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To Eugénie




The past is never dead. It’s not even past.


William Faulkner




I


They Call Me the Comeback Kid




Felix, 1940


I’m not saying I was going to do a runner or anything, but my heart was in my boots and I felt like I was standing on the edge of a cliff … Announcing someone’s death was no one’s idea of fun. But dying like that, so young, in such circumstances … that was just rotten luck. 


I reckoned Guillaume would’ve known what to say. He’d have managed to adopt just the right expression, anyway, and he’d have come out with some line from a film that hit just the right note, like he always did, always so sure of himself. He’d have had them eating out of his hand, and made them cry at just the right amount.


Still, we couldn’t exactly ask the poor bastard to organize his own farewell party, and then write his own eulogy to boot!


It was the hardest bloody thing I’d ever had to do in my life. Joining the navy, saying goodbye to my old dad and his cows, kissing my weeping mother in the early morning and heading off out of Meaux … that was nothing compared to this.


I’d had the whole journey back from Morocco to prepare myself, waiting around in the railway station, getting from Toulon to Paris and then the bus to Amiens, but my thoughts were still all over the place, wondering what was going to happen when the words blundered out of my mouth.


I had no idea how to tell them, Guillaume’s parents. I knew it was best to keep it simple, that He’s dead. I’m sorry, was all I really needed to say, because that was the brutal truth, there was nothing more to add. But damn it, I couldn’t do it.


Pulling myself together, I told myself, “Felix, you’re going to go to their house, and you’re going to tell them. If they offer you a coffee, you’re going to sip it ever so politely. If they ask you questions, don’t say anything … Just fudge it, as the saying goes – end of story. Then you can get back to enjoying your leave and sinking a few in honour of your old mate.”


I walked through the garden gate and spotted his mother, Hélène, out of the corner of my eye. She saw me from where she was standing on the front steps, with my uniform and my cap with its red pompom under my arm, because I knew I should uncover my head out of respect. It was my mate Eugène who told me I should go in this way. “If you turn up in your uniform you won’t even have to say it, ‘Your son is dead.’ A sentence like that can fell you for days, going round and round your head.” He wasn’t wrong. For parents, the death of a son is quite sad enough; there’s no need to make it worse by adding words that will just linger long after they’ve been spoken. And oh God, of course he was right, there was no need to say anything in the end. She wasn’t expecting me, so when I turned up it was pretty obvious I wasn’t bringing good news; she understood immediately.


Before I’d even got close to the front steps, her knees buckled and she collapsed. Luckily at the last minute she grabbed at the front door, or she’d have smashed her head on the stone. She stared at me, eyes and mouth wide open, then she uttered an awful cry. I can’t imagine the horrors that were going through her head, but they must have been at least as bad as my worst nightmares.


Lying there on the ground, Hélène began to howl like a wounded animal. In the whole of my short life I’d never imagined I’d be responsible for causing so much pain. 


I wasn’t exactly feeling wonderful myself, and now the one thing I wanted was to run away as fast as I could … but I forced myself to have the courage to stand there and face the effect that I would have on the whole family. 


His father Lucien must have heard the screaming as he suddenly appeared and tried to help her up. She pulled her arm away and threw him a furious look. She didn’t want him to touch her; bad luck is contagious. It looked like she wanted to be alone on the front steps with her grief.


The poor bastard just stood there, holding out his hand, no idea what to do … It was probably easier for him to stare at her than to accept it was all over. After a moment, long enough to get over the initial bombshell, Hélène seemed to pull herself together, and shock and pain gave way to complete calm. The best way I can find to describe it is that it was like she had found relief from some terrible torment. As if this had put an end to all their questions and doubts. Even when it comes to the worst possible thing, it’s always better to know than not to know.


I decided that if I was going to go up and introduce myself, it was now or never. But I wanted to hold off for a minute rather than say something straight off, so I held out the letter I’d been given to hand over to them, typed by Captain Hourcade himself.


