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Although this novel was inspired by the author’s family history, this is a work of fiction and the usual rules apply. All characters, events, and incidents have been fictionalized and reflect her imagination, and none should be understood as a literal depiction of any person, event, or incident.









For my family











And one man in his time plays many parts,


His acts being seven ages.


—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, As You Like It


His life, in which nothing, absolutely nothing, happened. He embarked on no adventures, he was in no war. He was never in prison, he never killed anyone. He neither won nor lost a fortune. All he ever did was live in this century. But that alone was enough to give his life dimension, both of feeling and of thought.


—ELIAS CANETTI, Notes from Hampstead
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PROLOGUE
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I’m a writer; I tell stories. Of course, really, I want to save lives. Or simply: I want to save life.


Seven years, the clairvoyant said, that summer afternoon already long ago. Seven years in the Valley of the Shadow. The sunlight through the window behind her head transformed her rusty curls into a golden nimbus. We sat opposite each other over a card table in the front room of her chintzy saltbox, a mile from the waterfront in a seaside New England holiday town. Like most of her clients, I was just passing through. Though I told her I was a writer, she insisted that I was a healer; once she said it, I willed it to be true. Or: I realized I had always willed it to be true, though we’re told that poetry makes nothing happen. My desire, as old as humanity, to make words signify.


Seven years’ journey in the shadow of Death: at the time of her prophecy, I was almost halfway through, if one counted from the family trip to my late grandparents’ home in Toulon, France, to celebrate my father’s seventy-fifth—a work, as was said, of colossal administration, a gathering that was also an unraveling: my father in physical collapse, my mother, gaunt, in mental disarray, my aunt dancing in ever tighter circles around her bottle of whiskey, our children, still small, antic in the Mediterranean sun. But the count could have started sooner—from the time my mother could no longer manage to prepare a full meal; or the time, well before, when she could no longer keep track of the kids’ birthdays; or, before that still, when she couldn’t, for even an hour, manage the kids themselves…. But if I start at the end and count backward—the end being the last death, my aunt’s death, fast on the heels of my mother’s, neither death long after my father’s—then the Cape clairvoyant held my trembling hand in hers truly at the midpoint.


I’m a writer; I tell stories. I want to tell the stories of their lives. It doesn’t really matter where I start. We’re always in the middle; wherever we stand, we see only partially. I know also that everything is connected, the constellations of our lives moving together in harmony and disharmony. The past swirls along with and inside the present, and all time exists at once, around us. The ebb and flow, the harmonies and dissonance—the music happens, whether or not we describe it. A story is not a line; it is a richer thing, one that circles and eddies, rises and falls, repeats upon itself.


And so this story—the story of my family—has many possible beginnings, or none: Mare Nostrum, Saint Augustine, Abd el-Kader, Charles de Gaulle, my grandparents, L’Arba, my father, my aunt, Zohra Drif, my mother, Albert Camus, Toronto, Cambridge, Toulon, Tlemcen, oh, Tlemcen: all and each a part of the vast and intricate web. Any version only partial.


Or I could begin with my birth, or my father’s birth or his father’s birth, or my mother’s or grandmother’s. I could begin with the secrets and shame, the ineffable shame that in telling their story I would wish at last to heal. The shame of the family history, of the history into which we were born. (How to forget that after attending the birth of his first grandson, my father, elderly then, tripped on the curb and fell in the street, a toppled mountain, and as he lay with the white down of his near-bald head in the gutter’s muck he muttered not “Help me” but “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry”?) I could begin, of course, with the aloneness.


Or I could begin with the fact that the owner of our local pizzeria and our former next-door neighbor is an Algerian man whose surname is also the name of the provincial Algerian town of his ancestors, the same town in which my pied-noir grandmother taught at the girls’ school in her youth, in the years before she married—years that were, in her case, numerous, because she didn’t marry until her mid-thirties, then an age by which women were deemed unmarriageable. She might even have taught my neighbor’s grandmother or great-grandmother. Or I could begin with the fact that the beloved Lebanese friends of my grandfather’s prewar posting in Beirut include the great-uncle of a dear friend of mine in this American life almost a century later, whose daughter played with our son from the time they were round-limbed toddlers. Or I could begin with the angels on my father’s last journey to death, the witnesses to his many lives who appeared, sentinels and guides, along that final path, to guide him, the ultimately homeless, to his eternal home …


It doesn’t matter so much where this story begins as that it begins. And if, as I’ve come to understand, the story is infinitely expanding, rather than a line or thread, then wherever I start is merely that—not the beginning but a mere moment, a way of happening, a mouth …









PART I
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JUNE 1940
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L’ARBA, ALGERIA


François, writing a letter to his father, who was far away, decided to print instead of using cursive: just in case Papa had not heard the news—he was in Greece, after all, and not in France—François would tell him. He wrote very carefully in all caps: THE GERMANS HAVE CROSSED THE GATES OF PARIS. THIS IS THE NEWS WITH WHICH MAMAN WOKE ME THIS MORNING.


François knew that Paris was the heart of their glorious nation, though he’d never been there of course. Not quite nine years old, he had only recently returned with his mother, his aunt Tata Jeanne, and his little sister, Denise, known as Poupette, to stay with their extended family in Algeria—the place Maman and Papa called “home”!—from Salonica, where his father was the naval attaché at the French consulate. The boy had seen photos of Paris—the Champs-Élysées, the Tour Eiffel, Notre Dame—and when Maman had spoken of the “gates” of that city, he’d pictured the Arc de Triomphe. But then it occurred to him that in this case the arch of triumph was an arch of defeat; or, rather, it was an arch of Hitler’s triumph, which was very, very unspeakably bad. He would not draw the Arc de Triomphe in the letter for Papa, because that would make everyone sad, including Papa. And Maman had said they all needed only to be happy for Papa, to be la famille du sourire, because he would be worrying so much about them, being so far away, especially when, because of the war, they could not contact him by telephone or telegram. He would need to know they were doing very well, sending love and kisses—and photos. Maman had asked Tata Paulette, Papa’s brother’s wife, to take their photo, Maman, Poupette, and him, so they could send it to Papa. In one version they all looked serious and in another they smiled and made silly faces, but in both photos François’s ears stuck out madly like jug handles and he was embarrassed by that.


Should he not write about the Germans? That wasn’t cheerful news, not la famille du sourire; but it was true, wasn’t it, and wasn’t that the most important thing? Never lie, he had always been taught. But what if la famille du sourire wasn’t happy, actually? What if Maman was sick and always tired and there didn’t seem to be room for them anywhere to live and no money and sometimes not enough to eat? Were they supposed to pretend to Papa that it was nice in L’Arba and that they were enjoying themselves?


Before they had to leave, they’d been living as a family almost a year in Salonica; but France was in danger from the Germans, advancing so quickly across Europe, and when Papa hurried them onto the train in Salonica, Mussolini’s Italy was on the verge of entering the war on the Nazi side. Their train had had to cross Italy—hurry, hurry, before they were officially the enemy—and then they traveled through France to Marseille, where they caught the boat home to Algiers.


“Home”! Maman and Papa had always talked about how much they loved Algiers, how much a part of them it was, how he and Denise would love it too, the most beautiful city on earth, its shining white buildings rising in a crescent around the glittering Mediterranean. But when they got there, he’d hardly noticed what it looked like, just that it was very hot. None of their relatives wanted to keep them, which was why they’d ended up kilometers away in the dusty little town of L’Arba, staying with Tata Baudry, who was his father’s aunt or his mother’s aunt or maybe his dead grandmother’s aunt, but mostly very old indeed. At least she was kind.


On the back of the piece of paper, François drew for his father a picture of the trench they’d dug the previous day in the garden. He couldn’t draw the mud, how it had rained overnight and filled the bottom of the trench with water, so he just drew it plain and used a lot of brown pencil to color it in. When they had dug it—he and Maman, really, because Tata Baudry was too old and Tata Jeanne too unwell and Poupette uselessly too young; and he mostly of course, because Maman quickly got one of her headaches and had to go inside to lie down—it had seemed enormous, absolutely big enough for all of them to hide in if the planes came. But the next morning, after the rain, it was as if it had shrunk, and he could see that it was only a fraction of the size they’d need. Maybe even too small for Poupette and him. He felt discouraged, and cross; but then Maman told him it was still wonderful, a good contribution to the war effort, and please could he sit at the table and write to Papa to tell him, because Papa, far away in Salonica, defending France, would want to know everything.


Maman made Poupette sit next to him, and told her to write something too, which was ridiculous because she could barely write her own name—she did half the letters backward anyway—and of course now she’d ended up drawing a picture of the cats, who weren’t even Tata Baudry’s cats; they belonged to the lady upstairs with the enormous white jelly arms who yelled at them out her window almost every time they played in the garden. One cat was black and white; the other was tortoiseshell, which was hard to draw, and Poupette drew that cat, Nanette, as orange. Which was wrong. He simply pointed this out to her and she burst into tears, her eyes enormous and her lashes wet and sticky behind her glasses.


“Cut the waterworks,” he said under his breath, not wanting to bother Maman, who was again lying down in Tata Baudry’s bedroom; but that only prompted Poupette to wail.


“Did you know,” he said in his nicest big brother voice, trying to distract her, “that Nanette has to be a girl cat because tortoiseshell cats are only ever girl cats.”


Poupette made as if to scrunch up the paper. “You told me she’s all wrong. Why can’t she be an orange cat? She could be an orange cat.”


He put the flat of his hand on top of her drawing. “Your drawing is beautiful. Papa will love it. We don’t want to wake up Maman and there isn’t any more paper, so please, please don’t ruin it. You don’t want to ruin your present for Papa, do you?”


