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			“How is it possible to recover and love the world again when you have lived through the worst?” “On the night of September 5, 1990, my two children, Lucie and Sylvain, were murdered by their own father. Faced with such a tragedy, I could have killed myself, but I chose life. Like many mothers, I believed that I could never live without my children. And yet... today, I am no longer ashamed to be alive. Surviving hell is possible.

			“There is not a word in the dictionary that is good enough to define the nothingness in which I and my family found ourselves.”

			“To fill this gap, I decided to write my story.  How can you survive the death of your children? I hope that my testimony will help you, dear reader, to understand the pain of the victims and perhaps one day to overcome it.”

			In this extraordinary story, of rare humanity, Patricia Oddo finds the strength to live for her children, to fall in love, to be a mother again, to speak without taboo about this tragedy that struck her children, and to mourn this tragedy thirty years later.
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			Foreword

			Society is governed by codes and procedures, but no method, no teaching, no book, perhaps, explains how to behave in the face of the horror I experienced. In the dictionary, there is not a word good enough to evoke the nothingness in which my family and I found ourselves.

			In order to fill this gap, I decided to write my story to seek an answer to the following question: how can one survive the death of one’s children? My testimony will, I hope, help to understand the pain of the victims and maybe, one day, to overcome it... 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Help was there.

			Helplessly, I watched with terrible apprehension as the firemen went up and down the stairs of the house. Seeing my distress, they quickly took charge of me. Meanwhile, the doctor was taking care of the children. Then he got into the truck and approached me, giving me the answer I already knew...

			 

			*

			 

			On September 5, 1990, it was still the summer vacations. Lucie and Sylvain had been at their father’s for about ten days and I had to go and meet them at 6 pm.

			That evening I knocked and rang the doorbell. No one seemed to be in the house even though the shutters were open. I started to worry. I thought they had gone out to do some shopping. I decided to go to meet them in Saint-Valéry-en-Caux. I ran. I wandered. I crossed a road without checking if a car was coming. More than once, I almost got run over.

			Everywhere, my eyes were looking for Lucie and Sylvain. At the corner of every street. Inside each store. At the random crossroads. In vain. I was more and more afraid, I felt more and more bad. Panicked, I went to Dominique’s, the nanny: maybe Sylvain and Lucie had stayed at her place?

			- Have you heard from the kids? I asked, head on. We were supposed to meet at Jacky’s... They’re not there!

			- No, I haven’t seen them today.

			- When did you last see them?

			- Yesterday, in the communal garden. They were taking a walk. Your husband seemed to be doing well. We exchanged a few words. 

			I was a little reassured, but more “a little” than “reassured.

			I left Dominique in a hurry and went to the home of another friend, Muriel, whose ex-husband had Jacky over from time to time. Her daughter and Lucie were in the same class. Same failure.

			As the night progressed, the anguish intensified, it took shape and became palpable. The fear in me went up a notch, like every time I entrusted Lucie and Sylvain to Jacky and he called me at night to tell me, in a terrifying voice, that I would not see my children again. What if the worst had happened? How could I accept such a hypothesis? I could never live without them! My children were my only reason to live. I couldn’t imagine a life without feeling them, hugging them, kissing them, hearing them laugh and bicker. 

			Where were they? What had happened to them? Even though I would never see them again, I wanted to know they were alive. “God, listen to me, please let them be alive,” I prayed in the secret of my heart.

			That night of September 5-6, 1990, the longest and most agonizing of my life, passed slowly, gravely, out of time. My friend Dominique stayed with me while I was pacing. I called the hospitals in the area and anyone who might have seen or heard my children. I waited, hoped, prayed. All in vain. 

