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			Stella rushes into the garden. She has just witnessed her friend, her childhood, her entire world collapse to the ground. The men with machetes are dirty and glistening with sweat, full of themselves and the job done. She lets out a shriek of terror before crumpling to her knees on the grass, hands pressed to belly, face on fire.

			Since that day, Stella has been interned at the psychiatric hospital.

			The doctor talks it over with her mother in the corridor. He mentions post-traumatic stress. Her mother laughs nervously. “This child hasn’t experienced anything serious, and she’s lacked for nothing, so what can you mean, doctor?” The medic inquires if Stella is a survivor. No sooner are the words out of his mouth than he notices her date of birth on the form. She is twenty-one. Her mother lets out a peal of laughter, a laugh which Stella has always loved, clear and cascading. Not wishing to annoy the doctor, she pulls herself together and confirms calmly that, yes, her daughter was born after the disaster.

			During the nights that follow, Stella scarcely closes her eyes. Protracted sobbing, incessant groanings and screams crisscross the building. In the next-door room, she detects a troubling restlessness. Scratching. Creaking. Squeaking. Come the morning, the duty nurse informs her that the neighbor is a man of indeterminate age who has been confined to the hospital for years. In the daytime, he is slumped on a chair facing the window. By night, he crawls across the floor and clutches the walls of his room. Stella can’t sleep, her panic attacks are keenly, vividly back. She stares at the ceiling in the dark, on the lookout for the jerky movements of geckos, attuned to the sounds of the cockroach-man climbing the walls. The hospital is a night ship rescuing humanity from the depths of the abyss: those burnt out by the reconstruction effort, or worn down by family pressures, or done with social conventions, in short, all the deserters of the great human comedy. Above all, it shelters the numb shadows who feel guilty for being alive; these wandering souls who inhabit lightless lands, human shells filled with torments and nightmares beyond cure.

			The doctor starts up again with his line of questioning. He wants Stella to talk, he wants to understand what has triggered her current state. She doesn’t dare say anything. She comes from a history which has taught her to choke back her emotions, to let her tears flow only in her belly. The doctor is insistent, but Stella is closed off, her heart a secret. How can she confide in him that all this is because of the tree? Her tree.

			Her friend, her childhood, her whole world.

			Her jacaranda.

		

	
		
			1994

		

	
		
			1

			The war! I have no idea why I said “the war,” when Sophie, our class representative, asked about my disastrous end-of-term results. She was preparing my defense for the meeting where the teachers would decide if I had to repeat the school year. “The war?” she pressed me. “Yes, the war.” I was hardly going to fess up to doing jack-shit, to being a wasteman who spent his time daydreaming and listening to rock. I needed a convincing explanation, one that couldn’t be checked out but would win Sophie’s sympathy. I could have volunteered a life-threatening disease, like cancer or heart failure, but that would’ve meant providing medical proof; or I could have told her that my parents had recently separated, except this was the case for half the students in our school and it didn’t stop them from making the grade. So, without thinking, I said it was because of the war in my mother’s country. I couldn’t believe I’d just lied like that! But the more I reflected on it, the more I reckoned my story sounded plausible. On the news, they’d been covering the conflict for weeks, broadcasting devastating images that lingered long in the mind. Yes, it involved distant events in an unknown country, but by then everybody had a rough idea what it was all about. I played my A-game and made the whole thing up: war atrocities, my mother’s grief, my father’s nightmares, how hard it was to concentrate and carry on with my studies. I knew my lie was working because Sophie listened with tears in her eyes. During the meeting with the teachers, she made my case powerfully, repeating my arguments with such emotion that the teachers, visibly taken aback, elected to press pause before determining my fate.

			It hadn’t occurred to me that the school would summon my parents. I was caught in my own trap. In the principal’s office, sitting between my father and my mother, eyes down as my form tutor read out Sophie’s arguments, I stared at my foot, which was jiggling like crazy under the table. When we emerged from the meeting, and while we were still on school premises, my father gave me a roasting in front of a group of smirking students. But it was my mother’s silence that proved harder to deal with. Her customary silence. She stared at me for some interminable seconds, her gaze so scorn-filled it made me want to disappear forever. She didn’t speak to me for several days afterward. My school report arrived the following week. In the comments box, the principal had written a caustic: “When lies rise to the surface, trust ebbs away.” I was going to have to repeat my first year of secondary school. No surprises there.

			

			—

			That spring, Rwanda had invited itself into our lives for the first time. My mother had never spoken about it. For her, life began in 1973, when she arrived in France. She never mentioned her family, never talked about her childhood, possessed no photos from her youth there. When I was little, I must have asked her where her country was, and where her parents—my grandparents, who I didn’t know—lived. I don’t recall her answers. My mother’s past was a closed door. She didn’t listen to Rwandan music, didn’t cook any dishes from back home and never sang me lullabies in her mother tongue. There wasn’t a single foreign object in our house, and no Rwandan friends ever paid us a visit. In my mind, we were just an ordinary French family. Of course, my mother couldn’t hide the color of her skin, and so probing questions, offhand remarks and loaded insinuations regularly sent her back to the distant country she neither referenced nor defended. But she didn’t react, brushing them off as trivial. I don’t remember once hearing her complain or call out any sort of racism. What surprised people most was that she spoke French without any hint of an accent. They couldn’t get over it, congratulating her when they learned she hadn’t been born in France. Occasionally, she muddled masculine and feminine, or, when she was tired, she pronounced her l’s as r’s, but these were her only mistakes. My father claimed their difference in skin tone was never an issue for him. “Love has no color,” he often repeated. He said it proudly, maintaining he didn’t see my mother’s color. And, given she was altogether silent about her origins, I almost forgot she was born and grew up under different skies. So, when I caught her speaking Kinyarwanda on the phone, it stopped me in my tracks to hear her fluency in this unfamiliar language. I never found out who she was talking to. She remained evasive when I asked her about it, mentioning “old acquaintances” and her “distant family in Brussels.” These phone calls were my opportunity to spy on her. Her mannerisms, the way she modulated her voice, her body language, even her hand gestures, they all turned her into somebody else, imbuing her with a mysterious aura that I found deeply unsettling. To watch her in this new incarnation provoked a fleeting but unpleasant sensation in me: that of not knowing the first thing about the person I had lived with all my life. I had the terrible feeling I was a stranger to this woman. My own mother.

			

			—

			Rwanda came into my life via television, which we watched religiously during our evening meal. The first time the presenter talked about it, I turned instinctively to my mother, excited, elated almost, that her birth country should have made it onto the news. But she didn’t react, lost as she was in the pictures on the screen. Noticing my feverishness, my father threw me an awkward look in an attempt to discourage me. When the program ended, I waited for my mother’s reaction, which never came. The same scene played out every evening. For months, a magma of images depicting death, violence and exodus flowed onto our plates. Before the report, the presenter was careful to advise us that viewers might find some of the content distressing. We sat there in silence, staring at the screen, our forks in the air, frozen like statues before this spectacle of faraway barbarity. Then the presenter returned to our screen to introduce another news item. There would be an awkward silence before the normal routine resumed: my father pouring himself a glass of wine, my mother sprinkling pepper energetically onto her potato purée, me struggling to cut up my steak and erase the scenes of horror which had just crashed into my world. In our household, we swallowed distressing content in mouthfuls of silence. And I ended up with a terrible stomachache.

			I can picture myself now, balled up on my bed for hours, sweaty forehead, forearms pressed against painful guts, hoping for the burning sensation to subside; I can picture myself in my bedroom, the afternoon drawing to a close as I stare at the passing shadow on one wall, a shadow that grows, flickers, shape-shifts and vanishes to the rhythm of the sinking sun and the impending darkness; I can picture all the hours I lay there, somehow understanding the need to be patient, that I didn’t yet know what life intended for me, that the flip side of not knowing is waiting: a long, cool, determined wait.

		

	
		
			2

			I was holding out for the summer holidays, the season of luscious letting go. Every year we headed west, to the Atlantic Ocean, with its long beaches and the little white house with pastel green shutters at the end of the island. Summer meant the Île de Ré with my parents and paternal grandparents. My father didn’t have any brothers or sisters, and nor did his father; ours was a line of only sons. I turned twelve that summer and would be spending it, as always, in grown-up company. My grandfather owned a sailing boat, and we would set off in the mornings—three generations of men—to go mackerel fishing and get in training for the Feast of the Assumption boat race. In the evening, we ate supper in the garden under the cypress trees, the grown-ups drinking chilled rosé while I glugged liters of sparkling lemony water. A gentle breeze offered a reprieve from the oppressive summer heat. The sounds of inebriated laughter and distant conversations wafted around the relaxed atmosphere of the village, together with the clinking of plates and cutlery from nearby gardens, while somewhere in the neighborhood a saxophonist labored breathlessly over John Coltrane’s version of “My Favorite Things,” and the bells of dynamo bicycles rang out behind the low stone wall at the foot of our garden. By coffee time, as the last of the light lingered over the table, I was safe in the knowledge that, at the far end of the beach, where the Phare des Baleines rose up at the westernmost point, an amber sun would be preparing to dive headfirst into the ocean, ready to wake the other half of the world. This was the time of day when, every fourteenth of July, the five of us would wander slowly over the salt marshes to see the traditional fireworks, on one of the rare occasions when the vacationers from the municipal campsite mixed with middle-class families from the village.

			That evening, despite the crowds, we secured a spot on the rocks, with squeals from excited children swelling around us in a joyous hubbub. My grandmother, who couldn’t stay still, kept turning around and staring at the crowd, determined to communicate her sense of exasperation.

			“It’s mobbed! Will you look at that! All the way to over there.”

			Like a family of meerkats standing sentinel, we all turned our heads in sync.

			“How else would you have it, Geneviève?” my grandfather said in a level voice. “Don’t tell me you’re harking back to the days when we had to put the car on the ferry? The bridge means more people on the island. That’s progress for you…”

			“So speaks the retired engineer defending his baby!” chuckled my grandmother. “We know you’re proud of your bridge, my dear. But traffic jams everywhere—is that what you call progress?”

			My grandparents were as feisty as bickering teenagers with their affectionate style of teasing. By comparison, my parents seemed easygoing to me. They never raised their voices and agreed on everything, from my education to their political beliefs, to what to watch on television in the evening, or which color of armchair to opt for at Ikea on a Sunday afternoon. Should a rare disagreement arise, they resolved their differences in hushed restraint. It was as if they took care to make as few waves as possible, never rubbing the other person up the wrong way for fear of breaking the charm of a gentle dream. But behind this harmonious exterior, their relationship was deathly dull.

			My parents looked haggard and had been yawning on repeat since the beginning of the day. We had arrived the previous evening, deadbeat after seven hours of tarmac and traffic jams in the July furnace. Because of the sales, my mother had kept her clothing boutique open until late the night before, while my father, in his job as a banking executive, had upped his overtime hours these past three months, thanks to a promotion he now seemed to bitterly regret. As for me, I was nervy because my grandparents had yet to ask about my school year, and I was hoping to avoid the conversation in front of my parents. But my mother turned out to be the one who piqued my grandmother’s curiosity.

			“Tell me, Venancia, it’s just dreadful what’s happening in your country. I mean the massacres. And now with those poor people on the roads trying to escape when they’re dying of cholera and typhus. I was thinking…I mean…I was wondering, how are you coping with all of this?”

			I couldn’t believe my ears. My grandmother was putting a direct question to my mother about Rwanda! She and my grandfather never did that. It had been a shock when my father had first introduced my mother to his parents. Their son with an African woman! No, they weren’t racist, but…from there to a Black daughter-in-law. When they’d understood the relationship was serious and non-negotiable, they’d had to roll with it, and over the years they’d grown to accept my mother, eventually loving her as if she were their own daughter. But they’d never shown any interest in her life before France—out of shyness, perhaps, or more likely indifference. It had taken thousands of deaths, millions of refugees, countless newspaper articles and heaps of television reports for them to voice such a simple question. I could feel my pulse racing. Flushed, I waited on my mother’s response.

			“Oh, you see, the thing is, this didn’t start yesterday. The massacres have been going on for quite some time. Let’s just say it’s a long story…”

			“Yes, I can well imagine. But all the same, it’s on such a scale this time…I mean…er…this war between the tribes…I can never remember, what are they called again? The Toutous and the Tsitsis?”

			“The Hutu and the Tutsi, Geneviève!” corrected my grandfather, embarrassed by his wife’s lack of tact. “We’ve been hearing about it every day for the past three months. It’s hardly complicated. The Hutu and the Tutsi! And anyway, they’re not tribes, they’re ethnic groups.”

			“Oh yes, that’s it, the Hutu and the Tutsi,” she said breezily. “First of all, we’re not too clear who are the nice ones, and who are the baddies. And as for the barbarity. I mean, using machetes on…women, children…It’s unimaginable…”

			My grandmother looked overwhelmed, faltering, awkward, as she scrabbled for words to express her feelings when faced with a situation that was beyond her.

			“Oh, I’m sorry, Venancia. I shouldn’t be talking about such tragic events, my dear, when the whole point of us being here is to relax. I just wanted you to know that I do think about you and often, with all these dreadful stories reaching us from your country. Lord be praised, you no longer have any family over there, if my memory serves me correctly.”

			“No, no, I do still have family there,” my mother stated coolly.

			My grandmother seemed embarrassed, as if she had just put her foot in it. She looked away. I was gobsmacked to learn my mother still had family in Rwanda—that, and the fact she wasn’t volunteering anymore information.

			“Maman, perhaps we won’t bother Venancia with these matters this evening,” said my father.

			“Philippe’s right,” agreed my grandfather, declaring the subject closed.

			Then he turned toward me.

			“What about you, young Milan, why don’t you tell us about your end of year report?”

			My body stiffened and I detected mounting tension from my parents. Fortunately, I was saved by the music starting up and the first rockets blasting off. We fell silent, hypnotized by the spectacle. The music swelled dramatically, the explosions battering our eardrums as the crowd gasped in raptures at the shower of pyrotechnics. The smell of gunpowder mingled with the odor of mud and iodine. The marshes were lit up by multicolored bursts of fireworks which kept changing shape and varying in intensity. During the final display, my father noticed the flames on the bank opposite. Sparks landing in the dry grass had started a blaze, and this was becoming increasingly voracious, whipped up by the rising onshore wind. As the fire services arrived, the vacationers were hastily evacuated.

			Much later, in the middle of the night, I was woken by the acrid stench of smoke and the firemen shouting a few meters from our house, just beyond the low stone wall at the bottom of our garden. I clambered out of bed, coughing, and went to close a window that had been left ajar. From my bedroom, I had a view of the high flames on the salt marshes in a display that was mesmerizing and terrifying. Then I saw her. Standing in the middle of the garden, barefoot on the grass, a white nightie, motionless, alone. An enigmatic silhouette against a flickering backdrop.

			It was July 1994. At the same time as I was watching my mother witnessing the night on fire, a genocide was coming to an end in the country where she was born. And I knew nothing about it.

		

	
		
			3

			Summer was drawing to a close and the autumn term would soon be underway. My parents had given me zero warning. There was a child standing in the middle of our living room. A small sickly boy with fear in his eyes. Part of his shaved head was covered by a thick bandage. He appeared completely lost, despite my mother speaking to him in Kinyarwanda as she tried to put him at ease. She bent down to his level and pointed at me. I heard my name among all those words I didn’t understand. Then she switched back to French. “Milan, I’d like to introduce you to Claude, my nephew.” This announcement made no sense to me. My father stood in the doorway, arms folded, looking as bewildered as I felt. “He’s just been on a long journey and he’s very tired,” my mother continued. “You can help us settle him into your bedroom. We’ll put a mattress on the floor for now.” She motioned for us to follow her. My father announced he would stay downstairs and get dinner ready.

			My bedroom was up in the attic, making it scorching in summer, freezing in winter. This boy and I watched my mother’s flurry of activity, without joining in. She did a quick tidy-up of my mess, made my bed and bunched up my clothes in the wardrobe to clear some space for Claude’s belongings: two T-shirts, a few items of underwear, one pair of trousers. The little boy stayed close to her, arms dangling, distraught. He was staring at her intensely, clinging to her like a limpet to its rock. I tried to make myself useful by dragging a small mattress from the eaves—the one I used to sleep on when I was younger—and laid it at the foot of my bed. Once everything was set up, my mother turned to us, hands on hips. I could see she was clean out of ideas. “Right…Claude doesn’t speak any French, so I’m counting on you to teach him,” she said, with a wan smile. I think she explained the same thing to Claude. When he didn’t react, she repeated her words, except this time her voice went up at the end, as if she were asking a question. He nodded shyly. “I’ll leave you to get to know one another. I’m going to help Papa with dinner. We’ll call you when it’s ready.”

			She left the room, and Claude gave a slight shudder. Standing in the middle of my bedroom, like a lost soul crying out for help, he kept staring at the door she had closed behind her. Then, ever so slowly, he turned toward the window, which offered a square patch of golden sky. I swallowed my awkwardness and said his name for the first time. It didn’t seem to register; he kept gazing outside, not moving. I repeated his name more loudly this time: “Claude. Claude.” Eventually, he came to. I patted my mattress, indicating for him to sit next to me. He approached and sat on the end of the bed, as far away from me as possible. He stared at the window again. To defuse the situation, I decided to put on some music, choosing Queen’s Greatest Hits from the pile of CDs. I even played the most popular tracks—“Another One Bites the Dust,” “Don’t Stop Me Now,” “Bohemian Rhapsody”—but he didn’t budge. So, I went for a different strategy. I changed CDs and turned the volume to max until an energetic track by Rage Against the Machine boomed from the speakers. When the drums kicked in, I leaped onto my bed, and from there to the chair by my desk, giving him a wild demo of air guitar, which was one of my specialities. I was hoping Claude might lighten up and join in my frenzy, but he just watched blankly. I spun around, rolling to the floor, miming the bass riff glide, and then, knees on the carpet, I thrashed forward and back in a frenetic bout of headbanging. Every so often, I held out my hand, inviting him to join me in this highly charged performance, but he just stared at me, expressionless. I maintained the same level of intensity for the entire song, despite feeling more embarrassed by the minute. Afterward, I lay on my back, panting noisily on the floor. Then I had a new idea. This time, he was bound to show some interest. I rummaged around in my desk drawers and retrieved my Game Boy. Sitting next to him, I fired up the game. At first, he even looked at the screen: Mario running from left to right, collecting power-ups, crushing his enemies by jumping on their heads…“Want a go?” I asked. By way of reply, his eyes began to roam across my bedroom walls, which were covered in Nirvana, Metallica, Guns N’ Roses and Freddie Mercury posters…only to end up back at the goddam window. I powered down the game and gave up on the idea of finding anything that might appeal to him. I walked over to the window and flung it wide open; I needed air. Claude got to his feet and joined me. We stood there for a long time, side by side in silence, elbows on the windowsill, waiting for my mother to call us. We stood there with nothing moving outside. The city was calm, the streets deserted, the air warm and the clouds pink. It was a late summer’s evening that carried the scent of wisteria.

