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Foreword


As a journalist for over thirty years, I briefly crossed paths with my colleague André Grandis for the first time in 1982, at the television network FR3 Limoges. I only knew him for a few months as he was transferred to the French Riviera, to the station in Antibes, which I later joined in April 1989.


Our friendship was instantaneous. I loved this upstanding courteous man, from a good family, cultured, modest, always in a suit and tie, brilliant and vulnerable, endearing, an eternal epicurean. I, on the other hand, am the son of a blue-collar worker, originally from Marseille, outgoing, with a degree in political science, a singer by passion, a fan of soccer and Johnny Hallyday, and a lifelong epicurean also. Our contrasting personalities attracted each other like two puzzle pieces meant to fit together. We discovered shared moral values, political affinities, a common love for music, the arts, and entertainment. We shared the same zest for life, for laughter, and especially, the same love for family. And for women, as well...


Behind his qualities as a reporter-presenter, which commanded the respect of his peers, and behind the brilliance of a man passionate about cinema, medicine, and classical music, hid a deeply profound, sensitive, and infinitely compassionate individual. Behind this impressive persona, there was a devoted family man. When he divorced, he took on the responsibility of his three children: two daughters aged fourteen and fifteen, and a young boy of six. As I entered his private life, a privilege he granted sparingly - after his daughters had left - I met David. He was 13 years old, angelically beautiful, polite, discreet, smiling. David was the apple of André’s eye. His reason for living. His diamond. I have rarely seen in my entire life a father so attentive, so present, so considerate, so protective. He devoted to his son an infinite love, present in every moment. In the azure gaze he laid upon his son, there was a sky of love I had never known.


One day, in the newsroom, amused by André’s hurried departures to pick up David from school on time, a colleague mocked him, only to face the wrath of this fierce father who, in a leap, jumped onto his desk to throw a punch. Such was André, intensely devoted, who would, and did, give his life for the happiness of his child. More than a father, he was a guide, a tutor, a guardian angel. He opened the doors of his knowledge, his experiences, his passions for his son. He introduced him to cinema, poetry, philosophy, and, of course, to music, the great music to which David would later tie his destiny.


No one can imagine the millions of hours that this deeply bonded duo shared, in a darkened movie theater, on a bicycle, in a museum, in a market, on a ski slope, by the sea, in a forest, a village, a castle, a hill, a park. Their complicity was nourished by the wonders of nature, by beauty, but also by noble feelings, like the certainty of a simple and peaceful happiness. I witnessed David bloom, flourish, and grow under the influence of this absolute paternal love, which today drives him to pick up the pen and continue his father’s legacy.


Like the magnificent mirror of their intertwined love, David offers us a book co-authored by two hands. He resurrects his father’s unfinished memoirs by adding his own perspective, his buried truths, his intimate confessions. He wants to proclaim to the whole world that he had the best father with whom “every day spent with him was a day of joy.” He fears that one lifetime will not be enough to express his gratitude, his admiration, his eternal love for this father who never punished, judged, or held him back—this father who only wanted the best for his son, this father who suffered greatly from his own father’s cold demeanor. David yearns to shout with all his might that André was an exceptional man who overcame many trials, who won numerous battles against injustice, cruelty, and ingratitude, and against his father’s two worst enemies: abandonment and loneliness. David wants to tell his 9-year-old son, Paul, who his grandfather was: a brilliant journalist whose path crossed those of Jean-Pierre Elkabbach, Yves Mourousi, Patrick Poivre d’Arvor, Jean-Marie Cavada, and Jean-Claude Bourret. He wants to reveal to him that his grandfather did not have time to tell him about his countless professional travels to Berlin, before the fall of the wall, to Vietnam, Poland, Thailand, the United States, wherever history was being made, that he interviewed Fernandel, Rostropovich, Yehudi Menuhin, Chirac, Mitterrand, but also so many ordinary people, sometimes impoverished or crushed by life, whose courage or faith he sought to honor. David becomes the link between his father and his son to perpetuate this love — sometimes quiet, sometimes loud — that unites three generations bound by the same blood.


David seeks to rehabilitate the image of his father, his hero — a workaholic who was tirelessly industrious, indulgent, curious, fiery, and grumpy but at the same time so fragile, so distraught when his heart bled for a lost love. And capable of any belief, any prayer, any spell to win that love back. In his story, I rediscover the man who was my friend for more than three decades, intensely alive, joyful, laughing, wholehearted, loyal, and sincere—a man who never ceased to want to share his passions with others. Classical music is a prime example, as he made it an essential daily feature on the France 3 Côte d’Azur news broadcast!


André was sometimes deceptive, presenting an unyielding character, firmly entrenched behind his convictions but who abhorred hurting anyone. He possessed the humility to ask for forgiveness, and holding grudges was not in his DNA. I saw him having to confront enemies in his professional, social, and private life, but I never heard him express the slightest hatred. Never. Behind his rough façade, inherited from his own father, he dreamed of a world of peace, harmony, fraternity, and justice. If he had been a painter, he would have been a naïve artist. And few among those who knew him could imagine his poetry, his humanist reflections, his sublime descriptions of the landscapes he traversed during his Provençal childhood. He loved his fellow man as best he could, with his strengths and weaknesses, with his immense heart and his clumsiness, his bright mind, and his fear of the void.


