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INTRODUCTION


By


François Busnel


Translated by


Kate Deimling





 


 


How many times have you heard someone say, “In the Trump era, truth is stranger than fiction”? This is why some friends and I founded a magazine in which specialists in fiction— novelists—can describe the reality of America.


America came about after Donald Trump was elected. The idea was to tell the story of the world’s number one superpower on a quarterly basis, for the length of a presidential term. Trump’s victory didn’t just stun many Americans. It shook the whole world. As a Frenchman, I feel I belong to what is sometimes called, without irony or submissiveness, the fifty-first state. In other words, the rest of the world. Whether we like it or not, we are all deeply affected by what happens in the United States. If we accept the prevailing cynicism and see Donald Trump simply as a clown, we’re just fooling ourselves. The current resident of the White House is much more astute than people think. He shrewdly proves the Mark Twain maxim “All you need in this life is ignorance and confidence; then success is sure.”


Since America is anything but homogeneous, America has sent writers all over the country, to big cities and little towns, to collect impressions and opinions face-to-face in unbiased fashion, so that literature can cast its net to capture the images that are the truest, the strongest, and sometimes the most disturbing.


Novelists’ inspired visions, which are the basis of our approach, seem to be more necessary than ever. We are currently experiencing one of the biggest challenges to democracy: in a puzzling paradox, it seems the more we know about our world—with the Internet, new technologies, and the accessibility of the written word—the less we know what to think about it. There is only one solution: novels. When the authorities preach, novelists take a skeptical stance. When experts try to simplify things, novelists restore complexity. When politicians spin the facts, novelists pull back the curtain on deception. How? By asking questions. By telling stories. How did Trump’s reign happen? How did the populist wave triumph, with its accompanying intolerance, ignorance, racism, and partisanship? How are Americans living today, both those who brought this movement to power and those who are simply enduring it? What does the United States of America look like today, after four years of a reign marked by huge political turmoil, threats of war, a surge in protests fighting for racial justice, and the worst public health crisis the country has faced in the last century? A line from investigative journalist Carole Cadwalladr has inspired my readings and travels for years now: “You may know the facts, but you don’t know the story.” Like many people, I’m a collector of stories.


Novelists don’t affirm anything; they seek. Their job is not to solve problems, but to express them. It’s quite possible that human stupidity comes simply from trying to have an answer for everything. The novel’s wisdom is to have a question for everything. America wants to take up this challenge: to understand rather than to judge.









LOS ANGELES


By


Alain Mabanckou


Translated by


Helen Stevenson





 


 


Dear Marc-Antoine,


Thank you for your e-mail, from which I learned that you spent three days in Los Angeles and were disappointed to discover it was actually just a heap of miserable skyscrapers and towers held hostage by giant motorways. To illustrate the full scope of your resentment, you even say that in the center of town some drivers were so concerned to see you walking, they’d slow down, draw up alongside you, and ask with a kindly air:


“Are you okay, sir? How can I help you?”


You also claim that the City of Angels, which features in the dreams of every global tourist, is ultimately no more than a showcase for extravagance and ostentation, its lethargic inhabitants lounging by the ocean with a glass of mint lemonade. I have to tell you I burst out laughing at this point, because I’m always looking for these people, and it’s starting to feel like they only ever appear to lucky travelers like yourself! Also, this caricature of a Californian reminded me of when I lived in France and spent my whole time in the streets trying to find the famous “average Frenchman” with his baguette, Basque beret—and maybe a bottle of red wine and an overripe Camembert . . .


Continuing in the same vein, you tell me that in Venice Beach, where you’ve rented a small studio, you were appalled to find canals and an artificial lagoon—a “hideous” stage set, a feeble imitation of the real Italian city built on wooden stakes, with its four hundred bridges, a far cry from the vulgar reproductions that obsess Americans and expose their lack of taste and culture, further demonstrated by the replicas of European monuments in Las Vegas.


You conclude by wondering how a cultured man like myself can bear to live in such a place, having experienced both the festive clamor of African capitals and the architectural splendors of the old European cities which, unlike Los Angeles, have their own real history, genuine traditions and unique character . . .


To come straight to the point, my dear Marc-Antoine, I have to say I do not share your view, but I’m sure you are not one of those travelers who, after a very brief stay in a place, consider it “done,” and set themselves up as intransigent specialists, to the point of even churning out one of those bestsellers, stuffed with superficial insights and Épinal print–style clichés, that seem to afflict all great American cities. My worry—to be quite frank with you— is that the meager memories you took home with you to Lyons will become your abiding image of Los Angeles and its surrounding area. It’s this concern that has moved me to come up with a loose description of where I live, a few unusual places that I love and that fascinate me, those small treasures, you might say, that contribute to my delight and joy in living in California. Delight can also have its dark side, as I know too well, which is why at the end of this letter I will also share with you some of my concerns as a Californian in the wake of the election of Donald J. Trump as president of the United States.