			

			—

			At dinner, Claude didn’t touch his food. He was gripped by the television. My father stood up briskly after his final mouthful, switched off the TV set and went to smoke a cigarette in the backyard. My mother was adamant Claude should eat something, but he just sat there, not moving.

			“Why’s he got a bandage on his head?”

			“He has a serious injury.”

			“Yes, but why?”

			She was pretending not to understand my question, so I pressed my point. Then she sat up, flustered, and cleared her throat.

			“Claude was injured during the war in Rwanda. He’s come to France for medical treatment.”

			“How did it happen?”

			“We don’t know.”

			“What about his parents, where are they?”

			“We don’t know that either.”

			“You said he was your nephew. Does that mean you have a sister, or a brother?”

			My father rejoined us at the table. Claude was staring at his plate, mute and still, except for his legs dangling from his chair. My mother seemed irritated by my questions.

			“Nephew is a loose turn of phrase. He’s a child in my family, and since he’s little I refer to him as a nephew.”

			“How old is Claude, anyway?”

			“The same age as you, twelve.”

			I burst out laughing.

			“I don’t believe you! Him, my age? He looks about seven. Then again, if he never eats…”

			“That’s enough, Milan!” my father said curtly.

			My mother stood up to clear away the dishes. She brought in some pots of Crème Danette and put one in front of Claude, urging him one last time to eat. “Too bad, you don’t know what you’re missing,” I told him, peeling off the lid. I began to eat the chocolate dessert with my eyes closed, guiding the spoon to my mouth in slo-mo, like in the ads. I glanced sideways at Claude while letting out a series of satisfied mmm-mmms and rubbing my belly. My parents chuckled, but Claude was nonplussed.

			

			—

			At bedtime, I lent him a pair of my old pajamas. They swamped him, and the effect was comical. As soon as he lay down, he fell into a heavy sleep. When my mother came to say good night, she sat beside him and tucked the sheet under his chin.

			“Poor child, he was exhausted.”

			“Maman, is he going to stay with us for a long time?”

			There was quite a pause while she watched him sleeping, and then:

			“He’s going to stay with us.”

			“Always?”

			My mother smiled at me affectionately.

			“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

			“For real!” I said, sitting up in bed, hardly believing my ears. “You know how I’ve always dreamed of having a younger brother!”

			Still smiling fondly, my mother stroked my hair with her fingertips. Then she pressed her thumb against my forehead in the sign of the cross, wished me good night and turned out the lights.

			

			—

			In the darkness, I stared triumphantly at the ceiling. I had a brother! A brother of my very own! I wasn’t an only child anymore. I would never feel alone again. As soon as Claude could speak French, we’d have so much to talk about: music, sports, video games and maybe even girls. I’d tell him all about Nadège, how we’d met in the school corridors during a fire-alarm practice, how we liked to hang out together by the stadium after lessons, always the same bench, opposite the basketball courts; I’d tell him about the afternoons we spent there, sitting cross-legged, sharing headphones and listening to Nirvana, or the days following Kurt Cobain’s suicide, which weirdly coincided with the massacres starting in Rwanda, about how upset Nadège had been after the death of her idol, and how I kissed her to make it up to her, our very first kiss on the bench, the magic sparkle in her eyes, how touchy-feely she was, stroking me with those red nails that smelled of sugary-sweet perfume and cold tobacco, how her body and lips drove me wild in the secret of my nights, and how many times I’d fantasized here in this bed about us going all the way. And Claude could tell me about his own run-ins with love and friendship, the betrayals and bust-ups, what he was mad for and what he didn’t give ratings, and then he could tell me all about his country, his family, his memories from before the war and everything else—whatever was getting in the way of him being able to speak now. The thing I’d always been waiting for had just happened. I had a friend, at last. More than that: a brother. I was buzzing, and sleep was the last thing on my mind. I plugged my headphones into the hi-fi, pulled them over my ears and pressed play on Pablo Honey by Radiohead. Lying on my back, hands crossed behind my head, I listened to the album and peered into the shadows.

			Much later, when the CD had finished and I was drifting in and out of sleep, I heard whimpering sounds. At first, I didn’t realize they were coming from the bedroom. From Claude. I leaned over his mattress to ask him if he was okay. He was whimpering like a wounded animal. Then, still fast asleep, he began to sob, small high-pitched sobs which changed into violent guttural cries. I switched on my bedside light. His cheeks were drenched with tears. He was sniffing and sleep talking in Kinyarwanda. Long, panicky phrases I couldn’t make any sense of, although I noticed some words kept cropping up. I was on the verge of heading downstairs and alerting my mother, when it occurred to me that from now on we were brothers. Our bond was sealed. It was up to me to protect him, just as he would surely protect me in the future. If I didn’t do this, then who would? I could see clearly the crazed terror on his sweat-soaked face. I lay down on the small mattress where he was sleeping in a curled-up position, and snuggled myself against his back, wrapping my right arm around his trembling body. He kept sobbing and whimpering, and I began to whisper soothing words into his ear that meant “Don’t be frightened, I’m here.” I said the same words over and over, even when he was convulsing; I mumured them hundreds of times, until he began to grow calmer and our breathing slowly fell into sync. Early the next morning, my mother found us asleep on the mattress, clinging to each other. Like brothers.
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			Repeating a school year is a humiliating experience. I found myself surrounded by dwarves, gnomes and elves fresh out of primary school, and I vowed never, ever to mess up again. On top of which, I decided to become an ace student, graduating with flying colors and fast-tracking my route to financial independence in order to escape my parents and this house where I’d never felt at home.

			My mother had hired a sales assistant to help at her boutique, because she needed to look after Claude. She accompanied him to medical examinations, as well as taking him to appointments at the Mairie and interviews at the Prefecture to sort out endless administrative issues. The rest of the time, Claude stayed with her at the clothes shop, watching TV on a small set out back. In the evenings, while I was doing homework up in my bedroom, my mother and Claude sat studiously at the kitchen table for his French lessons, which never lasted more than thirty minutes, since Claude’s headaches quickly returned. Aside from that, he began to eat lustily, drink liters of milk and explore the house and yard on his own. We couldn’t play football or basketball at the stadium yet, because of his injury, but he enjoyed sitting next to me watching me play on my Game Boy.

			At night, he still cried in his sleep, so I would lie down beside him and this had the effect of calming him. One dinnertime, he finally tasted a pot of Crème Danette. His eyes popped with delight, and we all laughed when I said “Mmm-mmm” and he gave us a thumbs-up. A few days later, he was home alone while we were out running an errand, and he helped himself to the contents of the fridge, polishing off ten desserts. When we found him sprawled on the sofa, his trousers unbuttoned, his belly swollen with vanilla cream, empty pots scattered all around him, my mother scolded him while pursing her lips and trying not to laugh. He was still mute, but his gaze was keener. He was less absent, less lost in thought than in the early days. I made him listen to my collection of rock music, dancing in front of him like a lunatic, and sometimes he would clap shyly to the rhythm.

			For a while now, it had been my mother, not the nurse, who changed his dressing. One evening, when it was time for his daily care routine, I pushed open the bathroom door to find Claude, bare-chested, sitting on a stool. I took in the sight of his skinny body, his protruding ribs and prominent shoulder blades. The curve of his back and the upturn at the base of his skull recalled an upright cobra. In the white light that bleached the bathroom as if it were an operating theater, my mother was focused on undoing the bandage and changing the soiled compresses. When she removed the final compress, the wound appeared in the glare. A gaping, oozing hole with dark edges around angry red flesh. A cut so deep I was scared I’d see his brain poking through. My mother dabbed it carefully with disinfectant. Claude remained stoic and stared at the tiles. Horrified by the severity of the wound, I stammered as I dared to ask the reason for this hideous gash. “We don’t know,” said my mother, carrying out the procedure with precise, steady gestures. “He doesn’t talk, so we don’t know.” She asked me to pass the box of compresses from the shelf behind me. I couldn’t take my eyes off that gaping hole. With his unflinching expression, Claude seemed superhuman to me, like a cyborg devoid of pain. “You know what I was thinking, Milan?” my mother said while cutting some medical tape. “You don’t have lessons tomorrow afternoon, so, when school’s out, why don’t you head straight to the boutique to pick up Claude? The pair of you can visit the funfair in the parking lot at the Place de l’Europe.”

			That night, as Claude was sobbing in his sleep, the television images from the previous spring flashed before my eyes. Knife massacres, pallid swollen bodies floating in the rivers and lakes, church floors strewn with corpses. I had pushed these images—the distant, disembodied make-believe of cathode rays—to the back of my mind, but Claude was hiding somewhere among them. When my parents and I had sat around the dinner table in detached silence, we must have seemed indifferent to his cries for help from a world that wasn’t ours. And so, I hugged him more tightly, to say sorry that I hadn’t seen him, that I hadn’t heard him, that I hadn’t been there for him.

			

			—

			The next day, I stopped by the boutique to pick up Claude for the funfair. My mother made me promise to avoid the bumper cars because of his injury. Nadège and I had agreed to meet by the bus stop opposite the fair. I spotted her a way off, her pink hair and grungy style making her stand out from the crowd. The mild autumn weather had enticed people outdoors, the streets of Versailles were busy and the traffic heavy. Bending down to give Claude a peck on the cheek, Nadège caught him off guard, before turning to me for a smooch. At nearly fourteen, Nadège had dated other boys and was more chilled about the whole business. But I wasn’t up to speed yet: going out with a girl was new for me, so I clapped my hands to deflect from my awkwardness.

			“What shall we start with?”

			“Living fast, dying young and leaving a good-looking corpse!” said Nadège, sticking her tongue out and making the “rock on” hand sign, before adding: “Or, whatever—that works for me too.”

			I was walking between Nadège and Claude. She was holding my left arm while he held my right hand, and I couldn’t believe my luck: to be flanked by the two people I now cared about most in the world. The three of us headed for the hullaballoo of the fair, its pile-on of decibels, the nasal voices of the fairground workers reverberating, the garish lights, the puddles of vomit by the exits to the rides and the saccharine smell of churros, toffee apples and waffles. Nadège was curious about the thick bandage covering Claude’s head.

			“Is it serious?” she asked, tapping her own head.

			“Yeah…A gash this long,” I said, stretching my thumb and index finger to the max. “But we don’t know what happened. That’s what I was explaining, he’s always like this, calm and silent.”

			“I’m down with that—makes a change from my big bro.”

			

			—

			I was reluctant to reveal Claude’s age. I liked the idea of having a little brother and being the protective older sibling. Nadège paused in front of the bumper cars. Rowdy youths, their hair smeared with gel, were stepping onto the floor to the hectic beat of a Eurodance summer hit.

			“Forget it—it’s too dangerous with his injury.”

			“No worries, the music’s shit anyway.”

			Claude was wide-eyed as he walked along, taking in the full spectacle: multicolored bulbs, flashing strobes, an explosion of lighting effects, candy stalls, small children bobbing up and down astride wooden merry-go-round horses, screams of terror from thrill-seeking passengers. He came to a halt in front of the flying chairs, indicating his ride of choice. After I had bought three tickets, we clambered into the gondolas and a shrill bell sounded through a loud jingle. The fairground worker called out: “And we’re off!” to Corona’s “The Rhythm of the Night” as the metal chains strained and the seats tilted outward, propelled by centrifugal force. The ride was spinning faster and faster, the music deafening us, as the fairground worker in his booth garbled unintelligible words distorted by the noisy reverb. I was worried about Claude, who was gripping the chains like his life depended on it. Nadège was shouting and throwing her arms in the air. The rhythm kept accelerating and Claude who shut his eyes. Nadège was yelling at the sky, her hair flapping in the wind. The speed meant I could only see blurry shapes, with the world disappearing into a hazy spiral of sounds and lights. When the ride came to a halt, I threw myself at Claude, who was sitting there, head down, eyes closed, convulsing.

			“Are you okay, Claude? Sorry, I’m so sorry…”

			“Don’t sweat it. He’s not crying, you know. The guy’s literally pissing himself laughing.”

			Nadège wasn’t wrong: Claude was doubled up, crying tears of laughter and clutching his belly.

			“Go figure…My mum’s never going to believe this.”

			

			—

			After the ghost train and the games arcade, all I had left were a few coins for a round at the rifle-shooting stand. While I focused on firing at balloons floating in a cage, Nadège and Claude were pulling off strands of cotton candy and wolfing them down. I missed all my shots and Claude felt let down, big-time. He kept pointing at one of the teddy bears. Having wasted all my ammo, I had to explain I didn’t have any money left and I couldn’t buy him any cuddly toys. He carried on tugging at my jacket sleeve and pointing at the bear. “You’re past the age for teddy bears, my bro!” I said curtly, taking his hand to head for home. Anyone could see how downcast he was. Every scrap of his joy from the past few hours evaporated into a distant memory on the way back.

			

			—

			At the end of October, just before the All Saints’ holiday, my mother was due to take Claude to Brussels for three days to visit her “distant family.” I wanted to go with them, but they were setting off mid-week and I couldn’t miss school. On the evening of their return, it was almost midnight when I heard the front doorbell. No chance of sleep: I’d been popping myself with impatience for hours. I rushed downstairs, calling out for my father to let me open the door. I was clutching a surprise for Claude: Nadège had gone back to the fair to pop all the balloons and win the teddy bear. But when I opened the door, I saw my mother standing alone with her suitcase on the porch.

			“Where’s Claude?”

			“Good evening to you too. And why aren’t you asleep? Can you move over and let me in, please?”

			She gave my father a kiss, then turned to face me after putting down her luggage.

			“Where’s Claude?” I repeated, trying to hold in check the anger that was rising inside me like a growling torrent.

			“Sit down, Milan.”

			“No, answer me, Maman!”

			A sense of foreboding was already making the tears well up in my eyes.

			“Claude has gone back to Rwanda. After all these weeks, we were finally able to track down some members of his family who are still alive. He couldn’t stay with us, Milan.”

			My fists were clenched in fury. Big fat tears slopped overboard and crashed onto the floor tiles.

			“You promised me he would stay,” I said, in a voice that was broken. “You told me I had a brother now.”

			“What are you saying, Milan? We thought he had been orphaned, but we managed to find his family in the end. He’ll be better off this way…”

			“You lied to me!” I roared.

			Slamming the front door behind me, I rushed off, sprinting down random streets, to escape, to get as far away as possible from that house of silences filled with lies and shams, from those strangers who claimed to be my parents. My father kept shouting after me and ordering me to stop. As I took a path that flanked the wire fencing alongside the station, I glanced around to see him running in his pajamas and slippers. “Come back this instant, Milan!” The alert sounded for the last train heading back into Paris. I put on a spurt, climbing the station stairs four at a time. The train was only twenty, ten, five meters off; I hurled myself into the first carriage and the doors slid shut behind me. My father, seconds behind, tried in vain to prize them open, banging on the glass, bellowing at the driver not to leave, but the train was unbending, lumbering off into the night. Inside, I was alone, with the carriage jolting me, the lights cutting in and out, strident grating sounds every time we switched tracks, and sparks on the overhead wires. I sat by the window with Claude’s teddy on my knees, my whole body trembling with rage. Between the stations for Saint-Cloud and La Défense, Paris appeared in all its glory through the window, the Eiffel Tower in the center, its beams revolving, a lighthouse for waifs and strays like me. Gradually, I came to my senses, at a loss as to what I was doing here, in this train, in this night, in this city, in this life, but I knew I never wanted to go back home. I was already dreaming of escaping forever, toward unknown lakes dotted with uninhabited islands and faraway landscapes splashed with light.

			

			—

			At the Gare Saint-Lazare, the railway police were waiting for me.

			My father must have raised the alarm, and two officers escorted me home. When my parents opened up, I made straight for my bedroom without looking at them, without speaking to them, and locked my door. Claude’s bed had vanished. I threw my mattress onto the floor, buried my head under my pillow and started crying all over again, pressing the teddy close to me. I couldn’t shake off the feeling deep inside me that, at the same time, wherever he was, awake or asleep, Claude was crying too, except that nobody was there to reassure him, to comfort him, to whisper in his ear that tomorrow everything would be okay.

			After that night, and in the years that followed, we never once mentioned Claude at home. He vanished from our lives as suddenly as he had entered them.
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			I was sixteen when my parents announced they were getting divorced. One evening at the dinner table, between the pears and the cheese, they said the solemn words: “We need to talk, Milan.” Straight up, I knew. For months now, my father had been sleeping on the sofa bed in the small room that doubled as his study. My mother snatched the remote and muted the television. They talked to me about practical matters, deftly avoiding the reasons behind their separation or showing any interest in how it might affect me. It was a done deal, signed and sealed. Same as always with them. That evening, when I talked it over on the phone with Nadège, she told me I should be glad, that I’d feel much freer from now on, and anyway, hadn’t I always been the first to complain about family life? I didn’t know how to explain to her that it was as if I’d been abruptly ejected from my childhood, as if my whole life had been a sham of peace and harmony, a too-good-to-be-true family like in Nestlé’s Ricoré ads, with the same stupid rituals, the same rigmarole on repeat, the same dull succession of school years, the same shallow conversations, the same hollow questions and pat answers, the same ludicrous ways of projecting a life as smooth as a ripple-free sea.

			Not that I mentioned any of that, of course. I knew Nadège’s response would be to consider myself lucky, compared to her dysfunctional family, with her tyrannical father, downtrodden mother and manipulative fascist of a brother.

			Once my parents had finished listing the details of their divorce, and how these would practically impact my life, my father, looking relieved, stood up to stretch and patted his pockets for his pack of cigarettes, then remembered that he had just given up smoking.

			“I think that’s all the information you need, Milan. Do you have any questions?” he asked me, like a teacher who had just modeled in front of the class how to solve a problem.

			I was staring at the sideboard, with the photo of my parents from before I was born. My mother was sitting dreamily at the poolside, my father was next to her in the pool, smiling at the camera with his head above water level and his forearms resting on the edge. They looked like kids. I loved this photo, the simple happiness it radiated. I knew nothing about the circumstances in which it had been taken, and this was hardly the moment to start asking them.

			“Do you have any questions?” my father said again.

			“No, no, it’s fine…” I mumbled, shrugging.

			It was pointless my adding anything; it wasn’t like they were going to change their minds.

