines the pieces that plummet on and on.

EPILOGUE: CICADA
“I have more memories than if I'd lived a thousand years.”
Baudelaire

The remains of the castle stand atop Collet hill, overlooking the city and



sea from the heights of a stony face, now reveals its broken absence. It
had two turrets, a balcony on the second floor with an untarnished view
of the Mediterranean. It was invaded for that view, demolished for that
haughty location impregnable enough to make a battle last and the
shelling linger.

There were Germans here in 1942, joking at a boy by the park’s fence,
back when the war could still go their way. Then one long Saturday in
1944, there was tumult and explosions, those who’d been there for two
years were expelled and others, soldiers from Morocco, came but did not
take their place, instead moved on to other neighborhoods where there
was more fighting to be done. Since that August, no one disputes
possession of the castle; there’s not much left to fight over. Yet new
invaders come now, into the large park they used to look at from behind
the fences, from their treeless slope, crossing barriers made useless by
battle to play where their elders killed each other. The shelling is over,
yet like an infant echo, a crackling can be heard in the park. The children
scavenged and found. They’re children of the war so their toys are
weapons, munitions left strewn in the park. Take your pick among the
grenade handles, and from inside like an Easter egg they spill silk
cordons and small marbles that the children like. On the ground there are
German caps and black sticks that burn slowly when you put them to the
flames. Best of all are the cartridges, which you unscrew and empty
black squares of powder into the palm of your hand. They crackle when
they’re set alight. One day a boy let it all fall into the fire and a flame
rose and nearly burned his eyes.

Among the children there’s one that looks smaller than his age, with
straight brown hair, like the color of his eyes. He’s always cocking his
head a bit, forcing smiles in the photos that can still be found. In one
photo the family looks brightly at the camera while he’s squatting,
shirtless, looking to the side.

He’s told me he was in the park, and that they made fire, so I imagine
him there at an age where he could nearly be my child. It’s an inversion
of sorts as parents reach old age: a vague need to protect those by whom



we were protected. Not just from whatever comes from the outside—that
they’ve dealt with all their lives—but from what arises as decades pile
upon decades and reveal the crutches and obsessions, diminish the
present and draw forth the distant past. To protect them from things long
since buried and eclipsed for all but them. Things you never get over. A
foolish wish, maybe; What do we know? They’ve managed so far and
their road is longer in the rearview mirror than what still remains to be
run.

Distance, independence, and respect would not allow me to make these
musings out loud, yet imagining that young father-to-be, I’ll feel a
downward pull in the chest when I think of his own lack of a father. Of
all the putative figures he tried to place within that absence, starting with
Pétain, that search he acknowledges for the man who died when he was
five, in Senegal. He doesn’t remember that grave, or if he ever saw it.
Instead he took me to another, in one of those strange coincidences
granted by long lives.

One summer in my early teens his girlfriend suggested we take a trip to
L’fle d’Yeu, an island off the western coast of France. Friends of hers
had lent her a house there. We took the car across from the south and
then the ferry to stay in a place called Port-Joinville. I don’t remember
how long we stayed, just that it was the one time we went fishing, and it
wasn’t something I was good at. Another day we took a walk to the
cemetery. Among the graves there were those of aviators from one
world war or another, Canadians I think. The grave he sought was a
large white rectangle with a white cross at its head, lined with small
trees. On it read:

PHILLIPE PETAIN
MARECHAL DE FRANCE

I didn’t quite know who he was, some old thing out of a history book,
good or bad. I was more into comic books and novels about teenage
wizards at the time. Dead old soldiers, wars so ancient they happened in
black and white—who cares about those things when you’re so young?



The man next to me did, because of a boy even younger than I was at the
time, standing looking at a fire in a park on a hill in Marseille, burning
the debris that war has left behind, with no father by his side. All he has
left of him is one vague memory, and that damning honor bestowed by
his passing: Pupil of the Nation. The rest has gone to hell and the one
thing he holds on to is that his father died for France, and that grounds
him in a patriotic, even heroic legacy that he dreams to live up to
somehow. And though national myths may have crumbled with the war,
that family myth went unscathed. And I come to understand the hold that
not only the living but also the departed had on that child. To him the
unblemished image of the dead father, the unsoiled serviceman will still
last for a long time.

He doesn’t know it’s a lie. He’ll hear from his sister, long after that. “My
mother never talked about my father to me, she spoke to my sister about
it. To her she said he was an alcoholic.” Their mother confided in her
daughter, that she emptied Maurice Courchay’s bottle of Pernod in the
sink, that he drank himself to death and if you want to blame it on
malaria that’s fine. Fact is it they were probably better off without dad.
She certainly was. “She married this sweet guy and then on the wedding
night it was a rape session, a butchery. It was terrible. She told it to my
sister.”

That’s the last remaining illusion that will fall away from that boy,
knowing of his father’s treatment of his mother, his complicity in his
own demise. I’ll know early on through my mother, who was told by my
aunt too, and to me, grandfather was always an alcoholic. I had to learn
that to you he had stood for something greater, not just painful absence,
and it molded you somehow. You don’t recall when you found out, but
there’s a passage in one of your books that evokes the shock you must
have felt at the time. In La Sauvagine, published in 2007, a character
named Jean, whose son you gave my name, has a conversation with a
man:

—“T’11 tell you what’s wrong with you. You imagine having a destiny,
right? Son of a hero: hero yourself. About time you woke up. Your



father drank, that’s about all he was good at. He rotted your mother’s
life...”