I also remember his incredible modesty, his elegance in concealing his sorrows, his wounds, his regrets, and his broken dreams, which his son speaks of so eloquently. I tell you this as I feel it, having known him since he was 13 years old, David moved me to tears in the last part of this book of love for his father. He narrates the inevitable twilight of his father’s life, his descent into hell, gradually, step by step. Powerlessly, he watches his once strong father desperately cling to the life he so loved, which slipped away from him. With modesty and delicacy, he gives us a poignant account of his farewell, describing the beautiful soul his father was until his last breath. David presents us with a precious and stirring gift—the heartfelt letters exchanged with his father before his departure, magnificent correspondences that serve as the last, definitive, eternal proof of their wonderful story, to which I had the privilege of being a witness, as a friend.


Words may fade, but writings remain. This captures the merit of David who had the courage to transcend his terrible pain by delving back into happy memories, he who, even as a little boy, was haunted by the thought of his father’s death, imagining his father “so small that I could carry him in my pocket to the ends of the earth.” In response to this childhood oath, André, in the final moments of his life, made a heartrending testamentary promise: “I will never truly leave you, for from up there I will watch over you. I will make acquaintances with the angels to ask them for their protection.”


To David, who always felt he could not live up to what he had received, I want to say from the bottom of my heart that he can be proud of himself, proud of the infinite love he managed to return to his father, reflected so brightly in his narrative. My final thought I borrow from Paulo Coelho, who in a farewell letter before dying, wrote: “I have learned that when a newborn first squeezes his father’s finger in his little hand, he holds onto it forever.”


Bernard Persia









Introduction


In the name of the father, the son, and the grandson—three generations of men who intersect and succeed one another, who love or misunderstand each other, as it has always been since time immemorial. The waves follow one another, and men vanish; they live only in the memory of the living until they, too, join the vast noumenal plains. I was fortunate enough to understand my father and to be understood by him, fortunate enough to love him and to be loved in return. My case is not unique; many men have had privileged relationships with their fathers, but there was something more between us, and it counters my agnosticism to speak of something I doubt, but it seems that our souls recognized each other. What a fortune it was to find each other amidst the multitudes!


My father let himself be carried by his destiny. As a child, he had never imagined becoming a journalist, traveling so extensively, or meeting such notable figures. Born in 1939, television did not enter his parents’ home until the mid-fifties, during his adolescence, and it likely exerted a fascination akin to that of computers for Generation X. His journalistic career was offered to him by sheer chance, and it took him beyond the seas, to Saint-Pierre-et-Miquelon and La Réunion, or across all of France in numerous provincial newsrooms. He met great artists like Henri Dutilleux, Darius Milhaud, Yehudi Menuhin, Hans Hartung, Fernandel, as well as heads of state such as Charles De Gaulle, François Mitterrand, and Jacques Chirac. He shared the daily life of Canadian fishermen, embarked on the first flight of the Concorde, joined humanitarian missions to Vietnam and then to Poland before the fall of the wall, briefly engaged in politics, and was respected by his peers. The luck he had professionally was the counterweight to his romantic misfortunes.


I long believed that I had taken control of my destiny, perhaps intoxicated by having realized a childhood dream, but I wonder if the dream did not, in fact, impose itself upon me, and if my choices were often just an illusion of choice. Mirrored destinies, since I too traveled extensively like my father, and though my modest career has seen limited success, perhaps similar to his, the stability of my family life was often foreign to him. This is probably what led him to conclude at the end of his life that he had failed. True, there were two divorces, yet there was also an exciting professional life and three children.


Destiny was to separate us, and now I find myself alone on a path, looking back at the one who was always by my side, whose warmth is no longer there. My fatherly hand must now warm the small hand of my son, and it is with a heavy heart that I continue towards tomorrow, part of me remaining in yesterday. But every man inevitably returns to his father; we always retrace the steps of our lives, searching through old images, to understand the other and to understand ourselves. This unavoidable return to the father, to our roots, to eternity, is it not also a return to the Father? A verse from the sixth Hymn to the Night by Novalis deeply resonates with me: “We no longer have the taste for foreign lands: We want to return home, to our Father.”


I am not writing this book solely to thank him but also to celebrate him, to immortalize him in the collective memory, and to warm his soul in the hearts of strangers. The thought that an anonymous reader might come to regret not having known him fills me with joy and pride. I needed to share this exceptional being, the childhood he gave me, his taste for art and life. Few people truly knew him: his family and some rare childhood friends scattered over time. But my father was a modest and reserved man who did not easily reveal himself. I noticed that he adopted a certain tone when presenting the news on television or in his reports; he would let the beautiful baritone timbre of his broadcast voice resound, but this façade hid his profound, warm, and sentimental nature. One of his colleagues once asked me if my father was too strict with me, and the twelve-year-old boy that I was, incredulous that someone could so misunderstand him, laughed, and replied, “But you don’t know him at all; my father is the best of men!”


My father had partially written his memoirs, focusing on his childhood memories, his professional activities, and seldom on his painful memories—a characteristic trait of his personality that forgave easily and was determined, at all costs, to hope for a better future.


Much of these pages will therefore be in his own words; his partial autobiography and a few brief interventions from me to complete his story, all the while being careful not to disturb his literary style and the flow of his narrative. Then, around the midpoint of his life, our chapters will intertwine, and I will tell you about my childhood and our relationship, what I owe him, and my view of this man who was everything to me. Fathers who wish to be loved by their sons might find some lessons there. After all, what could be more important? Finally, the painful task falls to me to write the final chapter of his life, the one nobody wishes to write.


I am aware that in this era, which denies the importance of fathers, I am somewhat out of fashion, but the whims of current ideologies will never erase the biological and ancestral truths.









CHAPTER I:


Childhood (the father)


« We have many writings where mankind is portrayed in a few lines. However, if these long letters could approximately reveal a single individual, they could be both new and useful. » Senancour, Obermann.


Thus, these few moments of my existence are presented to the reader.