			On the morning of September 6, with no news, I called the control room of the EDF power plant in Paluel. Jacky and I were both working there, in different departments. Jacky was scheduled to be on shift that morning, but he hadn’t hired and hadn’t notified me of his absence. In a panic, I decided to call the personnel department at the plant, and I explained:

			- I am separated from my husband, Jacky Leroy, and I was supposed to pick up our children last night... He lives in the Ormoie residence in Saint-Valéry-en-Caux... He should have worked this morning, but he is not there!

			- Maybe he is delayed somewhere for personal reasons and didn’t take the time to warn me? suggested my interlocutor.

			- No, I don’t think so! On the other hand, lately he has been threatening me by saying that I will not see the children again. I am really worried... I don’t know what to do...

			- Let’s meet at his place in half an hour, shall we? I’ll be there.

			At about 10:00 a.m., some officials from the plant came to me, accompanied by a locksmith. They opened the door, and I rushed to the garage: Jacky’s Renault 25 was there. I felt myself fainting. 

			At that moment, without wanting to believe it, I sensed that everything I had dreaded and dwelt on that night, everything I had imagined in my most sinister thoughts, everything, that is to say the worst, had become reality. An EDF official climbed up the stairs and immediately came down again. I did not move. I did not try to go upstairs. I did not ask to see the children. I protected myself from this tragic event that I refused to admit, leaving it outside of me, so that it wouldn’t reach me.

			Not yet.

			Not yet.

			My employers called the fire department and the doctor, and got me out of the house. I was stunned, terrified, unable to shed a tear or verbalize what I was feeling. I was in terrible pain. I felt lost and I was screaming:

			- How are they doing?

			I was still hoping that a miracle would happen, that someone would tell me that I was wrong, that everything was fine, that my children were safe... The only answer was that someone wrapped their arms around me and hugged me tightly. 

			Hector, my friend Maggy’s husband, walked by the house and I looked him in the eye. I talked to him and he also hugged me tightly. What did I say to him? I don’t remember. I still remember that hug. I knew that everything would change and that my life would never be the same again.

			That’s when the fire department arrived. Very quickly, too soon, the doctor joined me in the truck. He came up to me and took my hands:

			- Madam, there is nothing more to do: your children are dead.

			I was torn but not really surprised. I stared at the doctor with the hope that, despite the evidence, the miracle would happen. Maybe he was wrong? Perhaps I had misunderstood his words?

			No.

			I felt his compassionate look, and he said:

			- Madam, I’m going to give you a sedative. This will help you to relax a little, and then the firemen will accompany you to the hospital in Dieppe. 

			I felt the sting, and the voices trailed off as I lost consciousness.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Part 1: Before

			 

			1. The magic of childhood

			How could I, Patricia, the granddaughter of courageous and hard-working Italian pieds-noirs, well brought up and destined like them to a peaceful life, have known such a painful fate?

			My grandparents arrived in Tunisia at the end of the 19th century, in this French protectorate where there was land and work - in short, hope for a better life. The Italians all lived in the same neighborhood. My father and mother were born in Tunisia. They met through their respective families and were married in Tunis. My maternal grandmother passed away on the day of Mom and Dad’s wedding, and the ceremony was postponed until the following week. It was a terrible shock for my mother, especially since her wedding was held in the same church where her mother’s funeral ceremony had taken place. My mother spoke sadly of what should have been the happiest day of her life. This tragedy turned her life upside down.

			When she was talking about life in Tunis, mom used to say:

			- In Tunisia, life was hard. We were not rich. There was no social security. My mother was very sick, so I had to go to work to buy medicine and help the family. I wanted to be a midwife, but I had to stop my studies to go and do some cleaning.

			Her voice trembled when she broached the subject. She often cried.

			My parents arrived in France at the end of 1958, following the independence of Tunisia. They settled in La Rochelle, where one of my father’s brothers lived. They lived in Angoulins-sur-Mer. My father liked to recall his past as an amateur footballer, pointing out that the club that had recruited him provided accommodation for them. Today, I know how much courage and perseverance it took for them to leave everything and go far away from the place where they were born.