Obviously I hadn’t read it, but I think it said everything that needed to be said. In other words, not quite the whole truth. Broadly speaking, yes; but there are things that civilians aren’t supposed to know, and I’d been well briefed in that regard. “Felix, you must give them the official version. And the official version is that we don’t know anything. The only thing we know is, it’s wartime and their boy gave his life for France. And that’s all they need to know, too.” As he read the letter, Lucien stood there, tall and dignified. It’s quite something to find yourself in front of an impressive man like that, a man who’d endured the Nivelle Offensive in 1917 and hadn’t been sent home feet first. It would’ve been incredible in any circumstances. Guillaume had told me all about his father’s feats in the Great War: he’d skewered some Germans, when it was a question of him or them. But apparently he never talked about the massacre. He just used to say that you had to draw on all the strength you had if you wanted to come back in one piece – there was nothing to do but to focus on that one thing. Guillaume always told us his father was born under a lucky star. He came back from the trenches without a scratch, and that must mean it was in Guillaume’s blood as well. “I’ll be the last man standing, you’ll see. I’m like my dad – they call me the Comeback Kid.” He should’ve kept his trap shut, poor bastard.


But even though he’d thought he was hard as nails, and bound to survive, that doesn’t mean it should have happened the way it did. The whole thing made you want to smash your head against a wall, it was so bloody pointless. 


I stood watching them, and in spite of everything, it was quite something how his parents maintained their dignity. It suddenly hit me what a big deal it was to have been Guillaume’s friend, how much I’d taken him for granted … I might have been able to make a difference if I’d met them earlier.


It made me so sad to think of the void Guillaume had left behind him. With some people it wouldn’t really have been a big deal. Me, for example. You might’ve felt some affection for me, I’m not saying you wouldn’t, but with him it was so much more. It really felt like he was going places … he wasn’t just hanging around patiently till it was his turn to peg it. He was on his way somewhere, somewhere better, somewhere great! You just knew it. But all the same, you never felt like he was looking down on you.


But damn it … that day it was either him or me. And things weren’t great for me now. It was all about to kick off again. My leave would be over in three weeks and I was going to have to go back, without my friend Guillaume … Because that’s how it was; we were up to our necks in it now. We could no longer fool ourselves into thinking that we were going to escape war, that we were going to “stick it to the Krauts”.


I met Guillaume back in 1936, on basic training in Toulon. We were both from the north and we hit it off right away. He was awfully young. Much younger than the rest of us, but he’d got some kind of dispensation … Which made him sound so serious, what with the rest of us wishing we could’ve got a dispensation to get out of the navy. But we didn’t tease him for long. There was nothing accidental about him being there. He was a really determined lad.


He talked about going off to see the world. He was bored as hell in Toulon, the whole way through basic training. He said he knew enough for them to let him jump in the big blue – that’s what we called the Mediterranean.


At first all he would talk about was the size of the world, and he’d read so many books that he talked like one. But he was a real character too, and he manned the guns like nobody else. And even when the ship pitched and rolled, he wasn’t the kind of bloke to throw up over the side.


I can still picture him, surrounded by all his books, lying on his bunk, one arm folded behind his head. That was when we used to really talk. He was so self-possessed. He knew all these adventure stories and travel tales: “The world is so vast, Felix, too vast to be content with just gawping at the horizon. You have to embrace it, drink it all up, to the very last drop.” That was the way he always talked.


He was handsome, well brought up, good-natured. Sometimes I used to think I didn’t belong in the same cabin. He loved reading, but what he loved more than anything was the flicks.


If you didn’t understand Guillaume’s passion for the cinema, you didn’t really understand who he was. It was all he ever thought about. It was very simple – as soon as we got to shore, in Toulon, Casablanca, Bizerte, Algiers, the first thing he’d do was find his way to the nearest cinema. He’d watch anything. French films, American, Italian … he’d go and see them all. But his favourite was anything that starred Jean Gabin.


Ah, my old friend! He wouldn’t have missed the latest Gabin for anything. He could recite whole scenes from his films by heart; it was amazing to watch.


With his accent from the north, it sounded even better. Almost as good as the straight-talking Parisian whippersnapper scrambling over the rooftops. He had a mouth on him, that’s for sure. I think he really identified with Gabin, especially when he read that Gabin had been drafted by the navy in Cherbourg. Guillaume saw this as a sign. He used to say he was going to follow Gabin’s lead – he was going to get out of the navy and try his luck in the pictures.


That’s what he wanted to do when he got out of prison – that’s what he’d begun calling the navy. “I’m going to give it a go.” Anytime some newsperson showed up, he’d make sure he was caught on film, so there might be a glimpse of him in the newsreel before the feature. “They’re going to see me in a hundred cinemas, Felix. That’s how it’s done. How else do you think people get spotted?”