Santa Monica, outpost of Pointe-Noire


As you know, I have lived in Santa Monica, a coastal city on the west side of the county of Los Angeles, for over ten years. With each passing year I have felt an increased sense of belonging, that the city is stretching out its long arms affectionately toward me, and I am drawn to it as I am to Pointe-Noire and Paris. Santa Monica has not just one soul, but many. I need only close my eyes to sense the breath of its first inhabitants—Native Americans of the Tongva tribe—and to hear the distant tread of the Spaniards who made landfall here in the eighteenth century, occupying the exact neighborhood where I live, close to Wilshire Boulevard.


Not a day passes without my sensing the shadow of the Spanish explorer and colonizer Gaspar de Portolá in the features of an old tree, the dead leaves of which, lying at its feet, embody the suffering of those indigenous people whose descendants today are practically strangers in the land of their ancestors. Santa Monica—such a pretty name, a sweet name, derives from Monica of Hippo, a Berber woman, whose saintliness was recognized by both Roman Catholic and Orthodox churches. She was the mother of Saint Augustine, who himself—if I can say this without trampling on the certainties of historians—was an African, since he was born in what at that time was called “the province of Africa,” which covered present-day Tunisia and a few parts of Libya and Egypt.


As you will have noted, dear Marc-Antoine, when in Santa Monica I almost feel I’m in Africa, which helps attenuate the pangs of nostalgia that commonly assail the long-term migrant. I am deeply affected by the setting, history, and customs of any place where I might decide to settle for an indeterminate length of time. Had you visited Santa Monica while you were here, you would have observed that the town occupies a central position in Los Angeles county, by which I mean that it is bordered by the most beautiful districts, such as Pacific Palisades, Brentwood, Sawtelle, Mar Vista, and Venice. I feel a deep sense of spiritual connection to these places and to their various cultures, and Santa Monica Bay offers me freedom of movement and access to the famous Route 66, which used to connect East and West. But rest assured, my friend, I’m not going to give you a history lesson on this mythical stretch of road, since my plan here is to let you into my little secrets concerning Los Angeles and the surrounding area . . .


Where’s the center? Where’s the periphery?


I will always deeply regret that our paths didn’t cross.


We’d have visited the different parts of Mid-Wilshire, between Hollywood and “Downtown” Los Angeles, where you would have noted that it’s here, out of the whole county, that the population is most diverse, balanced in such a way that none of the communities concerned—Latinos, African Americans, Asians, and Caucasians—could claim to be dominant. There’d have been lots to do and see in Wilshire Vista, which, before it became “ethnically” diverse, was the African American district. Close by we’d have found the historic and very wealthy district of Windsor Square, where the mayor of Los Angeles resides. A third of the population of Windsor Square was born outside of the United States, and over half come from Asia—in fact, the Koreatown district, on the east side, is one of the most densely populated. Also in Mid-Wilshire is Miracle Mile, a sort of subdistrict within Koreatown, between Wilshire Boulevard and Fairfax and La Brea Avenues, where I would have been thrilled to show you LACMA (Los Angeles County Museum of Art), visited by over a million people every year. This cultural center doesn’t just showcase the past: it shows films and regularly holds big concerts, creating monster road blockages, next to which the traffic on Highway 405 would seem like child’s play to you. Just beyond the museum, you come to the “Champs-Élysées of America,” where I sometimes do a bit of shopping to keep myself “up-to-date” in the clothes department, as the SAPEURS, the Congolese Society of Elegant Dressers, would say . . .


Why my insistence on visiting Mid-Wilshire? So you could see Los Angeles as a vast ensemble and realize that the center of town—or “Downtown,” as they say here—is in fact just a space captured in the broad net of a conglomerate of districts, and that it’s wrong to expect, as most tourists do, to find a clear divide between a main town on the one hand and a set of dependent—and therefore less important—suburbs on the other. This is the thing I like most about Los Angeles county: you can’t tell where the center is, you think you’re in and at the center wherever you happen to be. Anyone who lives in Santa Monica or Venice is likely to say “I live in Los Angeles,” not by way of abbreviation, but to indicate that the various different towns, the different districts of the county, are all guardians of the spirit of Los Angeles, so that it isn’t just a single fixed place, with precise geographical coordinates. The defining characteristic of this metropolis is its ability to exist in all its many different cultures, populations, activities, customs, and even obsessions . . .


Ethiopia in Los Angeles


No doubt you would have asked me where to find Africa in Los Angeles. And I’d have replied that Africa can be found even here in Mid-Wilshire, where I’d have invited you to lunch in Little Ethiopia. We’d have gone down Fairfax Avenue to get to the heart of the place, between Olympic and Pico Boulevards, streets all lined, like Miracle Mile, with shops and restaurants, but here heaped all in a great muddle redeemed only by the festive vibe, swarming with people, in an atmosphere that makes you feel you must be somewhere on the Black Continent. Little Ethiopia started expanding in the early 1990s, gradually replacing the Jewish shopkeepers and, in the 2000s, thanks to the Democratic mayor, James K. Hahn, and in recognition of the concentration of people from the Horn of Africa, the area was officially rebaptized Little Ethiopia.