Poupette shook her head and slipped her grubby thumb into her mouth. With her other hand she fingered the end of her blond braid, then twirled the braid slowly, stroking the strands. By this he knew the storm had been averted. Looking again at his drawing of the trench, he sighed: just as the trench itself in the morning light had seemed inadequate, so too the picture now just looked like a brown box, rather than a trench. He wondered whether to draw grass around it; but that wouldn’t actually be accurate, as the garden was really mostly dirt, reddish dirt, with a few weeds, and in the corner a raised bed for vegetables and at the bottom by the fence the coop for the three chickens. None of that could he draw, certainly not on the same paper on which he was also writing his letter. If he drew grass, just to show how the trench was different from what surrounded it, he would be guilty of the same falsehood as Poupette when she drew the cat as orange.


Did Papa need to know everything exactly? Would it be dishonest, like a lie, to draw something that wasn’t there? He decided to leave the trench alone in the middle of the page and instead to explain it in words. “Voilà,” he wrote, “this is our trench that we dug, mostly me. But then the rain came and now the whole thing is in a mess. We may not fit.” He paused, sucked his pen. His sister had slipped off her chair and crept over to the sofa, where she curled up with her head against Tata Baudry’s black serge side, and continued to suck her thumb and twirl her braid, thoughtfully. François could tell that she was annoying Tata Baudry, who had been knitting but now could not, because her needle would have poked at Poupette and besides, Poupette’s head was weighing on Tata Baudry’s arm.


François was hungry. He knew that in the bread bin there was still the nub of the baguette from lunch; and he knew exactly how much honey remained in the jar in the cupboard. But this was not Salonica or Beirut, where they’d lived for years before Greece, and where his friends and his happy memories were. There, when he got home from school each day, the housekeeper Monica or his Tata Jeanne, his mother’s invalid sister who lived with them, would slather slabs of toast with butter and jam for goûter and urge him to have another piece if he felt like it, because he was a growing boy. If he closed his eyes he could imagine himself back in the kitchen in Beirut—Beirut was his dream, much better than Salonica—with Guy and Jérémy, his best pals from school, all stuffing their faces and laughing, talking about going swimming at the club or maybe him even boasting about the officers’ families’ summer camp in the mountains, where he could waken at dawn and from the window gaze out over the valley to the city and the sea beyond, the fresh, dry breeze kissing his cheeks and his forearms before the sun rose hot in the sky. Those summer days, long and so free, all the navy kids playing, exploring, building their forts and staging battles, pausing only for lunch, everyone together, adults and children, at long tables in the refectory, waited on by the sailors in their whites, bearing large round trays above their shoulders as if service were an elegant, choreographed dance, their wide trousers swishing … and the lemon squash he so loved, just the right amount of sugar, not too pulpy—it was never as good anywhere else. His mouth watered at the memory; but of course it was just a memory. Here there were lemons but no sugar, and the honey too precious, Maman explained, to waste on sweet drinks.


“Here” was France—Algeria of course, but Algeria was France—and this was home, apparently, and François was supposed to feel happy and safe, or as safe as anyone could feel right now, Maman said, referring, he knew, to the war. This was where his family belonged, and where they had been from for a hundred years, Maman told him, and Papa had written a letter expressly and only to him to say how much he hoped François would like Algiers and feel at home there, because it was their place, he’d said, the part of France where they belonged, that they were still building and perfecting. So far he couldn’t see a single good thing about it.


Since they’d left Papa and Salonica, life had been nothing but effort and fear and trying to pretend he didn’t mind, and pretending to Maman and Poupette that he was okay, really. He could tell that Maman was pretending too, and then what were they pretending for? Poupette, he supposed, who was such a scaredy-cat and so easily upset that all he had to do was frown at her particularly hard and she would start to cry. Sometimes he couldn’t help doing it, though afterward he felt guilty. He wished she were more fun to play with; too small, too timid, she never had good ideas and even though mostly she did what he told her (“I’ll be the general, and you be my soldier, okay?”), she wouldn’t attempt anything brave or hard, like climbing a wall or a tree or jumping down from it, or properly building a fort with anything but cushions indoors, and here at Tata Baudry’s, there wasn’t even room to do that, or enough cushions, for that matter. And the apartment was so small, just two rooms, and so full of things—boxes in piles and broken chairs in addition to regular chairs—at least three broken chairs, not counting the armchair by the window, whose seat you fell through if you weren’t especially careful when you sat down—and more tables than was sensible, like it was a warehouse, not an apartment—and it smelled bad, of dust and old lady, slightly fishy. Maman whispered that it was filthy and they must clean it from top to bottom, but every time she tried to move or tidy or wash in the flat, Tata Baudry would flap her black-clad arms as if she were a chicken and they were wings, and would fuss: “Mais non, mais non—you are my guests!” which officially meant “You shouldn’t be working when you’re staying with me” but actually meant “Please leave my things alone.”


Nonetheless Maman had on the first day locked herself in the water closet—a cold-water tap, a Turkish toilet, a tiled floor, a dirty window—and had cleaned it furiously, so that at least Poupette wasn’t afraid to go inside. The spaces between the tiles hadn’t really got less black but the tiles themselves were now quite white and the room smelled of bleach and that was definitely better.


Tata Baudry, soon to celebrate her eighty-fifth birthday, was very small, not really taller than François himself, her sparse, iron-gray hair combed back tightly in a bun. Because she didn’t have many teeth left, and wore her false set only for special occasions, her mouth crumpled easily, disappearing her lips, and her chin tucked up toward her nose. Her skin was very brown, brown as a Bedouin’s, and wrinkled, her stout little sausage fingers knobbly and twisted by arthritis. When she laughed, it sounded as though she had no voice at all, and instead just a black space in her throat. She always wore a long black skirt and a black blouse with leg-o’-mutton sleeves, the cuffs and collar of which were a rusty brown with age. Even in the great heat she wore this dress, or these dresses, which, if they were multiple, all looked the same. Her feet, rarely glimpsed in their weathered black boots, were minute, the size of Poupette’s feet. Tata Baudry was like a fairy—or a witch—a storybook character. She was so old François couldn’t really understand it: surely she’d always been old. Until now he’d thought of Tata Jeanne as old, Maman’s older sister, but he could see that Tata Jeanne looked almost like a girl next to Tata Baudry, her hair abundant, her cheeks fleshy, her mouth wet. Getting old, he’d decided, was about drying out, like the leaves in autumn or the flowers pressed in Maman’s Bible. Tata Baudry had no moisture in her.


L’Arba was boring, the tiny apartment full of things like a cage. No school, no activities, no soccer games. Sometimes he and Poupette sat on the back steps racing ants or beetles: he set up a course with two lanes made of twigs and pebbles and they each claimed an insect and set it loose. Out in town for the shopping, he caught sight of kids their own age, mostly indigenous kids but in recent days French kids too, like him and his sister, but they moved on the streets as if behind a screen and he had no way to speak to or touch them. Once or twice a boy stared back, even once a pretty girl with chestnut pigtails and a blue Peter Pan collar on her checkered dress, but it seemed all the kids, him too, were pulled along by their mothers like dogs on leashes. As if there was somewhere to be. As if they’d contaminate each other if they stopped and spoke.


They’d come to L’Arba for a bunch of reasons. One of them was the anxiety about bombardments in the city—this was why more and more mothers and kids appeared each day in the little town, escaping the possibility of something that hadn’t yet happened. The Italian planes had flown over Algiers, as if preparing to attack; but now that Hitler was in Paris, maybe it would be the British. Maman had explained that the British, all this time their allies, would now be on the other side. This made little sense to François. She said the Germans were still the enemy—of course they were: les Boches had been the villains not only in history lessons and in real life but in every game he’d ever played, except when he and Jérémy and Guy played Cowboys and Indians of course. You couldn’t suddenly change the facts. The British were annoying and sometimes needed to be put in their place—they didn’t understand Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité, because they’d never had a revolution. But basically, fundamentally, they knew which side was up, as Papa put it, and they knew right from wrong. So why would they bomb Algiers? And what would bombing be like? With his cousin Jacky, François had played Air Force—they’d run swooping through the park in great arcs, shouting “rat-tat-tat-tat” for the guns and making the shrieking noises of bombs dropping. But they hadn’t ever heard an actual bomb. He was a little curious, although he wouldn’t have acknowledged it, because when anyone said the word “bomb” in front of Poupette her eyes grew enormous behind her glasses and her lip started to tremble. She was a jelly.


They’d also left Algiers of course most of all because there was nowhere for them to stay. It was as if nobody had been expecting them when they arrived, exhausted, minus Poupette’s suitcase, at the port and lumbered off the ferry, which had bucked so badly he’d vomited three times during the overnight crossing. (Poupette had vomited five times, so.) The journey was a blur. He’d been frightened in the station in Milan, when they got there from Salonica, because he could see that Maman was frightened, and that even bleary, oblivious Tata Jeanne was alert with anxiety, in the train station full of fascists—who looked just like regular people; you couldn’t see by looking that they were evil—when the man behind the ticket counter told her their tickets were invalid, that there were no more trains to France and that the border was shut. He’d worn a look of mocking triumphal scorn. As for Maman, she’d had an expression then on her face that François hadn’t seen before, an animal look, hunted. That had frightened him and he had resolved to be only stronger, and had held her hand. Then the skinny little porter had sidled over with his trolley, and had said something in Italian, and Maman had shaken her head, and the porter had whispered in a singsong French, like the spaghetti-maker at the Italian café in Beirut. He’d loaded their bags and whisked them silently through the crowds in the cavernous hall, to one of the farthest platforms. He’d not left them until they were safely installed in their carriage, and had smiled and waved through the window when he departed. “I couldn’t even give him a centime,” Maman had lamented, “because it’s forbidden to change francs to lire here now.”


François had been very hungry but had said nothing. He’d needed to pee so badly, but didn’t go to the toilet until the train was underway, because he knew it would worry Maman if they weren’t all together. He’d played endless rounds of rock, paper, scissors with Poupette and then read her from the Fables de La Fontaine until she fell asleep, her thumb slipping spittily out of her newly opened mouth. At Marseille, he’d helped by carrying Poupette piggyback to the taxi—he’d let her pull his ears to direct him left and right and this had made her laugh—but in the hubbub at the curb—so many people wanting taxis, and they’d needed an especially large one for all four plus their luggage—someone had made off with Poupette’s suitcase, which they’d discovered almost at once, and Poupette had instead begun to sob—her special doll, Henriette, with a porcelain face and hands and real hair and a damask dress, had been neatly packed inside the case among her knickers and nightgowns—which seemingly had gone on for hours.