			“Philippe, we also need to talk about the summer holidays,” my mother went on.

			“Ah yes, you’re right, I nearly forgot. So…this summer, given your grandfather’s ill health, we won’t be going to the Île de Ré. Plus, I have to work, I’m up against important September deadlines, but you and I will go skiing together this winter. In the meantime, Maman and I thought that in July—”

			“You could come with me,” my mother cut in. “We can travel together, and you can meet my family, in Rwanda. What d’you think?”

			Registering her question was like receiving an electric shock. Rwanda was suddenly putting in an appearance again, four years later. We hadn’t mentioned it since Claude left, and now here was my mother offering to take me there. I sensed my old anger resurfacing, holding sway over my mind and powers of reasoning.

			“No, I don’t want to go.”

			“What do you mean, you don’t want to go?” said my father, taken aback.

			“You asked me, and that’s my answer. Was it a question or an order?”

			“So, you don’t want to meet your family?” asked my father.

			“It’s not my family, it’s Maman’s family. And if you were listening closely, you’d have just heard her say ‘my’ family.”

			“You’re being very negative, Milan,” my father commented.

			“Let him be, Philippe. I’ll go on my own. It was just an idea.”

			“As you wish, Venancia. But what’s he going to do this summer? I’ve got to work throughout, and my parents can’t have him.”

			“Don’t worry about me, I’ll stay here.”

			“Two months at home? With nothing organized? Out of the question!” ruled my father.

			When I relayed the conversation to Nadège over the phone, she screamed her head off.

			“You’ve got this offer to visit a country you don’t know, and not just any country, but your mum’s country, the country of your roots, to meet your family, and you…you’re telling me you’d rather bum around in Versailles Rive-Droite all summer long like a total loafer! Are you tapped in the head, or are you doing this on purpose? Sometimes I can’t believe how much you remind me of my dumbass brother.”

			That last comparison hit a nerve because her brother was genuinely the biggest dumbass I knew.

			“This is like a one-off, and you’re prepared to throw it all away? Listen up, yeah: either you get the hell over there with your old woman, or you can kiss goodbye to seeing me this summer.”

			

			—

			A month later, I was seated next to my mother on a plane that was touching down at Kigali Airport. It was July 1998.
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			The taxi crossed a city scorched ochre by the dry season and dotted with occasional green grove. As we rattled over roads riddled with potholes, our wheels kicked up dust clouds of suffocating red laterite soil, which dispersed over unlucky pedestrians, the facades of buildings and any adjacent plant life. Wherever your gaze rested, the city unfurled in soft curves with its undulating hills and valleys. My mother stared out of the window in silence. She hadn’t been back to her country for twenty-five years. What was she thinking about? Since setting off, we had barely exchanged a word. Far from welcoming my last-minute decision to join her in Rwanda, she seemed irked by it, so I hadn’t dared ask any questions—not even whether there was news of Claude. I didn’t have a clue about her plans here, or who we’d be staying with. All she’d had to say to me, as we touched down, was not to behave like a spoiled kid during the trip.

			

			—

			The taxi parked in front of a small gate covered in rust, in a neighborhood that looked crowded and poor to my eyes. Rivulets of wastewater flowed between the houses with their corrugated metal roofs; plastic bags littered the culverts and beaten earth tracks, and a fine red film of dust had coated everything.

			An elderly woman came to greet us: long dress, thick prescription glasses, plain haircut with oiled highlights that gave her an austere look. She and my mother embraced for a long time, chest to chest, rubbing each other’s arms and backs while mumbling a litany of greetings in Kinyarwanda. Next, she turned to face me, pausing to look me up and down, the tears coming discreetly behind her bifocals. She embraced me for even longer than she had my mother, while repeating my name and reeling off a new series of phrases, which, naturally, I couldn’t understand. I was taken aback by the excessive hugging. “Milan, this is Mamie. My mother,” Maman explained. The news was so stark and improbable that it took a while to travel to my brain.

			It wasn’t until we were inside Mamie’s little house that I understood this person was in fact my grandmother. Maman had never spoken to me about her and I was left feeling numb at this unexpected discovery. A young house girl arrived to take our suitcases, and we settled into the cramped living room. I sat down in the armchair opposite my grandmother, who kept staring at me in astonishment, one hand over her mouth, the noise in her throat like an engine starting up: “Hrrrm, hrrrm, hrrrm, hrrrm, hrrrm.” Thrust into the unknown, I was clueless as to how to sit or behave. For the first time, I was suddenly confused about my heritage. I carried within me a mystery, a set of relationships with a thousand ramifications; and this tiny woman, who was so removed from me, embodied fresh proof of that.

			Following these moments of mutual discovery and observation, Mamie spoke to me in French, much to my surprise.

			“What would you care to drink?” she asked, addressing me formally as “vous.” Perhaps it was an echo of the way her teachers had spoken to her at school.

			I cleared my throat and adopted my best-behavior voice.

			“Water, please.”

			My grandmother exchanged a few rapid-fire words with Maman in Kinyarwanda.

			“Mamie would prefer you to have a Fanta or a Coke,” my mother explained, adding as an aside: “It’s more polite.”

			“Fine, a Coke then,” I said, struggling to understand how this might be more polite.

			My grandmother gave a satisfied smile and called for the house girl: “Joséphine!” The girl appeared instantly, her sandals scraping the concrete. Mamie placed our order, before removing a few banknotes from her bra and sending Joséphine off to buy the drinks. While Mamie and my mother were conversing calmly in Kinyarwanda as if they had seen each other the day before, I cased the living room; it was dark with tiny windows fitted with thick iron bars, a high ceiling and bare walls, except for a few devotional images. The cramped feeling was compounded by the heavy wooden furniture: a table hemmed in by an odd assortment of chairs, a dresser with cracked glass in some of its display panels, three dilapidated faux-leather armchairs and a sofa covered in plastic film. It was late afternoon and outside the light was fading fast. Reunited after a quarter of a century, mother and daughter carried on speaking in hushed tones. I existed outside of their communication space. Their voices were monotonous and their conversation was punctuated by sounds like “hmm,” and “eh” and “yo,” indicators of politeness or approval, as if to say: “I’m listening, I’m here, keep going with your story….” In Mamie I recognized the same restraint as in my mother; a kind of supreme composure that bordered on rigidity.

			Joséphine returned with a Coke and two Fanta Oranges and proceeded to take the caps off the bottles one by one. Night swooped down, leaving us in darkness until Joséphine fetched a kerosene lamp which she set on the coffee table. She kept shuttling back and forth, returning to look for kitchen utensils in the dresser under my grandmother’s stern gaze. Out in the yard, which I could see from where I was sitting, she was bustling over saucepans simmering on hot coals. When I asked to go to the toilet, my grandmother once again summoned Joséphine to show me the way. I followed her outside and she pointed to a corrugated metal door, at the back of the yard, which closed care of a swiveling nail on the inside. On entering, my nostrils were assailed by a strong smell of excrement and urine. The room was dimly lit by a candle set in a recessed part of the wall, and I immediately spotted the cockroaches and enormous flies crowded around the revolting hole, watched over by motionless geckos on the ceiling. I felt lost and wondered what on earth I was doing here, in this foul room. Everything was contributing to my mental block: from the nauseating stench and the insects in the gloom, to the damp and rough texture of the walls, floor and ceiling. By now, I could hear warm-sounding exclamations and a man’s voice coming from the living room. I tried to focus, breathing through my mouth so as not to inhale the putrid odors that still entered my throat and lungs, but I gagged so badly I had to clap my hand to my mouth to stop myself from vomiting. At which point, I gave up; I could wait, after all. Hastily zipping up my fly, I fled the premises for good.

			A slim young man was standing in the middle of the living room. He spoke with my mother in Kinyarwanda, handing her an envelope with red, white and blue edges, before turning to look at me.

			“Milan, how’s it going?”

			“Okay,” I answered, hesitantly.

			He tilted his head and there, in the pale light of the room, I noticed the heavy gash across it.

			“Don’t you recognize me?” he asked, grinning.

			I didn’t dare say his name. The shock was too violent. Once again, my mother had given me no advance warning.

			“It’s Claude,” he said, in the face of my stunned silence.

			Gone was the little boy I’d known. Claude was now as tall as me, with a lean athletic body, and he spoke in a voice that was deep, softly spoken and assured. I remained silent, dazed by this apparition, this bolt from the past.

			“Congratulations on your flawless French,” said my mother.

			“The Jesuit school is best for learning French,” chipped in my grandmother. “Lots of discipline.”

			

			—

			Before dinner, my grandmother entreated us to hold hands for the blessing, thanking God for reuniting us after so many years. We embarked on a meal that consisted of rice, red kidney beans in rancid butter, and tomato sauce with beef. The memory of the latrines at the back of the yard had taken the edge off my appetite, but every two minutes Mamie kept urging I should “Eat, eat!” while gazing at me with an affection reserved for me alone and which I found borderline oppressive. The conversation in Kinyarwanda between my mother, Claude and Mamie was opaque and interspersed with long heavy silences, making this reunion party, devoid of laughter or celebration, dull enough to stop the clocks. I was struggling to suppress my untimely yawns. We were only two hours past sundown, but between the semidarkness and subdued exchanges it already felt so late to me. My mother could see how weary I was and urged me to get some sleep.

			The bedroom, which was Claude’s, was narrow and spartan, with a single bed and piles of clothes in large canvas bags. I lay down on the foam mattress, where, slumped in the middle, overcome by exhaustion and the emotions of the day, I immediately fell asleep. Much later, in the night, I was aware of Claude joining me in the bed. The sagging mattress wedged us together, embarrassingly close for boys of our age. Sensing his warm breath on my cheek, I turned my face toward the wall. Awake now, I didn’t dare move. Given the hot room, the mosquitoes and the lack of privacy in this uncomfortable bed, I knew I had no chance of getting back to sleep.

			I spent a long night wondering what I was doing there. My presence on these premises seemed unreal; a peculiar, almost dream-like experience. I was out of place in the proper sense of the term, and this felt both terrifying and exhilarating: if fear of the unknown prompted me to run away, the prospect of discovering a new world made me want to stay. With the first glimmers of dawn, and as the call to prayer rang out from a nearby mosque, my body finally unwound and sleep returned.
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			I must have overslept because I woke to find nobody around, apart from Joséphine, who was sweeping the yard. When I wanted to take a shower, she left a plastic bowl of hot water in front of the door to the latrines, and I understood those inglorious premises doubled as a bathroom. That was more than I could manage, but I held my breath and stayed in there long enough to empty my bladder before sticking my face under the tap in the yard and dressing in my clothes from the day before. Afterward, I lay on the bed again, reading a manga with my Walkman headphones jammed over my ears. Claude reappeared at the end of the morning, holding out a piece of paper with a message from my mother: “Milan, I didn’t want to wake you. I’m making a round-trip to Butare to pick up some administrative documents. See you this evening. Maman.”

			“What’s Butare?”

			“A city in the south. Your mother’s region.”

			“Oh…”

			“So, what you up to?”

			“Nothing. D’you know where I can change some money? I’ve got some French francs.”

			“Yeah…Put your shoes on and follow me. I need to run an errand in the neighborhood.”

			

			—

			I hopped off the bed, pulled on my sneakers, slid some banknotes into my right sock and we headed out in the midday sun, where the whitish glare of the dry season made me squint. There were people and vehicles everywhere, and clouds of the volatile red dust that caught in my throat. As we walked up a long avenue with no sidewalks, I tried to mind the gaping manholes, the deep, rubbish-filled culverts, the cars and minibuses that narrowly missed us and honked their horns from every direction. Claude told me to wait outside a pharmacy. Instantly, a dirty child, barefoot, ragged, with a scabby head, who was guiding an old blind man with rotten teeth and eyes that oozed pus, approached me for money. The kid wouldn’t let up and steered the old man’s hand to touch my arm. “Give me the money, give me the money,” the boy said on a loop. Passersby stopped and stared at the scene out of curiosity. I said no, but the kid wouldn’t give up and the old man wouldn’t let go. A small crowd had formed around us, laughing and commenting, and I was beginning to panic. I was thinking about the banknotes in my sock, which I couldn’t take out because everyone’s eyes were on me. When Claude returned he shooed the beggars authoritatively, putting an end to the show, and we carried on our way. Everywhere we went people gawped at me, turning around as I passed by, continuing to stare when I was already far off, or else breaking off their conversations to eyeball me, point-blank, not overtly hostile, but not friendly either, their penetrating gaze often betraying surprise. It was unnerving and oppressive.

			“Why’s everyone rubbernecking me?”

			“What?”

			“Come off it, everyone’s looking at me, and it’s freaking me out. Why are they doing it?”

			“Well…It’s because you’re White.”

			“White? No, I’m not. I’m just as Black as I am White.”

			“Come again? You’re White. Pure White. Like your mother. She’s a Black woman turned White.”

			“What are you talking about? My mum’s as Black as you are.”

			“Your mum—just from the way she behaves, the way she walks, the way she dresses, we can tell she’s White. And it’s the same with you, you can’t hide it. So, deal with it, no point getting moody about it.”

			“I’m not moody. I’m saying I’m mixed race.”

			“You what?”

			“I’m mixed race.”

			“Yeah right, mixed race…Forget it. You’re an umuzungu. White as snow, period. Mixed race? No such thing.”

			

			—

			We had left behind the tarmac of the main thoroughfare, and headed down earthen roads, to enter even more tightly packed neighborhoods where clusters of small homes, in cement or cob, with corrugated metal roofs, were squeezed hugger-mugger. After passing dozens of kiosks selling batteries, toilet paper, salt and beverages, some hairdressing salons, a cybercafe, a butcher’s, a couple of hardware stores and a garage floor soaked in engine oil, we came to a halt in front of one of these homes, distinguished only by a terrace giving onto the street and secured by heavy metal railings. Claude sent a kid inside to find someone called Papi.

			“This guy Papi will change your money. You can trust him.”

			The man appeared wearing nothing but a towel around his waist. He was sleepy-eyed and the skin on his cheek was crumpled from the imprint of a pillow; by the looks of things, we’d interrupted his siesta. After a brief exchange that vaguely resembled negotiating a rate, he left the room to return with a calculator and a plastic bag stuffed with Rwandan francs. He pressed down hard and fast on the outsize calculator keys, presenting me with a number involving heaps of zeros. Despite having no idea of the exchange rate, I nodded, trusting to Claude’s recommendation. When the transaction was complete, I emerged holding a brown envelope bulging with banknotes. Claude told me to be careful and stash the envelope under my T-shirt. We walked along the road for a few meters, with Claude greeting everyone along the way as if he were some kind of local politician. Next, we turned off down a muddy alley that reeked of urine, a sort of long corridor between roughcast walls topped with broken bottles. The passageway led to a large yard surrounded by dwellings in a sorry state of disrepair. A mighty avocado tree in the middle brought some cheer to this run-down setting of shacks with the paint peeling off them. Radios crackled in every corner of the compound, and a throng of children, boys and girls ranging in age from about eight to twenty, stared at me in astonishment. The ground of the yard was littered with random discarded items: an unholy mishmash of dismembered parts, engines, chassis, truck tires, piles of metal, fridges, half-rotten planks, broken chairs, yellow cans and plastic tarps from UNHCR. As if a hurricane had ripped through a yard sale. There were kids sitting on the ground fashioning toy cars from wire, strips of rubber and bottle caps, while others, perched on the roof, were trying to fly plastic bag kites. In a corner, bare-chested teenagers were practicing body-building exercises using cement dumbbells that had been molded in tin cans; while those splayed on mats in the shade of the tree were dozing or sniffing glue. I followed Claude inside one of the shacks. It took me a few seconds to acclimatize to the musty smell and the gloom. Then someone coughed, and I noticed a man in his early twenties lying on a pallet. He was surrounded by mind-boggling quantities of VHS cassettes, vinyls and, above all, books, which cluttered the room from floor to ceiling. Claude handed some packets of medicine to the man, who then propped himself up against the wall. With his hollow cheeks, shaved head, rake-thin body and ex-con vibe, I found this stranger unsettling. He smiled faintly, signaling for us to pull up a couple of nearby stools. His voice was deep and gravelly, and he spoke slowly, almost to the point of sounding formal.

			“What is your name?”

			“Milan,” I answered, unsure if he was talking to me, given the strong divergent squint in his left eye.

			“As in Milan Kundera,” he ventured.

			“Right.”

			“Have you read The Unbearable Lightness of Being?”

			“No. My dad’s the one who’s a fan, I think, that’s how come…my name.”

			His creepy grin was making me feel increasingly uncomfortable.

			“I’m Sartre, as in Jean-Paul.”

			“Nice to meet you.”

			“Are you familiar?”

			“With what?”

			“Jean-Paul Sartre?”

			“Not really…”

			I had a hazy memory of some guy in black-and-white photos with a face like a toad, always wearing a tie, pipe in mouth, big geeky glasses, a side parting and, of course, a divergent squint.

			“He was a writer, a philosopher, a dramatist and a highly politically engaged intellectual. You’re French, so you must know about him!”

			His pedantic edge was starting to grate on me, but I tried not to let it show.

			“Writers and books aren’t so much my thing…”

			“And what is your thing?”

			“Music.”

			“Ah! Music! What kind?”

			“Rock, mainly.”

			“Yeah, I remember, you used to roll around on the floor in your bedroom, and you’d jump all over the place!” giggled Claude.

			I was confused by Claude recalling this enthusiastically, when he had been so absent at the time, shut off in his own silence. The person standing before me bore no resemblance to the boy I’d known four years earlier. And yet, I shared memories with him. There was something reassuring about this realization; it cheered me up and made a little sense of my being here.

			Sartre stood up in his underpants. His skinniness accentuated his sickly look.

			“I’ve caught malaria,” he said, scratching his head and peering into the room as if looking for something. “But with the antibiotics Claude’s just brought me, I’ll make a swift recovery and then we’ll be able to go out drinking in the bars around here!”

			He rummaged through a pile of vinyls and picked out a record which he slotted onto the turntable I hadn’t spied in all the junk. I recognized Pink Floyd, one of the few rock groups to which my father, a jazz buff, enjoyed listening.

			“Go on, show us how you dance,” said Sartre, gesturing at me.

			“Huh?”

			“You dance, right? So, show me.”

			“Hold on, it was a long time ago. I don’t do that now. And anyhow, this is just weird, we’ve known each other for two seconds and you’re asking me to dance.”

			Claude and Sartre started laughing. Whether at my expense, I couldn’t tell.

			“Well, in that case, promise me that when I’m better you’ll show me your moves.”

			“Yeah, yeah…Whatever.”