			Mom was - she died in 2006 - a discreet, reserved person, who only gave her trust to those who deserved it. She was a beautiful woman, with nice shapes. None of us inherited the color of her blue eyes that lit up her face. Mom was not very talkative. Her voice was soft but firm when needed. 

			Dad, 84 years old as I write this, is a fairly tall, slim man with a dark face and dark eyes. He is courageous, reliable and faithful. He is a person who likes to show off. He likes to appear. This is not a judgment: he is like that, with his great qualities and his small defects. My parents formed a couple that at first sight was a bit mismatched, but in reality they complemented each other very well.

			As for me, I was born in 1959 in La Rochelle and my brother Eric, known as Rico, in the same city a year later. I made my first steps the day of his birth. I even bit him, the first time I approached him. We still laugh about these stories.

			At the beginning of 1962, we left for Chartres where four of my father’s sisters lived. There was work there, they told us: hence another move - one more - and a new uprooting for my parents.

			My second brother, Thierry, was born in December 1962. He was a quiet child but often sick. He needed a lot of attention and care. The fourth and last of the siblings, Sylvie, was born in 1965. I was six years old. When Mom came back from the maternity ward, I remember being introduced to my little sister. When I entered the room, I was surprised to see this baby waving and crying so hard. I was probably expecting to see a baby like the one I had as a toy. Frightened, I called out to my mother:

			- If that’s it, little sister, I’m out of here!

			 

			*

			 

			After the little incident in the maternity ward, I quickly changed my mind. I felt I had a great mission when my sister was entrusted to me. I still remember when I was giving her a bottle, with my legs stretched out and Sylvie cradled in my arm.

			I remember another story. Rico and I went to the same school and we went together. One morning, the collar of his blouse was crooked and I said to him:

			- How badly you are dressed!

			I went up to him and put his collar back on.  I was like a little mom to him! 

			Rico was a reckless child who was not afraid of anything. Even as a child he defied the rules, and was often punished for it. This was the case at school, but also at home.  

			At the time, we lived in an apartment in Beaulieu, a working-class district of Chartres where my parents had managed to integrate. In the household, my father was the only one working and, to go to the factory, which was a few kilometers away, he rode a moped. It was only in 1966 that my parents bought their first car. What an event! That same year, they bought a washing machine. This purchase transformed my mother’s life, making it more comfortable: until then, she washed and wrung out her sheets by hand. 

			That same year, we went on vacation for the first time. We went to Argelès-sur-Mer with neighbors from the building who had become friends. The photos of the time show a beautiful adventure: we were camping, enjoying the sea every day. We were free to roam around outside all day, we had beautiful colors.

			The following years, we went to Spain, Italy and the island of Ré. It was the time of wild camping, campfires and waking up with our feet in the water. What a great time in my life!

			 

			*

			 

			I was ten years old when my mother decided to find a job. She started working as a cleaner in a factory in Chartres and soon she was hired in the production part. In the 1970s, the legal work week was much longer than today. In addition, our parents accepted overtime on Saturdays. However, my father did not appreciate my mother working, and dinners were tense when she talked about her day.

			I soon found myself alone with my brothers and sister for a few hours, sometimes even the whole Thursday. We went to two schools very close to each other. I would drop my sister off at the kindergarten before going to class. Too soon, I was given the role of second mother, a role that I took to heart, without having the choice and without understanding the risks, probably because I needed to feel important and loved.

			At the time, I was a quiet, studious, well-behaved child who didn’t cause problems. I excelled in school. I excelled in reading, history and geography. I was less passionate about science and math. If we were talking about a faraway country during class, I would pick up my globe and try to locate it at night. I dreamed of exotic travel and adventure. The unknown thrilled me. Reading filled my life and fed my dreams. Yes, I read, I devoured entire books during the weekend. As soon as the Carrefour store in Chartres opened, my parents went there to do their shopping. I remember that they often bought me a book. It was a real pleasure. Even today, someone who wants to please me just has to buy me a book to prove that they are interested in me. Books tell me stories and tell me about life. They are for me the well of science. I like to look at them, touch them, feel them.