All four of them in one room at the Select, and the toilet down the hall. Again he’d inconveniently needed to pee in the middle of the night and had bravely ventured out of the room alone without waking Maman. The hallway carpet had been faintly sticky under his bare feet, and the wall lamp very dim and flickery. His heart had thundered in his chest, even more so when he’d pulled the chain and the flushing water roared down from the high cistern. He’d run back to their room holding his breath against murderers, monsters, and bad thoughts. And Maman and Tata Jeanne had both been snoring, out of sync with each other, comical, with Poupette lying between them in the big bed—he could see their forms in the whey-thin light from the open window—and he’d returned to the folding cot set up for him in the corner and had lain still, willing his heart to quiet as dawn spread through the room. So much of his courage was invisible to the world; each day filled with courage.


Once in Algiers, unmet at the train station even though Maman had sent a telegram to Papa’s brother, Uncle Charles, the day before, from Marseille—you could still send a telegram within France—they’d again taken a taxi, this time to Charles and Paulette’s apartment. The boat had been crammed with people both returning and newly arriving, fleeing France to stay with relatives in Algeria or maybe even without contacts, because everyone had heard already by then how swiftly the Germans were advancing toward Paris. Standing in line at the café on the boat he overheard a woman saying, “I just don’t think our army is ready,” and her companion shushed her: “Don’t even think such thoughts. We have no choice but to defeat them.”


“Why are we on this boat then?” the first woman asked.


“Shush,” the other said again. “I’m having the fish. And you?”


He’d seen the two women again in the taxi queue, the first lady wielding a large cylindrical hatbox as if going to a wedding. Their substantial bottoms were his last glimpse as they hoisted themselves into the back seat of a large black car.


When they got to the flat, his cousin Jacky opened the door, a boy only a little older than François himself—eighteen months, it turned out—with freckles and a cowlick in his oily black hair. He looked something like a monkey. At first he cracked the door only a little way, as if suspicious, even though he seemed to know who they were.


“Maman,” he called back into the apartment without turning his head, “it’s the cousins. Papa’s cousins.”


“Let them in, let them in,” they heard from the depths, but the monkey boy stood for a moment looking them up and down, not moving, as if they might be robbers, with a particularly suspicious glare for François. Only when his mother appeared behind him, drying her hands with a tea towel, did he step back and make room for them to enter.


The apartment seemed small in comparison to the villa in Salonica or the apartment in Beirut, the walls close around them, and the floors, of deep red hexagonal tiles instead of light marble, drew the walls in closer still. Tata Paulette led them down a short hall to the living room, where François had the impression of gloom and clutter, dazzlingly interrupted by a strip of light along the floor from the sunshine beyond the balcony. The metal blinds in fact were lowered against the sun, but not quite all the way; hence its exuberant incursion.


Paulette, a dumpling of a woman with thick glasses, briskly kissed them all on the cheeks, including Poupette, who squirmed. She held his little sister’s chin for a second. “Who does she look like, this one? The boy is you and his father, of course; but this one?”


“She looks like herself,” Maman said with a smile, but François could tell that Maman did not like Tata Paulette. Not much. He was aware that Jacky lurked behind them in the doorway; when he turned to see, Jacky, swinging in the door frame, stared right at him but didn’t smile.


“Did my telegram not reach you?” Maman asked, uncertain whether to sit or not. She’d been told in Marseille that the cable would be delivered; but these days who knew? Tata Jeanne, exhausted, sat without being asked; then Tata Paulette and finally Maman. Poupette scooched over to sit beside her, up close like a puppy. François stood alone in the middle of the room.


“Yes, yes, the telegram came yesterday. We just—we aren’t—” Tata Paulette looked up at her smirking son. “Don’t just stand there,” she snapped. “Go make some coffee for the travelers. Where are your manners?” She turned back to Maman with a false smile. “We’re in a bit of turmoil, is all.”


“Yes, the news reports—”


“No, it’s not that.” She looked at François and then at Poupette, who was twirling her braid. “The children could go help Jacky make the coffee,” she suggested.


“Of course,” said Maman, and shooed them off, even though it was a preposterous suggestion because neither of them knew how to make coffee.


François held his sister’s hand, and they followed the sound of the coffee grinder to the narrow kitchen, where Jacky did not seem surprised to see them.


“So you’re the fancy navy kids,” he said over his shoulder.


“Whoop-de-doo.”


“Sorry?”


“Where have you come from again?”


“Greece,” François replied. “Salonica. It’s in Macedonia. Three trains and a boat away.” Poupette just stared.


Jacky banged the side of the grinder over the coffeepot, to get out all the grounds. He did this almost vindictively. “And now you’ve come home just in time for the war?”


“I hope not,” François said. “I hope there won’t be a war.”


“There already is a war, dummy. And France is already in it. And we’re losing, in case you hadn’t heard.” Jacky put the pot on the stove and lit the gas, which made a whooshing sound. Poupette flinched. “So much for our precious navy, right?”


François didn’t like this boy, any more than his mother liked Jacky’s mother. He’d heard Maman refer to Paulette as a “pièce rapportée,” meaning she wasn’t really of the family, an outside piece brought in. He also understood that she was Uncle Charles’s second wife and that Uncle Charles, a schoolteacher, had lost his first wife to something called Pott’s disease (the poor man, but such a funny name) and had then married Paulette, years ago before he was born. This was not mentioned, he knew, that she was a second wife, but to him the implication was that Uncle Charles had not loved his first wife enough to keep her alive; and how then could he really love his second? And Jacky, this mean boy, was maybe mean because the circumstances of his birth were therefore unfortunate. François knew that Charles had a whole other family before—three or four kids, maybe, grown up now. One of them at least in Paris. François believed he had chosen Paulette over his children, which was almost criminal. Papa and Charles’s father had abandoned their family too, when Papa was the age François was now. Charles was Papa’s oldest sibling, ten years older, but that didn’t excuse anything: he knew what it had done to Grand’-mère and Papa when the father left—his name was never spoken—and therefore he understood that it was a very, very bad thing. Which surely somehow made Jacky and his mother part of an almost crime.


“Are you Catholic?” François asked. He couldn’t quite have said why, except that it mattered to his parents.


“I’m a Communist,” he said. “Like my dad. We don’t believe in religion. It’s crap.”


François said nothing for a minute, but Poupette gasped. “I’m telling Maman,” she said. “That’s a terrible thing to say.”


“Tell your mother whatever you like.” Jacky put coffee cups on a tray, banging them. “Pipsqueak.”


THEY’D STAYED ONLY one night with Tata Paulette and Jacky. Uncle Charles wasn’t there. François gleaned that Uncle Charles had done something wrong involving a woman—he overheard Tata Paulette refer to “cette garce,” when she thought he couldn’t hear—and now he wasn’t allowed to live at home. They were having their own war. After the first night, Maman took them to the Cousines Breloux, three old ladies who were also somehow relatives but so ancient that he couldn’t quite grasp the connection—they weren’t called “Tata,” so they weren’t aunts; they were cousins, but antiques! Whose cousins could they be? These three old creatures lived in a much larger flat than Tata Paulette and Jacky, where everything was covered with ironed white lace doilies—the tables, the chairs, the sofa—and the atmosphere quiet as a church. Like a church, it smelled of floor wax. He and Poupette tried very hard to be good, but they’d been there only a week when he was chasing Poupette around the living room, both of them trying hard not to squeal—the sisters were in their bedrooms; it was the end of the endless siesta hour—and she knocked a china lamp off the end table. It broke into a thousand pieces.


Maman rarely yelled at them. Although she did not yell at them that afternoon, she grew very stern as she swept the fragments into the dustpan. “Do you have any idea, children? Do you have any idea what you’ve done? François, I expect better of you.”


Disappointing Maman was the worst thing. They had no word of Papa: Was he still in Salonica? Was he somewhere else? On his way to join them or headed in the opposite direction? And because Papa was elsewhere, François was, as Papa had instructed, the man of the house. It was his job to take care of Maman, and he had failed.


But he hadn’t understood what she meant, exactly, until two days later when, under the rueful but firm gaze of the oldest Cousine Breloux, they’d packed up their suitcases all over again, this time to go to the bus station and board the overcrowded bus to L’Arba. He’d had to sit on Tata Jeanne’s knee, barely fitting between her lap and the seat in front, crammed against the smeared window with, between them and the aisle, a fat unshaven man whose thighs seemed ready to burst the seams of his trousers, and who smelled so strongly of old sweat that Tata Jeanne draped her hankie, doused in eau de cologne, over half her face, and François breathed through his mouth for the whole journey.


THEY WENT TO L’ARBA because school was canceled for the last month, all over Algeria, so it didn’t matter that they weren’t in Algiers. Papa had wanted very much for François to finish the school year, and to be promoted in September. In Salonica, he’d been the best in his class, and the teachers at the Mission Laïque had put him up a grade halfway through the term. Papa wanted him to keep this advantage—to be a year younger than his classmates. Because even better than being top of your class was being top of your class and youngest at the same time. Papa had explained that he himself had been the best and the youngest, and that this was what he hoped for from his son. So it was a huge disappointment that when Maman went to speak to the people at the Board of Education in Algiers—before he and Poupette broke the lamp—they told her that not only were there to be no further classes because of the war, but that no pupil under ten was allowed to enroll in the 5e under any circumstances. Which meant that François, turning just nine at the end of June, would not be permitted to do so in September. If they were fortunate enough to have school at all—when Maman reported the conversation she mimicked the man who had said “IF,” as if it were in capital letters and italics at the same time—then François would be repeating 6e and that was that.