When he thought he looked good in a photograph, he’d send it to the newspapers. One time, Le Frou-Frou printed one. He was pretty chuffed. He was bound to end up doing something big. He had it all: the looks, the confidence, the charisma … He was going to blow them away, that young lad from the Somme region. And he was nobody’s fool, either.


I wasn’t like that. I didn’t have big dreams – I didn’t have time for them. In Meaux, when I was young, I had to look after the animals for my parents and grandparents. I enlisted so I could send a bit of money home and get some experience of the world, but I can’t say I’m any happier to be in the navy than slogging my guts out for some employer in town. At least there I learned a trade, electrician. Now it was the sea that was giving me a thrashing. There’s always something to keep you from getting too big for your boots.


When I finally make it home – if I make it home – I’ll go back to it. And Christ, that suits me just fine.


Me and the other lads had a lot of respect for Guillaume, for the way he believed in himself so stubbornly. The confidence he had. Because when you want something that much, it doesn’t half put some grand ideas into your head.


He couldn’t take his eyes off the horizon, though you can’t help feeling melancholy after you’ve stared at it for a while. It gets rid of all those grand ideas, for a start. And then, without you even noticing it creeping up, you’re hit by such a wave of melancholy that you have no choice but to bawl your eyes out.


Whenever I said that to him, it made him smile. He’d tell me he liked feeling a bit melancholy, and that it was fate that made him melancholy more than staring at the horizon ever would … In any case it suited him, because in the films he loved most there was always some unlucky bastard whose life was a bit of a mess. Apart from that, I didn’t really get the appeal. 


The first time we docked in Casablanca after we were done with our basic training, he was obsessed by one thing: going to the Vox to see a film. He wasn’t the only lad to be obsessed by one thing, but the rest of us had something a bit different in mind. We wanted to go to Bousbir, the red-light district. We all wanted to have a go with the famous “snake charmers”.


It was a long time since any of us had so much as touched a woman, and we’d heard there was a plentiful supply of them there. People talked about them as far away as Marseille. There’s a similar neighbourhood there as well, but to say it’s not exactly chic would be an understatement. Marseille is dark, dangerous, sleazy … women yelling and brawling like fishwives, the sound of drunks and cheap music … It’s squalid, full of whores and dirty money. Admittedly I’m no looker, but even I know you have to get away quick from these places, or you’re bound to catch something. 


That particular evening I was planning on heading out to Bousbir, but Guillaume had been bending my ear so much, going on about this cinema, that I began to think that if I didn’t go it would be like not having seen the Titanic before it sank, and kicking yourself afterwards. So I ended up going with him.


It was 1938 and they were showing a Gabin film. Even though we’d already seen it because it’d come out in France the year before, we were happy to see it again. It was Pépé le Moko, the story of a lowlife smuggler, who underneath it all is really a good guy. He’s a “Moko” like us, a lad from Toulon; ex-navy; who found himself on the wrong side of the tracks … Now he’s got the police on his tail, and he’s gone to ground in a casbah in Algiers. He can’t come out or he might get nicked. So, obviously, he falls in love with a sophisticated lady and now he can only dream of one thing: getting out … And it’s his dreams of escape that do for him in the end, even more than if he’d got a bullet in the head.


I remember that night like it was yesterday. Guillaume was getting dressed up in his civvies and he said to me: “You can’t go out in uniform, Felix! We’re having a night on the town. And where we’re going, they don’t want to see that we’re not quite as peace-loving as everyone likes to pretend we are.”


So we left the port in our Sunday best, and ambled up the Boulevard de la Gare. By the time we got there I’d already attracted my fair share of glances, and I felt pretty good. It was all so fancy. Guillaume had been right to tell me not to go out dressed like a cabin boy; there were so many beautiful people on this gorgeous avenue, it brought tears to my eyes. There was no need to feel homesick any more because we could have been in Paris, what with all the little cafés and tall white buildings. Only the palm trees down the middle reminded us that such a mild March was the preserve of warmer climes. I walked as confidently as I could, because alongside Guillaume I felt like a bit of a peasant. I was used to that, but even so I wanted to try and rise to his level. “Will you look at that!” I said. “Over there – now that cinema is a beauty. The Empire. Oh my goodness, there’s another one! See the one on the left, the Rialto? That’s a real stunner!” Guillaume was in heaven. But he was still focused on one thing: seeing the biggest cinema in Africa. The Vox. He’d read about it in a newspaper in Toulon, that it seated two thousand people and had three balconies.