As far back as I can remember into my childhood, what I recall is this small hill overlooking Manosque, bathed in sunlight, rich with pebbles and shrubs, and fragrant with thyme. This Mont d’Or, which gave me my first scar, when at three or four years old, I smashed my forehead against one of those sharp, gray and white stones that make up the colors of our scrublands. I was carried down by my nanny - my forehead bloody - screaming in terror as I entered my father’s office, who cleaned the wound and made a fine bandage for me.


The images follow one another without any connection, depicting among other things the first steps of a child among the cicadas, who did not hesitate to throw his schoolbag on the road after class, in an attempt to flatten the swallows that skimmed the ground, heralding the coming of the storm. It wasn’t malicious; it was like a game between them and me, and they must have known it, for they always came back to meet me with their large, pointed wings and their little beaks edged in yellow that drew a smile. Invariably, the schoolbag returned home, covered in dust, and without any swallows to its hunting tally.


The storm was rumbling over the Durance River. But this time it wasn’t thunder; it was the sound of bombs that planes were dropping to destroy the Mirabeau Bridge, which connected Manosque to Marseille. It was 1944. It was a time when, at each alert, our entire class would descend into cellars lit by oil lamps and candles. There, we were given three Petit Brun biscuits. Sometimes the wait was long, the alert dragged on, and to make the pleasure last longer, I savored these biscuits by starting with the four corners, then the little teeth that bordered each side, then the middle part, and finally what remained of the very center, which I held between my thumb and forefinger, about the size of a small lozenge. The other biscuits suffered the same fate in the same ritual. We would go back up to class when the town hall siren sounded.


The war was raging in France and Europe, but in Manosque, we knew how to survive. Some days, my father’s radiology room welcomed strange clients who only left in the form of lamb chops. I can still see that sheep hung by its hind legs, which my father meticulously carved. I also recall the feverish haste of my older brother, leaving the house at night with my father. I spied on them from the top of the entrance staircase. I only heard a few words I didn’t understand... “The drop of containers took place near Toutesaures.” I still have one of those containers in the back of the attic. I never asked what it contained, thus enriching my childhood dreams.


It was a little later that I had my first contact with ‘the enemy.’ I was in my parents’ bedroom on the second floor when I saw a staggering landing of soldiers. They were all huge, like giants, dressed in green, with big rifles on their backs, turning over mattresses, rummaging through chests of drawers. They didn’t speak; they screamed in a strange language, we didn’t like them, and yet they didn’t seem mean to me! I learned much later that the Germans were looking for weapons. The only one left was a revolver jammed under the drawer of my father’s desk...


My mother would occasionally leave to visit my grandparents in Marseille, bringing them butter or goat cheese. She returned with bread or sugar ration cards carefully hidden in her bra. Once, she was very scared: a few kilometers before Manosque, the bus stopped. German soldiers were checking passengers’ papers and luggage. Why did she move those ration cards that day? She never knew if it was a premonition or if it was the ‘Bonne Mère’ who had inspired her. From their usual hiding place, the cards had ended up under her hat, praying to Saint Rita that she wouldn’t be asked to remove it. Everything went well, and the people my parents were hiding could be fed. Later, my mother confessed to me that they were Jews. At the end of the war, we never heard from them again, which shocked me.


In any case, I experienced that time with the Germans but also Senegalese soldiers who, just steps from the house, were guarding something. They looked proud in their red caps and wide trousers. There were also the Americans who arrived one day with their command-car, a sort of large Jeep that was the admiration of my two friends Charbonnel and Nalin and myself. The seats smelled of leather, gasoline, and some kind of bergamot scent that always lingered around the glove compartment. That’s where I later discovered a stash of chewing gum. I drooled as I popped this new discovery into my mouth, which made the two American officers, who had taken up residence in our house and whom I would have gladly taken for real cousins, laugh.


My father was a fairly tall man, always preoccupied with his patients. He had a large practice, and for a few years, he delivered almost the entire population of Manosque’s infants. I looked up to him with admiration, as I suppose all children around the world look up to their fathers. He had a brisk step, and I copied him in all his gestures. I loved and feared him, but above all, I wanted to please him. On the small roads around Manosque (he sometimes took me on visits), he would put me on his knees and let me hold the steering wheel of the black Peugeot 202, a brand-new car that was the admiration of the entire village. My father would then sing me the songs ‘the little grey blackbird, the little blackbird from Paris,’ or ‘the hat with four bumps,’ whose lyrics were gradually replaced by gestures, resulting in a song entirely made of gestures, onomatopoeia, and laughter at the end. We would burst into laughter whenever one of us made a mistake.


My mother, a small woman of five feet two inches, had character. Loving indeed, but with a certain restraint, as if one shouldn’t show too much love. She had taken classes at the Marseille Conservatory while she was at the Mongrand High School. She had won first prizes in dramatic art and elocution. She had been acquainted with Fernandel and Jean Lumière, the latter would have liked to marry her, but she finally married her brother’s best friend. They were both at the military medical school that my father quickly left, not feeling military at heart. As for my uncle, Paul Laviron, he had a brilliant career in Africa where he specialized in treating leprosy. During a visit by President Vincent Auriol, impressed by the enormity of his work, he was surprised that my uncle did not have the Legion of Honor. He turned to one of his aides, took the Legion of Honor from his chest and said, “Do you mind if I borrow it?” He immediately decorated Paul Laviron, who left the army with the rank of colonel and joined the World Health Organization (WHO) in Geneva, where he carried out missions for several years around the world.