When they arrived at Tata Baudry’s, smaller and grimmer by far than Tata Paulette’s, and suffused always with the reddish dust that sifted through the air of the village and landed, like cinnamon, on everything, including their skin, Maman had at first the intention of renting a separate place for the three of them, modest, just one bedroom and a sitting room, like Tata Baudry’s, and leaving Tata Jeanne to stay with and help the old woman. But it fast became clear that there was nothing left to rent in L’Arba, and that even if there had been, they couldn’t have afforded it. Fatherless families from the city had overrun the town; even the sections of the town traditionally inhabited only by Muslim families were sprinkled now with white faces. At the butcher, they told Maman that three hundred children were being housed in the school, sleeping on cots in the classrooms, watched over by schoolteachers sent out also from the city.


With so much uncertainty, Maman’s migraines became more frequent, a challenge in the little space. Tata Baudry and Tata Jeanne slept at night in the bedroom, and Maman, Poupette, and François in the sitting room—Maman on the sofa and the children on cushions on the floor—but when Maman was ill, the other women ceded the bedroom for the day and the evening, and they and the children were crammed among the boxes and broken furniture in the hot, still afternoons. Tata Baudry spoke of having the doctor come and apply leeches to help with Maman’s ailment, but Maman was against the idea.


FRANÇOIS WAS SO HUNGRY he thought he might faint. He wondered how he might get something to eat without annoying or alarming anyone. He decided simply to ask the old lady.


Tata Baudry’s eyes were still clear in her withered face, and she was, he knew, sympathetic to children—a midwife, she still delivered babies in the town or on the farms—and when he asked her if he might eat the end of the baguette, she smiled at him with her eyes, put down her knitting, and pulled a couple of copper coins from the depths of her rusty skirt. “Better than the crust, why don’t you go get yourselves a pain au chocolat,” she suggested. And, pushing a little at Poupette’s soft body beside her: “Take this one with you. It’ll do you good to get out.”


“Isn’t it too expensive?”


“My treat. No need to tell your mother. This morning one of the Berber families brought me khobz as a thank-you for delivering their son last month, so we’ve got bread enough for supper and tomorrow. The pains will cost the same as tomorrow morning’s baguette. The Lord provides. Off you go. Enjoy yourselves.”


This last exhortation François took as license to go exploring. Poupette was an annoyance, but she’d do as he told her. The boulangerie was only two blocks away, on the ground floor of a small apartment building. The streets were very quiet, siesta quiet, and baking hot. You wouldn’t know that it had rained the previous night; even the sidewalks seemed cracked and almost wrinkly from the heat, like Tata Baudry’s hands. Poupette trailed behind him, scuffing her shoes with each step.


“Hurry up.”


“Why?”


“We’re getting a treat, that’s why. When did you last have a pain au chocolat?”


“I like pain au raisin better.”


“Beggars can’t be choosers, ninny. Let’s see what they’ve got.”


They were alone in the shop with the boulangère in her white smock and a couple of noisy flies that hissed against the glass. The trays behind the counter were all but empty—a few braided baguettes, overcooked, a lone square slice of pizza, and three sausage rolls. There remained a handful of croissants and a single pain au chocolat.


“What do you want?” he asked Poupette.


“They don’t have what I want.”


He could see the boulangère purse her lips.


“What do you want of what they have?” and then: “I’m sorry, madame, she’s just little.”


“You have to come first thing in the morning if you want a choice,” said the woman. “Besides, there’s a lot we don’t do right now. Usually we’d bake with butter, but it’s just lard nowadays.” She shrugged.


“We’ll take two croissants please, and the pain au chocolat.”


She wrapped them in a piece of brown paper and deftly twisted both ends to make a little package. Once he’d paid, François still had a coin, and with it he bought a bottle of still mineral water. It came from a shelf and he knew it would be warm, but he also knew the pastries would be dry.


Outside, they walked to the square and sat on the edge of the fountain at its center. A barely discernible trickle of greenish water dribbled from the fountain’s spout, like a man asleep drooling, and it made a small wet sound that seemed, at least, to evoke coolness. In the shade of the archway opposite, a lone old man in a white djellaba sat on a wooden chair watching them, fanning himself. François felt conspicuous and foolish, and wished they’d at least worn hats—Would Poupette burn? She was so fair—but he couldn’t see anywhere else to sit.


“Croissant?”


“You promised me pain au chocolat.”


“You said you didn’t even like it.”


“Not as much as pain au raisin. But I didn’t say I didn’t like it.”


François sighed. He placed the bottle of water at his feet and opened the paper packet on his lap. “Look, see, we have two croissants and one pain au chocolat. I can tear it in half.”


“But I want the pain au chocolat.”


“Half.”


“Without any jam, the croissant is dry,” Poupette complained.


“That’s why I got the water.” François closed his eyes. She was so annoying. He didn’t want to disappoint Maman, though. He didn’t want her to think he’d been selfish or childish. “What if you start with half the pain au chocolat?”


“No! I want it. Give it to me. Please?”


He looked at his little sister, importunate in her greasy eyeglasses. “Okay.” He held up the bread. “You can have the whole thing in return for two things. One, I get the two croissants, okay? Both of them.” He didn’t think this was too much to ask, not even unfair, because she hardly ate anything, and he was ravenous. “And then you’ll go with me exploring. Okay?”


She reached for her pastry. “Exploring where?”


“Wherever I say. Okay?”


“Okay,” she said doubtfully. And after a bite, her mouth full: “But if I get tired, will you carry me?”


“No guarantees. I’m the general and you’re my soldier, right?”


She saluted with her free hand. “Bien sûr, mon général.”


ONCE THEY WERE done eating and had drunk half the water—“Why can’t we finish it? I’m still thirsty.” “Because we might need it while we’re exploring.” “Can’t you fill it up from the fountain?” “No, dummy. That’s okay for animals, but it would make us sick. Or it could”—they stood and brushed the crumbs off themselves and François pointed to one of the dusty streets that led away from the square. He chose it because in the far distance, in that direction, rose the foothills of the mountains: brave explorers climbed mountains, so this was where they would go. He didn’t bother to announce this because Poupette would complain that it was too far, before they’d even set out.


The narrow street was quiet. They could occasionally hear voices or movement from inside the open windows, but they didn’t see anyone except two sleeping cats curled into crescents and a little white dog with brown ears, rooting like a pig in some garbage behind a small blue truck. At least the buildings made the street shady. When they came to its end, they were at a much bigger road, and again François chose their direction by finding the mountains at the horizon. Several cars passed them as they walked what began to seem a long way, and when they passed a cluster of Arab men drinking coffee outside a small café, François felt their curious gaze and wondered if he should turn back. But just then Poupette grabbed at his elbow with her sticky fingers and whined, “I’m too hot. Let’s go home now,” and her weakness, so predictable, annoyed him and he shook his head. “We’re on an adventure,” he said. “You promised. I gave you the whole pastry and you promised.”


“But François—”


“It’s ‘mon général’ to you.”


“You’re mean.”


“Just wait,” he said. “Just a little bit farther. It’s going to be amazing.” He hoped that he wasn’t lying. But they couldn’t give up yet. Poupette grumbled and scuffed her shoes again, so he reached out and held her hand, even though they were both hot, their fingers puffy, and a squelchy film of sweat then suctioned them together. “Trust me,” he said.


As they came to the edge of town on the Route d’Aumale, the sidewalks ended and the road broadened out. On either side, instead of buildings, stretched long rows of tall plane trees, their branches spreading out to make a vast unbroken umbrella of shade that rustled in the hot wind. Behind the trees on both sides there were green fields, first the vineyards in tidy rows, shiny green as if washed, above the loamy earth, as perfect as a painting, and then, beyond, the tall wheat fields, rippling like dancers. In a distant field they could see farmhands scything, and a truck, too; but all they could hear were the thick cicadas and a deep dog’s bark, far away. Without the sun’s heat, the air felt bearable, and François turned to smile at his sister. “This is great, right?”


She shook her head and looked at the ground, but he nudged her. “Look up at the trees. And smell the air—it smells green.”


At the far end of the second vineyard on the left—the vineyards felt very long even to François—a dirt road branched off the Route d’Aumale. Without hesitating, he turned down it, dragging Poupette behind him.


“Too far,” she whined. “I’m so tired.”


“Be a good soldier. Not far now.”


After a time, they could hear faintly the sound of water, growing louder, and when they came to the end of the vineyard they found its source: a narrow creek, a brook really, running in a stone-filled gully among tree roots and boulders.


“See—we’re nearly there!” It was like a dream. They took off their shoes and forded the brook, which, deliciously cool and soft, came up almost to François’s knees and seemed to tinkle over the stones like a carillon. He held tight to Poupette’s hands, both of them, because the water came of course higher on her—he made her tuck her dress into her underpants first—and because the stones were slippery and uneven underfoot. Clambering up the far bank, they came upon a grove of old olive trees, and in the midst of them, a clearing, a silvery shade, with soft mossy turf underfoot.


There, François threw himself down on his back, chucking his shoes and socks away from him and gesturing for Poupette to do the same. The air was filled with the chittering of the sandgrouse near the water’s edge and the shocking pecking song of a red-necked nightjar, hidden somewhere in the olive branches. Above them, the sky had transformed from a burning void to brilliant blue again as the sun dipped, lowering to the west. A trio of puffy white clouds drifted overhead.


“Look, look, it’s the white lambs we saw from the train when we left Salonica!” François said, referring to a flock of sheep glimpsed from the window on a similarly arable plain.


“Don’t say that.” Poupette spoke around her thumb, now firmly planted in her mouth.


“Why not? It’s sweet.”


“No it’s not. Because that would mean the lambs died because of the war and are in heaven now. And that might mean the Germans have killed Papa too.”


The nightjar laughed raucously.