We looked up, to the right, the left … there was music, dancing, laughter, champagne flowing like water, and we kept on walking towards the Place de France. There it was, the Vox, and it really was an amazing sight. It was absolutely huge. Even in France, I’d never seen a cinema so big. Not that I’d been to that many, but still. It was mammoth, that building.


I have to say, I didn’t regret not going to Bousbir, especially once I was comfortably settled into my seat with a freshly lit cigarette, enjoying the cool evening breeze. The place was half open to the sky, with a roof that opened up to make you feel as if you were outside. I’d never seen anything like it before. It’s moments like that which remind me what a lucky bastard I am, really, to have experienced such things. I was thinking how we’d be able to tell our mates back in France how we’d gone to the flicks, sat in big, plush seats, comfortable as kings. I could already see myself bragging about it. Guillaume was lost in the film, imagining he was in Pépé’s shoes, repeating Gabin’s lines under his breath.


He didn’t say anything when we went for a drink afterwards at the Café de l’Empire on the Boulevard de la Gare. I knew Guillaume; he was replaying the film over and over in his head. It was about that time that he first became preoccupied by the idea of being trapped in a dead-end situation.


Out of the blue I saw this look of despair in his eyes; he was muttering one of Pépé’s lines from the film, like he’d figured something out, some great revelation: 


“‘You’re afraid for your life?’ ‘What d’you think? It’s the only one I have.’”




Loubna, 2005


I grew up without a father, on Alger Street in Casablanca, not far from the United Nations Square and the central market on Hassan II Boulevard. It was a neighbourhood on the outskirts of the city, where the streets were lined with buildings that had been a dazzling white once upon a time.


As kids in the eighties and nineties, we’d spent our childhood hanging out at the port, or playing hide-and-seek among the mountains of spices and fruit piled up on stalls in the market. When we got older we’d walk up Almohades Boulevard to the Hassan II mosque to watch the rabble-rousing kids hanging out together on the ramparts below. Poised above the Atlantic Ocean, they’d dare each other to see who could dive into the waves without ending up in a belly-flop. I can’t count the number of times we watched the fishermen ploughing through the waves in their trawlers. How many times we played truant, burning ourselves to a crisp on the white-hot sands of the beaches along the Corniche Boulevard and beyond the lighthouse.


Now we’re adults and we all have our own histories in this city, Casablanca the crowded, Casablanca, devourer of destinies, Casablanca the beautiful.


Except I know barely anything of mine; that’s why I can’t bring myself to leave this place. It hasn’t told me everything. All I have are the dreams I’ve woven into the spaces between lies and silence. There are so many gaps in my past that my present is filled with gusts of air carrying just the faintest trace of perfume. It’s like the apartment building where I grew up: blank as a pristine sheet of paper waiting to be written on.


Everything I know about my father, my grandfather and my grandmother I heard from my mother, who bequeathed me a few sweet memories tinged with sadness. At the age of twenty-five she found herself bringing me up on her own, the love affair that brought me into the world now no more than a speck of dust floating in a ray of Casablanca sunshine. It’s as if my family were cursed. I barely knew my father, and he never knew his parents. I come from a family where the ties of blood and the past have vanished without trace.


History repeated itself with a tragic inevitability. In each generation, every new birth was like a rupture with the past, an ellipsis. No one survived to parent the next generation. No one was left to pass on what had been. 


That’s what it is to be a blank page. 


My name is Loubna. I am the only child of my mother, a teacher, and my father, who died in 1975, the year I was born. He never heard me talk. He never saw me walk. Barely had he planted a kiss on my forehead than he was no longer of this world.


Obviously this meant that I never had a chance to ask him all the questions that are eating away at me now. My mother has kept a few photos, but even the mention of him remains a source of endless sadness.


Yet his story is inextricably linked to the history of Morocco. During the last few decades Casablanca has been the centre of continuous political upheaval. My father’s involvement with the Moroccan Communist Party cost him his life. The arrest and conviction, on 31 July 1973, of eighty-four far-left activists spurred him on in his commitment. He took part in demonstrations and increasingly assumed a leadership role. He was shot by a soldier during a riot. In 1977, 178 Marxist–Leninists were sentenced in Casablanca after a series of group trials. If he hadn’t been killed several months earlier, he would almost certainly have been among them. 