			I needed the toilet, but I guessed the set-up here might be worse than at Mamie’s. Sartre sat down on his mattress and poured himself another glass of water.

			“This your first time in Rwanda?”

			“Yeah, I’m here with my mum. She’s Rwandan.”

			“Yes, I know, your mother, Claude’s sister.”

			“No, his aunt.”

			“She’s not my aunt, she’s my sister,” said Claude, looking at me in astonishment.

			“What? She told me you were her nephew. I mean, how could she be your sister?”

			“I’m telling you, she’s my big sister.”

			“Come again?”

			“Venancia is my big sister.”

			“No way. There’s nearly a thirty-year age gap. I mean, how could Mamie…”

			“I’m not Mamie’s son, I’m the son of your grandfather Emmanuel, your mother’s father.”

			“My grandfather Emmanuel?”

			“What a story! Your uncle is the same age as you,” Sartre snorted.

			I couldn’t get my head around it.

			“But…where are your father and mother?”

			“I’m an orphan. It was Mamie who took me in, four years ago, when you sent me back to Rwanda.”

			I detected a note of reproach in those last words, or else it was my guilt interpreting it that way. Here I was, confronted with another done deal. I’d got into the habit of not asking questions, so I didn’t dare broach this conversation in front of Sartre. Plus, I could see how uncomfortable it was for Claude. To pursue this topic meant a cruel return to 1994 and it was perhaps too soon to talk about that.

			A man entered unannounced, puncturing the awkward atmosphere. He held out a small stack of books which Sartre barely glanced at before handing them all back to him, with one exception.

			“You can keep the rest, they’re religious garbage. I’ll give you a thousand for this.”

			“Two thousand, boss,” said the man.

			“One thousand five hundred, and that’s my final offer.”

			Sartre waited until the man was far enough away before celebrating.

			“People have no idea what a book is worth. He’s just sold me the complete works of Saint-John Perse in the Pléiade edition; all that poetry for the price of a bottle of beer.”

			“Are you a collector?” I asked, feigning interest, Claude’s revelation still on my mind.

			“No, I’m a knight in shining armor, rescuing universal culture from barbarism.”

			“O-kay…But what d’you do with all these books? D’you sell them afterward?”

			“Sell them? Who to? People don’t read. Apart from the Bible, and even then, in execrable translations.”

			“So where do these books come from?”

			“From Whites evacuated in the genocide. They left in a hurry during the first few days, taking their pets with them and abandoning everything else: domestic staff, cars, electrical appliances, music and books. I merely saved what was destined for the great fire of human folly.”

			Claude could see the conversation was getting on my nerves, and interrupted Sartre’s big-headed flow by telling him we had to be off.

			Back outside in the bustle of the streets, I started talking again.

			“How did you meet Sartre?”

			“He’s the person who took me in during the genocide. He’s the big brother of all the orphans. You’ve seen, his place is a mayibobo palace, home of the street children, refuge for kids who’ve been abandoned. He takes care of them and protects them.”

			“How do they get by?”

			“Same as everyone. DIY. On the fly. The kids beg in town, or else they’re involved in petty trafficking. Nothing serious. They put it all in the kitty and Sartre manages it for the community.”

			I listened to Claude telling me the story of Sartre and the kids at the Palace, although I’d have preferred us to talk about the other stuff: my mother, his parents, Mamie, his return to Rwanda. But that would have been asking too much. For now, it was too early, too big of a deal, too difficult. My fatigue was kicking in, and all I wanted was to use toilets that were clean, to sleep in a soft comfortable bed and to run a nice-smelling bath in a bathroom that didn’t stink of piss and shit.
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			The days slipped by and Maman still wasn’t back in Kigali. One morning, she called on Mamie’s landline, but it was a poor connection and her words crackled: “…Milan…still held up…Butare…urgent business…explain later…put Mamie on…” Mamie seized the handset and they spoke at length, the conversation sounding tense. She seemed in low spirits after hanging up.

			“Did Maman say when she’d be back?”

			“I don’t know. With Venancia always many problems.”

			Mamie kept sucking her teeth and muttering. She tore a strip off Joséphine, who appeared with two thermoses of tea, one for breakfast and the other for Mamie to take to the hospital. Mamie worked as a nurse at the University Teaching Hospital of Kigali, CHUK, which meant I didn’t see much of her. She returned from her shifts when Claude and I were out; often over at Sartre’s, where we chilled most of the time. We listened to music all day long and I discovered new sounds like Highlife, Afrobeat, funk, soul and Congolese rumba. Claude was keen to avoid Mamie as much as possible, claiming she was hard and authoritarian. More than once, he hinted that my mother had gone into exile to escape her own mother as much as to flee the violence. Still, it didn’t stop me from rising early to take breakfast with my grandmother. This was my only chance to find out more about her, even if she was reluctant to reveal herself.

			“You eat! You eat!” Mamie insisted one breakfast time.

			“Thank you, Mamie, the mangos are delicious.”

			She smiled, as if she derived a physical satisfaction from watching me eat. She was proud of my appetite.

			“Men must eat! Very important!”

			Mamie held fixed ideas about most aspects of life. Her nonstop exhortations made me smile, as did her obsession with the price of sugar. She would stir four large spoonfuls into her cup of tea, and she drank tea all day long.

			When my mother had fled Rwanda in 1973, Mamie left for Burundi to live in a settlement in the Rwandan refugees’ district, in the capital Bujumbura. Over there, she looked after her brother’s children as well as some of her cousins’ children. She worked at the hospital and, fifteen years later, managed to buy a modest house. After the genocide, she returned to live in Rwanda, though she claimed that life in Burundi was easier than in Rwanda. When I quizzed her about whether she missed Burundi, she said: “It’s better, Rwanda, I’m at home here, but the sugar is too dear.” There were so many questions I wanted to ask, but her rudimentary French meant we were stuck at surface level. Still, I was getting to know her. Mamie was devout and attended church every Sunday. She invited us to join her, but Claude flat out refused. He maintained that the church in Rwanda had been an accessory to genocide, that large numbers of the clergy were involved in the massacres, and that he didn’t see himself praying on premises that had been used as slaughterhouses. For his part, he would rather live out his faith in private.

			One Sunday, I decided to accompany Mamie. Claude was still snoring as we set off early from the house. Once again, he and I had returned late the night before, and I was feeling the worse for wear. This made not drifting off during mass quite the ordeal: nearly two hours of listening to Kinyarwanda, while squeezed into uncomfortable pews in the clammy heat. Only the choir’s sublime singing kept me vaguely awake. The congregation spilled out afterward to pack the church square, and Mamie proudly introduced me to her friends, old ladies in their Sunday best, who couldn’t get over this white-skinned grandson unable to speak a word of Kinyarwanda. I became a star attraction, the fruit that had fallen far from a twisted family tree.

			

			—

			That night, after a few beers at the Palace, I confided in Sartre that I was in awe of his music collection, which prompted him to start telling me its origin story.

			“Back in the day, there was a guy called Fiston who went off to study in Germany. He returned to this country after building up the mama of all record collections, which he shipped across the ocean in a container. The voyage took several months, and the day those vinyls arrived in Kigali was a major event. We’d never seen a collection like it over here! They were even talking about it on the radio. When Fiston and his family were killed, in April 1994, I made for his place with wheelbarrows to salvage everything before the killers burned the house down. That day, I came to culture’s rescue once again!”

			“Hey, nice get-out clause for ‘looted’!” I teased him.

			His face darkened almost before I’d finished speaking. Then he threw himself on me, laying into me aggressively. The mayibobo rushed to restrain him before I was beaten to a pulp. Sartre was mad as hell, and it took several of them to stop him.

			“Who d’you think you are? Coming here and accusing me in my own home of being a looter, you little bastard!”

			“I’m sorry, Sartre, I was only joking.”

			“D’you think accusations like that are a joking matter around here?”

			“Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean any harm by it, I swear…”

			Claude grabbed Sartre by the arm and steered him into a corner of the yard to reason with him. My upper lip, which was bleeding slightly, tasted metallic when I licked it. I didn’t dare look up. All I wanted was to head back to Mamie’s, but I didn’t know how to find my way in the maze of streets. Some minutes later, Sartre approached me, calmer and visibly embarrassed.

			“Please accept my apologies, Milan. I don’t know what came over me. I realize now you weren’t speaking out of spite.”

			“Sure, no worries,” I said warily.

			After we’d pressed hands, Sartre pulled a few notes from his pocket and announced to those assembled that he was buying everyone a round of banana beer. The yard erupted in whoops and cheers; when the jerry cans of urwagwa arrived, we cracked out the straws to start drinking. The beer was so smooth and sweet you barely noticed the alcohol. Two mayibobo brought over a big bucket filled with beef samoussas, which the kids dunked in a container of chili pepper sauce. When it came to my turn, the chili burned my mouth so badly I yelped and hopped on the spot. The faces in the yard grinned, goading me to eat more, so I doubled down to prove I was no White sissy. I sucked up glassfuls of banana beer through my straw to relieve the burning sensation. Never one to miss a trick, Sartre asked me to show him my dance moves. The alcohol was kicking in and I was raring to go when Claude arrived with the CD of Rage Against the Machine’s debut album.

			“This was the one you used to play back then, right?” he asked, eyes sparkling, pumped at having found it in Sartre’s collection. “I remember because of the burning man on the cover.”

			He kept repeating those words: “I remember the burning man.”

			By the time the music started up, I was bombed on urwagwa, which led to me pulling off my T-shirt and starting to head-thrash. At first, everyone gave me strange looks. Then, when I nudged Claude with my shoulder, he shoved me in turn so forcefully it sent me sprawling. The kids roared with laughter and began to imitate me, transforming the Palace yard into an outsize pogo dance floor. Everywhere you looked there were mayibobo jumping, bopping frenziedly, tripping on scrap metal, standing up again, thrashing their heads like defective pneumatic drills. Sartre was in his underpants on a branch of the avocado tree, shaking the leaves like a man possessed, while Zack de la Rocha screamed “Killing in the Name Of” through the sound system. We could have gone on unleashing our emotions all night long, but a power outage stopped us in our tracks.

			As Claude and I walked arm in arm back to Mamie’s, through a Kigali night studded with lights twinkling like Christmas decorations, we were celestial tipplers still howling our wrath at the moon. Prostitutes made eyes at passersby on the main boulevard and drunks pissed their beer into the gutter. Back at the house, we tiptoed into the bedroom so as not to wake Mamie. The alarm clock displayed three in the morning. I told Claude I had a surprise for him and produced from my luggage the teddy bear from the funfair, the one I’d never been able to give him. His jaw dropped, and his whole face lit up in a massive smile.

			“You didn’t forget. Thank you, my brother, you didn’t forget me…”

			He was sobbing in my arms, unleashing the tears he’d swallowed back all this time, as only men under the influence can. We fell asleep clinging to each other, the way we used to. Like brothers, our hearts full to bursting.

			I hadn’t been asleep for long when I felt the pain: a volcano in my intestines about to erupt. The acid reflux in my mouth, which tasted of chili, meat and banana beer, left no doubt as to the cause of this sudden burning sensation. It was pitch-black outside and Claude was snoring noisily next to me. I mustered all my strength, leaped out of bed and sprinted across the yard, clenching my butt cheeks, legs flailing, my body wracked by cruel spasms and cold sweats. I was on the verge of blacking out. Moments later, I dived into a whole new dimension; a different space-time continuum. Beyond a certain magnitude, as I discovered in the hours that followed, a bout of diarrhea borders on a metaphysical experience. Emptying my body of all its residual strength left me convinced I was dying with my trousers around my ankles; to the point where Mamie’s latrines, which I had previously judged to be the worst place on earth, now became a refuge, a haven, a cocoon, and one which, that night, saved my life by enabling me to exorcise the evil within.
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			Maman still wasn’t back. Left to my own devices, I often paced the neighborhood, where I was beginning to find my bearings. I hung out in the yard at the Palace, discovering records from the world over, arguing about card games with the kids and persuading Sartre to teach me the rules of igisoro. I went to play football and basketball at Club Rafiki, I assisted Claude in projecting Bollywood films at Cinéma Mayaka, I tagged along with Joséphine to the market and accompanied Mamie to mass. People’s stares no longer bothered me; I had stopped taking any notice. And I didn’t leave the neighborhood. For me, Kigali meant Nyamirambo. Nyamirambo was Kigali.

			

			—

			The kiosk on the corner offered a pay-phone service. One day, I used up my remaining Rwandan francs to call Nadège, who was so surprised to hear from me she screamed with joy and barraged me with questions.

			“How’s it going? I want the down-low!”

			“So, like, in the mornings we set off to hunt lions in the savannah, in the afternoons we navigate the crocodile-infested river in pirogues, and in the evenings we dance naked around a fire to the beat of the tom-toms.”

			“Ha, ha, ha…Very funny. Seriously, though, what’s up…?”

			“Nothing much. I’ve found Claude, I’ll tell you more when I’m back. We hang in the neighborhood, we listen to beats, we drink beers, we chill. Same as in France, I guess. But, if I’m honest, the first few days were hardcore: that sense of being outta place, you know? The dust everywhere, the heat, the mosquitoes. And I mean, my mum only goes AWOL the moment we get here—to track down some documents at the other end of the country. Whatever…I’m used to it now.”

			“But what about the politics? The war?”

			“Oh, yeah, that…kind of seems like ancient history now. People aren’t so keen on talking about it, so I’m steering well clear. What about with you?”

			“It’s Versailles, right, so guess what, I’m dying of boredom. Apart from last week, when my mum’s sis, the one who lives in Mexico, remember—”

			“Yeah, the artist?”

			“Right. So, she spent a few days at ours. She bought me a camera, a semi-pro, and got me to tag along with her around all these museums and galleries in Paris for a week. It was sick! I’ve been taking photos nonstop since then. I’m mad for it.”

			“Hey, gotta go now. The guy from the kiosk’s making signs for me to hang up.”

			“Okay. Next time, I’m coming with you!”

			

			—

			Back at the house, Claude was nowhere to be found. I waited for him in the living room, listening to Fela Kuti while Joséphine bustled in the yard. We must have been about the same age, but her life comprised one long series of domestic chores. Cleaning, scouring, cooking; then, rinse and repeat. She worked for Mamie and Claude seven days a week, from morning to night, eating alone in her corner, sleeping on a straw mat in a lean-to at the end of the yard, never warranting a “please” or a “thank you.” She was like some orphan straight out of the Brothers Grimm. Mamie wasn’t rolling in money, and Joséphine must have been paid a pittance. It was as if everyone looked straight through her. I didn’t know her story, and the language barrier prevented me from asking her the questions I wanted to: Where did she come from? Where did her family live? How had she found herself working here? What did she dream about for her future? My only idea for thanking her, given all these days I’d been waited on like a pasha, was to pay her for her hard work. In my bedroom, I counted out my money. I had three hundred French francs left and decided to change them around at Papi’s.

			Unable to locate the house, I lost my way in Nyamirambo’s maze of streets. A man appeared out of nowhere; he watched me go around in circles for a while, then approached and asked what I was looking for. He smiled when I answered: “Papi, the moneychanger.”

			“That’s a stroke of luck, he’s my cousin! But he lives in the opposite direction. Follow me.”

			“Really, he’s your cousin?”

			“That’s right…and I’m staying at his place just now.”

			“What a coincidence!”

			“Or else it’s destiny,” he said with a grin.

			“Nice to meet you, my name’s Milan.”

			“Enchanté, Milan. I’m Alfred.”

			Papi wasn’t at home, so Alfred invited me to take a seat on the terrace and drink tea while we awaited his cousin’s return.

			“He must have gone into town to change currencies. He won’t be long.”

			Alfred possessed a cold and enigmatic beauty that gave him a hard edge, but this was offset by his gentle gaze and dimpled smile. It turned out he was a Rwandan soldier who had been based for the past year in Kinshasa, where Rwanda’s support for rebel leader Laurent-Désiré Kabila had helped bring to an end thirty-two years of Congo being ruled by Marshal Mobutu. He had grown up in exile, in the city of Bukavu, close to the Rwandan border. In 1993, at the age of twenty, he had joined the forces of the Rwandan Patriotic Front and had only known war since then. I sensed that nothing embarrassed him, nothing scared him, and no topic was off-limits. This was the opposite of what I’d experienced since arriving here, where every question, however banal, seemed to spark distrust. I was forever swallowing my words for fear of offending, or shocking, saying the wrong thing, or appearing tactless. But Alfred didn’t make me feel like that. There was a lightness about him, an openness, and he didn’t match my idea of a Rwandan soldier.

			“So, what are you doing in Kigali?”

			“I’m on leave, and soon I’ll be returning to Kinshasa. But the rumors are spreading that we’ll have to pack our bags. The Congolese don’t want us anymore.”

			“What’ll you do then?”

			“Back to the front, I guess. Eastward. This time to fight against those we helped put in power. This war has no end.”

			He spoke without bitterness or weariness, sounding almost detached. It was as if he’d stepped through the looking glass and was on the other side, where nothing could reach him.

			“I wasn’t made for war. And I loathe combat. Now, this may surprise you, but it used to be my dream to become a theater actor. When I was at the lycée in Bukavu, I was part of a theater troupe. We performed Shakespeare, Racine, Molière, Aimé Césaire, Wole Soyinka…”

			“So, why did you sign up?”

			“Because my older brothers had gone off to the front and my mother would have been ashamed if I hadn’t done likewise. Then there was the genocide, and today the killers live on our borders. I don’t have a choice. My parents fled Rwanda in 1959, during the first massacres against the Tutsi. My brothers and I were born in Congo. My father was a Latin and ancient Greek teacher at the high school in Bukavu. In 1986, he was dismissed, triggering a long depression, and he died two years later, after losing any sense of self-worth. My mother had to look after my brothers and me as a single parent. Between 1990 and 1993, all four of us joined the FPR. I’m the only one who’s still alive. Grief did for my mother.”

			An hour earlier, I had met Alfred by chance in the street because I wanted to change some money, and now here I was on his cousin’s terrace, with a lump in my throat.

			“Sorry for off-loading like that.”

			“No, no, it’s fine. I’m glad you’re talking to me. Look…I’m sorry if this is a stupid question, but why don’t you leave the army to follow your dream in the theater?”

			“I can’t when everything’s hanging in the balance. Just look at the new political class and how arrogant and conceited they are. They understand nothing, and they’re starting up again with the racketeering and corruption, just like the previous regime. And that’s without factoring in all the genocidaires bent on taking back the country. We didn’t sacrifice so much to make way for incompetent, money-grabbing murderers. What civilians don’t realize is that peace is merely a war deferred.”