“Don’t be silly. They aren’t really the lambs. It’s just a way of speaking.” François closed his eyes so she wouldn’t see the tears forming in them. He pulled with his fingers at the soft grasses as if holding on, for dear life, to the earth, as if he might fall into the great sky. “Papa is very strong,” he told his sister. “No filthy German is going to kill him. Anyway, he’s in Greece and there aren’t any Germans there. He’s probably halfway home to us by now.” He paused. “And then Maman won’t have any more headaches, and there’ll be plenty to eat—you can have pain au raisin whenever you want. And we’ll get a beautiful new villa all for ourselves in Algiers, where we can see the sea, so we can wave to all our friends in Beirut and Salonica. And we’ll all be together, and France will kill all the Boches, maybe with the help of England, okay, and then we’ll win the war and go back to Beirut and live happily ever after.”


The sandgrouse chittered, the nightjar mocked. Poupette’s spitty thumb fell from her mouth and her head fell to face him, her cheek against the grass, her water-blue eyes behind their skewed glasses fluttering shut. Mon général. He would have to carry her home on his back, all the way, without complaint.
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SALONICA, GREECE


On June 14, 1940, a Friday, the day the Germans conquered Paris, Gaston Cassar, the French naval attaché in Salonica, was to attend, with his colleague Monsieur le Consul Clouet, an evening reception at the home of the Romanian consul.


When the invitation had arrived, over a month before, Gaston’s family, his wife, Lucienne, and the children, eight-year-old François and little Denise, just six, still lived with him in the rented villa at 175 Rue Reine Olga, along with Lucienne’s invalid older sister, Tata Jeanne. On May 21, he’d sent them all away by train—back across Greece, across Italy, across France, to catch the boat to Algeria, on the other side of the Mediterranean in North Africa, where they came from and where they would be safe. Since seeing them off at the station, Gaston had heard no word: as the war’s chaos seeped into all life, communication across borders collapsed, and no letters or even telegrams had come through. Gaston worried desperately, panicked even; but he was a trained naval officer, and he knew that his duty to his country—poor, beloved France—must come before all else.


PRIOR TO HIS Salonica posting, Gaston Cassar had spent four years as the naval attaché at the consulate in nearby Beirut—no small achievement for an officer from a background as humble as his own. His superiors had sent him from Lebanon to Greece in September ’39, after the onset of war, to be their eyes and ears, to spy, in effect: What, they wanted to know, might the fascist Italians be up to in Albania? In the Aegean? What possible spies gathered in the Macedonian port of Salonica, strategically important since ancient times? At first, Gaston had thought that this was, if not a promotion, then at least a significant role for French naval intelligence. Now, though, as his known world collapsed—Germans marching in the streets of Paris!—he felt useless, trapped in this remote and irrelevant backwater, alone without his beloved Lucienne and the children to ground him.


BY THE TIME he’d dressed, on the morning of June 14—Gaston took particular care with his uniform, white, pressed, his buttons polished—the news of France’s humiliation was widely known. The two housekeepers of his rented villa treated him with funereal respect, their eyes downcast. He walked the short distance to his office, ashamed—how could he not be?—yet defiant. There had to be a space for resistance, somewhere.


At the consulate, where the high windows stood open to the garden and the profusion of birdsong was louder than the traffic, his assistant Cotigny brought him a double espresso and a glass of water.


“Clouet?” Gaston had noticed that the outer door to the consul’s suite was shut.


“Not here, monsieur. Madame Turner”—Clouet’s secretary—“telephoned to say that we’re officially closed, today.”


“Are we?” Gaston almost smiled. “And yet here we are, you and I. We haven’t ceased to exist. We haven’t ceased to be French. France hasn’t vanished from the planet.”


“My understanding—I may have made a mistake—but I believe the consul wishes to comprehend where we stand. I mean, as a diplomatic office, as a—where France stands—”


“Yes, quite. The consul wishes for clarity.” Of course Clouet was hiding, failing in leadership in this essential moment as he’d amply shown he’d fail in every moment leading up to this one. Just when it was most important to stand up for France, Clouet scuttled off into a dark corner. Gaston wished he could vent his frustration; but not with Cotigny. “What’s on the agenda?”


“There was a lunch with monsieur le consul and two French businessmen—in textiles—but that was canceled already three days ago. I believe they stayed in Athens. And there’s the cocktail this evening at the Romanian consul’s residence.”


“That’s still happening?”


“As far as we know.”


“Clouet won’t attend?”


“If the office is shut today, sir, I think it’s safe to assume he will not attend.”


Gaston drank his coffee in a single swig and wiped his mouth with the white linen napkin that had lain beneath the cup. It had, embroidered upon it, their nation’s escutcheon, the famous three words. Someone had sewn the stitches; someone had ironed the linen. So many lives in their hands. “Then I’d better go.”


“As you see fit, sir.”


“We represent a nation, our nation. She is in crisis. All the more reason to stand up honorably on her behalf.”


Cotigny nodded and made as if to withdraw.


“Just check for me that it’s still happening, okay? I don’t want to show up and interrupt them en famille, that odious pair.”


GASTON HAD LONG been wary of the Romanian consul and his wife, Radu and Cristina Mazilescu, with whom he’d dined at various soirées over the preceding year. They made a great show of loving France and all things French, but Romania was known to favor the Axis—Gaston would have said that they curried favor with Germany. At earlier cocktail parties, when people had decried in alarm the German advances across Europe, Mazilescu had said nothing, had stood in sinister silence in the circle of diplomats in his navy double-breasted suit, his cigarette dangling in its ridiculous ebony holder as though he were playing a French count in a Hollywood film. All he lacked was a monocle.


The wife, Cristina, he and Lucienne had liked marginally better. Lucienne, always generous, had described her as warm, but chiefly Gaston thought the woman pretty and vain. Her bleached-blond hair and the cloud of floral scent that always surrounded her made Cristina Mazilescu, for Gaston, a figure simultaneously of desire and of distaste. He mistrusted her. The couple had only one child, a wan blond boy of François’s age, glimpsed at school performances and notable for his large, mournful, pale eyes—and this too implied Cristina’s lack of substance: she had doubtless preferred to keep her fine figure rather than to give herself over wholly to family.


In normal circumstances, Gaston, though not himself a consul, would have been doing the Romanians a favor by attending their silly party. But on this day—he bathed again in the evening, before going out, and again polished his buttons and his shoes, and pomaded his curls—on this day the significance of his attendance at the Mazilescus’ was different. He was going to make a show of favoring them with his French presence. He was going in lieu of Clouet, who refused to shoulder the responsibility. Perhaps there was even a wisdom in having the less senior officer do the honors. But his real role, they would all know, was a form of face-saving, of insisting to the victors who would be there—the German consul would doubtless be of the party—that France was not afraid; that France was not ashamed. That France continued as she had been, in spite of the wounds. The wounds were not mortal.


Yes, Gaston told himself as he climbed the steps and the door to the villa was opened by a liveried footman with brushy mustaches, even as his hands trembled by his sides, yes, he was doing his ghastly duty to the best of his ability. He was convinced that this was right. He wished only that his beloved Lucienne were by his side, her fingers interlaced with his.


“Bonsoir, madame,” he said as he bent to kiss his hostess’s hand. “While difficult for us, a good day for you, I think?”


Cristina Mazilescu stood alone in the lobby, in black satin with a pink camellia in her white-blond chignon. As he straightened, she clutched his arm and drew him not toward the drawing room, from which the hum of voices emanated, and where he could already glimpse the back of the Italian consul’s curly head, but in the opposite direction, into the dim dining room, with its jade damask wallpaper, and from there out onto a stone balcony that overlooked a grassed courtyard with a trickling fountain. The drawing room also gave onto a balcony, its doors open, and the sounds of the party drifted to join them.


“I must just say something.” Cristina’s red mouth was a thin line; she looked near tears. “I’ve been waiting for you to come.”


“Me?”


“We had word this afternoon that the consul wouldn’t attend but that you, Commander, would come in his stead. So yes, for you.”


“But, madame, doesn’t this appear odd—” If anyone came out onto that balcony for a smoke, the two of them would appear to be in a compromising tête-à-tête.


“We won’t be long. But I must speak with you.”


Gaston stood as far from her as the balcony allowed, crossing his arms in front of his chest, a minimal defense.


“I know—we both know, Radu and I—what you think. What you must think of us. You know, of course, that we dine with the German consul”—Gaston closed his eyes for a second, in acknowledgment—“and you’ll have anticipated, I expect, that he’s here.”


Of course: she was determined to avoid a scene. This was why she’d taken him aside. He looked again at the neighboring balcony, the yellow light spilling out of the windows.


“But you surely think, then, that this is our desire.” She stepped forward, leaned toward him, spoke quietly but with intensity: “This may be my one chance to explain—and it may make no difference to you, but it matters to me, to us. Radu and I met as students in Paris. We fell in love there not just with each other. Your culture, your history, your country—we think of them as ours, too.” She paused. “We feel exactly as you do about the Germans, about him”—she flung an elegant arm behind her in the direction of the party, and her camellia trembled—“and we are ashamed, ashamed. But we are the representatives of our government, Radu is; we are under orders from Bucharest, and our own opinions are irrelevant. We do our jobs, as you do. We uphold the official line, or we resign and face imprisonment, or worse.”


Gaston appreciated the dilemma, aware, only dimly, that he might in time face a similar one.


“This tragedy,” she went on, “as far as we’re concerned, it’s not just a tragedy for you and for France, which we love so dearly. It’s a tragedy for us—I don’t mean the two of us, I mean for Romania. Your triumph, your success—that was our country’s one hope. And now?” A tear glimmered on her smooth cheek.


But he could see, behind her head, movement at the drawing room window, and could hear two voices loudening. He stepped back off the balcony, into the shadow of the dining room. “We’ll call attention to ourselves, madame. Your absence from the party will be remarked.”