He was thirty-four when he died. Almost the same age as I am today. My father’s father was twenty when he died. I imagine it is always strange to reach the age where one is older than one’s parents ever were. To grow older than them is against nature.


The scant details I managed to glean as I was growing up were enough for me to forge an image of my father that was pure romantic fantasy. His taste in films, his political commitment and his addiction to coffee allowed me to convince myself that he would have taught me to think for myself and to question the rules. 


But what crystallized the ideas I had of him from when I was a little girl, through my teenage years, and even as a young woman, was the loveliest gift my mother ever gave me: the story of an evening when she found him singing “As Time Goes By” softly to me as he rocked me to sleep. The iconic tune from his favourite film, Casablanca, in the legendary scene where Ingrid Bergman asks Sam to “play it”. Apparently my father could never get over the unsettling juxtaposition of Bergman’s candour and the cool beauty of her smile. He told my mother that the screenplay had been in gestation at the same time as he had, and that as a consequence it could not help but turn out to be a masterpiece.


Ever since I was a little girl, I have been trying to summon that feeling again; I’ve listened to the song with intense concentration, as if the melody might be hiding other secrets. Throughout my life I’ve pictured myself snuggled in his arms in the little apartment on Alger Street that my mother has never left. How, or thanks to whom, my father acquired it I have no idea. Sometimes I imagine him humming, tickling me with his beard, and I hope that was the very first time I laughed. Or I’m swaddled in a big blanket and grizzling because he’s started to sing, but flat, and I like to imagine him laughing, in a first moment of complicity. Or I fantasize that his lullaby made me fall into the deepest sleep of my entire life, because I felt so secure and loved and the tune he was humming was such a sweet accompaniment to my newborn dreams.


Even when I was a little girl I used to watch the old films that my father loved, by all his favourite directors: Charlie Chaplin, Hitchcock, Godard, Eisenstein, Frank Capra, Mankiewicz, Antonioni, Murnau. He was interested in all the different movements: the golden age of Hollywood, the French, Italian and Czech New Waves, Iranian motafavet, the cinema of the Soviet Union … What I loved most about these films was the sense that there was a bond between us that death couldn’t break. I felt it really strongly whenever I laughed watching Chaplin’s The Great Dictator, or trembled at Hitchcock’s Psycho or Rear Window, or was thrilled by the ending of Sunset Boulevard. On the other hand, when at the age of ten I struggled with the opaque, meditative aesthetic of the great cinematic monuments of Eisenstein, Tarkovsky and Bondarchuk, I decided there and then that because my father had been a communist, and that was the cause which led to his death, I would reject everything that emanated from the cold USSR.


Later, with impeccable logic, I decided to focus my life on the cinema and make a career in it. My father had left enough money for my mother and me to lead a pleasant, middle-class existence in Casablanca, though we were still a long way from the absurd affluence of those nouveau riche Moroccans who’d made their fortune in advertising, petrol and agriculture. I didn’t go to school at the Lycée Lyautey with the children of wealthy French expatriates. I didn’t live in a big villa with a swimming pool on the slopes of the Anfa Hills. I didn’t have wads of cash to spend on dinner at Sky 28. But there was nothing I lacked, not money or education, and certainly not love from my mother, who had coped with being single for many years, and taught me to be a self-sufficient and independent woman. 


I enjoyed my studies, and after graduating I found a job as cultural adviser for the Company of Pre-war Casablanca Cinemas, which means that officially I’m in charge of the programming for the Rialto, the Empire, the Ritz and the ABC, in other words almost all the cinemas built before the Second World War, in the port area, Hassan II Boulevard and the neighbourhood around the United Nations Square. I help Djamel Terrab, my boss, manage his assets. Officially I’m his right-hand woman, but in reality I’m responsible for everything: the budget, employing the cleaners, ushers and technicians, buying material, and implementing the inevitable works and renovations. Djamel is completely uninterested in the practical issues to do with the smooth running of his cinemas, even though this family heritage is his prized possession. 