Returning to my mother, she knew everything about Racine and Molière. She constantly worked on plays, reciting verses beautifully to the point of making Jean Davy of the Comédie-Française cry one day as he watched from the wings and embraced her as she came off stage simply saying, “Ah, Renée, ah, Renée...” My mother had moved him with her rendition of Sully-Prudhomme’s The Dying Swan. And in the evening, at the table around the steaming soup tureen brought by the cook, my father would talk about his day, the basket of truffles that had been brought to him, or the visit from Jean Giono, who would have him read his first manuscripts which were apparently full of spelling errors and corrected by the author’s wife. My father loved him very much and saw enormous talent in him: it was the beginning of a great writer’s career.


I was very attached to my little hill, the Porte de la Sonnerie, and the St. Sauveur church. Leaving this village wounded me; it was a page in my life turning. I would no longer see those round tile roofs, often misaligned, I would no longer feel that warm wind rushing through the Boulevard Casimir Pelloutier, nor hear the hammer of the bodyworker straightening car wings, and I would no longer smell the burnt hooves of horses that the farrier was shoeing.


Vacations in Marseille and in Ardèche


I could smell the smoke of burning leaves at the back of the vegetable garden, and, pushing open the garden gate, I filled my lungs with this taste of earth and nature. The russet leaves littered the path, and I kicked them with my feet, stirring up dry dust. The days passed slowly between the village of St. Just and the Lycée Thiers where I was enrolled for a year, until family matters were settled. Sometimes, after school, I would visit my godfather on Rue Auguste Blanqui. The building was next to the one where the mother of Fernandel lived. My friends and I were thrilled whenever the actor’s beautiful American car was parked outside as he visited his mother. We would wait for hours in front of the door to see him come out. And when we had the chance to approach him, he greeted us with a broad smile. I later reminded him of this period during an interview when he was in a health retreat in the Pyrenees, and it moved him deeply.


We lived through dark times. It was in the afternoon when the gendarmes rang our doorbell. They asked to see my father and wanted to take him with them. My mother, frightened, replied that he hadn’t returned yet, that he was in Marseille, and that he would be back in the evening. The gendarmes left and the cook, in her white apron at the foot of the stairs, told my mother that they needed to act quickly and warn the doctor before he crossed the Durance bridge. What had happened? Was my father a criminal? I couldn’t believe he was a wrongdoer. It was much later that I learned he had performed a dilation and curettage on a distressed young woman. It had become known and was punishable by law (because it was considered an abortion). My father received a sentence, although light. I went to see him two or three times at the prison hospital, as he had fallen ill. I didn’t like going there; the hallways smelled of soup. He didn’t stay long, and after this minor scandal, we left Manosque Les Plateaux.


(The son) I always thought of Henri-Georges Clouzot’s film, The Raven, when my father told me this story. My grandfather even wore a thin mustache in his youth, which made him resemble the actor Pierre Fresnay.


Without really realizing it, I felt as though I had suddenly aged, if one can feel old at eight years. I still can’t explain today this enormous mess that I would rather call an emotional suicide. It is always said that the sun shines for everyone, but one must still know how to catch a ray. I sometimes dreamed of being an angel, sitting on a cloud, observing this human anthill, living, loving, and tearing apart. What a sad spectacle! With my hand, I would move men, push continents apart or bring them closer as needed. I would thus smother wars, dangerous passions. With my angel fingers, I would unite two beings, separate two others, I would become the matchmaker of Heaven! What a program! Jumping from star to star I would visit other galaxies, and returning to this good old ridiculously tiny Earth, I would start the work over. But as men remain free of their destinies, they repeat the same mistakes, the same conflicts, the same quarrels.


Every time I pushed open the front door of my grandparents’ building, I felt a sense of happiness that gripped my stomach. First, the smell of the stairwell, where the scents of the heavy lady’s cologne from the third floor mingled with that indefinable one, which told me I had finally arrived at my grandparents’ place. The dark coolness of the stairs contrasted pleasantly with the stifling heat of the street; a very steep little street that led down to Rue de Rome, and which I knew perfectly for climbing every morning on my way to Lycée Thiers, or for playing higher up on La Plaine, after the vegetable vendors’ stalls had been packed away, and the indigent gathered for their meal what had fallen: vegetables, lettuce, burst tomatoes, some fruits split in two, bruised peaches that had fallen into the gutter and emitted an unforgettable scent. Today the piles of vegetables have decreased while the number of poor has increased. This heavy wooden door, flanked by a copper knocker, this coolness, all these images are forever engraved in my heart, and I will never forget them.


To reach my grandparents, I had to climb those four floors: it was like ascending to Paradise. Sometimes the red tiles on the stairs would move a little, and I amused myself by stepping right in the middle of the tiles, avoiding walking on the white lines that emphasized the checkerboard pattern of the landings at each floor. How many times did I feel like pulling on the braided cord of Madame Pallanck’s flat, the heavily made-up lady from the third floor, with her overly red cheeks and lips, and then running away! But I knew the culprit would quickly be unmasked. So, I continued my ascent, shrugging my shoulders in frustration, arriving at the fourth floor of 17 rue Estelle: that was where my grandparents lived.


My grandmother had the most beautiful name in the world, one that evokes petals falling and speaks of love, one that has a golden heart like the sun and sways at the slightest breath of air on the end of a stem: Marguerite (Daisy). She was very important to me since she spoke every day to the ‘Bonne Mère’ (the Virgin Mary). Indeed, from the dining room window we could see Notre-Dame de la Garde proudly standing above the rooftops, where I loved to go on foot or by tram with my dear grandma to admire the boats of grateful sailors who had survived shipwrecks, while my grandmother softly counted her rosary beads between her fingers.