“It will.” Following him in, she brushed her face, smoothed her dress, and abruptly altered her tone, speaking, as she strode in front of him back into the front hall, in a bright and brittle public voice: “Of course I’ll tell my husband you came to pay your respects. Very good of you. We understand that you can’t stay. I’m sure you’ve a great deal to take care of.” She all but pushed him out the door, and as the footman closed it gently behind him, Gaston was again aware of the shame, his nation’s shame and his own: shut out by the Romanians; imagine! And with a great deal to take care of, no less—when in fact he was headed back to his lonely villa, to eat a hard-boiled egg and a piece of cheese with cold bread at the kitchen table under the dim, sulfurous overhead lamp, writing another letter to Lucienne—a letter into which he would pour his anguish and his dread, his untethered love, the camellia, the tone of Cristina’s voice, the smell of cigar smoke, the minutiae of these strange days—a letter he would then send care of his brother, Charles, in Algiers, not knowing whether Lucienne was there to receive it, not knowing whether Lucienne and the children had made it to Algiers at all.


So much he had to take on faith. So much of life he had to live, in this moment, as if, as if it made sense when it could not. He loathed beautiful Salonica that night, and their elegant villa, in which he now found himself alone, and the stylish furniture they’d chosen and bought as if pretending—no, decidedly pretending—that disaster wouldn’t find them there. He loathed it all.


GASTON SHOULD NEVER have brought his family from Beirut to Salonica, but he hadn’t been able to imagine living without them. Lucienne had seemed unafraid, and together they’d chosen the villa to rent, amazed by the space and amenities they could afford, charmed by their gracious landlord, Monsieur Hernandez, a prosperous Jewish merchant who lived with his wife in a mansion not far away. For months, all through the winter, in spite of the faraway war, Gaston had loved walking home each evening along the broad boulevard, away from the glittering seafront to the house where the children played in the afternoons in the shady, fragrant garden while their aging Tata Jeanne, knitting, kept an eye from the open window.


Daily he’d looked forward, as to gifts, to the monkey-limbed leaping embrace of little Denise, her scrawny legs tucked around his waist when he lifted her, her hot, delicate little hands patting his cheeks between kisses, her fine straw-blond hair escaping from its braids to dance around her skull, catching the light. François hovered always shyly behind his sister, his glances hopeful but uncertain: he so powerfully longed for his father’s approval. When he had a good result at school to announce, he drew near, smiling outright, and brushed the dark swath of hair from his eyes. Gaston wanted so much of that boy, for that boy, his son and heir, his own future: already François understood it, and feared disappointing his father; and that fear alone disappointed Gaston. Though even that disappointment was a kind of love.


Gaston loved above all, and looked forward to especially, the moment when he would see Lucienne, his beloved wife, often from behind, either at her desk or standing by the dining table or even at the sink in the kitchen: he would admire the shape of her back, the line of her nape, and would thrill to approach her and rest his hand on the small of her spine, feeling the rise of her buttocks only slightly, the promise of Eros beneath the careful layers of cretonne and silk, the slight swish of the fabric if he moved a finger …


But even then, through those months from September to May, he’d felt dread, in waves. A growing sickness of it. News of the wider world, only ever bleaker, penetrated their enclave: not just Germany’s relentless advances, but also a growing apprehension of the hopeless unpreparedness of the French command. His superior in Beirut, Cherrière, told him in the early spring that the leadership in Paris spoke frankly of the need to compromise if the Germans continued to advance. Even then, the French army anticipated defeat. Gaston’s heart beat even in his fingertips at the memory of Cherrière’s scratched voice, of the weariness, almost blurriness, of his usually tough demeanor—before the French war had even begun. By mid-May, when Gaston received the Romanian consul’s invitation, the news from points north had grown dire: from the initial attack on Belgium and Holland, the Germans had taken only four days to reach northern France and by May 14, they were entrenched there, their sights on Paris.


From early May onward, Gaston focused his dread and distress on the fate of his family. Why, he kept wondering, had he brought them with him to Salonica, instead of parking them in Algiers with his brother or his aunts? The children as well as Lucienne’s invalid sister, Tata Jeanne, who was prone to unforeseeable seizures of daunting severity. He and Lucienne belonged in Algiers; they loved the beautiful city where they’d both grown up, where their parents and grandparents had grown up. They’d been shaped by it, felt it part of them, and though they had nowhere there to live (the navy had kept them on the move since they married), Algiers was the home to which they’d always planned, eventually, to return. If he’d been willing to be separated from his beloved and their children, Gaston could have settled them properly in an apartment there before the world lurched into crisis. But he’d believed he could not live without them—without her, Lucienne. And who could have foreseen, the previous autumn, how quickly the Germans would advance across Europe?


From the first week of May, it was clear that Lucienne, Tata Jeanne, and the children needed to get back to Algeria as quickly as possible, traveling overland by train to France, as far as Marseille, and then boarding the ferry for home. Italy, under Mussolini, prepared to enter the war in alliance with Germany any day; and when that happened, travel between Greece and France would become impossible. The women and children needed to evacuate posthaste.


Gaston, too, wanted to get out of Salonica. Even knowing that France was likely to capitulate, he wanted to be part of the struggle, to fight honorably and, if need be, to die for his country. And at the same time, he wanted nothing more than to board the train with his wife, to feel her body pressed against his side when she tucked her dark head under his chin, and to know that they would be together, inseparable, always.


LUCIENNE, TATA JEANNE, and the children had departed from the train station near the commercial port late on the morning of May 21. The day was hot even before noon, and in the taxi—crossing town past the vast Jewish cemetery, with its white marble headstones glittering, past the White Tower, that stolid cylindrical blockhouse with its crenellated cap, along the seafront of shimmering, endlessly mobile wavelets clamoring at the sea wall, and on the horizon, like the eye of eternity, Mount Olympus, home of the gods, wreathed in a dispassionate haze—even as Gaston kept one eye on all these things, he gazed also at his wife, Lucienne, trying to memorize her in every detail. She sat quietly beside him, her cheeks flushed, her short forehead beaded from the exertions of departure, her hands in her lap folded around the wrinkled linen handkerchief with which she dabbed, periodically, at her temples or at the corners of her eyes. They traveled alone in one taxi; Tata Jeanne and the children were in another, just behind them. Because of this, in spite of the driver, he reached to stroke her hair, her cheek.


“Aïni,” he said, almost trembling. And then nothing more. All his emotion in that private name. They both knew this was the moment for their real farewell, rather than in the chaos of the station with the children and their aunt, broad-hipped, thick-calved Jeanne all but blind behind her glasses, almost like a third child.


“Have faith,” his wife said, reaching to take his hand between hers upon her lap, an intimacy the driver could not see in his mirror. They both knew that everything from this moment forward was uncertain: when or even whether they would be reunited; where or how a reunion might take place; what might lie in store for them and the children—so young, the children, all promise still. Even their continued existence felt uncertain, and the distance from Salonica to Algiers loomed enormous and perilous, an odyssey.


The station’s bustle was in fact a gift, panic manifest in the pushing crowds, the insistent echoing Tannoy, the belch of the trains’ engines as they clattered down the platform behind the porter, a fat man with voluminous mustaches, who wore his cap on the back of his head, brim skyward, to jaunty effect. The surrounding madness settled Gaston, made him calmer. This, he knew how to do: to project the necessary ease and confidence that was—he so wanted to teach this to his son—the noble falsehood of a leader. He stood in the doorway of their carriage, once the luggage had been stowed (How could they have so much luggage? How would they manage, changing trains? How would they manage at all?): one by one they hugged and kissed him, Denise and Tata Jeanne tearful; François in the guise of petit homme, knowing what his father wanted, shook Gaston’s hand and whispered formally, “I’ll take care of everyone, I promise.”


And Lucienne: those eyes that glittered like the Mediterranean. Her smile was sorrowful and loving, and even when he stood outside the train, on the quai, and the children and Lucienne filled the window with their waving, she smiled at him, she smiled for him, the one person who saw him fully and genuinely, to the last she smiled, until he couldn’t make them out any longer.


He’d thought, that afternoon in late May, that he might not be able to go on. He had wished to be in that carriage with them—he could see so clearly in his mind’s eye the plum velveteen seats, their scuffed, bulbed wooden armrests and once-white antimacassars, the dust motes drifting in the shafts of light from the window, the one sallow Greek matron in a black suit who occupied the carriage with them—in his seat, the one that should have been his, had they traveled together as a family as they ought to have done.


He’d walked back to the villa, had pulled the blinds and lain on top of the bed, beneath their crucifix and rosary, not to sleep but to listen and imagine, to travel with them, to hear in his mind the grating chuntering of the train along the rails, to see through the glass first the orchards in the river delta, the burgeoning rows of fruit trees just past their flower, then the rise of the mountains, the darker evergreens, the land falling away outside as they climbed. Now they would proceed to the dining car, Denise’s tears dried. Might François hold her hand? He might; he would, surely? Her tears dried now, the moment of parting forgotten; she peering at the menu and moving it farther, then closer, then farther, in her attempt to focus. And Lucienne: Aïni.


He had lain until dusk on his back, in his suit, having removed only his shoes. He could hear as if far away the cook, Maria, preparing his solitary supper, calling out now and then to Eleni, who did the cleaning, in the Greek he could barely understand; and then eventually he heard the front door slam, once, then, shortly after, again, leaving him alone in the house. But he was only half aware of the movements around him, because he was in fact lying in the gloaming, traveling, traveling with his family, along the metal rails and high into the mountains, because he did not want to let them go.


THE THREE WEEKS between their departure on May 21 and the fall of France on June 14 proved all but unendurable. Gaston woke daily soon after dawn to the throaty ticking and rustles of the magpies in the oleander outside the window. Daily he experienced the same sensation of falling: his consciousness surfaced exuberant, then plummeted, like a swimmer bursting up from the depths to gasp for breath, only to discover that above the water’s surface hangs a choking smoke. Each morning, his grief and anxiety returned to him. Meticulous always, he had trouble forcing himself to shave, to consider his face in the mirror and comb his hair, to straighten his uniform or shine his shoes. These were his daily habits, performed effortlessly until now; but now he wondered, each time: Why? Why? Why was he here, in this spacious but sepulchral villa, where he caught, in strange moments, the voices of the children in the garden, or glimpsed in the corner at dusk Tata Jeanne, knitting in the brown armchair, her heavy arms barely twitching as her needles clacked, only to rub his eyes and acknowledge there was nothing? What was he doing here? What was the point of anything without Lucienne?