His parents were architecture and film enthusiasts, and they acquired the cinema group in the wake of Morocco’s independence. I have to say he’s the best boss I could imagine. Obviously I do the job of four or five people, but he leaves me alone and supports my programming ideas, in spite of the fact that they aren’t exactly designed to bring in the punters: a week of Italian New Wave films, a Tarkovsky retrospective, a festival of 1930s film noir – as long as I offset these screenings for dedicated film buffs with showings of the American blockbusters that the kids are so fond of.


When I was about twelve years old, a ritual was established. Every Wednesday and Saturday in the late afternoon I would go and order a large glass of freshly squeezed orange juice at my mother’s friend Osman’s café, then take it with me to one of the old cinemas that now belong to Djamel. After the film was over, I’d return the glass. That was when I first met Anis, Osman’s son, who became my best friend, and often joined me. 


A few years later (after Anis’s father had begun to give us plastic glasses), a persistent idea began to take root in my mind. The cinemas had been built during the colonial period, in the 1920s and 30s, and were beginning, inevitably, to fall into a state of disrepair. The film and the orange juice, however good they were, were no longer enough to distract me from the buildings’ musty, stale smell. I wanted my own cinema, whose cachet would lie in its perfect blend of elegant Casablanca art deco with traditional Moroccan style.


Djamel and I put together several applications for funding to the Ministry of Culture, but to no avail. The coffers of the Company of Pre-war Casablanca Cinemas weren’t big enough to give me the leg-up I needed, bearing in mind the extent of the renovation work that would be required. 


My father’s birth defies all logic, for although he knew his father’s identity, he never knew who his mother was. He was born in the Ben M’sik military hospital in 1940, but no one knew why his mother had been admitted there. War had only recently broken out, and tears of grief mingled with the agony of labour. My father’s father was nowhere to be found. By some miracle the pregnancy had continued to term, even though my grandmother had almost completely stopped eating. She gave birth in the early morning, after a long night and a difficult labour. Far too weak to fight, and inconsolable with grief, she died soon after from complications related to the birth.


Before she died, she gave my father the name Tarek, meaning “morning light”. She had told Zanya that she meant to pay homage not to her baby’s first breath, but to her very first assignation with her lover in the port of Casablanca. I don’t know if this fact constituted my father’s first disappointment. It was Zayna, the nurse who helped my grandmother through her labour, who took the baby home and brought him up with her husband as their own son. 


On her deathbed, which was also the bed where she gave birth, my grandmother kept repeating my grandfather’s name, the name of the man she had loved so deeply. 


She handed my adopted grandmother a bundle of notes, a huge sum of money for the time. That is literally all I know. Not a word more. Zayna never managed to find out the young woman’s identity. Afterwards, the war consumed her. She spent the years tending to wounded sailors of every nationality who filed through the Ben M’sik hospital.


My father must have grown up as I did, cherishing the untarnished image of a single, unique embrace in the arms of his mother, who even on the brink of death still refused to give her name, and a father who had died or disappeared, whose name was Guillaume.


My grandfather, my grandmother and my father all died before they could bequeath me their passions, their ideas, their beliefs, the things about which they were proud or ashamed, their fantasies of how they might have done things better or differently. I have no idea what they lived through, what aspect of their experience I may have to grapple with at some point. All they’ve left me is a taste for the past, and specifically for the films of a certain era. When I sit down to watch one, I feel like I’m bringing to life something that is constantly slipping from my grasp.


No doubt that’s why I ended up taking refuge in the cinema: film takes suffering, and lives full of uncertainty, and turns them into an art form. There’s nothing more moving on screen than these absences and definitive endings. I dream in eighty-four images a second, and the history of my family has always seemed as intriguing and melancholy as a beautiful black and white film projected onto the screen at the Rialto after the heavy red velvet curtains glide open, ending on a cliffhanger whenever the first hint of romance seems about to develop. There are no happy endings, just goodbyes and missed connections.




Hélène, 1940


We weren’t naïve, we knew perfectly well that the situation was growing increasingly tense. I couldn’t stop thinking about my son and how, quite suddenly, he had become a man. In 1936 he left home, all starry-eyed, and a few months later he was playing with the big boys, having completed his first mission to Spain. That was in the early part of the civil war; two years later he watched as Barcelona was bombed right before his eyes. 


Ah, these idiotic Spanish, when are they going to stop being at each other’s throats? Spain has become a country filled with tragedy and horror. I’m sure it’s an entirely unoriginal sentiment, and don’t breathe a word to Father, but how I hate war …


If we’d known that it was just the beginning … At that point we still believed that we, the French, would remain at a distance from it all. 