(Jean’s monologue) “My father, a loser? I sure hope so. I lived on a lie?
What a joke, everybody lies to everybody. Everybody lies to themselves,
there’s the truth. History is weaved with lies, and that’s perfect.”

(Monologue 2) “You see, Diego, your daddy defends himself. He’ll give
you everything he never had, and first of all, the truth. Your father will
arm you; he’ll knight you. We’ll keep vigil on the eve of battle. Life,
you’ll be able to rush into it. Thinking of you makes me want to fight.
Thank you, son. See you soon.”

That’s one way to heal the lies, the pain and the ideologies that bred
them. Not to pass them on, but to break the cycle, to offer choices, to
grant the liberties of forgetting you wouldn’t grant yourself. Then when
the time comes, to try to explain.

There is little in common between me, the careless teenager facing
Pétain’s grave and you, the youth by the fire in the park. The first will be
afforded his own mind and life; the other will long have to settle for the
counterfeit money of remembrance and will be imprisoned by memory.
And when they meet and talk about it one summer, one discusses distant
history while the other war endures in speech as if it weren’t over. He’s
the last, the rest frozen in time, except this one boy he was, so close still
that at times in mid-speech, today’s reality dissolves into the
overwhelming images that pass before his eyes. For a moment, he’s lost
in that internal landscape: of a park on a hillside, of flames that died out
in 1945, rekindled decades later, not so far away in southern France, on
another hill, the fire that has nearly engulfed his home just before I came
to visit, just beyond where we sit by the large wooden table. The best
place I know for a conversation, the only place where this one could be

had.

We’re alone in the house. It’s summer on the outside, on the hill
scorched by flames; it’s cooler inside, a summer laced with sadness and
names that ring hollow except for brief flurries of remembering. Outside



there’s a drought and inside all the lives evoked seem as dry as the land
from which they’re mentioned, turned over like rocks in the dust paths
that crisscross these hills.

Yet on his hillside, the Mistral wind has made itself felt, dispersed the
ashes of the fire, the earth slowly appearing underneath the burn. After
months of drought, one day, finally, there is rain, and green sprouts on
that black canvas. Thistles are the first to return. It’s evening by the time
we finish our talk, the best time to water the hill. My father takes out the
hose as the sun sets, goes around the scorched land, tells which trees he
managed to save and waters them profusely, a birch, the bamboos. He
points to those that appear dead but still sprout green leaves in the higher
branches: life still flows upwards in them. Two pines look beyond
salvation, their trunks crackled and leaves that turn to powder in the
palm. Those he waters a bit out of penitence, “for their old days.” Soon
the seasons will separate the dead from the living. By next spring the
face of the hill will have again changed.

In the daytime, on the high branches, above the burn darkening the tree’s
trunk, there are cicadas. They return with every summer in southern
France, their shrill cry climaxing as the days get warmer. We have their
song in common. We both love them for different reasons. In a way, you
identify with them. When you talk of cicadas you talk about the boy you
were. “You’re something to be born, you’re not really in the world, not
really in it, not really allowed, you wait, a cicada that stays two or three
years underground before reaching the light and singing for one summer.
Months and months underground for one summer in open air.”

To me they are the summer, the vacations when I could visit, and if
heard cicadas it meant I was with you. It seldom happens now, harder to
return in adulthood than when I was a kid. Still I heard them this
summer, in the background of our words, as we spent the days calling
forth images, scenes enriched or debased by the shifting of retelling and
all that memory does to bury or cling to what made us who we are. This
imperfect final story has no claims beyond the mark history left on a
single man. Its sole gain, for another, of discovering his family, a family



rich with loss, where memories outweigh the living.

Now it’s time to head back to New York, I already missed a plane. I
couldn’t bring myself to go, I never can. I’ll need another bag for the
books and mementos you gifted me, as you do every time. So you bring
out an old dirty green satchel. I get a sponge and start to clean the dust
and mothballs. I shift it and out falls a religious medal with the Virgin
and Christ, and a woven insignia with the Marshal’s symbol, the
Francisque Axe surrounded by the seven stars of his title. Previous
owner unknown, or how long they’ve been there. I can have them if I
want. In the end just symbols and insignia, things worn merely on the
outside that you take off in 1942 or 1944, tuck away and replace, move
on, gratefully forgetting.

So the medal and insignia move on to a pocket in my bag, next to the
keys and my Mexican passport, alongside one of your novels, the photo
of Stéphane Godard in his uniform alongside Rosalie, his wife, another
the Godard family in the villa, and one of my grandparents, all smiles.
An old satchel crammed with facts and appearances, filled with concrete
or fictional lives.

In time, both intertwine and fade, the life we lived, the one we thought
we lived, or should have, the debate closed in a casket of time.
Afterwards, if you insist, some reminder, some warning of
circumstances, beliefs, or a sprinkling of words inasmuch as they mirror
the present. Maybe not even that.
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