He expressed his uneasiness only in the long letters he wrote nightly to his wife, and put in the diplomatic post not knowing when or whether she might receive them. He wrote to her at the Hotel Select in Marseille, where they were due to spend the night; he wrote to her at his brother Charles’s in Algiers; he wrote daily. He heard nothing in return.


In the office, Gaston feigned patience, hoping for orders from his superiors that would pluck him from Salonica and carry him closer to the war, render him useful. He spent his days writing careful analytical reports of the situation on the ground, while Clouet, the consul, seemed chiefly preoccupied with shuffling papers, keeping routines, and minimizing expenditures. Gaston was repelled by the man, in whom he discerned fear and weakness. Clouet, a man of over forty, whose children were practically grown, seemed intent above all on protecting his reputation and career prospects…. Gaston, wanting to get away from Clouet’s backwater and back to Beirut, sent a memo to his superior there, Cherrière, requesting a transfer. He received no response. A terrible silence. This was the tenor of his days, to feel he’d become worse than useless, invisible, as if he’d been erased from the world or the world had been erased around him.


MEANWHILE, GASTON ATTEMPTED to bolster his spirits by spending time with his local friends, a pair of Greeks—Alexandros Zannas, the director of the Red Cross, and his younger brother, Sotirios—along with the refugee Pole Maliszewski, who officially worked for Alexandros as a translator but who in fact, sub rosa, assisted escaping refugees from his Nazi-occupied homeland. A wise and sympathetic trio, they invited him to join them for drinks, even supper, and to listen to the BBC broadcasts from London.


Gaston held out hope for the wisdom of these friends, to whose opinions he listened carefully. He listened, too, to his elegant landlord, who stopped by the villa for an apéritif a few days after Lucienne had left. Monsieur Hernandez was part of the large and thriving Jewish community upon whom Salonica’s prosperity depended. Gaston had at least had the presence of mind to ask Maria to prepare hors d’oeuvres without seafood or pork; and he chilled a prized bottle of the Veuve for his guest.


Monsieur Hernandez came alone, and on foot. He and his wife lived in a grander villa less than a kilometer farther down the avenue. They’d entertained Gaston and Lucienne twice, once for an intimate dinner of eight and once, at the new year, for a soirée. Lucienne, who loved beautiful things, had rhapsodized about their elegant taste, the Parisian delicacy of their inlaid end tables and gilded chairs, the glittering perfection of the chandeliers (“Imagine,” Lucienne had whispered, “That the maids must polish every crystal droplet!”) and the enormous, intricate Oriental rugs—Turkish and Persian both—that all but covered the marble floors. “Like Versailles,” Lucienne had said as they walked home.


“Distinguished” was the word that Hernandez brought to Gaston’s mind. His head was elegantly formed, his large dark eyes thickly fronded by long lashes. His lips were red against his olive skin. Slim, almost delicate, he wore his clothes beautifully—soft wools with a smooth drape—and yet his hairy hands and shadowed chin, along with his firm manner, conveyed a reassuring manliness. He always wore a patterned cravat rather than a tie, an old-fashioned affectation Gaston found appealing. Mrs. Hernandez, still beautiful in her mid-forties, wore Paris fashions. Gaston, who felt it no crime to look, had admired her elegant ankles above her calfskin pumps, and the sparkling drip of jewels at her cleavage. No, Hernandez aspired not to provincial dominance but to the cosmopolitan. And such culture! Hernandez was fluent in at least five languages, among them a beautiful French, like his cravat somewhat old-fashioned, but so elegant.


“What’s the word at the consulate?” Hernandez stood in the window silhouetted by the last shafts of sun, champagne in hand.


“No word today.”


“The latest of our ships to arrive reported Italian maneuvers off the Dodecanese.”


Gaston nodded. “Nothing new. That’s part of what I was sent here to monitor nine months ago.”


“Have you kept a close eye?”


“Hard to do, practically speaking. They haven’t entered the war yet. Your merchant sailors are in a better position to report than I am.”


“Only a matter of time,” Hernandez said quietly.


“That’s why I sent Lucienne and the kids away.”


“Will you be going too?”


“Not for now.”


“It doesn’t look good for France. But maybe you can reassure me.”


“Ah.” A silence. “I wish I could.”


“Do you know,” Hernandez sat, unexpectedly, on the arm of the velveteen sofa, the purchase of which had so delighted Lucienne—could it only have been eight months before?—“that Rosa has a Persian passport?” Rosa was his wife. “Curious, no? She’s not an immigrant—her parents, her grandparents, her ancestors for over a century back, for several centuries perhaps, were all born in Salonica. Well, all but one, at three or four generations’ remove—he, a great-great, an immigrant from Isfahan …”


Gaston rubbed his thumb thoughtlessly around the rim of his champagne flute. The glass, being crystal, sang a high mournful note. He stopped at once, embarrassed.


“You’re wondering what my point is. I understand. My point is that Rosa has papers that would enable her—us—to relocate to Persia, even though she’s never been there, nor does she have plans to go. She’s held on to these papers, to this privilege, if you like, as an insurance policy. In case she should need to go—in case we should.” Hernandez leaned forward confidentially. “And this, my friend, you’d discover in almost every family in my community. It goes back centuries: Rosa’s mother had the papers, and her father before her, and his father before that. I don’t have additional papers only because I’m purebred Salonican on both sides, back to a time before nationalities were written down.” Hernandez’s eyes caught the lamplight; night was falling behind him. “But our people have always understood uncertainty, and have lived with it. We expect it. We live always as though we might have to leave at a moment’s notice.”


Gaston pictured the front hall of their mansion, its opulent furnishings, the vast chandelier with its glittering droplets. Hernandez seemed to anticipate him: “You think of our properties, the business—six ships, four large warehouses, three hundred and sixty-three employees, the tombstones of our ancestors—you wonder what I’m talking about. But remember, we Jews came here as refugees, expelled from Spain in 1492, resettled at the mercy—and the whim—of the Ottoman sultan. The reason so many of us have Spanish names—yes, I see you know. My point is: five hundred years is not enough to make us forget that we are exiles, that even where we seem most at home we may need to leave—”


“Have you plans to leave now? Would you go to Persia, using your wife’s papers?”


Hernandez seemed surprised. “No, no—unless you are saying—”


“I have no news that you don’t have. We can still hope, even for France.”


“Mussolini isn’t Hitler,” Hernandez said. “They aren’t equivalent. And the Germans aren’t interested in this little backwater.”


“It’s quite a strategic backwater, as you know.”


“And a long way from Berlin.”


“Indeed.”


“If we were in Prague, even—or Budapest—”


“We are a thousand kilometers from Budapest,” offered Gaston, who had at one point been called upon to calculate the distance. “For now—”


“Yes, for now. But our Raphael is at boarding school in England for a reason.”


“Because all the best French boarding schools were full?” joked Gaston. “Or because the tailors in London are more to your liking?”


“Because Rosa and I have faith in the British.”


“Ah.” Gaston smiled. “Me too; but you know, I question many of their decisions, especially with regard to this part of the world—the violence—”


“But Balfour,” said Hernandez. “And the promise of Palestine.”


“Well, yes. I suppose.”


“Raphael is in his second year at Winchester. He’s got used to it now. We won’t have him home this summer.”


“He’s your only?” Gaston knew he was. Lucienne had explained to him: there’d been a complication at birth, apparently, and no possibility of more children.


“Rosa is undone. But his housemaster has arranged for him to go home with another boy—a minor baronet from Cumberland, apparently.”


“The land of Wordsworth,” Gaston observed.


“Is that so? Yes, I suppose it is. British poetry has never been my favorite.”


“How could it be, compared to French?”


“What do you think of Valéry, then, as a poet?”


Their conversation turned to the glory of la poésie pure, to the legacy of Mallarmé and Rimbaud and to whether “La Jeune Parque” was a bridge from one era to the next or a modernist dead end. Gaston preferred the Symbolists; and of the next generation, he preferred Claudel for his faith, and Gide for his worldliness, to Valéry—though Gide, of course, was no poet.


THE DAY AFTER the fall of France, a Saturday, Gaston recalled his conversation with Hernandez. He wondered whether to telephone his landlord—but what would he say? Nothing on the ground in Salonica had changed: Budapest was still a thousand kilometers away, and Paris more than twice as far. The simple fact of telephoning—on the Sabbath, no less—would strike Hernandez as cause for alarm, as though Gaston were tacitly urging him to pack up and flee—a folly. Instead, Gaston rang the Zannas household and went round in the afternoon, after the siesta hour, for a coffee in the garden of Alexandros’s large family villa. The brothers were present together: Alexandros, the elder, burly, mustachioed, with his almost musical spastic tremor that occasionally rolled his fine, classical head upon its neck and fluttered his fingers even as his dark eyes, watchful and owlish, remained still; and Sotirios, smaller, darker, thin-chested, never without a cigarette, and his stubby fingers stained yellow, like his crooked teeth, from the nicotine. When Sotirios laughed, a rumbling emanated from deep within him like a coming storm; it always seemed to Gaston that the physical depths implied were greater than the size of the man himself. He laughed often, even in the darkest times, for which Gaston was grateful.


Maliszewski the Pole joined them. He, too, smoked obsessively, curiously holding his cigarettes between his middle and fourth fingers. Gaston was always newly surprised by the plain pleasantness of his features, his broad cheeks and flat, colorless hair, side-parted and sticking out in spikes. His clothes never fit well—his trousers fell off him, he swam in his shirts—and Gaston wondered whether his friend had previously been stout or whether he’d always been thin but, relying on the gifts of others to clothe himself, made do with oversized garments.