My grandfather, on the other hand, believed neither in God nor the Devil. When he prepared to go out to head to the Stock Exchange, his stature, his clothes, and his hat impressed me so much that I watched him with admiration as he took particular care in his preparations, attentive to every detail: handkerchief in his jacket, tie pin, ivory-handled cane, and shoes as shiny as a mirror. Thus, he would go to the Stock Exchange to meet some friends. He had once met a young man there who, he said, had a lot of talent and would go far. They often talked together and usually agreed on the policies to be pursued. This young man’s name was Gaston Deferre (a famous French politician who served as Major of Marseille for 33 years).


In the house, the shutters were closed because the sun was strong all day long. I loved to lean over, standing on my tiptoes to scare myself and look through the wooden slats all the way down to the street, the people whom I saw as very small, and I would quickly pull back inside when I felt dizzy.


One of my favorite morning walks was going to the market with my grandmother; I loved to walk through the narrow alleys where the smells of cinnamon, thyme, saffron, and fish mingled; curiously, it was the latter smell that tickled my stomach because I knew we were about to enter a challenging passage that excited and scared me at the same time. Amidst the rows of crates where freshly caught fish were displayed, the crowd of browsing housewives wandered, flowed like water from a chaotic stream, being called out to by the fishmongers, big women in black aprons, round faces, plump lips, generous chests saying, “Hey, my darling, come see my beautiful fish... isn’t it beautiful? It’s very fresh!” and woe to us if we made a comment or even just a simple grimace in front of those white-scaled bellies, tails in the air, some of which were still moving, mouths open from asphyxiation. The wrath of heaven would fall upon us if we did not want them, and they would follow us with their voices for about fifty meters. Sometimes it even bounced from one fishmonger to another. I would get a shiver down my spine. I was always afraid they would come down from their perches and chase after me with their large knives that so easily chopped off the heads of big fish. Then I would grip my grandmother’s hand very tightly, look at her, and take a deep breath, reassured by her smile, a smile so kind, so beautiful, that I couldn’t understand why those large women yelled at her when she would check the freshness of the fish by opening the gills of a scorpionfish or John Dory fish. I then suspected them of being very mean, and with a barely discreet shrug (that was my way of moving on), I continued on my way, being careful not to dirty my little shiny shoes.


It was also the time when Christmas takes on an angelic, magical importance, haloed with joy. During this period, which lasts a very long time in Provence, my father would painstakingly create the nativity scene. A landscape two meters by three where every character had a story, from the ‘ravi’ (a character in awe at the Nativity Scene) to the miller coming down from his mill perched on the hill. To amaze us, my father would make little houses with windows wide open. A small light illuminated the inside, and we would look at the kitchen or the dining room. We were delighted to see that the table was set. Using a medicine bulb sawed at the base, he made a wine bottle. With breadcrumbs, he crafted a beautiful turkey roasting in a fireplace. The plates were made from aluminum foil, as were the knives and forks. It was so magical that we wanted to step into this house of happiness. Further on was the fisherman casting his line into a river, the hunter bringing back his game, and all around in the mountains filled with moss, the glowing houses getting ready to celebrate Christmas. In a word, we were in Paradise.


Memory is selective. The memories that have marked a life form parts of a puzzle missing one or several pieces, depending on the significance of what remains for us to do. It’s like crossing a stream by jumping from one widely spaced stone to another, risking falling into the water at any moment. Water that is flowing, clear or muddy, that passes by never to return. Consider the gesture of a child throwing a stick, a drifting boat, to better follow the current. Around the bend in the stream, it disappears. Will it have run aground in the grass, gotten stuck between two rocks, or will it speed along to meet a river that will carry it to the sea? No answers for this piece of wood and the unfortunate little boy who will be tossed about as much as this symbolic piece of wood. Who then can provide answers to the enigmas of life? Perhaps one of those philosophers who pontificate on television, in their strict black suits, with long hair that they sweep back with a studied, abrupt gesture of the hand. There are gaps in this child’s memory as he approaches adolescence amidst family tumults: the separation of a father and mother, symbol of unity, is today so commonplace, so banal, that the best attitude is to no longer speak of it.


This childhood, lulled by the song of cicadas, was divided between various small villages where I spent my holidays. In Ardèche, for example, there was a magnificent farmhouse, nestled among the vineyards, sheltered under the rock of Sampzon. The building was beautiful and the gateway immense. There was Marius, a sturdy fellow, whose glass eye intrigued me so much that I constantly stared at it. His other, working eye was more expressive. Louise, his wife, my cousin, was strong in every sense of the word. With her eternal apron of little blue flowers, cinched at the waist, her voice could be heard throughout the farm: curses in the patois dialect that were directed sometimes at her husband, sometimes at me, or at the farmhand, Isidore, a good-hearted ageless fellow, who seemed to have always been there along with the walls of the house. Isidore was a hardworking man whom I adored because he let me drive Pompon, the draft horse, when we went to the cellar or the mill to bring in the wheat. His face, always beaming, was very often red, and he was hard to understand because he mumbled between his lips and swallowed all his words. His cap was always screwed on his head, I never saw him without it, and I even wondered if he slept with it. He walked with his slow, slightly bent gait, fetching the horse, drawing wine, or tending to the pigs.