			“But what if one day it was all over?”

			“Who knows. Anything’s possible. After the genocide I thought I’d lost any innocence or lightness of spirit, but then something miraculous happened.”

			“It did? What?”

			“I met a woman, and I fell hopelessly in love.”

			He stopped talking, as if this love were taking shape before his eyes.

			“Just one more question: why are you telling me all this when we don’t know each other?”

			“Because tomorrow I leave for the front. Perhaps this time death will accept me. I’ll just be a memory for you. Pathetic as it might sound, that thought reassures me,” he added with a laugh. “In any case, I have nothing left to fear. Except, perhaps, no longer being loved.”
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			That night, there were more drunken revelries at the Palace. Mayibobo from all over town had arranged to meet up there. After three hours of partying, Claude was wasted and Sartre was dancing semi-naked in the middle of the yard with a bottle of Mützig.

			“What exactly are we celebrating?” I asked.

			“Nothing! We’re stockpiling our bacchanals, just in case. We’re making up for our goddam wasted youths!”

			I watched the kids gleefully getting their revenge for everything: childhoods wrecked, street brawls run riot, knife cuts and machete blows, nights of sleeping rough, overdoses from sniffing glue, families decimated, abject poverty, contaminated alcohol, rape, disease and the indifference or pity of honest folk. That night, it was the kids who sang their own praises and blew their own trumpets; they were princes and princesses in their Palace. All their energy was channeled into the simple pleasure of being alive.

			Claude, Sartre and I went to crash on Sartre’s mattress with a few bottles of beer and a hemp joint. From the first tokes, all three of us rolled our half-closed eyes toward the ceiling. I could feel myself drifting off, incapable of expressing a single intelligible word let alone a rational thought. I was floating on a cumulus above the country, in a cloud of words carried by Sartre’s voice: “When I was a child, my father used to come home from work with all sorts of cakes and pastries for us: fruit soufflés, strawberry rolls, mille-feuilles and meringues, creamy Paris-Brest desserts…But my favorites were the chocolate éclairs. My brothers and I used to call him ‘Papa-Gâteau.’ Our father was so kind, so gentle, so sweet, bringing us all that patisserie.”

			I was in a mist of dreams, piloting an Antonov that was dropping chocolate éclairs over the city; Sartre’s voice became a scratched vinyl stuck on the same sob-choked words. Claude kept shouting: “Who fuckin’ cares about your chocolate éclairs?” I was a MiG-21, hedgehopping over Nyamirambo and strafing the neighborhood with patisserie. The words were pouring out of Sartre: “Now that I’m a man, if I could see my father again, just the once, if God were to grant me one last favor, I’d give my little Papa-Gâteau a delicious chocolate éclair. A final token of affection to express all the love that breaks my heart.” My fighter plane was about to crash into the Palace, and Claude kept shouting inside my head: “Shurrup with your chocolate éclairs! We want beer!”

			

			—

			The afternoon was almost over when Claude shook me awake. I had no memory of our journey home the night before; just snatches of a fight, a smashed bottle and Claude scooping me up from the culvert. But what I did have was a banging headache and a cut above my eye.

			“Get a move on, we’re off to the stadium!”

			Sartre joined us along the way, in a crowd that was agitated and disquieting. A human tide was surging toward a football stadium known as Tapis Rouge, after its red laterite pitch. In the radiant late afternoon light, I felt depressed. I was nursing a horrendous hangover, walking to everyone else’s rhythm with no idea why, and feeling beyond groggy. We left the crowd behind and entered a compound adjoining the stadium. Claude signaled for me to follow Sartre, who had started to climb a tree. From the top branch, we had a clear view of the stadium, which was full to bursting; it was as if the entire city had assembled there. Soldiers in charge of security were kicking back any spectators who crossed the pitch lines. I scoured the field for any sign of the football teams, but all I could see was a curious row of posts planted at regular intervals. Twenty-two, in total. In a cloud of dust, a van drove all the way to the center of the pitch, and prisoners in pink uniforms clambered down the ramp at the back. They were pushed by guards who tied them to the posts, hands behind backs, before placing a black sack over each head. The rumbling from the excited crowd kept growling and swelling. Overhead, raptors circled like bad omens. Police officers, masked and armed, positioned themselves opposite the prisoners. One officer shouted an order I didn’t understand, and the policemen took aim at the offenders. Then came another word, equally inaudible. After the gunfire, the prisoners’ bodies slumped, their heads lolling forward or to the side. This was followed by joyful clamor and applause from the crowd. Next to me, Sartre was stiff with terror. I felt like I was watching the action on a film set: at some point the director would shout, “We’re going for another take!” and the actors would resume their positions. Claude spat in the air, snarling with a nasty grin: “Let them burn in hell!” The crowd began dispersing into the streets of Nyamirambo. Sartre, who hadn’t said a word since we’d joined him in the tree, still offered no commentary. Looking drained and pensive, he chose to walk a few paces behind us. When we turned around again, he had vanished.

			Later, we sent a mayibobo to find him, with instructions to meet us in a bar on the main avenue. It was dark and the place was poorly lit. We were sitting in an alcove, opposite a TV showing a World Cup match, Holland versus Croatia. The music was loud and the place heaving. I sensed Claude didn’t want to talk about the stadium. All he would say was that the prisoners were genocidaires who had been condemned to death, that they had been executed to make an example of them, and that they had got what they deserved. We downed our beers while waiting for Sartre, with Claude occasionally commenting on the match, even though he was the only person interested in it.

			“So, what’s your forecast for tomorrow?” he asked me.

			“Oh, you know…I’m not much of a footie fan.”

			“Yeah, but, hel-lo! We’re talking the World Cup here!”

			I shrugged and drank some more beer. I wasn’t in the right headspace, what with the images from the public execution replaying before my eyes. Much to my father’s disappointment, I had never been a sports fan. His thing was Formula One. He never missed a Grand Prix and watched all the races sprawled on the sofa. The memory of a Sunday afternoon in Versailles suddenly came back to me—the first of May 1994. I knew it was that date because of the scouts selling bunches of lilies of the valley on the corner of our street. I had found my father in a state of shock in front of the living room TV, hands flat on his head. Ayrton Senna, the Brazilian driver, had just lost control of his racing car in the San Marino Grand Prix. In live time, and in front of millions of television viewers, he had crashed into a concrete wall at over two hundred kilometers an hour. That evening, his death was announced on the news, followed by a report about the massacres taking place in Rwanda and the exodus of the people. My mother remained silent, while my father kept saying, “It’s horrific! It’s horrific!” He was talking about Ayrton Senna.

			“I reckon tomorrow, for the final, I’ll be the only survivor in this country who’s supporting France,” Claude chuckled.

			“Yeah? Why’s that?”

			“Why’s what?” he fired back loudly, because someone had just turned up the volume on the music.

			“Why will you be the only survivor in this country who’s supporting France?”

			“Because it’s France.”

			“Yeah? And?”

			“Are you playing dumb?” asked Claude, looking at me oddly. “You know what France did in this country, right?”

			“Er…No…”

			He swiveled around to face me in disbelief.

			“You don’t know what the French did?”

			“Nope…”

			“You are so checked out, it’s unreal. Well, go find out for yourself!”

			The waitress returned with a tray of fresh Mützigs, prying off the caps in front of us. At the back of the bar, a noisy group of youths was performing a Madison line dance to the Brenda Fassie hit “Vulindlela.” Claude glugged several mouthfuls before turning to me again.

			“Listen up: I’m supporting the French team because I love France. I can still remember the streets, the city, how clean and beautiful everything was. One day, I’m going back there, to live in Versailles!”

			He was loud and proud now, thrusting out his chest and raising his bottle, as if drinking a toast to his hopes.

			“Come again…You’re dreaming of Versailles? Are you out of your mind? That place is suffocating, take it from me, bro, you’re better off here in Nyamirambo.”

			“You couldn’t even begin to live here, so cut the crap,” he fired off, suddenly aggressive. “Like, you see nothing and you understand nothing—you get me? You want your holiday, but you don’t give a shit about anything else.”

			“That’s not true! Why are you talking to me like this?”

			Claude drank some more of his beer and stared at the television. The speakers were blaring “Loi” by Koffi Olomide and over on the dance floor a gaggle of girls with sassy hip wiggles were attracting Tex Avery–style looks. When Croatia scored their second goal, only one person cheered. It was time to tell Claude what had been weighing on me since the start of my trip:

			“I wanted you to stay with us in France.”

			“Drop it, Milan, keep your guilt to yourself. It wasn’t like you were going to look after an orphan forever. I’m the one who’s sorry for disturbing your cozy little lives.”

			“That’s not fair, so cut it out. Trust me, I’d have preferred it a thousand times over if you could’ve stayed. You’d become like a little brother to me.”

			“Your little brother?” he laughed scornfully. “But I’m your uncle, and in my soul I’m a thousand years old. You’re the little one! You’re just a kid!”

			This time, his anger was so real it was palpable.

			“You turn up here like a tourist, and you’ll leave feeling like you’ve had a nice holiday. Well, guess what, a land of suffering ain’t no vacation destination. This country is poisoned. We’re living with murderers all around us, and it drives us crazy. You get me? Crazy!”

			Despite the deafening music, a few customers at the bar turned toward us.

			“You see this scar on my head? Well, it’s nothing compared to what I feel like on the inside. But you, you just turn up, without questioning anything, and then what? You’ll go back home and you’ll tell everyone about the vibe in Nyamirambo, where the girls are hot, and the beer is cool, and the brochettes are lip-smacking tasty. You’ll go back home and forget about me all over again.”

			“Tell me what it is I’m meant to understand, Claude.”

			“Understand? What makes you think you can understand something you can’t even be bothered to feel? You know what, fuck it, leave me alone, I’m not some tourist guide to the land of pain. Figure it out for yourself. How d’you think I coped when you abandoned me?”

			He necked the rest of his bottle, then stood up and made for the toilets. Sartre, who had just arrived, asked me what was wrong. I stood up and left in turn. Now that I was more familiar with Nyamirambo, I could make my own way home. Out in the street, nobody stared at me. It was dark and, like everyone else, I was nothing but a shadow.
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			The following afternoon, Maman came back from Butare and told me to pack my bag. We had one week left in Rwanda and we were going to stay with one of her childhood friends who had just given birth. I was feeling low. Claude hadn’t slept at Mamie’s, and the hours of darkness had done little to dilute his words from the previous evening. In the taxi, we drove past some of the places that were now familiar to me: the Nyamirambo Stadium, the parish of Saint-André, the Petrorwanda garage, the Seventh Day Adventist church, the neighborhood of Biryogo with Masjid Alfata, its green mosque…so many landmarks where my memories would now be unfinished business.

			“Did it all go well with Claude and Mamie?” asked my mother, suddenly showing some interest in me.

			There was so much I could have filled her in on, but it would have felt forced. Perhaps I was waiting for her to apologize, or at least to explain her absence. Here we were in her country, which I was discovering through other people’s eyes, and, for reasons I couldn’t fathom, this left me outraged.

			“Sure, what about you?” I said, going through the motions of initiating a conversation that would never happen.

			“Well, I was expecting to resolve my problem in a single day, but it turned out to be more complicated than I’d bargained for.”

			“So, what were you doing exactly?”

			“I needed to retrieve some paperwork from the authorities because my father owned a plot of land in Butare, and I’d like to give it to Mamie.”

			“To thank her for taking care of your little brother?”

			I wanted her to know I was up to speed. She glanced at me in surprise, before immediately going on the defensive.

			“Listen, I hadn’t met Claude before 1994. I only learned of his existence a few days before he arrived in France. I’m not sure if you’re blaming me for something here, but you need to understand it was a difficult situation for me to handle.”

			“Oh, and, like, it’s easy for me finding out about it randomly? Or discovering I have a grandmother you’d never even told me about? I feel like a foreigner in my own family.”

			“Hello, what are you thinking? You are a foreigner, Milan, and so am I. I’ve become a foreigner here. I don’t understand the first thing about this country. There’s no point in you even trying, take it from me.”

			Exasperated by her attitude, I pulled on my headphones to close off a conversation that was going nowhere. Freddie Mercury sang “Find Me Somebody to Love” in my ears while, through the taxi window, I discovered a residential neighborhood of quiet streets lined with thick bougainvillea bushes that screened stylish homes. The car drove onto a property with a red brick house shaded by a huge tree with violet-colored flowers. A pale-skinned woman stood on the front steps. She greeted us with a smile that revealed a lucky gap in her front teeth. Behind her, and set back a little on a rattan chair, was an old lady whose eyes were clouded by a pale blue film and whose crinkly white hair stood on end.

			“Venancia!” the woman exclaimed as my mother stepped from the taxi. “You haven’t changed one bit! And you’ve kept your hourglass figure.”

			She kissed my mother, hugging her tightly, while I removed our suitcases from the trunk and settled the fare with the taxi driver.

			“You must be Milan,” she declared, putting her hands on my shoulders. “So grown-up already! I’m Eusébie. But you can call me Tante, because your mother and I go a long way back.”

			I instantly warmed to this woman who exuded vitality. Her generous presence felt natural and spontaneous.

			“Follow me, I’ll show you to your bedrooms, and then we can sit together with Grand-mère Rosalie and enjoy the evening air.”

			Old Rosalie greeted us with a prolonged hug, just like Mamie on the day of our arrival: chest to chest, her hands rubbing my back, then my arms, all the while whispering niceties and blessings in Kinyarwanda. Next, we went inside the house, walking through a simple light-filled living room before reaching a long corridor with several bedrooms leading off it.

			“Milan, you’re going to be sleeping in here. As for you, my dearest, you’re in the room opposite.”

			Holding her finger to her lips, Tante Eusébie signaled for us to follow her. Carefully, she opened the door to her bedroom, where the dusk was filtered by muslin curtains. A ray of sunlight had slipped through the netting to illuminate the edge of a cradle in which a baby lay fast asleep. An angel with a drowsy smile.

			“My God, she’s beautiful! Lord be praised!” breathed my mother, using an expression I’d never heard from her before.

			“Let me introduce Stella,” whispered Tante Eusébie. “She’s eight days old. She was born on the fourth of July, for our Liberation Day! Now, if that’s not a sign!”

			

			—

			Aside from the odd mosquito, we were blissfully comfortable on the terrace. The hibiscus hedge, the smell of lemongrass, the gentle end-of-day breeze in the hills and the calm of the neighborhood all contrasted sharply with the bustle of Nyamirambo.

			“That’s the charm of Kiyovu,” said Tante Eusébie, pouring us tea with milk. “People call this neighborhood the forest. They say there are snakes, but I’ve never seen any.”

			“Is this the house you bought with Eugène?”

			“Yes, twenty years ago. This house has experienced everything, but she’s still standing, like me.”

			“Is Eugène Stella’s father?” I asked. I knew it was considered impolite to ask such direct questions in this country, but I felt safe with Tante Eusébie.

			As expected, my mother shot me a disapproving look.

			“No, Eugène was my first and only husband. He died a few years ago. Stella…” Eusébie paused. “Well, I made her by myself! I’m a young forty-three-year-old mother, and I have no more time for men. Heaven took the best of them from me. After Eugène, there was no point in going all out to find the ideal man, or risk being widowed for a second time.”

			“How do you manage these days?” inquired my mother.

			“A bit like everyone else, I put up a good fight. I look after old Rosalie, who lived in exile for thirty years in Burundi with her daughter. I don’t know if you remember my Tante Mariana, the mother of my cousin Yvonne, the one who married a Frenchman in Bujumbura?”

			“No, I’m not sure that I do…”

			“Of course, you left such a long time ago. Anyway, Mariana is always having to travel back and forth to Burundi, so she asked me to take care of Rosalie, who doesn’t want to leave Rwanda now that she’s back home. I was delighted to welcome her into our household. We laugh so much together. She’s well over a hundred and everything’s still in perfect working order up there.”

			After tapping her forehead to illustrate her last remark, she turned toward Rosalie and said something in Kinyarwanda. The old woman’s reply prompted general mirth.

			“What did I tell you, Venancia? She’s a real clown! And I’m learning so much about our family. I hope she’ll live long enough to share all her stories with Stella. Aside from that, I take night classes in international law and English, because I’m not planning on being a secretary for the rest of my life. Now that there are no men left in this country—they’re all in exile, prison or communal graves—we’d better seize our chance to stage a women’s coup, right?”

			She burst out laughing again.

			“You haven’t changed, Eusébie, always brimming with projects. You and Eugène shared the same spirit of adventure. After we fled, in 1973, you were the only ones foolhardy enough to return and try to get things moving again.”

			“To what end? You know, dearest, part of me vanished in 1994. But today, we don’t have a choice, everything needs rebuilding. That’s the project for our kadogo, isn’t it? Back then, our youth had to fight as child soldiers to put an end to this madness. What matters is that Stella and Milan can live in this country with peace of mind, as proud Rwandans, instead of growing up in the shadows, constantly fearing for their lives as we did—you, me and our entire generation.”

			“You’re so brave, my sister,” said Maman. “I don’t know where you find your strength, but you’re one courageous woman. I couldn’t live here anymore.”

			“Do you like Rwanda, Milan?” said Eusébie, turning her gaze from my mother to me, as if disinclined to win her over.

			“Yes, yes…” I stammered.

			“Listen to me carefully, many Rwandans who had spent their whole lives in exile have returned after the genocide. Whatever people say, this is your country. Your ancestors lived on these hills and some of them laid down their lives so that you could feel at home here.”

			I listened to her in a daze. Was she speaking to me, or trying to send a message to my mother? Her words were slowly taking root inside me, comforting me. It had never occurred to me that I could belong to a country other than France. Or that I might be something other than a tourist, a foreigner, a vacationer, here. Eusébie was opening her arms to me in a way my own mother never had. A barrier was coming down. I was trying to mask my emotions when we heard the baby crying. Eusébie slipped away, returning to place Stella in my mother’s arms.

			“Oh my, she has green eyes!”

			Caught off guard, my mother spoke to old Rosalie in Kinyarwanda, and Tante Eusébie translated her reply because she could see how intrigued I was.

			“Grand-mère Rosalie says that, according to tradition, pale eyes bring bad luck. And my reply is always that, when it comes to bad luck, I’ve experienced more than my fair share. It’s part of the family,” she declared, bursting out laughing. Then: “Milan, now it’s your turn to hold Stella.”

			My eyes bulged with alarm. I had never held a baby in my life, and this one looked so fragile.

			“She’s much too small,” my mother insisted.

			“Go on, take her. She’s just met Venancia, and now it’s you she wants to greet.”