You’d no doubt have objected that most of the restaurants in this district are Ethiopian or Eritrean and don’t represent the cuisine of my continent. You’d not be wrong there, but having said that, Ethiopia is one of the nations we Africans are most proud of. In each of the restaurants in Little Ethiopia—Messob, for example, an Ethiopian restaurant I eat at once a week—you of course encounter the portrait of Haile Selassie I, the last emperor of Ethiopia, considered by the Rastafarian movement to be the leader of the Earth. His heroism is celebrated in the black and white photos and paintings proudly displayed by the owner of Messob. As soon as he sets eyes on me, he’s brimming with kindness, patting his little belly before folding me in his arms and exclaiming for joy:


“My brother from Congo-Brazza! Welcome to your home!”


Then, as usual, he’d have told me how Haile Selassie refused to acknowledge Italian colonization, convinced that he alone, as noble representative of the dynasty of Kings David and Solomon, had dominion over his territory.


In this restaurant, Ethiopian music is constantly playing in the background, and sometimes you hear the voice of Bob Marley, global ambassador of rastas. I’d order my usual dish, kitfo, which I love for its spicy flavors of minced beef and homemade cheese, all served with a kind of very thin pancake, called injera. The boss would have stood there watching over my first mouthfuls, waiting for my verdict on his cooking. I’d have nodded my head and he’d have whispered, delightedly:


“You should thank King Haile Selassie and Bob Marley . . .”


And once again the owner of Messob Ethiopian restaurant would have gone into great detail, describing the mythical journey the king made to Jamaica, where the whole population was in a state of trance because at last, after so many centuries, the long-awaited Messiah had come!


A bridge for suicide?


After a copious lunch at Messob, we’d have crossed to Pasadena, on the east side of Los Angeles, not to contemplate the splendid San Gabriel Mountains but to admire the Colorado Street Bridge, known as Suicide Bridge. I’d have noticed concern on your face at the dark and daunting name of the structure. Especially as I’d have told you that Suicide Bridge is a fount of different beliefs, legends, and superstitions— as in my country of origin, where bridges are inhabited by wicked spirits who, believing the bridge will collapse and they will drown, are unable to cross the water to find peace in the world beyond. Which is why they cling to the pylons and suspension cables, waiting for the day when the Lord will have mercy on them and suggest an alternative means of transport for getting, at long last, to heaven.


No, I wouldn’t have spent too much time scaring you with my African beliefs about bridges. I would simply have informed you that Suicide Bridge, erected at the beginning of the twentieth century, cost the American taxpayer over four million dollars and today is one of the most highly prized of all historic monuments. I’d have gone on at once to tell you that the first time, it was pure chance that brought me face-to-face with this structure.


Chance? Let’s say coincidence, rather, as you will soon realize, if you will permit the following digression . . .


When I moved to Santa Monica in 2005, I often used to hang out on Montana Avenue, making my way down to Ocean Avenue, a stone’s throw from the sea, where the famous Santa Monica Pier Ferris wheel, constructed in 1909, dominates the view, towering over the crowd of tourists farther down, at the far end of the jetty. Montana Avenue is pretty much the chic center of the district, with its luxury boutiques, café terraces, and a profusion of convertible cars of varying degrees of fabulousness. It’s also the refuge of those movie stars who reject the bright lights of Beverly Hills or Hollywood in favor of the more laid-back feel of Santa Monica and its proximity to the sea.


It was during one of these meanderings, shortly after I had arrived, that I discovered the Aero Theatre cinema—established in the 1930s by the Douglas Aircraft Company—which specializes in showing films around the clock, seven days a week. There’s always someone chatty in the box office who’ll tell you Robert Redford used to come here when he was a kid.


Though it closed down in 2003 for financial reasons, Aero Theatre opened its doors again the year I came to live in this neighborhood, after complete refurbishment, and instantly became one of those cultural venues the municipality of Santa Monica loves to show off in television ads or leaflets aimed at every resident. It was in this pleasantly intimate establishment that I rediscovered Charlie Chaplin’s The Kid, and was introduced for the first time to the Suicide Bridge of Pasadena in the scene in which “the Tramp,” played by Chaplin himself, comes to the rescue of a young woman accompanied by her child, who is just about to jump to her death from the bridge. The Kid came out in 1921, and it was proof that cinema sometimes echoes reality: Suicide Bridge was in fact where many Americans ended their lives when faced with the hardships of the economic crisis of the 1930s. Today, as a precaution, there are barriers to stop visitors from following in the footsteps of these unhappy souls, the most famous of which was the British-American actor, presenter, and model Sam Sarpong, who died in 2015 at age forty. Despite the efforts of his family and the Los Angeles fire department to dissuade him from committing the irrevocable, he threw himself off Suicide Bridge and into the void. Followers of certain television series had enjoyed his appearances on Bones and 24, and in the year of his death, he had been cast in American Crime Story. Which is where I bring this digression to a close . . .