In the cellar, a huge, vaulted room that spanned the entire surface of the house, there were enormous wooden barrels and concrete vats. I often accompanied him there because it was very cool. The wine was good. I was barely ten years old when we discovered a small forgotten barrel in a corner! After opening it, I went to the cellar tap to rinse two glasses that were always ready for use. It was a nectar that slid down the throat; it was sweet, syrupy, tasting of honey and grape. This wine was so old that it had maderized. It was easy to drink, too easy. While I was in the cool cellar, I felt nothing, or not much, but when I came out, the heat suffocated me, it was nearly noon, the sun was beating down in the courtyard, and I was seized by a kind of dizziness. The alcohol and the heat were having their effect. Staggering, I climbed the stone staircase leading to the terrace where we took all our meals. I collapsed into the arms of Louise who scolded Isidore. He had followed me, eyes sparkling, cheeks red, and a vague smile at the corner of his lips. Really, he was satisfied with having given me this experience: “It was Dédou who wanted to taste a bit of wine,” he said. “Isidore, you are good for nothing. Giving drink to this little one at his age, you’re going to make him sick... He is all red... crazy... and you are no better!” Then Isidore protested in a flow of rapid and incomprehensible sentences, showing that he was not at all impressed by the mistress of the house. He headed towards the long farm table where the table was already set. Seated in front of his plate, he attacked the sausage while pouring himself a generous swig of wine.


This long farm table often accommodated twelve or fifteen people because at Louise’s, it was the table of the Good Lord. If someone passed by the farm before noon, they stayed for lunch. The meal was always followed by a nap that I hated, but which, after a few minutes, took me far, far away into childlike dreams. I slept in a huge room occupied by a large bed and a wardrobe that smelled of wax. The shutters were tightly closed to keep it cool. Outside, the cicadas sang heartily, the leaves on the trees did not move, everything seemed to have stopped.


When I woke up, I would go out to the terrace. There, I observed on the table a jar, or rather a glass dome. It was filled with a yellow, red, or green liquid, and flies would come to drown in it. The wasps too. When they felt trapped, they made a hellish noise, and I would patiently wait for them to exhaust their strength and finally drown in that enticing liquid, where already dozens and dozens of corpses floated. Then my interest in the flies would wane, and I would watch the comings and goings of the swallows that had made their nest against a beam on the terrace. I loved to watch the little yellow beaks poke out at the arrival of their mother. There were deafening chirps because there were three or four nests.


One day, one of the baby swallows, ready to fly, leaned a bit too far out of the nest and fell onto the terrace. Before I realized the danger, the big black and white cat had pounced and caught the bird in its mouth to crunch it. I was in front of him, blocking the way: “Drop it, drop it!” I screamed like a devil as I rushed at him. The cat curled up, eyes wild and growling. I grabbed it by the neck and squeezed, squeezed until it released its prey. I squeezed and shook it while I screamed. Louise, alerted by the noise, saw her poor cat being mistreated: “But you’re going to kill it, you’re going to kill it!” I heard nothing, I shook even harder, seeing half of the bird protruding from its mouth. Finally, the cat let go, the bird fell. I released the animal, picked up the little bird - it was dead. Tears flowed down my cheeks. The cat staggered away, shaking its head and sneezing. My cousin scolded me harshly because she loved her cat. I raised my little hands that still held the body of the dead bird, like a plea, asking for forgiveness, but I still had rage in my belly. I went to bury the bird under the big linden tree at the entrance to the farm, and I said a prayer.


I adored this place. There were magical moments. For example, when Louise made bread. In the yard, there was a shed at the back of which was an oven. We would put a large amount of wood in it to create a fierce fire, and when the bricks inside were glowing red and the embers were thick, Louise would slide in three or four balls of dough. She carefully closed the oven door, sealing it with clay so that no air could enter, and that the draft was good. We would come back a little later. She would break the dried clay, open the door, and remove three beautiful, hot golden loaves. The smell was good for miles around. Louise would slip them into a canvas bag, and once cooled, she placed them in the kitchen dough trough, and we had bread for the week. The slices were thick and rich. The soft crumb had a beige color, and I would look forward to the jam sandwiches I would devour at four o’clock.


Another great moment was the harvest time. The wheat was spread out on the threshing floor. Some neighbors came to help, and I wouldn’t have let anyone else do my job. We woke up at five in the morning, and I had to turn the crank of a machine that propelled wind with large wooden blades. The air would blow the straw away, leaving only the wheat grains on the grid, which fell to the ground onto a jute cloth. When my little arms could no longer keep up, someone else would take over, and sitting at the center of the threshing floor, I would hold the rope of Pompon, the horse, who circled around on a wheat circle, pulling behind him a heavy stone roller crushing the wheat ears. Finally, the time for the feast arrived. Each of us brought a glass and a plate, sitting around the big table. I considered myself one of the adults, and I was upset when one morning I was given a bowl of café au lait. Everyone else ate with forks except for me, the city kid. I felt excluded from their circle. So, I told my cousin that from now on I wanted to eat like Isidore and the others. The next morning, I threw myself at the cold omelet with ratatouille, the salted meat, the raw ham, and I devoured this wonderful breakfast, my cheeks full, looking at Isidore with a conspiratorial eye. He cut his bread into little squares, stuffed them into his mouth with his pocketknife, and looked at me with satisfaction, winking his playful eyes. No words can truly convey these moments of intense happiness.


I will also never forget that it was on this farm that I experienced my first sexual awakening. While I was searching for some tools in a room adjacent to the kitchen, lifting a few cloths, I came across a book. It was thick, and as I opened it, I saw images of men and women more or less dressed who were caressing each other in all positions; I took the book secretly and hid it under my mattress. The day was long before returning to my room in the evening. Once alone, I began to read this libertine book which told of the initiation of a young girl from the bourgeoisie, who amused herself with a young valet, discovering his enormous penis but not knowing how to use it. The young boy quickly taught the girl the games of love. She left her family home and experienced a very disorderly life in Paris. All the sexual caresses were explained in great detail, which put me in an incredible state.