			My father, who was going to work abroad, would bring back little souvenirs for everyone. I was always entitled to my local doll in traditional costume and I had a nice collection of them at the time. How happy I was to look at these characters from different backgrounds than mine!

			On the heart side, I had my first love at the age of 7. His name was Alain and he was about twenty years old. My parents were next door neighbors with his. He was in the military, and when he came back on leave, he always gave me a lot of time. I thought he was handsome in his outfit! Unfortunately for me, he was dating a beautiful young woman of Spanish origin. The wedding was coming up. We were invited to the ceremony and the party. When I heard the terrible news, I felt betrayed and abandoned.

			I refused to attend the wedding. When asked why, I remained silent. I remember my mother had to make the decision to have one of my cousins babysit the four of us that day! 

			Until I was ten, I believed in Santa Claus. I was naive; and that was supposed to suit me. Mom and Dad, like so many parents, would tell us:

			- Be good, or Santa won’t come.

			And then one day Rico told me:

			- Santa Claus does not exist. It is the parents who buy the gifts.

			- You’re really talking nonsense! I replied.

			- Well, no. You want me to prove it to you?

			- How do you do it?

			- Want to know where the Christmas toys are hidden?

			Without waiting for my answer, Rico led me to the parent’s room and there I understood that he was right: Santa Claus did not exist. I was sad and disappointed. The magic of childhood was gone.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			2. The evenings of solitude

			Regularly, we visited our time-worn paternal grandparents. They lived modestly. I remember that they raised chickens. My grandfather spoke very little French: he spoke Italian. He taught us a few words and how to count in his native language. He sang operas and we had better listen to him. Otherwise, beware!

			Slowly, my parents’ financial situation improved, so my mother encouraged my father to start building a house. She was more enterprising and courageous than he was. Also, now that she was working, she thought they could do this real estate project.

			The idea became clearer when Mom and Dad decided to buy a piece of land in Morancez. Two families in the neighborhood embarked on the same adventure, and we found ourselves neighbors.

			We moved in 1972. We were now living in the country, surrounded by fields as far as the eye could see. It was the beginning of another life. I went to school in Chartres like all the teenagers in the village. Most of my classmates came from farming families.

			The days were long, but I loved going to school. We left in the morning with the bus and returned in the evening. The time of the journey allowed me to get to know the young people of the village better. My mother used to ask me to do household chores, which I did without reluctance. I don’t remember standing up to my parents. I never disobeyed them.

			Did my tendency to be submissive lead me to make bad choices later on? Maybe. And why didn’t I defy the ban at the time?  Was it fear of my father’s authority? Yes, I think I was afraid of my father. More broadly, was I afraid of male violence? I guess so. Because of my father, did I imagine that men were necessarily authoritarian? In any case, I know that I was afraid of disappointing Dad, this adorable man in society, who in private became angry, scathing and intransigent.

			This fear has not left me.

			No matter what we did, it was never right or praiseworthy. My father didn’t accept our choices. He didn’t know how to listen, confide in us or express his emotions. He often yelled to express himself, and I know that because of this, today I don’t like arguments. I just wanted him to say “I love you” or “I’m proud of you”, which he never did. On the other hand, materially, I could count on him, no matter what.

			 

			*

			 

			We were happy to move into this new house, in Morancez, despite the rudimentary furnishings and the very kitsch wallpapers. On the walls of my room was a tapestry with big orange flowers. The one in the dining room was covered with green and gold medallions. The walls of our parents’ room had more pastel tones. In the corner of the living room, there was a stone fireplace that, when lit, heated the whole room well. We often met in this room to watch television together.

			Mom cooked a lot, and we especially liked her pasta with tomato sauce. Some days, the smell of spices would fill the house, awakening our taste buds and whetting our appetite.