A haunted house?


Saddened by our visit to Suicide Bridge, you might have wondered if all our outings would share the same sinister atmosphere. I’d have smiled, thinking you might rather have gone to gaze at the sumptuous buildings of Beverly Hills. Quite understandably—it’s what everyone does when they first set foot in Los Angeles. Personally, I hate that kind of outing: you might as well read celebrity magazines; at least they’re more informative.


No, we wouldn’t have gone looking for such and such an actor’s house. We’d have gone to the “Witch’s House” (or Spadena House), at 516 North Walden Drive, in Beverly Hills. More shivers down the spine? No, let’s just say I’m fascinated by this house, which was originally built in Culver City in 1921 by the film director Harry Oliver, then transferred to Beverly Hills in 1934. Its irregular architecture —the wooden frame with misshapen windows, the gardens stocked with gnarled trees, the bridge (another bridge!) crossing over a ditch—all offer the visitor a unique experience, along with the feeling of being a character in a book of fairy stories, as when the house was still in Culver City and used as a setting for silent movies. Today it is a private residence that can be rented for short leases, and many Californians still believe it was built by one of the seven dwarves from Snow White, or that one of its former occupants reappears at Halloween dressed as a witch, handing out sweets to children . . .


I’d have understood if, after visiting these “scary” locations, you’d felt the need to relax in the evening and immerse yourself in the night scene to see how Californians party. We’d have gone to the Circle Bar on Main Street, in Santa Monica, a short distance from Venice. This bar-cum-discotheque, which dates back to the 1940s, is considered one of the trendiest on the west side of Los Angeles. There you’d have met young people from every corner of the States, hoping to be spotted by people in the business. Customers cluster around the centerpiece of the interior, an oval-shaped bar, discussing ideas for stories or adaptations, or simply hanging out in the hope of glimpsing some celebrity, before launching onto the crowded dance floor. What with the old photos on the walls and glaring lights, you’d have been astonished to learn that Jim Morrison and Truman Capote were regulars here . . .


A real writer?


I mention the Circle Bar because I have special memories of it, and whenever I go back there, I am reminded of an experience I had a few years ago that was rather odd, to say the least. I think it might make you smile—at least I hope it will.


Back then, I had a female novelist friend who was writing a book set in Los Angeles. She was spending ten days or so in town, and I have to tell you she did not stop for one minute; she wanted to see everything, do everything, photograph everything, to gather as much material as possible and get all her facts exactly right. She didn’t have a driver’s license, so she took the bus, walked for miles, got lost, called me for help, and often I’d discover her in districts that were completely new to me. She had, to put it mildly, a loathing of discotheques, because you had to dance, and she was paralyzed at the thought of dancing. I’d had quite a job persuading her to come with me to the Circle Bar, and as soon as we stepped inside she took up her seat at the bar, firmly planted on her high stool, giving off the message to any potential suitor that no way was she cutting through the crowd to go and make a fool of herself on the dance floor.


She had warned me in advance:


“If anyone asks me to dance, I will deliberately tread on their toes, and it will be their own fault!”


I didn’t insist. I was on the dance floor, executing the trickiest steps of the ndombolo, the dance of the two Congos, while some people must have been wondering what planet I was from, with my choreography so out of step with most of the other revelers’.


I was concentrating so hard on what I was doing, I lost sight of my novelist friend. I was starting to get worried, when I caught sight of her, surrounded by four young men with biceps that had clearly been blown way out of proportion in the gym. They wore tight T-shirts and were talking to her about screenplays for feature films and television series she might write, which they’d hand on to the greatest film directors in Hollywood.


I was familiar with this kind of pickup line and had advised my friend to take care, not pay too much attention, and avoid being seduced by empty promises. Alas, she was more than a little receptive, and there was a definite spark between her and the four unknown young men.


By the time I suggested we go on somewhere else in the hope of detaching her from the group, it was one in the morning.


“What? You must be kidding! It’s only one in the morning, the bar shuts at two!”


To my utter amazement, she had dashed onto the dance floor and was cutting some moves to the applause of her four admirers.


By now I was feeling pretty impatient and irritated. I left the Circle Bar and went home. Somewhere around three in the morning, I heard a knock on the door. The four Californians were there, with my friend and another woman. The noise level was close to a nocturnal disturbance of the peace, so I decided to shoo the untimely visitors away.


Though at first they resisted, once I threatened to call the forces of law and order, they cleared off, along with the unknown woman. An hour later, my friend told me that the group had taken her overcoat, which she had bought in Germany.