Coincidentally, that year, a young girl came to the farm with her family and her young cousin. I liked her a lot. Her cousin didn’t leave her side for a moment. So, to spend some time with her, I suggested a bike ride. There were only two bikes. We were going to ride up to the rock of Sampzon, and I proposed to take this young friend on my luggage rack. Her cousin had no objection. The climb was very tough, but despite the extra weight, I arrived first, proud to show my strength. I turned around, took her hand, and planted a kiss on her lips while caressing her young breasts. She accepted this amorous gesture. We rode back to the farm. She left for Paris that very evening, and I never saw her again.


One must know the village of Cabaresse to be aware of its existence. A hamlet of five or six houses, dominated by a mountain, le Pâti, a wooded hill covered with green oak trees. This is where I spent the war years, in a house inhabited by my maternal grandparents who had fled Marseille. For me, it was the discovery of nature. I would go into the forest with my grandfather. This man knew everything about trees, animals, and bird calls. He showed me how ants organized themselves to store their food for winter, and how the cicada managed to sing all summer. He would catch these delicate creatures between his thumb and forefinger, scratch under their belly to make the cicada sing for my great delight, and then release it. I would follow it with my eyes until it landed on a nearby olive branch. He crafted bows and arrows for me, or syringes from elderberry wood. I sprayed the rare passersby in front of the house. But the greatest reward was going hunting with him. We would go with Raymond, Jeanne’s son, who brought along his dog Fanfan. Raymond, with his three-day beard and smelling of tobacco from three meters away, was my cousin. He was somewhat mysterious to me, like a woodsman who knows strange stories, especially those that occur at night in the fantastic shadows of the valleys. He didn’t talk much, and when he smiled, he revealed a row of teeth blackened by smoke.


Fanfan’s barking echoed throughout the forest, flushing out a few rabbits and sending some partridges flying. Each time, we brought back a few of these game animals whose warm fur, still stained with blood, I would stroke. Grandpa tried every time to draw a lesson from everything around us. The rare times he killed a squirrel (there were many of them) it was for me, to show me its small teeth, its pointed little ears, and its plumed tail. From the stuffed animal, he made a trophy for me. This magnificent animal, stretched out on a board, sparked a rebellion in me, and I begged my grandfather to never kill this animal again. I believe that was the last time a squirrel was killed in Cabaresse.


Once a week, we would go to resupply at Pont-Saint-Esprit. On market day, my grandfather would mount his bicycle. I accompanied him to the threshing floor, and he would disappear down the small dirt path. I waited for him all morning, watching for his silhouette. He would return late around noon, pushing his loaded bike, and we would go home to unpack the parcels, in which there was always a surprise for me. Those were the richest and most loving years of my childhood; I was surrounded by care and cherished.


Autun


It was after that messy abortion affair that we had to leave Manosque. We found ourselves in a suburb of Paris. My father’s office was very ugly, without many clients. That year, at a friend’s house whose father was an electrician, I saw the first television he had built with his own hands. It was a large wooden box containing a kind of big bulb. Behind it, wires jutted out in a mess, crisscrossing. The images were not great, but you could see people talking and moving. We were admiring and speechless. How could these images be received through an electrical wire, where were they coming from? We stayed for about half an hour in front of that screen; the image was not good, certainly, but it was an event. When I got home, I was all excited to tell my mother what I had seen, and I was eager for one thing: to have a similar device in our living room. After a year, we headed south. In the center of France, in Autun, a tired doctor was selling his practice. It was in this small town in Burgundy that my adolescence would unfold—a somewhat idle period.


Not being a very good student when I was about 10, I was sent for some time to a seminary about sixty kilometers from my parents’ home. The priest of the college thought it was very good because he had discovered in me a great piety during catechism classes and my private communion. It’s true that I took it very seriously, but from there to becoming a priest was a leap I could never make. As for my mother, she completely envisioned herself in a rectory taking care of the house, thus spending her last happy days...


This seminary in question was called Rimont. Perched on the top of a hill, the building was surrounded by a large wall. Inside, there was a vast courtyard with austere buildings all around framing a chapel. The arched entrance porch was topped with a statue of the Virgin. At the back, there was a covered area where we stored stilts that we used for soccer matches. A wooden ball served as the football. The study halls, just like the dormitories, were immense. There was always the smell of soup lingering in the air. The dark and stern refectory was dominated by a stage where a long table sat, behind which the teachers and supervisors dined. In the middle, there was a sort of pulpit. In turns, we read passages from the Bible while we ate in silence. Only the sounds of forks clinking could be heard in the room. We were only allowed to speak after the Bible reading, which meant ten minutes before the end of the meal.


We would wake up very early to attend matins. After washing up and giving thanks to the Lord, we went to the refectory where a steaming hot soup awaited in the plates. Then it was an hour of study, where in complete silence we reviewed our lessons. At seven o’clock was the first mass, and finally a real breakfast. Each of us had a locker locked with a key in which we kept butter, honey, or jam that our parents sent us. Being of a sweet-toothed nature, one morning I spread jam on a nice slice of buttered bread. I had committed a crime in the eyes of a priest who approached, furious, pointing me out to all my classmates, accusing me of scandalous excess. I was dumbstruck and was forced with a knife to scrape off the jam that had begun to drip onto my fingers.


It was the same priest who later gave me the scare of my life. He was immense and very thin, as long as a day without bread. His pale complexion, emerging black beard, and jet-black hair would have made him a character out of Dracula. As I was going up the grand staircase to fetch a book from my bedside table, I saw at the end of the hallway, this priest slowly walking while reading his breviary. Suddenly, this massive man, this long black cassock collapsed without moving. Seized with fear, I ran down the stairs, four at a time, and among my friends, breathless, pale-faced, I coldly announced that Father X had just died. We all went up with pounding hearts to the second floor: the corridor was deserted, no more a corpse than there was jam on my slice of bread. In reality, this priest with jerky, nervous movements had suddenly collapsed to pick up a holy picture that had slipped from his missal.