			My mother didn’t trust me, which made me keen to prove to her I was no longer a child. Claude’s words came back to me: “You’re just a kid!” I picked up Stella and sat back down again, supporting her body with my forearms, her head resting in my cupped palms. The infant stared at me with her piercing green eyes and something resembling a smile on her face.

			“Well, I think you two recognize each other,” cooed Tante Eusébie. “You’re the first person to be granted a smile!”

			I was blown away; it was like my heart was swelling and expanding with a warm tenderness. In the blink of an eye, between Tante Eusébie’s affectionate welcome and the baby in my arms, I seemed to have found a family.

			

			—

			After dinner, I cleared the table and washed up. Old Rosalie brewed the tea while Eusébie was breastfeeding Stella and my mother took a shower. Once the baby was asleep in her cradle, all four of us gathered in the living room for a final cup of tea before bedtime. My mother seemed nervous as she began to speak.

			“Tell me, Eusébie, do you remember the Nickel Studio, in Bujumbura, run by a Rwandan photographer with the name of Kamuzinzi?”

			“Of course I remember. Eugène and I went to Buja in 1989, for his brother’s wedding. We had a family portrait taken at that studio. It was hanging above this armchair for years. And then in 1994, as well as slaughtering us, the killers destroyed our photos. They wanted to erase us, permanently, to make every aspect of our lives disappear, down to the last memento. I have no photos left of my loved ones, not one. Thinking about it makes me despair. Everything has disappeared, and sometimes I’m even afraid of forgetting their faces.”

			My mother held out an envelope, the one with red, white and blue edges that Claude had given her on the day of our arrival.

			“Kamuzinzi is living in Kigali. During the war in Burundi, his studio burned down and he lost everything. By some miracle, he still has a few negatives which were rescued from the rubble.”

			Sitting next to Eusébie on the sofa, I noticed her hands begin to tremble. She removed the photo from the envelope, and I instantly recognized Eusébie’s big smile in the black-and-white image that appeared. Beside her, as if frozen, a man and four children—one boy and three girls—were staring intently into the lens. A cry of pain startled me. My mother and Rosalie quickly rallied around Eusébie, who was pressing the photo to her belly while sobbing uncontrollably. At the end of the corridor, the baby started crying. There I was, stuck in the middle of the living room, with no clue how to react.

			“Go and take care of the little one!” ordered my mother.

			In the bedroom, Stella was crying as if her mother’s sorrow had reached her. Panicking, I picked her up to calm her; I kept talking to her, reassuring her I was there, the way I used to with Claude. After a long while, and almost imperceptibly, I felt her sobbing become less intense. Likewise, with Eusébie: there was no sound now from the living room. Stella grew quiet, I lay down on the bed and she eventually fell asleep on my chest. I had also drifted off when, much later, my mother came into the bedroom and whispered that there was a phone call for me. She took the little one from my arms to lay her gently in the cradle. Eusébie was lying on the sofa in the living room, her head on the knees of old Rosalie, who was gently stroking her brow and hair. She was sleeping peacefully, with the photo close to her. I picked up the telephone handset from the sideboard.

			“Hello?”

			I could hear shouting, horns blaring, people hollering.

			“Hello?”

			“Milan, it’s me, Papa.”

			“Where are you? I can’t hear you properly.”

			“I’m in the street, I’m calling you from a public phone box.”

			“What’s all that noise?”

			“You didn’t watch it?”

			“What?”

			“The final.”

			“Oh yeah, right…No, I didn’t watch it. Did we win?”

			Just then, a group of hotheaded fans burst into the phone box, belting out “We-are-the-cham-pions! We-are-the-cham-pions!” and “Zidane for president!” I heard scuffling and my father roaring at them: “Clear off—give us a break, goddammit!”

			Then he picked up the handset again.

			“Milan, can you hear me? Listen very carefully. You need to cut short your trip and come home right away. Your grandfather has died.”
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			On the last Saturday of the month, ever since I was twelve, I’d had the job of cleaning my grandparents’ windows in exchange for some pocket money. After my grandfather’s death, this had turned into a regular appointment with my grandmother, who lived alone these days. I was twenty-three now, but our ritual hadn’t changed at all. I would arrive in the early afternoon at her home in the hills just above Versailles, and she would make me a coffee while I started on the big picture window in the living room, the one that looked out onto the grounds of her apartment building and the national forest; then I’d tackle the rest of the apartment. After which, we would sit together at the mahogany table in the dining room, beneath the portrait of my grandfather and some Renaissance-style reproductions. She would clasp her cup of tea carefully with her arthritic fingers. The outside world was muffled in this light-filled apartment, with its wafts of lavender laundry detergent and cabbage soup. The years went by, but nothing changed here; not the objects, or the smells, or the view. Time stood still.

			“How is Nadège getting on?”

			“Good. It’s the private view for her first photo exhibition tonight, at a Paris gallery.”

			“How terrific! Please do say hello from me.”

			“I will, I promise.”

			“And what about your project?”

			“I’m making headway. My supervisor has finally approved the subject of my dissertation as ‘the traditional community-based court system and reconciliation.’ I’m leaving next month.”

			“On your own?”

			“Nadège is coming with me—she wants to find a project once she’s out there. Something to do with the reconstruction effort or forgiveness.”

			“Why not gorillas? Gorillas are a good idea, aren’t they? That was where Dian Fossey carried out her work, if memory serves me correctly.”

			“Yeah, yeah…But I don’t think Nadège is particularly interested in animal photography.”

			“I see…And what about your mother?”

			“She doesn’t know I’m going yet. I need to swing by and see her, but between her work and my seminars, our schedules are always out of sync. Plus, phone calls aren’t her thing.”

			“She’ll be thrilled to learn you’re going back there.”

			“I wouldn’t be so sure…It’s complicated with her. When we went seven years ago, she left me on my own with her family, and then afterward she never mentioned our trip again.”

			“You had to fly back in difficult circumstances, my child. It was a tricky period…”

			She was thinking back to the death of my grandfather and our hasty return for the funeral. Life had changed a great deal since then. After the divorce, my father had resigned from his executive job at the bank, become a freelance consultant and met a much younger woman; they’d moved in together in Montpellier. Using her share from the proceeds of selling our house, my mother had bought an apartment in Versailles-Chantiers, as well as financing building work on her boutique. The house on the Île de Ré was rented out. When I arrived in Paris to study law at university, I moved in with Nadège and we shared a studio close to the Gare du Nord. I didn’t see much of my parents, apart from birthdays and Christmas. And even then, it was mainly my father, because my mother was always too busy with her boutique. So, my monthly trips back to Versailles were all about seeing my grandmother.

			“And what about you, how are you coping?”

			“I manage. I try to keep busy, even if the days can seem long. Madame Bonnard visits me twice a week, and we take a little walk in the grounds of the chateau. On Thursday afternoons, I visit the cemetery to say hello to Grand-père and clean his grave. You should pay him a visit from time to time. Oh, and guess what, yesterday when I was clearing out some papers, I came across that letter again from the Polytechnique alumni. I still find it so touching.”

			She held out a piece of paper from the pile. I unfolded the letter. It paid tribute to my grandfather, his journey and career, and concluded with a few niceties addressed to my grandmother.

			“It moves me as much today as it did seven years ago. It’s as if they haven’t forgotten him, somehow,” she mumbled, her eyes welling up.

			“Nobody can forget him, Grand-mère.”

			She placed her hand on my cheek.

			“You’re a kind boy, my child. Here you are, still coming to see me every month, spending hours on the train just for me. Please don’t feel you have to.”

			“I don’t feel like I have to at all. What would I do if I didn’t see you, my Mamimour?”

			She laughed because that was my name for her when I was little.

			“I’m glad your father’s coming to see me next week. Without the other half, this time. I find her so disagreeable. And as for the twenty-year age gap…”

			“What does it matter, if they’re happy?”

			“Look at you, just like your grandfather, always concerned with the happiness of others,” she said, smiling and patting my back. “That’s why I love you, my child.”

			“I love you too, Mamimour. Right, I’d better be off, I don’t want to be late for the preview.”

			“Oh, hold on…don’t forget your pocket money,” she said, trotting over to her handbag.

			“No, no, keep your money. I’m not twelve anymore, I don’t need pocket money.”

			“What are you talking about? We always need money.”

			I put on my duffle coat, wrapped my scarf around my neck and kissed her on the forehead. I’d already opened the door when she caught my hand and slid the money into my pocket.

			“If you don’t want the money, that’s your problem. But you can buy Nadège a bunch of flowers from me, it’s a big day for her.”

			

			—

			I was revising my law lecture notes on the bus. As we passed my mother’s boutique, I looked up instinctively. There she was standing at the entrance, smoking a cigarette on the pavement. She didn’t see me. I checked my watch, in two minds because I needed to step on it for the preview. But it might be my only chance to tell her in person about my upcoming trip to Rwanda. She was crushing her cigarette on the tarmac, about to go back inside, when I appeared behind her.

			“Evening, Maman.”

			She spun around in astonishment.

			“Milan? What are you doing here?”

			“I’m on my way back from visiting Grand-mère.”

			I could tell she was at a loss for words, flustered by my sudden arrival.

			“I know you’re working, and I don’t want to mess with your schedule, but we haven’t managed to see each other, so I thought this might be a chance to say hello.”

			“Have you got time for a coffee?”

			I was astonished she was even suggesting it.

			“Nadine, I’m going to pop out for a few minutes,” she told the sales assistant, holding the shop door half open. “I’m leaving you in charge.”

			We found ourselves in the neighboring bar-tabac, at a table near the exit. She ordered two coffees and checked her watch.

			“I’m in a hurry too,” I reassured her.

			“How’s your grandmother?”

			“In good spirits.”

			She nodded, in search of another question, eager to avoid talking about my father, because she hated discussing his life, let alone his new girlfriend. The same went for Nadège, whose outspokenness and spontaneity she had never appreciated. If she could have restricted our chat to the weather or a TV program she would readily have done so, and was relieved when the waiter brought our coffees.

			“D’you mind?” she asked, waving her pack of cigarettes.

			“You smoke, these days?”

			“Yes,” she said dryly.

			“Right…So, apart from that, you’re okay? Is the boutique doing well?”

			“Yes, everything’s fine. The usual.”

			Being laconic was her star turn. Nothing I said could spark a real conversation; I was doomed to short-fire answers, and the sense that any question I asked was intrusive. So, I announced my news point-blank.

			“I’m going to Rwanda next month.”

			Her face froze for the time of a sigh. Then she regained her composure and adopted an expression that signaled: you’ve got my attention, out with it.

			“I’m going to study the gacaca courts for my dissertation. The university gave me the go-ahead from this week and I’m planning on calling Tante Eusébie to stay with her, now that Mamie has moved to Butare.”

			She was visibly shaken up. My direct approach to announcing the project must have seemed like a provocation.

			“You could’ve let me know about your plans.”

			“I wanted to tell you in person.”

			“I don’t understand what you’re hoping to achieve by going back there.”

			“Like I said, I’m going to work on the gacaca courts—I want to write about the community-based courts of law established by the government to judge genocide crimes.”

			“Why do you need to go all the way to Rwanda for a dissertation? Can’t you find a topic in France, like everybody else? I simply don’t understand.”

			“I’m the one who doesn’t understand you, Maman. Aren’t you glad I’m going to Rwanda? That I’m showing an interest in your country’s history?”

			“No, because you don’t know what you’re getting into. What is it you think you’re looking for?”

			“I want to learn, I want to understand. In recent months, I’ve become very interested in the legislation surrounding genocides. From the 1948 Convention to the people’s tribunals being set up in Rwanda. The way I see it, enabling villagers to participate directly in sentencing, and on the very sites where the massacres took place, is an innovative approach.”

			“You’re so naïve, Milan. I don’t know what to say.”

			“Well, how about trying to be happy for me, instead of putting me off.”

			“At the end of the day, you’re a grown man, you do what you like. But don’t say I didn’t warn you. And another thing, I forbid you from bothering my family or Eusébie. They’ve got enough problems of their own. If you’re going there, you need to sort yourself out. Ask your father to pay for a hotel. And don’t go stirring up the past. I forbid you from interrogating my family like some kind of police detective. Being indiscreet has no part in our culture. It’s considered rude. Do you understand?”

			“No, I don’t understand, Maman. What are you talking about?”

			“I’m talking about a past which doesn’t concern you. So, if you’ve come for your mother’s blessing, know that I wholeheartedly disapprove of this project.”

			She was jittery as she crushed her cigarette in the ashtray.

			“I’m off. I need to get back to work.”

			She stood up, fumbled in her jacket pocket for a few coins which she left on the marble tabletop, and left. No word, no wave, no eye contact. Through the window, I watched her cross the street and enter her boutique. I waited a few minutes for my hands to stop trembling, before I stood up and left in turn.

			

			—

			The gallery was packed. People were spilling out onto the pavement, talking loudly, clutching champagne glasses. Inside, I elbowed my way to find Nadège deep in conversation with an art dealer. At last, I grabbed her by the waist and kissed her. She shrank from my embrace.

			“You’re late!”

			“Sorry, I was held up. Oh, these are for you.”

			From behind my back, I produced the bunch of roses I’d bought with my grandmother’s money from a florist at the Gare Montparnasse.

			“Thanks, it’s sweet of you. But I’ll look an idiot holding these. Can you keep them for now?”

			Someone came over to congratulate her on her work, and they headed off together because he “simply had to” introduce her to “someone important.” I was picking at the smoked salmon canapés garnished with dill, when I heard a voice I recognized.

			“From a distance, I mistook you for a Pakistani rose seller!”

			I turned to find myself slap bang opposite Nadège’s brother.

			“Hilarious, Hector. What are you doing here?”

			“Same as you, by the looks of it: I only came for the nibbles and the champagne.”

			Just my luck, to be stuck between the wall, the buffet table and Hector, who was stuffing himself with finger food right in front of my face.

			“I hear you’re carting my sis off to the third world next month? Can’t tell you how, like, thrilled my parents are! They keep flipping out about the genocide over there.”

			“You can tell them everything’ll be fine. The genocide was ten years ago. Things have been stable in Rwanda since then.”

			I managed to extricate myself and join Nadège in front of one of her most emblematic photos, chosen for the exhibition poster: a silhouette of a woman at night in front of a blazing inferno. She was talking to a man with a strong American accent.

			“Daniel, let me introduce you to Milan, my ‘boyfriend,’ ” she said, making air quotes with an embarrassed laugh. “Daniel has traveled all the way from the US to see my work. He runs the most prestigious contemporary photography gallery in New York.”

			“That’s very kind of you, my dear Nadège. I can’t comment on whether we’re the most prestigious, but we certainly work with the best! And we’re passionate about doing so. I won’t take up any more of your time. Thank you for this marvelous exhibition—you’ve got my contact details, so think over my proposal. We would be honored to welcome you at our gallery. Have a wonderful evening.”

			As soon as he was out of the door, I squeezed Nadège and let out toots of joy.

			“That’s crazy! An invitation to exhibit in New York!”

			“It’s unbelievable!” she echoed, betraying her own astonishment. “That guy is the mover and shaker in the photography world. I can’t quite get my head around it.”

			“You don’t exactly sound over the moon?”

			“He’s inviting me to go out there next month…”

			“Next month? But what about our trip?”

			“I explained, but he can’t change the dates. It’s when his most important clients will be there.”

			“Are you ditching me?”

			“Don’t say that. You know I want to come, but I can’t pass up an opportunity like this…”

			Some guests interrupted us to request a guided tour of the exhibition. I downed my champagne in one and chucked the glass in the bin outside, together with the bunch of roses. Thwarted and angry, I sat on a bench opposite the gallery, which, from a distance, looked like a glass cage filled with noisy, frivolous wildlife. The hubbub from the exhibition dissipated in the calm of the street. Toward midnight, once the last guests had left, Nadège joined me with a half-drunk bottle of champagne. She sat down next to me and, without exchanging a word, we necked the remains of the Moët & Chandon in the mild spring air. A car pulled up in front of us at a red light, windows wide open, its radio blasting the howls of Kurt Cobain. Nadège and I smiled. It took us back to ten years earlier, to school and being teenagers again, to the hours we used to spend glued to each other on a bench, kissing and listening to this furious music that expressed our joys and disillusionments.

			I didn’t know it yet, but our paths had just separated. Nadège would never come back from New York, where she’d find both success and love. Another love.

			As for me, I would experience the void she left behind, the cataclysm of my first heartbreak. Over time, my love for her would gradually fade, without ever disappearing entirely, leaving its mark, much as, years later, you remember the verses of a poem you learned by heart as a child.

			

			—

			A long minute went by before the traffic light turned green and the car tore off, leaving us with our memories.
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			It was raining in Kigali when the plane landed. I spotted Claude in the tightly packed crowd, and we stared at each other for a moment before hugging energetically. Over the years, I’d done my best to stay in touch, making the effort to call him from the pay phones at Barbès and the Gare du Nord. We tended to keep it brief, what with international calls costing a fortune, and us being shy on the phone, so we rarely got beyond the basics of small talk. Almost by chance, I’d found out about the impending trial of the men who had murdered his family. And this was what had planted the idea. I’d seized on my dissertation as the pretext for my trip but really I wanted to be by Claude’s side during this ordeal, because I knew he’d be alone. Neither my mother nor Mamie was aware of this, and he didn’t want me to mention it to them. For reasons that were unclear to me, he had fallen out with Mamie, and he remained distant from my mother. She had dissuaded me from calling Eusébie to ask if I could stay with her, and I wasn’t keen on the idea of being on my own in a hotel. Claude, who now lived at the Palace with Sartre, had offered to put me up and I’d accepted without a moment’s hesitation, so vivid was my memory of that temple to books, music and raucous parties.

			“I guess we’re not kids anymore,” Claude said after a while, pensive as we waited in the airport lobby for the rain to stop.

			“Yeah, seven years isn’t nothing,” I muttered.

			“You won’t recognize Kigali, they’re building everywhere.”

			“What about the Palace?”

			“Nothing’s changed there. It’s even more chaotic than back in the day.”

			“I’ve missed you, bro,” I said, nudging him with my shoulder.

			“I’m glad you’re here.”

			“How are you feeling about the trial being just a few days away?”

			“Listen, I’ve been waiting on this for ten years…I just hope I can find the strength to testify. It’ll be my first time.”

			

			—

			The rain had stopped. Out in the parking lot, I filled my lungs with the cool night air, breathing in the smell of tropical humus and damp earth. What startled me was the realization that I was returning here without my mother. In the moment, it made no sense. After we’d passed the last car, Claude stopped in front of a battered old motorbike.

			“You’ve come to pick me up with that thing?”