“You know, I really love that coat,” she said. “It cost me my ass. I mean, I just can’t lose it! I’ve got the phone number of the girl who was with us, I’ll call her, please, can we go and get my coat?”


So the next morning, having received a text from the unknown woman giving the address where the group lived, we set out for Pacific Palisades, a quarter of an hour from Santa Monica. The block was quite high up in the hills, the house itself a very modern building with a glass façade, set in a huge park. The doors were wide open, and the whole place was bathed in silence, which we found quite unsettling, especially as there were signs on the grounds that a struggle had taken place. The trunk of the car was half open, which I didn’t find very reassuring, having seen enough films in which dead bodies were hidden in trunks.


We crept up toward the vehicle. The overcoat was there, hooked over the driver’s seat. We grabbed it quickly, ran back to my car, and shot off, waiting until we were safely away before bursting into peals of laughter. Since that day, I have not heard a whisper of those so-called “producers,” not to mention the young woman they had with them . . .


California, still Democratic . . .


My dear Marc-Antoine, this city of mine, Los Angeles, is a mosaic of little stories like this. I could go on forever. I still haven’t written an “American novel,” though my French publisher would like me to. Maybe I never will. Because the freedom I enjoy here brings me more peace of mind than inspiration. But I also find it increasingly stifling, which comes from the political atmosphere in the country as a whole. I’ve lived through the presidencies of George W. Bush and Barack Obama, each of whom occupied the White House for two successive terms before Donald Trump came to power. I could just have rejoiced in the privilege of living in California, a state that votes overwhelmingly for the Democratic Party in the primaries: over 60 percent for Hillary Clinton in the 2016 election, with a peak of 85 percent in a city like San Francisco . . . So I completely understand that some Californians, recognizing the danger of an America folded in on itself, as envisaged by the current powers that be, favor a veritable “Calexit.” But, my dear friend, I am keeping my head here, because it would be easier to pass an elephant through the eye of a needle than to obtain independence for California. In the absence of such a step, we are witnessing a wave of protests in Los Angeles, but also in most large cities in the country, particularly in Chicago and New York, with the motto “Not My President.” And the presidential decree on immigration is seen here as a backward step and a denial of the tradition of hospitality that is special to Los Angeles, the whole of California, and indeed a nation that rose to greatness thanks to the support of migrants.


For my own part, I need hardly say that my door will always be open to you, and that next time we really must make sure we’re in tune, so we don’t miss one another again.


Till we meet, then, and with good wishes,


A.                
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TO
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By


Philippe Besson


Translated by


Sandra Smith





 


 


Idon’t exactly know which of us had the idea. But I think that it was S. who first said: “We could travel across America by car.” I believe he was thinking of taking Route 66, which runs from Chicago to Santa Monica. Romantic pipe dreams seem to last forever. I objected at once (I am undoubtedly not romantic enough, or quite simply I’ve gotten too old): “You have no idea how exhausting that would be; let’s find a shorter route.” But I do remember that I liked the idea of starting in Illinois.


Chicago: my first encounter with the United States. That was twenty-five years ago. I’d gone to visit a French friend who had settled down there, doing odd jobs to earn a living and hoping one day to work in the movies (he should have chosen LA, and even in LA, his chances would have been minuscule). He lived in a tiny apartment in the Loop, next to an elevated subway line. His windows shook when the train went by. The screeching of the wheels was shrill to my ears. Those first few days, it took me hours to fall asleep, despite the jet lag. And what’s more, the city was having a horrible heat wave. The temperature was over one hundred degrees every day. On television, they even went so far as asking people not to use their ovens. That shocked me.


In short, I thought it would be good to go back there for the first time in a quarter of a century. Even if it’s always a little strange to confront your memories with reality. Dangerous too.


Suddenly I remember: S. came back with: “In that case, let’s drive from north to south, starting from the Midwest and finishing in the Deep South.” “Agreed,” I said. Without hesitating. Without thinking about it. Here we go.


But first, we had to get into the country. That meant an eight-hour flight and getting through border security at the airport. S. and I went up together to the official, a poker-faced young man who immediately looked at us suspiciously for a long time. I want to believe that neither our sexual orientation (presumed) nor the age difference between us (obvious) was the cause of that look; that it was, in fact, simply an occupational hazard. But then, the verdict was delivered: I was allowed into the United States with no more red tape. But S. was instructed to report to the Immigration Office for questioning. It was pointless to ask why this difference in our treatment: S. has a last name that sounds Arabic, I don’t. I muse on the fact that the terrorists have won. They have transformed some people into suspects and made others suspicious. At Immigration and Customs, all you need to do is look at the people waiting to go through in-depth interrogation to confirm this: they all look more or less alike.