The first few times he was sent out there, he didn’t realize the gravity of the situation. 


All I ask is that when we get to Spain, they give us the cushy missions and don’t mistake us for an enemy cargo ship and fire on us.


He sent us news, with photographs of the country that was already consumed by flames and bloodshed, like the picture of the Spanish nationalist battlecruiser Canarias that he’d taken during a storm. He was proud to show us that he was at the heart of what was happening.


On our way home from Spain we brought a cinematographer to film the squadron’s manoeuvres, and if you see it on the newsreel you can say that it was filmed on 1 March on board the torpedo ship. You might even spot me. I set it up so that my face appears right opposite the torpedo boat tubes.


Things rapidly began to escalate as international political pressure was ratcheted up. His letter of 6 March 1938 was the first one clearly tinged with anxiety.


On Thursday 4 March we left Toulon for wretched Spain again. I witnessed the bombardment of Barcelona between 4 and 6 p.m. and it was awful to see. How they’re suffering, the Spanish. They want for absolutely everything, bread, soap, cigarettes … One packet costs the same as 5 kg of oranges. A packet of Gauloises goes for 25 pesetas, which is the equivalent of 12½ francs.


That was the year, towards the end of 1938, when it became increasingly rare for him to be sent home on leave. His letters took an age to reach us, and sometimes didn’t arrive at all. Spain was divided in two and the post often went astray.


After that, whenever he was home on leave, he wasn’t the same. It was as if he had finally realized it wasn’t a game. Then he would set off again, and I was powerless to do anything. I couldn’t keep him safe and warm inside my belly while we waited for it all to be over.


He’s dead now, and I will never forgive Lucien for that. Guillaume should never have enlisted, he was far too young. The navy didn’t want him in 1936; he had to get permission from his parents. Which Lucien should never have given.


Guillaume wanted to see the world. He had always dreamed of travelling and the navy seemed to offer the easiest way to achieve that. I didn’t want to stop him, I just wanted him to give himself time to grow up and to really think about such a momentous decision. He nagged us and threatened us, but we held our ground. For weeks and weeks every conversation returned to the same subject, with no let-up. And we never gave in.


“I want to travel while I’m young. Later on I’ll want to start a family. I’ll come back to work for Father in the factory, and to take care of you both when you’re old. But now I want to see the world, to find out what it looks like, or I’ll always regret it – and that’s not my destiny, I know it.”


I can still picture him standing in front of me. He was always very tall for his age. When he was sixteen, he looked twenty. There he stood, so sure of himself, so sure of his decision. So different to his friends … Étienne, for example, he’s twenty now, and still growing. Anyway, Lucien and I formed a united front to prevent Guillaume from doing something stupid. After all, if he enlisted, he would be committing five years of his life – five of his best years – to the navy. The very years when dreams are made, when they are so numerous that they pile up in a great heap and assume the shape of the world. 


The Great War had deprived us of all our options, stolen our youth. We woke up exhausted in the aftermath of the immeasurable catastrophe that had left the world bitter, impoverished and devastated.


Lucien knew perfectly well what it meant to be in the army. He knew it meant giving up his youth, his carefree view of life. To begin with, like me, he tried to do everything to dissuade Guillaume. And then – I never understood why or how – the wind changed. 


One evening Guillaume came and stood triumphantly before me, waving a letter signed by his father. “I’m leaving tomorrow. You’ll be so proud of the man I’m going to become, Mother. You’ll see!”


Lucien was behind him, slumped rather than sitting in an armchair.


“Thank you, Father,” Guillaume said. Lucien didn’t lift his head, didn’t throw a single glance in my direction. I could see he felt terrible. I didn’t understand why he’d changed his mind. How could he? He had gone through that very same hell – how could he have accepted it for his own son, the flesh of his flesh?


I have never experienced war from the inside.


I have never killed with my own hands. I have never wrestled another person in the mud. And yet I know war. It lays waste to everything that stands in its way. It makes no distinction when it comes to age, nationality, or the greatness of a person’s spirit. 


War has taken so much from me already that I know it will not stop here. It will not leave me in peace until my heart has been reduced to a pile of ashes and I am forced to continue living in spite of my suffering. 
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