			“Yeah, it’s my new job. I’m not working at the insurance agency anymore. The boss was a Rwandan from Uganda who disliked survivors. So, I handed in my notice and decided to become my own boss. I’m a taxi-moto driver now!”

			“Right, and where does my thirty-kilo suitcase fit on this?”

			

			—

			We crossed Kigali with the engine backfiring and the suitcase wedged between Claude and me. The rain had started up again more strongly, lashing our faces. I was soaked to the bone, but I could feel life bubbling up inside me as I clung on behind Claude. I recognized Nyamirambo as soon as we entered the neighborhood: the main drag, the track pocked with potholes and then the little muddy alleyway leading to the Palace. Headlight on full, Claude accelerated over the puddles in a spectacular high-wire display. He announced our arrival by honking his horn. An impressive welcome committee was waiting for us in the Palace yard, pumped up and cheering. Sartre and the street kids, now teenagers and young adults, were standing under the mighty avocado tree with a banner that read “Welcome Milan!” while a song by Queen made the whole place vibrate. I was moved to tears at being greeted in this way and I immediately felt at home. Each of them came over to embrace me warmly. There were new faces too, especially women and girls.

			“Welcome back to the Palace, little brother, we missed you!” said Sartre, hoisting me off my feet, exuberant as ever.

			The yard was even more congested and shambolic than I had remembered it. There were families living there now, some mayibobo having become parents themselves. Claude and Sartre shared the same room cluttered with books and vinyls.

			“You’re sleeping over there,” declared Claude, pointing to a grotty mattress in the middle of an indescribable mess. “And I’ll be up the road. I’m seeing this girl at the moment, and she’s not far from here.”

			“Are you sure?” I asked, slightly disappointed and not altogether comfortable at the prospect of staying there without him, when Sartre charged into the room, dancing, overexcited and already tipsy.

			“Come outside, guys! It’s stopped raining.”

			“Hold on, I’ve got presents for you.”

			They ripped open their packages.

			“A mobile phone!” hollered Claude. “Are you out of your mind?”

			“It has a big color screen,” I pointed out, indicating the photo on the box.

			“Is Monsieur a minister now?” joked Sartre.

			Claude hugged me before turning to Sartre:

			“What about you, what did you get?”

			“The complete novels of Jean-Paul Sartre in the Pléiade edition,” said Sartre, solemnly shaking my hand.

			“And here are two bottles of Bordeaux!”

			This time, Sartre threw himself on me, pushing us into the yard to carry on the party with our neighbors. After a feast fit for a king and a night of sweating, alcohol and bone-shaking music, I slipped away after midnight, dead beat, and collapsed on my mattress. I was woken two hours later, under attack from squadrons of mosquitoes thirsty for fresh blood. When I opened my eyes, Sartre was having sex with a young woman, frantically jiggling on top of her like a lecherous dog, while outside the party was still in full swing. I looked away, and that’s when I noticed that my suitcase had disappeared. I leaped to my feet, startling Sartre, who sent the girl sprawling face-first into the piles of mess.

			“My suitcase? Where’s my suitcase?” I roared, my stress levels rising as I tried to make myself heard over the music.

			“Who? What?” said Sartre, hiding his private parts with both hands while the girl fished out a wrapper, covering her modesty in the wax-print fabric.

			Sartre pulled on a pair of underpants and rushed into the yard, where the music cut out. Speaking in Kinyarwanda, he demanded the suitcase be located. Everyone looked the worse for wear, wasted on smoke and alcohol, and more inclined to crash than to find the belongings of the White guy. Someone set off in search of Claude but couldn’t find him. I drew up a hasty mental list: my coursework and law textbooks, as well as books about Rwandan history, my clothes, my washbag, the presents for Stella and Eusébie. Luckily, I still had my passport, visa and money on me, in my jacket pocket.

			The next day, my suitcase reappeared under the avocado tree. On inspection, everything was there. Only the present for Stella, a box of chocolates in sixteen assorted flavors, had been opened. The thief had tried one of each before carefully closing the lid.

			After the roller coaster of the night, all I wanted was to take a walk through the streets of Nyamirambo. The Palace was so crowded you had to queue to go to the toilet or take a shower. Still no sign of Claude, and I knew that Sartre, who had gone to bed at dawn, wouldn’t be up before the afternoon. I needed to change my euros and could vaguely remember the way to the house of Papi, cousin of Alfred, the soldier whose dream was to become a theater actor. After losing my way two or three times, I recognized the railings in front of his terrace. A large woman at the door stared at me in surprise when I told her I was looking for Papi. “Papi’s in Lubumbashi. Gone to Congo.” I asked after Alfred. “I don’t know Alfred,” she said. In the end, I managed to change my euros on the boulevard; and then, in a café run by a man from Burundi, his nose in a book by the sociologist Émile Durkheim, I ordered a strongly spiced chai tea and doughnuts.

			Pepped up, I decided to pay Eusébie a visit. After an hour of walking and losing my way again, this time in the peaceful streets of Kiyovu, I recognized the house, thanks to the violet flowers of the jacaranda tree in the garden. I rapped on the metal gates, but nobody answered.

			“Hello,” came a high voice from above me, as I entered the compound.

			A little girl with pale eyes was watching me from a branch of the great tree.

			“What’s your name?”

			“Milan.”

			“Nice to meet you, Milan! My name’s…”

			“Stella.”

			Her eyes popped in surprise.

			“I met you a long time ago. You were a tiny baby. I could hold you like this in my hands.”

			“Are you my father?” she asked, frowning.

			“Er…no, I’m not your father.”

			“Maman says she had me all by herself, but I know that’s impossible. Even Mary needed God. Are you looking for Maman? She’ll be home soon. Grand-mère Rosalie’s here, though.”

			Stella made her way down from the tree with dazzling agility and motioned for me to follow her, before turning back toward the tree and muttering: “I’ll be back soon.” I scoured the branches for another child, but there was no one, so I followed Stella into the living room, where old Rosalie was busy making intricate nesting baskets from dried sisal leaves. On the wall, I spotted the frame containing the black-and-white photo of Tante Eusébie and her family. The elderly woman spoke to Stella, who interpreted simultaneously for me.

			“She says she knows you. That you came here when I was just a few days old.”

			“Yes, that’s what I was telling you.”

			Rosalie added something Stella repeated for me with a chuckle.

			“She also says you’re the first person I smiled at.”

			“Yes, that’s right. What a memory!”

			“Grand-mère has the best memory in the world, better than an elephant in the Akagera National Park. You know she’s way over a hundred years old? When she was born, there was no electricity, no television, no airplanes, no telephone, no cars, no taps, no television…Hold on, did I already say that?” she wondered out loud, counting on her fingers. “She knows so many things. Go on, ask her a question, and she’ll give you an answer.”

			“Er…I don’t know…”

			“Any question you like. She loves telling stories.”

			“Did she ever meet the King of Rwanda?” I said, after a pause.

			Stella put the question to her great-grandmother and translated the lengthy reply for me a chunk at a time, and with disarming gravity for a child her age. It was a tale of monarchy and wars, of clans and mighty cattle herds, of court intrigues and family sagas, a history into which the colonizers arrived, changing Rwandan society by measuring noses and foreheads with sliding calipers, and then imposing a religion and laws from elsewhere. Stella was so engrossed by Rosalie’s stories that she sometimes forgot to translate and simply stared at her great-grandmother with the sparkling eyes of a child caught up in an action-packed adventure.

			Returning home that evening, Eusébie stood in the doorway and watched us for a while in silence before speaking.

			“Well, it’s a proper gathering here—all we’re missing is the fire and a sitar player.”

			“Maman!” shrieked Stella, throwing herself at her.

			Eusébie had barely changed. She looked tired but her face remained cheerful and welcoming. Having earned her law degree, she was now pursuing a specialization via distance learning at an American university, while working as an assistant at a firm of British lawyers that had recently opened in town.

			“Your mother called me a few days ago to say you were coming, but she was rather vague about it…Are you on holiday?”

			“No, I’ve come to work on my dissertation about the gacaca courts. I’m going to be attending some trials.”

			“Goodness me, that’s a serious undertaking…” she commented in surprise. “Tell me, will you be going on your own? You know it’ll all be in Kinyarwanda? I can find you a translator.”

			“Thank you, but I’ll be with a Rwandan friend.”

			I wasn’t sure if Eusébie knew Claude, but given he didn’t want to alert the family, I decided to keep quiet about him.

			“Where are you staying?”

			“With a friend in Nyamirambo, but it’s not ideal. I was wondering whether…”

			“But of course, dear boy! I don’t understand why you didn’t call me earlier. We have a guest room, as you know. I’ll make it ready for you right away.”

			Stella jumped with joy. I knew my mother would be displeased, but I needed somewhere calm to work on my dissertation. And, more than anything, the prospect of spending time with Eusébie, Rosalie and little Stella warmed my heart.
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			Trial day. The gacaca court was being held less than fifteen kilometers from Kigali, next to the tarmac road in a clearing of thick grass planted with eucalyptus trees. Sitting on the grass were members of the public from the surrounding hills: about a hundred people, mainly women, some breastfeeding their babies, sheltering from the sun under large multicolored umbrellas. The scene was rural, and the countryside setting idyllic. In front of the gathering was a central table where the judges would be seated. To the right, the bench for the claimants, where Claude was sitting on his own, concentrating, his eyes closed to avoid the stares of the two accused men sitting opposite. Sartre and I were in the front row, among the villagers. When the seven judges appeared, two women and five men, everybody rose to their feet. The judges were regular citizens, inhabitants of the nearby hills elected by the local population. They were non-professionals, but they represented the authority assigned by the state, and they opened the session with a one-minute silence, in memory of the victims of the genocide. A solemn moment. Then they read out some of the court’s rules as well as the charges, before granting the claimant the right to speak. This was when Claude stood up, opened his eyes, and met the two accused men’s gaze for the first time. The silence was heavy. A light breeze shook the treetops. Sartre shuffled up closer to me and began to translate Claude’s words into my ear.

			“My name is Claude B. I am the son of Emmanuel M. and Solange K. I was born in 1982 in Bujumbura, Burundi. My parents were Rwandan refugees. My father died in Bujumbura, in 1983. After his death, my mother returned to live in Rwanda, in her birth village. I grew up with my mother, my grandmother Vestine, my aunt Godelieve, her husband, Bertin, and their children, my five girl cousins, aged five to thirteen. We lived on our family’s plot of land. My uncle Bertin was the local primary school teacher. My mother and my aunt worked in the fields. We were comfortably off because we owned cows, which provided us with milk. We were on good terms with our neighbors. We shared harvests and we received communion together at church on Sundays. On the seventh of April 1994, we heard on the radio that the plane of President Juvenal Habyarimana had been shot down. The radio immediately accused the Tutsi and encouraged the population to take revenge. I didn’t know that we were Tutsi. No one had ever mentioned it at home, but I could see the fear in the eyes of the grown-ups. We went to take refuge in the primary school, along with many other Tutsi families, because the bourgmestre had passed on the message that we would be safe there. There were more than five hundred people on the premises. People were sleeping wherever they could, in the classrooms, or outside in the playground. On the morning of the eleventh of April, the killers arrived like rabid animals and began to slaughter us indiscriminately. Those killing us were people we knew, they were our neighbors, our friends, our colleagues, those we had elected. The first person I saw die was old Berkimas, who lived just over there, close to the river. He was sitting on the grass praying. When they poured gasoline on him and set fire to him, he didn’t move; he carried on praying, sitting in the middle of the playground. Then I saw Oncle Bertin and Tante Godelieve being hacked by machete. My mother, my grandmother, my cousins and I managed to escape. But there were killers everywhere on the hillside, roadblocks on the tracks, whistles blowing and dogs barking. Not knowing where to go, we returned home. Our house was on fire. Our cows lay dying in the enclosure, their legs amputated by the blades of killers who considered that cows were also guilty of being Tutsi. We hid in our banana grove. It was our neighbor Gaspard who saw us and alerted the others. Gaspard, the son of our neighbor Gédéon, a boy my grandmother had watched being born, who had drunk milk from the same jug as us. He was the one who denounced us. We heard the killers arriving from the hill opposite, singing as they headed in our direction that they were going to exterminate us. Grand-mère Vestine asked us to kneel in a circle, holding hands, with our eyes closed. She began to pray. I can recall her tone of voice very precisely: it was gentle and composed, and I didn’t understand how she could remain so calm. My girl cousins were trembling and crying, repeating the names of their parents, of Jesus and Mary and all the saints. Maman was opposite me, terrified, her eyes closed, reciting a thousand prayers. We heard the singing and the whistling drawing closer. I didn’t want to die. I looked at Maman. She was wearing her rosary around her neck, and that’s when I saw the glint. I couldn’t tell you if it was a ray of sunlight or a miracle, but it dazzled me and woke me up. I realized I mustn’t stay there. I was waiting for Maman to open her eyes so I could say adieu. But she never did. I let go of my cousins’ hands and started running straight ahead. I’d only covered a few meters when the Cat blocked my path. I can remember his smile, the sound of Maman’s cry from behind me, the swoop of the blade. Then nothing. I regained consciousness several days later, in the home of a Hutu woman who had taken me in and nursed my wound; all this while hiding me from her husband, who was part of the group of killers. As soon as I could walk, I fled from the hill because I was afraid of being discovered. I walked all the way to Kigali by cover of night, avoiding the roadblocks and residential areas. In the capital, I was taken in by a band of orphans. They became my second family. Today, I’m twenty-three. Because of my injury, which wasn’t treated in time, I experience frequent headaches, and these prevent me from concentrating for any length of time. I had to drop my studies for this reason. I am here today to confirm that the men in front of me were part of the group of murderers. There’s Gaspard, who denounced us, and next to him is the man known as the Cat, the one who dealt the machete blow to my head. I am waiting for these men, or someone in the public, to tell me what happened to my family and where their bodies are. Thank you.”

			

			—

			Claude sat down on the bench and closed his eyes. In a neighboring field, a cow was lowing. We could hear chickens clucking. A woman raised a corner of her wax-print wrapper to hide her tears from view, while another blew her nose with her hand and wiped it on the grass. I found myself incapable of taking notes through to the end. I wanted to meet Claude’s gaze, to let him know I was there. Facing me, I could see the lonely little boy I had met eleven years earlier, and I was thinking about the gulf that separated us back then, and still did today, and would no doubt continue to do so for life. One of the judges asked Gaspard to stand and take the oath: “As God is my witness, I shall speak the truth.” The young man was nervous. His small black eyes darted across the gathering. He explained in a tense voice that Claude was lying, that he hadn’t done anything, or seen anything, or heard anything. He kept gesticulating so vehemently, waving his hands in every direction and losing his way in an incoherent account crammed with ridiculous details, that the judges and public began to laugh. The chairperson issued a reminder that those who confessed would receive reduced sentences, while those who withheld information could be pursued in their turn. This prompted a member of the audience to speak. She introduced herself as the woman who had cared for Claude. A murmur rippled among those gathered. She and Claude stared at each other, with an intensity that testified to their unfathomable bond. She spoke of how, on that morning, she had discreetly followed the group of killers that her husband had spontaneously joined as they had passed in front of their hut. From her hiding place behind the bushes, she had seen the Cat bring down the blow on Claude’s head. At this point, a woman in the crowd started screaming that the killers were coming back. She appeared to be experiencing hallucinations, and she kept shouting that the Interahamwe were attacking us. It took several people to bring her under control and to lead her away. Once calm had been restored, the first woman continued with her account. She explained that the killers had taken Claude for dead and left him behind. Next, they had encircled the group, ordering the women and children to remove all their clothes before leading them to an unknown destination. With the killers gone she was able to draw closer to Claude, and that was when she realized he was still breathing. She had carried him on her back and brought him stealthily to her home, via the byways, so as not to be spotted. She had cared for him away from prying eyes—including those of her husband—for nearly two months, and then, when the boy was able to stand again, she had told him to flee because the killers, who couldn’t find his corpse, suspected he was still alive and were actively looking for him. She ended her testimony by saying that the killings had been worse than the ten plagues of Egypt, that nobody had gained anything from the madness, that her husband had been punished by God for his bloody sins, dying of cholera when they fled to Zaire, and that now she prayed for Rwanda to live in peace and harmony. The judges thanked her.

			

			—

			Next, it was the turn of the Cat to testify. After taking the oath, he explained to the court that he had already served eight years in prison and that now he wanted to confess everything to assuage his conscience, but also because he knew that this way the judges would be more lenient toward him. It was midday. The heat was beating down on us. Claude stared at the ground, his head in his hands, his elbows propped on his knees. I felt nauseous. I could smell Sartre’s bitter breath as his furred tongue translated the killer’s words in my ear.

			“Everything the old woman says is true,” the Cat said calmly, as if at one remove from his own words. “I struck this child. It was Gaspard who told us not to kill the rest of them while they were still in the banana grove. He was just repeating the orders of the bourgmestre, who had said not to leave any bodies rotting on the hillsides, for reasons of hygiene. It was Gaspard’s idea to make the Tutsi strip and to collect their clothes before they became bloodstained. The others agreed, because they wanted to give nice presents to their daughters and wives when they returned home that evening after the job was done. Once everyone in the group was naked, we set off. I can see some of them here, in this gathering, looking down on me as a criminal. But on that day, as we walked through the village, the same people who judge me today were at the wayside, pointing at the Tutsi, mocking the women’s bodies, spitting on them, throwing stones at them, calling them cockroaches and snakes. I may have killed them with my own hands, but all of you condemned those women to death with your pitiless stares, your words and your thoughts. You’re no better than me! I needed to say that. Anyway, let me carry on. Up there, on the hill, was a cesspit we’d already used to throw a few Tutsi into during the first days of the killings. Once they were in front of it, the little girls knelt down and began to beg forgiveness for being Tutsi. The women knew it was over. We pushed the whole family into the cesspit. Afterward, we covered it with a concrete slab. Today, I’m sorry for my actions, and I would like to encourage the men who were with me to tell the truth in order to free their consciences. Now that I have pleaded guilty, I have an inner peace. I’ve never felt hatred toward the Tutsi—I grew up with them on good neighborly terms. In 1994, I merely obeyed the orders from the authorities. I apologize to the Rwandan government and to God for my actions in the past.”