One hour and a dose of humiliation later, we climb into a taxi. During the ride, images from my first stay come back to me. The first one is a memory from the banks of Lake Michigan: a lake so vast that I thought I was at the edge of the sea as I basked on the beach. And when I turned around to look behind me, I saw a row of tall, elegant buildings. I also remember, but less clearly, Grant Park: its green grass, so very green that it looked almost artificial, especially under the burning, harsh sunlight.


But reality puts an end to my daydreams: on the radio, they are talking about Donald Trump, who is celebrating his first six months in the White House. Celebrating is, in fact, quite a grand word, since almost everyone watching him agrees that his track record is extraordinarily limited. Not a single law voted on. Decrees rejected. International agreements condemned. Backtracking, disappointments, defeats. A low popularity rate. He alone bellows out improbable victories through tweets that become more and more surreal—nearly a thousand of them since he took office! The driver, who is surreptitiously looking at us in his rearview mirror, calls out: “He cracks me up; what do you think?” We smile without replying, not sure we can tell which side he’s leaning toward and too tired to get into a political debate.


We also know that the outrageous White House Press Secretary, Sean Spicer, has just resigned. He must no longer have gotten away with saying everything and then the opposite, giving opinions while being sure of nothing, being refuted after having been encouraged, defending the indefensible, relentlessly attacking journalists, the very same people who sat opposite him in the press briefing room. We’re almost relieved for him.


We drop our bags off at an apartment we’ve rented in the River North neighborhood, at the intersection of Orleans Street and Oak Street, before heading out almost immediately to take in the city. One look and I can see that it has changed since I was young: more skyscrapers have sprung up; architectural innovations have produced a few spectacular examples, some fantastic, some quirky, with rooftop gardens just about everywhere, former factories now housing lofts. In short, I have (undoubtedly) aged, and Chicago has rejuvenated.


I also notice that the police presence has heightened to bring back a sense of security that had lapsed for a while. In the past, crime movies were filmed here: now, it’s mainly romantic comedies or science fiction movies because, in both cases, the setting is appropriate.


The Sears Tower has been renamed: it’s now called the Willis Tower and can no longer proudly proclaim to be the tallest building in America. As for Grant Park, it now connects with Millennium Park, which houses contemporary works of art, such as the famous Cloud Gate, an enormous, mirror-like sculpture made of stainless steel, designed by Anish Kapoor, that looks more like a giant bean than the door to the clouds that I imagined.


Nevertheless, Chicago has not changed completely from top to bottom: it remains the vibrant, cosmopolitan city I once knew. The multicultural neighborhoods are still there, the subway lines still produce a formidable racket above our heads along the rusty metal tracks, and the license plates on the cars continue to remind us that this is truly “the Land of Lincoln.” Culture is visible everywhere, including on the backs of buses, where I am surprised to find an ad for the real estate company domu.com, along with a quote from Sarah Bernhardt, who toured here in 1905 and 1912, that reads: “I adore Chicago. It is the pulse of America.”


A little to the north, in Boystown, about one hundred yards from the lake, the atmosphere is always picturesque and the night life wild. This is where the gay community has been gathering for more than thirty years. It’s impossible to miss it: the rainbow-colored columns show the way for any lost sheep. At the Sidetrack Bar, young men sometimes lose their virginity and find their identity in one night. In conservative America, steeped in religion, where family is more important than anything, this brazen oasis is considered something of a miracle, and holding our drinks, we weave our way through it. At Replay, Chris, an athletic thirty-something, confirms this: “The victory of that asshole Trump hasn’t changed a thing: we’re having a good time here, just like before. People haven’t changed the way they see us. And if they started to look at us sideways, we’d tell them to go fuck themselves!” And he raises his middle finger, laughing, while Gloria Gaynor belts out “I Will Survive.” It’s true: who would have believed that Trump would one day win that damn election?


We stayed in the area for a few days, intoxicated by its vitality, soaking in its creativity, yet knowing perfectly well that the next part of our journey would probably be very different. In short, we were gathering the strength we would need to head into battle.


One morning, after picking up a rental car, we headed out to Cincinnati, our next stop, but first we had to cross Indiana. To me, Indiana is first and foremost the state where James Dean was born. I love that wild, inconsolable, and amazing young man so much that I wrote a book about him. To do that, at the time, I surveyed the places he had lived—Santa Monica with its palm trees, Hollywood with its illusions, the sidewalks of New York, and even Cholame, California, where he died while driving to Salinas—but I had never been to Indiana. So I had to imagine the terrible winters and unbearable summers in Marion, the town where he was born, had to imagine him as a child playing in the snow or running until he was out of breath in the fields scorched by the sun. I had imagined that it was a difficult, harsh place. Today, I see it for myself. Corn growing as far as the eye can see, haystacks by the dozens, hills full of greenery, a few wind turbines to break the monotony. Sometimes you don’t see a single house for miles, and when you finally do, it is almost always flying an American flag. You have to like silence, solitude, God, and country to live here. Some faces are craggy, prematurely old. The people from here are nicknamed Hoosiers, which means hillbillies or rednecks. (But they’re the ones who gave America its new vice president. Mike Pence was the governor of this state: “a Christian, a conservative, and a Republican, in that order,” is how he describes himself. And the way things are going, he probably won’t stay content with the vice presidency.)