My time at Rimont was fortunately only a short interlude, and I soon returned to the family home. Back at Bonaparte College, I was reunited with my friends and girlfriends; it wasn’t the best way to study seriously, but I had pleaded so much with my mother to bring me back to the real world that she relented. Latin and Greek were not too incompatible with me, only physics and math had become my mortal enemies. Geography was one of my favorite subjects because right behind me sat such a fresh young girl that she turned my head. She became one of my mistresses a few years later in Paris, but it was a brief encounter, and I sometimes regret not having been persistent enough.


The years passed in the most leisurely way of my life. Fortunately, there was music, the works of Brahms, Chopin, Beethoven, and Schumann that my mother and sisters played on the piano. I myself butchered the waltzes, even daring to improvise on great classical airs. I stayed at the piano for hours and I still do not understand how my parents’ ears could bear it.


Once or twice a year, a renowned artist was invited to the home of my father’s colleagues, Doctor Pioux and his wife, both equally obese and nearly unable to move. She was a school doctor, he a radiologist. They often used language that shocked my mother, and their table manners were rather poor, but they had an unimaginable culture. They could discuss painting, sculpture, literature, and music. They were patrons of the arts. We benefited from their generosity; they invited us each time an artist came to spend a few days at their home. It was there that I saw Eugène Reuschel up close for the first time, a pianist of great talent who gave me goosebumps when he played Liszt, Chopin, or Brahms. The Légende de St. François de Paule marchant sur les flots, for example, the mazurkas, polkas transported me into an imaginary world, and I saw myself there, giving a recital, playing for the neediest in a neighborhood bar, living only for music. Eugène Reuschel pushed me to practice, but one isn’t very serious when one is only ten years old, and when the stomach isn’t crying out for food. That’s why I believe I missed a chance to become a musician and to live out a true passion.


Another marvelous character from my childhood was the kind Madame Chagnot, whom I called ‘Gnogno.’ Weighing her hundred and thirty kilos, she descended twice a week from her high quarter near the cathedral on a bicycle that could barely support her enormous weight. I watched the tires, inflated to the max, which were completely flattened against the rim. She always arrived with the same radiant smile, happy to have once again defied the laws of gravity and balance. Her round, chubby face and hair pulled back made me think of a Russian doll’s head. Her rolling accent was accompanied by a shrill laugh with every sentence, confirming her joy of life. Her face was creased with many lines of happiness around her eyes. Her geographical universe had never extended beyond the suburbs of Autun. Her life was shared between a husband as thin as she was robust, and her son, a good boy who would die a few years later, drowned in the Arroux river while driving his car.


Gnogno had a special gift, that of a fortune teller. I knew she read cards for the adults, and this intrigued me greatly. I was absorbed by the atmosphere where people spoke in half-whispers, where implications hung in the air, and when I heard her say: “Draw me three... cover... give me another one...” One summer afternoon, I stole a deck of cards from the living room, the ones used for my mother’s bridge games, and I discreetly left the apartment to meet in the back of the garden in the laundry room, where the washing boiled, my Esmeralda, my gypsy who scrubbed the laundry with her big hands reddened by the heat. Sitting on an overturned bucket facing her, I looked at her with wide, questioning eyes: “So, Gnogno, will you read my cards? — But Mr. André, if your ma finds out, I’ll get scolded! — No, she won’t know.” After much hesitation, she wiped her hands on her apron, her eyes twinkling with mischief, probably as curious as I was about what she would find in the cards. I had won and I handed her the cards in a gesture of victory.


“The rascal,” she said of me, “he even thought of bringing the cards!” and I laughed, convinced that I had played a good trick on her. She also read palm lines, but I preferred the cards. She set up a wooden board across the laundry tub, spread out the cards, counted them, turned them over. I found it all very lengthy. Then she asked me to cut and cover. I followed her instructions without comment, eagerly and nervously. At the end of the session, she leaned back a bit, looking at me with her twinkling eyes: “Well, my lad, Mr. André, you’re going to have women... oh boy, you’ll have them all.” But that wasn’t really what interested me; at eight years old, one has other concerns. Then she exclaimed right away: “But what do I see here... when you speak, millions of people will listen to you. You will be important, and you will be known.” I had no idea then about my future in journalism. I imagined more a theatre stage or something of that sort, following in my mother’s footsteps. I left, buoyed and confident, after planting a big kiss on Gnogno’s cheeks, where my lips sank deep. Several times she read my cards, and despite her protests, I always won. But each time it was the same answers, the same future, the same speech. After a few sessions, I grew tired, and the divination period ended.


I relished living this calm little provincial life, the seasons changing one after the other, comfort was there, brunette and blonde friends made for good times. Of course, there were the studies, which were less fun. I preferred history and literature over any other subject. My adolescence was spent among a few friends with whom we discovered the wines of Burgundy— Pouilly Fuissé, Chablis, Gevrey Chambertin, Santenay— cunningly pilfered from our parents’ cellars. To ensure our misdemeanors weren’t discovered, we would discard the empty bottles two kilometers from the house. Then came the age of 18. Several times, we would borrow cars now from one, now from another. We would push the car out of the garage to avoid making noise and would start the engine several hundred meters away. Thus, three or four of us would set off on a spree in my father’s Citroën or the Simca Elysée; we sought out small village dances, convinced we would make conquests. We always came back empty-handed. Thus passed the years, certainly similar to those of so many young adolescents who then lived a golden life.
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