			I shared my room with Sylvie, while my brothers slept in the next room. Some time after we moved in, the attic was converted into what would become Rico and Thierry’s room. 

			On Sunday mornings, my brothers, sister and I used to bring coffee to bed for Mom and Dad. We would fight to occupy the space closest to our parents in this rare moment of family togetherness. I would throw:

			- I don’t have room, Dad, can you move over a little?

			He was pushing himself slightly to the left:

			- Is this better, Patricia?

			- Yes, we are all set, it’s good!

			Those mornings had a special taste: we were finally together! Mom and Dad would drink their coffee, and the day would begin. I keep a sweet memory, a moment of family unity that reassured me. It was an oasis of sweetness in the heart of a cold desert of rigor: at home, it was not often funny.

			- You understand, I don’t want anyone in the house when we are away!

			- But why? We don’t do anything stupid!

			Our parents didn’t like us to bring friends over, which frustrated me terribly. I looked around at my friends and thought they were lucky.

			The meals were silent. We were not allowed to talk. I remember that one evening, at the table, we all laughed a lot. Even Mom was laughing with us. We couldn’t stop and Dad had to intervene:

			- Stop laughing! Calm down and eat!

			Except that we really couldn’t help ourselves...

			- If this continues, you will leave the table and be deprived of dessert!

			We didn’t finish our meal and went to our respective rooms. Dad kept his promise, as always: we did not eat our dessert.

			 

			*

			 

			On weekends, I spent a good part of my days in my room, studying, reading and embroidering. Then I joined the women’s basketball team of Morancez, with whom I often left on Sunday mornings to play a game. I was already a fighter, a young girl who never gave up. It allowed me to meet new people and to get out of my house. Going out to play basketball was still okay, but my parents didn’t like me going out with friends.

			When a party was scheduled, I would ask Mom:

			- Can I go to Isabelle’s? She invited me.

			- Ask daddy.

			I went to see my father, fearing for his answer:

			- Dad, I’m invited to my friend Isabelle’s house. Can I go?

			- Ask your mother!

			I felt sad and misunderstood. Despite everything, I insisted on both of them to get their agreement... and, generally, I spent bad evenings, alone in my room. 

			Discotheques? I didn’t even have to consider it. I went there so rarely, that you can count the nights I went out with my girlfriends on the fingers of two hands. 

			No, I didn’t have a fulfilling adolescence: there were too many prohibitions, not to mention the fears that were passed on to me. That of boys, for example. I got my period at the age of 12, even though nobody had ever explained to me what menstruation was. That day, my mother took me aside and said:

			- Beware of boys, you can get pregnant now!

			Being pregnant: I didn’t even know how it could happen, but I can tell you that it traumatized me. So I looked to my friends for answers. When Sylvie was settled, my mom asked me:

			- Can you explain to your sister what is happening to her?

			Without hesitation, I agreed. I didn’t want my sister to learn about this normal event in a woman’s life the way I did.

			However, I was not angry with my mother. Today, I understand that she did not know how to deal with us, and that this clumsiness was undoubtedly due to a defect in the education that she herself had received. As a child and then as a teenager, I swore to myself that I would raise my future children with rigor but with a lot of listening, exchange and love.

			 

			*

			 

			For a long time, I dressed like the boys whose games I shared. I had got it into my head that life was more favorable to men than to women. Probably because my mother worked staggered hours: she started at 5 and finished at 13. She had little or no rest, and she worked hard to keep her house in order. She allowed herself little free time, so much so that she forgot herself. Living for herself was not part of the culture of the time. I was imbued with this very negative example of womanhood and it was only much later that I became aware of my femininity. 

			My father’s path seemed very different: he became a foreman in the factory where he was employed. He was happy with his success and with the feeling of being indispensable.

			- Even at night,” he used to proclaim, “when there’s a problem, they call me!