As I was saying, I hadn’t visited Fairmount, where Jimmy grew up, and where he’s buried. This time, the temptation was too great: we would make a detour. The town honors its idol in its own way, with a sign, a statue, and a “historical museum,” a somewhat pompous name for the small building with red walls we visited. Two delightful old ladies with white hair eagerly greet us there—we’re the first visitors of the day. The older one murmurs: “You’ve come because you love Jimmy, correct?” Correct. She immediately gives us a guided tour. A few personal effects of the town’s famous child are displayed in glass cases: baby clothing, hand-written notes, drawings, letters, props from his movies. This somewhat laughable exhibit ends up being sublime and deeply moving.


Next, at the intersection of Adams and Vine, we look for the old school of the little genius, but we find nothing but a pile of rubble. The school no longer exists; it has just been demolished. Fans sometimes come to steal a brick, as a kind of lucky charm. S., who notices my disappointment, tries to make a joke: “It’s like the song by Isabelle Adjani: ‘you’re in a state near Ohio, you’re feelin’ low.’”


We finally head to the cemetery. It is vast, but nothing points to the grave, which is minuscule: a simple stone set on the grass next to a gravel walkway, alongside so many others, unimpressive, with two dates, the year of his birth and of his death. A few small pebbles placed on the top of the stone as an offering to the deceased, a faded bouquet of flowers, some potted plants. That’s all. We leave. My heart is aching.


As we approach Ohio, my thoughts slowly drift back to politics. I think about the fact that this is one of the famous swing states that gave Trump victory. In 2008 and 2012, Obama won it easily. But in 2016, the majority of the state went to the billionaire: the Republican candidate beat Hillary Clinton by nine points. He was dominant throughout the entire state, except in the three main cities: Cleveland, Columbus, and Cincinnati. The reasons for this about-face have been explained at length: this is the Rust Belt, the industrial region that was bled dry by the economic crisis and where people are finding it difficult to change jobs. The outcasts from the steel industry and coal mines naturally turned to the person who claimed he could save them. The farmers are also having trouble making ends meet and are repelled by the elites who don’t care about their fate: Hillary was a turn-off to them.


And, contrary to what we might think, enthusiasm for Trump has not waned. In Bridgetown, on the I-74, where we stopped for coffee, Michael, a forty-five-year-old longstanding Democrat, attracted by our French accents to the point of starting up a conversation, confirmed this: Trump is still appealing here. He tells us that in Youngstown, in the north of the state, a city that symbolizes the blue-collar working-class community almost to the point of caricature, twenty thousand people have just given a triumphant welcome to the president. Ordinary people, who call themselves patriots, who do not understand the stubbornness that rules their hero, who continue to find him different, “refreshing,” who still believe in the myth of “the true America that is suffering from the arrogance of Washington.” “These people exist, and they haven’t changed their minds,” Michael laments. “And yet, they will be the principal victims of Trumpism. Look at what is happening to Obamacare. If the Republicans manage to do away with it, these people will be very vulnerable.” I point out to him that that latest attempt to repeal it failed again a few days before. “They’ll try again. Trump is the kind of person who never gives in. And he isn’t interested in reality.”


It’s a return to reality, in fact, as we enter Cincinnati. We immediately realize we are in a close-knit community, where the black population is very large—nearly one resident out of two, according to official statistics. If it was pioneer country in the past, with time it has become more unassuming while remaining a home for immigrants and a center of industry. It prides itself on its impressive suspension bridge (not advisable for people who get vertigo, like me), and Fountain Square lies at the heart of the city.


Not very far away, on the corner of Fifth and Walnut Street, there are a handful of people waving signs that say “Black Lives Matter.” A young woman who notices my curiosity comes over and asks me whether I “support them.” I ask her to explain. So Melissa tells me about Samuel DuBose, a forty-three-year-old black man, killed two years ago by Ray Tensing, a twenty-five-year-old white police officer, when he stopped DuBose’s car. Tensing pulled out his gun and fired at close range because DuBose looked like he was about to drive off. DuBose was unarmed, and the cop normally wore a T-shirt with the Confederate flag on it under his uniform. The officer immediately pleaded self-defense, except that the video footage taken from the bodycam he was wearing radically contradicted his version of events. The first trial that took place resulted in a hung jury. A second trial ended in May 2017 with the same result, so the prosecutor has just decided to drop the case against the officer. “And so,” Melissa tells me, “you can kill black people with impunity in this city, in this country, risking nothing! We’re here to say that this is unacceptable.” Fewer than a dozen people are demonstrating. Melissa is preaching in a desert. Racism still has many happy days ahead. It remains the tragic failure of the Obama era.