Maliszewski, like Gaston, lived in Salonica as in a waiting room. He’d fled Warsaw the previous October, soon after the German invasion, and, traveling largely on foot, had made his way to Macedonia through Romania and Bulgaria. The last stretch over the mountains in winter had been awful—this much he’d implied. A few years younger than Gaston, maybe just past thirty, he had no family of his own. He’d been a civil servant living with his mother, who’d encouraged him to leave because his anti-fascist sentiments were well known. Gaston wondered whether there was more to it—whether he dug with the wrong foot, a man with no family, after all—but he’d never voiced this question even to Lucienne. Maliszewski had somehow, with minimal resources, covered much inhospitable terrain between Poland and Greece and, with the help of an anti-fascist network, had made contact with the Zannases. His ambition, from the start, had been to circle around southern Europe and head northward to join the Polish government in exile in London; but Salonica, like a bramble, had caught him.


The word back from London had been that Maliszewski should stay put for the time being: that he was of greatest service as a conduit. Of course Alexandros Zannas employed him, nominally, as a translator—in addition to Polish he spoke Russian, and his English and French were both very good—and this served as a cover for his more important work. Every week or at the most two, Maliszewski received a radio communication alerting him to the imminent arrival of what he called “a posse.” The posse might in fact be a solitary individual; usually it was three people at the most; only once, in March, dangerously, a full family of five, two parents, two children under ten, and a baby, this last so small and with so high and thin a cry that Maliszewski had wondered, to Gaston, whether it had been born en route. These posses were composed of fellow Poles, often of Jewish Poles, certainly of Poles who needed to flee. They arrived, without exception, exhausted and muted, still filled with fear and in some cases despair, and always without papers that would lawfully entitle them to remain. Maliszewski’s role was to feed and house them, discreetly, until such time as he had word, forty-eight hours in advance, of the irregular boat from Piraeus to Alexandria; at which point he’d borrow one of the Zannas brothers’ cars—for the family, he’d had to borrow Alexandros’s large Peugeot—and deliver them to the port outside Athens in the nighttime. He prided himself on the fact that all his charges, from the time of his own arrival in December of ’39, had landed safely on British territory. But he desperately wanted, himself, to follow them.


On that fifteenth of June, a Saturday, Maliszewski was to accompany, after nightfall, a young rabbi and his wife from Katowice, as well as an older professor from Krakow. The professor, not Jewish but an outspoken Catholic, had been staying for two weeks with Maliszewski himself; the couple had been housed by one of the prominent Jewish families, friends of Mr. Hernandez’s.


“I swear,” Maliszewski was saying, as Gaston took his seat in the sunken cane armchair nearest the stand of olives, “the old professor, a historian, only wants to eat books. I have to remind him to look up from his studies and join me for even a bowl of soup. I want to say to him, Look up and look around you, man. This is history…. But he’s been working more than ten years on his magnum opus, something about the libraries of medieval monasteries—”


“The Dark Ages,” Sotirios interrupted with a phlegmy laugh.


“Like now,” added Alexandros. “The darkest age.”


“A book about books,” observed Gaston. “About the importance of saving books when all else is burning, or seems lost …”


Maliszewski wasn’t listening to Gaston. “But do you understand, his suitcase contained only books and papers! Maybe one handkerchief, an extra pair of socks, nothing else.”


“More precious than jewels …”


“More pointless, too,” Maliszewski said. “You know I’m a devotee of learning—but honestly.”


“He thinks he’ll finish his book in London,” suggested Alexandros. “And why not?”


“Inshallah,” said Gaston. “Think of it, though: this is his hope, his reason for living. If he’d left Krakow without his manuscript, he probably wouldn’t have felt the need to leave at all.”


“Madness.” Maliszewski shook his head. “Utter madness.”


“Each of us finds our purpose in a different way.” Gaston, like the professor devoutly Catholic, knew he sounded pious, priggish even, to an atheist like Maliszewski; but he didn’t stop there. “Each of us, sooner or later, has to confront the question of what makes life worth living. For some of us—”


“Do you think,” Alexandros interrupted, “that today of all days we should ask what it’s all for?”


Gaston, chastened, stared out toward the end of the garden, at the hazy golden air beyond that stretched over the sea, then closed his eyes.


“The tragedy is devastating,” Maliszewski said. He meant France. A statement of the obvious.


“Could hardly be worse.” Sotirios reached for another cigarette. “I’m sorry, Cassar.”


“And I know how it feels,” said Maliszewski. “We’re in the same boat now.”


Gaston’s immediate reaction was to object: How could anyone see France, a glorious empire and a world power, first daughter of the Roman Catholic Church, as in any way the same as poor Poland, a worn football tossed for centuries between Germany and Russia? But Maliszewski wasn’t wrong. Even in the shade, Gaston could feel the sweat pricking in his crevices, a physical panic sprouting in the heat.


“Ouzo?” asked Alexandros. A maid, pretty but swarthy, with thick ankles, tramped down from the veranda bearing a tray upon which sat a bottle and glasses: the move from coffee to cocktails. “After a drink, we’ll adjourn to the sitting room.” With a swooping dip of his chin, Alexandros checked his watch; he was referring to their nightly BBC radio report. “The timing will be perfect.” He clutched his trembling left forearm with his right hand, and moved it from the armrest to his lap as if his limb were an unruly child. “Sotirios, you pour.”


LATER, ALONE IN the villa, lying naked in the dark beneath the crucifix, the ceiling fan spinning dully overhead, listening to a sudden downpour smattering the pavement and the waxy leaves outside the window, Gaston again felt the sweat rising cold out of his every pore, and his heart drumming—a sensation of falling, so that he almost cried out; he could hear in his head the echo of his cry but didn’t allow it to escape him. He pulled the sheet around his body and curled into a ball, willing the night to end, hideously aware of Lucienne’s empty side of the bed. Without Lucienne, each of his days loomed before him like a stretch of desert. She was—or he had made her—the source, for him, of meaning. How could he know what to think or what to say, without Lucienne’s patient ear and wise advice? What was she experiencing in these days, hearing the same news he heard—although back in Algiers, she might well be hearing other reports, without access to the BBC—who knew what she heard or didn’t?


Who knew even where she was—she’d planned to stay with his brother, Charles, but he might not have had room for the four of them, might have fobbed her off on one of the aunts, Tata Titine or Tata Baudry—and what could she be thinking, how worried she must be about him, about money, too, she wouldn’t have much beyond what she’d taken with her, and she might have had to spend most or all of that on bribes or other unforeseen expenses along the route … the account at home was all but empty—could Charles afford to feed them? Little Denise? Ravenous François? Would she teach? Was there even school, or would there be? What would happen in Algiers once France had officially fallen to the Germans? Would the British, their allies even today, bomb the city? Were there shelters, or were they busy reinforcing basements? What if something had already happened? What if something had happened even on the journey, and Lucienne, Jeanne, and the children had never made it home? But surely he would have heard by now? Yet why, for more than three weeks now, nothing? No word since their departure?


He remembered her that first spring of their love, when they’d traveled together to the Sufi shrine at Tlemcen. Home from university, he’d lied to his mother, told her he was visiting a high school friend who’d moved there, and he instead met Lucienne, an illicit assignation, on the platform at Sidi Bel Abbès. He could relive exactly the moment when he saw her, his head out the window as the train drew into the station, she holding her suitcase before her with both hands, head slightly dipped, squinting in the spring sunshine. The wind on his face as the train pulled in was warm and chill at once, and the horn sounded to him like jubilation. Her yellow silk dress rippled in the breeze around her calves, frothing out from beneath a burgundy coat with large buttons. Her matching cloche hat, tight as a helmet around her plump cheeks, hid her beautiful dark curls, and the thought of them made him long to touch them. Her eyes! He wanted to see her eyes, closed against the glare—oh, the anticipation. He raised his hand and waved, waved, though he was almost with her, and the simple sight of her outline, of her dipped chin, thrilled his whole body, aroused him like a current. He had known, that spring morning, that Lucienne would be his life. She aroused him still, he adored her still, the pale, soft inside of her wrist, threaded with veins, the dip of her clavicle, her scent, of bergamot and sweet sweat—where was her scent? They were animals, destined for each other; why could he not smell her, his beloved Aïni?


His own sweat dried on him like a carapace, and the soft breeze from the fan chilled him. He got up, turned it off, went into the bathroom to splash water on his face. The rain outside was abating. In the dark living room, he stood naked at the window, looking out at the glistening foliage, the glimmer of the wet tarmac beyond the gate. Gaston needed to anchor himself. Lucienne was his anchor, but now he had to rely on himself.


He considered himself strong, but his strength sometimes failed him. What, beyond Lucienne, could serve as his rock? God, of course; of course, God; though sometimes Gaston felt that his faith in God was really a faith in Lucienne and in her faith. It occurred to him that he was himself in fact very weak, no more than a blowing blade of grass. He looked down at his naked limbs, his skin pearly in the dark, his hair dark scribbles on his belly and thighs. His hips slim, though not as slim as they’d once been; his penis, dangling uselessly; his strong legs; his wide, flat feet—were they not themselves an anchor? A man is an animal; he, thirty-four years old, an animal in its prime, full of strength, a modicum of wisdom, permeated by the life force—what was he doing trapped here, far from combat, womanish, a eunuch cowering at the sidelines of the war, trussed by the orders from Beirut and Paris, in abeyance. Was he afraid to die? Of course—but more afraid to fail in his duty.


Maybe somehow the navy would be able to keep fighting. Maybe the navy could join the Allies and fight. If he could only get back on a ship. In the morning he would cable Beirut again about a commission—as if they’d be listening, as if they’d have time to answer. France had fallen—but surely he could still anchor himself in his calling, in the navy. Gaston was close to tears. What am I? he asked the empty sitting room, the dripping night: What am I for? And the litany that he and Lucienne had more than once recited together returned to him: I am Mediterranean, I am Latin, I am Catholic, I am French. These, then, were his anchors; these things, a priori and immutable, defined him, and must determine his actions.
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