			His new position fit him like a glove, with his strong character. My father never missed an opportunity to breathe down the necks of the employees under his command. I can understand his pride: starting from nothing, he knew how to make a place for himself in the company that employed him. That said, he could have accepted the idea that Mom was successful, too. She would have liked a little more attention, to go on a trip, to receive gifts, surprises...

			In 1975, I entered the Lycée Jehan de Beauce, in Chartres, to prepare a BEP in accounting. The following year, Rico went to the same school to prepare a BEP in electromechanics; and my life changed for the first time.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			3. The miracle of the Suzuki 1000

			- Tell me, Rico, who were you chatting with on the playground?

			- A friend who is in class with me. His name is Jacky. 

			I passed this young man chatting with my brother in the schoolyard. He was not very tall but, with his blond hair and green eyes, Jacky was rather handsome. He was slim and even very athletic: he was a gymnast, and he didn’t hesitate to boast about the results he had obtained. Rico having become his friend, I had the occasion to see again outside the high school this boy who attracted me enormously. His appearance, his way of being, his rebelliousness, the freedom he enjoyed and which contrasted with the education we had received... Very quickly, I had in mind to know him better and, as they said at that time, to date him. What a disappointment to find that he was not interested in me at all!

			Especially since Jacky had a motorcycle, a 125, while most of us had at best a bike or a moped. It must be said that my brother’s friend was the youngest in the family. He had been raised as an only child, with his sister and brothers at least ten years older than him. His parents were old and spoiled him a lot.

			I remember how he looked like a biker, with his long hair, his boots and his slightly large jacket. Every once in a while he would ask me to ride with him, and I was the happiest girl. I dreamed of going out with him!

			Jacky was very outspoken, and I was surprised by the way he talked to his mother. What a contrast with the education I had received! His rebellious side amazed me, who never dared to defy the forbidden... He represented everything my father didn’t like, and I liked that. 

			Jacky lived in Chartres, on the lower town side, as the center is called. From time to time, when Jacky would ask us to come to his house for a snack, I would meet his parents. Sometimes we would go to a cafeteria to play pinball and have a drink. At the time, these moments seemed more than privileged; let’s even say they were exceptional for me who was not used to going out!

			Jacky was not very studious, like Rico: it happened that my brother asked me, the day before for the next day, to write his French paper. Once the subject was “torture”. I was idealistic and had great theories about it. I wrote Rico’s essay, and the next day at ten o’clock Jacky copied the paper, changing a few words, but not changing the turn of phrase. The teacher immediately realized the deception and gave both of us a zero score!

			Time passed, but Jacky was not interested in me. So I moved on... I met other guys, without much success. It was hard for me to believe in love. I didn’t believe in it at all. I was afraid. I didn’t know what it was yet, but I was afraid. I probably didn’t trust myself, life, the other person.

			In 1978, I left high school and found a job as an accountant. I worked in three different sites with the PEP 28, an association that managed summer camps and a CMPP (Centre médico-psychopédagogique). I liked working there because my colleagues were pleasant and the atmosphere was friendly. 

			I was still living at home with my parents and in order to emancipate myself, I took my driving test. It was my priority because, for me, driving was synonymous with freedom and travel. Very early, I wanted to become independent without daring to take the step.  I knew that my father did not want me to leave home: in his mind, a girl was leaving the family cocoon to get married. As this project was not on the agenda, I stayed at home with my parents...

			 

			*

			 

			One Saturday in September 1979, I saw a big Suzuki 1000 motorcycle parked in front of the house.

			Just after, someone knocked on our door. Who was it? Curious, I went to open the door... and Jacky reappeared in my life in an unexpected way, the year I turned 20. He had just finished his military service, which he had done in the Paris fire department. At that moment, my heart raced and I remembered all the times we had spent together with Rico. I remembered how attracted I was to him then... and I stood there, disillusioned, with the idea that he wasn’t interested in me.
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