Otherwise, life seems rather peaceful in this place. Happy, too, sometimes. The Below Zero Lounge sells blue and green cocktails, and when evening comes, drag shows feature performers with names like Mystique Summers or Divine Cher. S. and I sing karaoke, trying to perform “Finally” by CeCe Peniston, which turns out to be impossible. We are applauded for our “charming accents,” an elegant way of making us understand that our nationality is obvious and that karaoke is not for us.


Two days later, we’re back on the road heading to Kentucky, to the west of the Appalachians, the state that marks the boundary between the North and South. It is especially famous for being the birthplace of American whiskey.


On the radio, they are reporting the firing of the White House Director of Communications, the blaringly noisy Anthony Scaramucci, who had only been appointed ten days before. Ten days during which he had gotten the president’s chief of staff to resign and spoken with such dirty language that certain newspapers didn’t think they should quote him. (I have no such inhibitions: he said, “fucking paranoid” and “suck my dick.”) The general consensus is that chaos reigns in the White House. There is a blazing sun.


We stop in Carroll County. No one here is interested in the madness in Washington. Here, the subject of conversation is Jesus Chavez, fifty-six, a small business owner who runs a maintenance company. Chavez refused to pay a plumber he had just hired for a small contract, threatening to report him to the Department of Immigration on the grounds that he might be an illegal immigrant. The plumber went to the police and reported the blackmail. Chavez was arrested and put in prison for human trafficking. In brief, the worst of capitalism and the best of racism joined together in a single act, although some people seem to think that Chavez wasn’t wrong.


We don’t hang around. Even more so because a sign at the side of the road proudly proclaims that Kentucky has the greatest number of guns per capita. Frankly not very reassuring.


(Something funny: A little farther along, there is another sign, an ad this time, that catches our attention. An ad for Spotify. Scanning the news and reminding everyone of the Muslim Ban, the musical streaming service found a credo: “When people can’t travel, music will.” These two different Americas were only ten miles apart. Unless they’re actually the same America.)


A priori, Tennessee does not seem much more welcoming than Kentucky, when you remember that the state was one of the principle battlefields of the American Civil War, and that the Ku Klux Klan was born here in 1865, a result of the Confederate defeat. And when you also know that the very conservative Southern Baptist Convention dominates thinking here, and that Trump received 61 percent of the votes in 2016. And when you find out that just a few days before, a judge in White County suggested a deal that was at least unique (and probably unconstitutional) for people in jail in the county: thirty days taken off their jail time if they agree to have a vasectomy (for men) or to go on hormonal contraceptives (for women).


To avoid depression, we’re better off remembering that Tennessee is also the birthplace of country, rock, and the blues. And that Memphis, one of the two great cities in the state, is the home of Graceland, where Elvis Presley found eternal rest. And besides, commemorations are in preparation, for the King left this earth exactly forty years ago. Done in by too much alcohol, too many drugs, too much of everything, he ended life bloated, ridiculous, tragic. But here, you don’t make jokes about Tennessee’s idol. You speak of him with reverence. Warren, in his late sixties, wears worn-out cowboy boots and is having a few pints of beer at the bar. He asserts, with the look of someone who knows for sure but isn’t allowed to say how, that Elvis is, “of course” still alive. Elvis spends his days peacefully in some backwater, on a ranch hidden from view. He has long white hair, wears a cowboy hat, and has gotten so thin that people don’t recognize him; only a few insiders take their hats off as he walks by, promising to keep his secret. S. says: “This guy is crazy.” I reply: “No. He needs to believe it, that’s all.” And what difference is there, in the end, between people who believe in God and those who are convinced that Elvis isn’t dead?


If you’re not interested in either rock ’n’ roll or keeping life preserved with mothballs, all that is left, here as elsewhere, is baseball and football, two other religions. Every large city we’ve passed through up till now has had its two stadiums (generally enormous outdoor ones, financed by a sponsor), its favorite teams, its mascots, and the games themselves. The number of season-ticket holders equals the number of seats. Tickets are bought for the entire season as soon as they go on sale. In bars, the TVs are automatically tuned to sports channels, and the calendar of games is posted. One way, like any other, to ward off boredom. Or to organize your existence.


The car takes off again toward Alabama. I confess a certain sense of apprehension. First of all, the state remains a symbol of slavery, and also of segregation. I want to believe that the past is dead and buried. The state is also located at the heart of what is known as the Bible Belt, and I am wary of people who are convinced that God rules over everyone. On the road, there is an enormous sign advertising a Christian community with a terrifying message: “Where will you spend eternity: in HEAVEN or HELL? The choice is yours.” But the countryside is absolutely beautiful, with stony mountains, tree-lined plains, and navigable rivers.
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