			

			—

			Above the hills, the sky glowered white. The heat brought everything, humans and nature, to a standstill. The judges finished writing their notes on loose sheets of paper. Claude kept his head down. The silence was deafening. Gaspard was sentenced to thirty years in prison and the Cat to a lesser term of eighteen years, minus the eight he had already served, for pleading guilty.
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			Claude wasn’t answering his phone, having gone to spend a few days alone on the shores of Lake Kivu. Sartre, scarred by the trial, didn’t move from his hammock under the avocado tree at the Palace. He whiled away the time reading the Bible and philosophizing about the human spirit. As for me, I stayed at Eusébie’s during the day, while she was out at work and Stella at school. I read through my notes and tried to start organizing my dissertation, but I wasn’t making any headway. I was profoundly shaken, crushed by the load of this history, both with a small “h” and a capital “H”—Claude’s history and that of Rwanda. I didn’t see how there could be any cure for their pain. What swamps did the people of this country inhabit, deep inside them?

			To clear my head, I sometimes joined Rosalie out on the terrace. Sitting in her wicker armchair, she would puff on her pipe while weaving cone-shaped baskets. She spoke to me in Kinyarwanda, and I supplied random answers in French. We communicated in this absurd fashion, without understanding one another, and it made us laugh a great deal. In the late afternoon, I went to pick up Stella from school. As soon as she spotted me through the metal gates, she would race into my arms and introduce me to her classmates as her big brother. We headed up the wide, tranquil avenue, flanked by hundred-year-old trees, with her humming made-up tunes, while the soft hissing of garden sprinklers competed with the warbling of the birds.

			“Milan, you know something, I really like it when you’re here.”

			“That’s kind. Me too, I really like being here with you.”

			“So how about you stay and live with us? It’s a good idea, don’t you think? And that way, I won’t be alone when Grand-mère dies.”

			“What are you saying? Grand-mère isn’t going to die.”

			“She’s the one who talks about it. She says that at her age she might die.”

			“But your maman’s here too.”

			“Maman is always alone, even when she’s with me.”

			I stopped walking and knelt down on one knee, to be level with her face. She stared at me with her large pale eyes.

			“Stella, listen to me. Your maman is always with you. You’re everything to her; you’re her whole world. And even if Grand-mère Rosalie goes up to heaven one day, she will still be by your side. Like an angel.”

			“Yes, she’ll be in the tree.”

			“The tree? What tree?”

			“The tree with violet flowers, in the garden. She will be living in it, along with my brother and my sisters. The ones who came before me.”

			

			—

			Eusébie returned home late that night, as she always did. Stella and Rosalie had long been asleep, but I waited up. Worn out by her never-ending days of work and study, she liked to relax on the terrace, soaking her swollen feet in a basin of warm water and regaling me with stories about her work colleagues and her lecturers. Exhaustion didn’t diminish her cheeriness or her smile, which I could just make out in the semidarkness.

			We chatted about this and that, as usual, but the more we pursued our conversation on this particular evening, the more inevitable it became that we would talk about the genocide.

			“Are you making progress with your dissertation?”

			“Not really. I didn’t feel strong enough to attend any other trials. The testimonies are unbearable. I understand now why people say a genocide is ‘unspeakable.’ ”

			“If you ask me, it isn’t the violence of genocide that can’t be expressed, but rather the strength of the survivors to carry on with their lives, in spite of everything—there are no words for that.”

			It was a gentle night, curling itself around us like a feather boa. From time to time, Eusébie tapped her head gently, to ease the itchiness caused by her braids. She lifted her feet out of the basin, dried them carefully and began to massage them with shea butter.

			“In 1998, that summer when we met, I attended committee meetings to consider different solutions for trying the thousands of arrested genocidaires. Back then, the prisons were full to bursting and our judicial system was totally destroyed. If we hadn’t established the gacaca courts, it would have taken more than two hundred years to try all those prisoners. Of course, it’s an imperfect form of justice, but it has the advantage of enabling people to speak and, above all, to put a stop to the impunity that had existed for so long. And this in turn facilitates reconciliation and forgiveness.”

			“You really believe that?”

			“In reconciliation and forgiveness? No…I’m a survivor. I saw how people behaved. But the trials are essential for the next generations. For Stella and you. Because of what we’re doing today, you will be able to live alongside their children. That’s my hope.”

			

			______

			Exhumation day. A large crowd was gathered on the crest of the hill: gacaca judges, prisoners, villagers, some laborers, Claude, Sartre and me. The Cat had indicated the location of the mass grave. On the spot where the latrines used to be, a house had been built by the family of one of the killers, to cover up the inconvenient evidence. An excavator appeared, belching black smoke on the steep path. In less than an hour, the house was razed to the ground. The laborers set to straight away, digging the earth with their spades. By early afternoon, one of them had found the first skull. A plastic tarp was spread out on the grass for the remains of the victims: seventeen skulls, thirty-four femurs, assorted bones, clothes and objects laid out in the open air in front of the crowd. Among the objects was the rosary that had belonged to Solange, Claude’s mother. The bones were then cleaned, one by one, with toothbrushes, before being placed inside coffins that would be committed to the Kigali genocide memorial. Sartre explained to me that, when the next commemoration took place the following April, the victims would be interred during a religious ceremony: buried “with dignity,” as they say in Rwanda.

			

			—

			That evening, in Nyamirambo, in one of the many shack bars known locally as cabarets, Claude shared his plan with us. We avoided discussing what we’d been through on the hill. Instead, we drank our warm beers without a word, listening to “Laurette,” by Kamaliza, which was playing on the radio. The singer’s sweet and tremulous voice transported us to dreams out of reach. I was thinking back to those villagers who had committed, or been accessories to, crimes, and who had turned up today with a morbid curiosity to watch the septic tank being opened. This country troubled, terrified and revolted me. All around us were common faces, normal people, ordinary men and women capable of unimaginable atrocities; they were around us, with us, living as if none of this had ever taken place. And yet beneath the ground we trampled every day, in the fields, in the forests, in the lakes and streams and rivers, in the churches, the schools, the hospitals, the houses and latrines, the bodies of the victims did not rest in peace. I felt the urge to flee, to leave this land of death and desolation. I didn’t belong to this world, after all; my mother had warned me, and I hadn’t listened to her. I wanted to call her, to say sorry for being so headstrong, to thank her for trying to protect me from this history whose hideous face she knew too well. But no sooner had this thought crossed my mind than I thought of Claude, of Eusébie, and Stella, and something split open inside me, letting in crazy sunlight, the defiant possibility of life and beauty.

			Eventually, Claude broke the silence.

			“I’ll be able to sleep in peace, now that I know where my family is.”

			We looked at him in astonishment.

			“Your heart will be appeased, little brother,” Sartre agreed, to comfort him.

			“I’m talking about my sleep! Not my heart. My heart will be appeased when I’ve done what I have to do.”

			“Meaning?” I asked.

			Claude moved closer, pulling up the beer crate he was sitting on. The look in his eye was hard and determined.

			“In ten years’ time, when the Cat gets out of prison, I’ll be waiting for him. He never apologized to the victims, or my family, or even to me. I’ll be waiting for him when he’s on his way back from his field, or from mass, I’ll be waiting for him when he’s cheerfully returning from a visit to his parents, or blind drunk from a cabaret. I’ll be waiting for him. Some day or night, he’ll find me in his path. He’ll find me right there in front of him, and I’ll make him get down on his knees and apologize to the victims. To my family. And then, I’ll kill him. On that day, my heart will finally be appeased. But to achieve this, I’m going to need your help.”
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			I laid the bunch of chrysanthemums on my grandparents’ grave. They had been lying side by side, at rest, since my grandmother had died at the beginning of the year. Time had not yet eroded anything; neither the white stone, nor my grief. A few weeks after Mamimour’s death, her solicitor informed me that I was the beneficiary of her will and would inherit a tidy sum. I took this as a sign. With the passing years, I had become the person I had always reproached my father for being: an office worker, worried about the future, only holding out for the holidays and the paycheck. It was as if I were still trapped in my adolescence, endlessly revisiting my breakup with Nadège and living in survival mode. Enduring a succession of colorless days. It was time to change my life, to resign from my job as a corporate lawyer where I was being pickled alive, give up the studio I’d been renting for years, leave Paris, make the trip across Europe I’d always dreamed of, learn to play the guitar, start writing, why not…?

			But first up, I had to go back to Kigali. And, strange as it might seem, at twenty-eight I still needed to make the case to my parents. My father was adamant that I invest my inheritance in property: he was forever outlining different options, quoting preferential rates, suggesting solicitors, unmissable deals. My mother, meanwhile, had tried to dissuade me from returning to Rwanda, before thinking the better of it. Still, after the phone call from Stella, there was no question about it, I had to go.

			Stella had called to let me know that old Rosalie had died. She wanted me to be there, just as I wanted to be by Stella’s side. I tried catching the first flight to Rwanda, but somewhere in Iceland a volcano with an unpronounceable name had begun to erupt, producing ash clouds that had fallen over Europe, grounding air traffic for several days.

			This gave me time to pay a visit to my mother, who had some correspondence she wanted to entrust to me. Under the railway bridge on rue des Chantiers, I walked into a chaotic scene, with the traffic piling up after an accident. A motorcyclist on the ground, a car with learner plates jammed against the motorbike. Trying to cut through, I noticed the blood in the road, and I mingled briefly with the onlookers watching the emergency services at work. It didn’t take me long to detect there was something obscene about my curiosity; I fled my own sense of shame by carrying on up the street, and as I did so I cast my mind back to Rwanda and my last trip there in 2005. To what I had witnessed. The mass grave we had opened under a blistering sun, the stench of decomposed bodies and the morbid voyeurism of the villagers around the tank, their insatiable eyes when faced with the spectacle of death for which they had been hoping and praying.

			Five years had gone by since that day, and the night in Nyamirambo when Claude had let us in on his plan to kill the Cat. Five years without my returning to Rwanda, because I had taken fright that evening. Over there, the world of pain into which I had been thrust was off the scale, while the extreme violence messed with my brain. I had grown up in a country during peacetime, protected on all sides, unaware of the brutality of the world, aside from what reached me via the television. It was my dread of this history permanently engulfing me that had made me avoid anything to do with Rwanda for the past five years. My mother’s warnings had suddenly seemed justified. And then I’d failed the oral examination for my dissertation on community-based justice. The examiners were unenthusiastic about my presentation, which, according to them, resembled a narrative more than a law dissertation, and lacked both theoretical and legal bases. One of the examiners inquired whether I had Rwandan heritage, before remarking that this was apparent, and that perhaps I lacked the necessary distance to undertake work on this subject matter; that I’d allowed myself to be carried away by my “emotional proximity.”

			

			—

			My mother gave me a slightly awkward kiss. She invited me to sit in her showroom-style living room. For several years now, we had only seen each other twice a year, and always at Versailles.

			“Have you moved out of your studio?”

			“Yes, it was kind of weird. I couldn’t help feeling a twinge of regret, if I’m honest.”

			“Well, it’s always best not to become attached to anything. Are you still leaving tomorrow?”

			“Yes. I’m having lunch with Papa and catching my flight to Kigali in the evening.”

			“And where are you sleeping tonight?”

			“I’m staying with an old uni friend who lives in the twentieth arrondissement.”

			“While I remember, you’d better take the envelopes now, that way we won’t forget,” she said, scooping them up off the coffee table. “So, this one is for Eusébie and that one’s for—”

			“Mamie. You’ve written it.”

			“Take great care of them, there’s money in the one for Eusébie.”

			“And in Mamie’s?”

			“A letter and some administrative documents.”

			She headed to the kitchenette to make some coffee. She was muttering something, but I couldn’t hear her above the hissing of the percolator. I joined her and asked her to repeat what she’d said.

			“You can stay here tonight, the sofa’s very comfortable,” she blurted, without looking at me.

			I felt a tingle down my spine. These past few years I’d seen so little of her, and our conversations always remained at surface level to avoid touching on hot topics, so this simple offer was like a declaration of love.

			“I’d like that, Maman.”

			

			—

			There was an all-you-can-eat buffet at the Chinese restaurant. Finding myself face-to-face with my mother for a whole evening was such a rare occurrence, I couldn’t remember the last time it had happened. We were the only customers there. Maman had asked for a fork because she didn’t know how to eat with chopsticks. Physically, she was unchanged, except that the skin on her neck had got a bit wrinkly. She looked youthful enough to pass for my big sister.

			The restaurant was bathed in red neon and the decor was kitsch: fake plants, an aquarium with fluorescent lighting and plastic cats that, from the four corners of the room, waved their paws backward and forward as if greeting us. The hi-fi system was playing Christmas songs in Chinese, even though we were in April.

			“The waiters act like they know you. D’you come here often?”

			“Yes, it’s convenient. It’s not far from the boutique, you don’t have to wait and it’s a good value. Plus, there’s hardly ever anyone here, which suits me. I can be sure I won’t run into any of my customers.”

			I found the idea of my mother eating her Peking soup alone in this empty restaurant rather depressing.

			“How’s it going with the boutique?”

			“Fine, same as usual. Luckily, I have my regulars, because online sales are starting to damage the ready-to-wear market.”

			“Is work all you have time for?”

			“No, no. I make time for myself. I still go to the swimming pool three times a week.”

			“And what about your love life?” I asked. “Are you seeing anyone?”

			“Excuse me?”

			“You don’t have a boyfriend?”

			“Be quiet!” she exclaimed in outrage, looking around to check if we were being watched. “That’s no kind of question for a son to ask his mother!”

			“Come off it, Maman…I’m not ten anymore. You can tell me if you’re seeing someone. So, what’s with this rule, anyway?”

			“No, no…I’m not talking about that with you. It’s none of your business.”

			“All right, whatever, it’s your personal life,” I teased her, throwing up my arms. “But are you telling me you haven’t met anyone since Papa?”

			“That’s enough,” she said tersely. “In our culture, we don’t talk about these kinds of things.”

			“In our culture? Hold on…what are you saying here?”

			She looked away and signaled to the waiters to bring us two more Tsingtao beers. Just then, the doorbell chimed and in walked an elderly Versailles couple wrapped in thick coats. I saw my mother’s face fall.

			“I don’t believe it…” she whispered, panicking. “She’s one of my customers. I don’t want to see her. Move in front of me, hide me.”

			I shifted my chair so that I was directly opposite her, and she sank into her seat, eyes and chin down. Once they’d taken off their coats and scarves, the couple passed in front of our table with a “Monsieur, Dame” before going to help themselves from the buffet. My mother didn’t dare respond, but when they passed by our table again, I wished them “Bon appétit,” which they acknowledged with a polite and friendly smile.

			“You can relax, now. The alert’s over. I don’t think she recognized you,” I whispered.

			“You don’t think so?”

			“You know what they say: all Blacks look the same!”

			My mother succumbed to a fit of giggles which she tried to keep in check by covering her mouth with her hand. And there we both were, silently laughing so hard it hurt our stomach muscles. She pulled herself together by fanning her face with her hand.

			“Thank you, it’s been a long time since I laughed like that.”

			“You should take some vacation.”

			“Yes, I’m planning to. In August.”

			“But that’s a long way off. You don’t want to come with me?”

			“Where?”

			“To…Rwanda, of course.”

			She stopped chewing for a fraction of a second, and her laughter was already a distant memory.

			“Rwanda isn’t a holiday for me.”

			“But you’re planning to go back there one of these days, right? The last time was twelve years ago, already.”

			“I have no plans to,” came the curt response.

			“Listen, Maman, I’m not trying to put you on the spot. It was just a question that came to me on the spur of the moment.”

			“Fine, and my answer is clear, isn’t it?”

			“Not really. I’d like to understand.”

			She leaned back in her chair, on the defensive again.

			“There’s nothing to understand. I left nearly forty years ago. It’s not my country anymore. I chose my life, I chose to turn the page, why should that bother anybody?”

			“It bothers me, Maman. It bothers me because I’m not familiar with this page that you turned. You never read from it to me.”

			“Quit using this ridiculous metaphor.”

			“You’re the one who started it!”

			“Milan, I’ve had enough of your questions.”

			“And I’ve had enough of your silences, Maman.”

			She froze and we stared at each other for some seconds. I could see she was trying not to let her anger spill over. Then she regained her composure:

			“Eat.”

			“I’m not hungry anymore.”

			She gave me a cold look, her expression one of irritation now, before returning to her food. I stood up from the table. By the time I was back from the toilets, she had settled the bill. We walked back to hers without speaking. She stayed a few steps ahead of me, through streets that were already empty at barely ten o’clock.

			“Maman, please. It’s insane we can’t even talk about the bare minimum.”

			She looked at me sternly.

			“Milan, I have nothing to say to you.”

			“Well, I do. For instance, I’ve never told you Claude’s story, or what I experienced during my last stay there.”

			“I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, the past is the past,” she sighed impatiently. “Stop brooding over it. Right, are you coming in or not?” she asked, holding open the front door to her apartment block.

			“Thanks for dinner, Maman,” I said, after a split-second’s hesitation. “I’ll message you when I land in Kigali.”

			I began to head off, praying for her to call out my name, to ask me to come back, for us to be able to talk at last, to listen to each other, for her to recount her life and tell me about what she was really thinking, and for me to tell her about what had been on my mind for so long, for us to confide in each other freely, naturally, peaceably. Like mother and son. I prayed with all my might, but I heard the front door of the building close heavily behind her.
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			Day was breaking as I landed. The air was humid, with Kigali drowning in a thick mist and visibility down to less than ten meters. When I arrived at Eusébie’s, she was beside herself: Stella had gone missing.

			“She wasn’t in her bed when I got up this morning. I’ve been over to the neighbors, I’ve scoured the area, nothing. Ever since Rosalie’s funeral, she keeps running away. Where on earth can she be? She’s turning my life into a living hell. You do realize she’ll be twelve soon? She’s not the same little girl you used to know. The trouble is, I can’t afford to miss this morning’s meeting. Did your mother mention I’m a deputy now? I’m tabling a bill in Parliament today. And I’m already running late.”

			“Don’t worry. Head off to your meeting. I’ll ring you as soon as I’ve found her.”

			“Thank you, dear boy, and please keep me updated!”

			

			—

			Out on the terrace, the chirruping of the birds masked the muffled hum of the city. I paused to take stock. Everything was drenched in dew. “You’re back,” sang a voice inside my head. As the sun pierced the clouds, a patch of blue sky appeared and a kite flew across it, like an eclipse. My eyes followed the bird and over there, in the moss-covered jacaranda tree, I could make out a shape on the uppermost branch. Stella. Rather than call up to her I decided to climb the tree, despite the lichen making the trunk slippery. She was lost in her thoughts, her gaze drifting off in the early morning pastel light.

			“I should’ve guessed you’d be in the tree.”

			Stella turned toward me. She had grown into a beautiful young girl, her face smooth and slender, her forehead high, her gaze lit up by those big green eyes.

			“I saw you clambering out of the taxi just now,” she said, smiling ruefully.

			“Please accept my condolences, Stella. I’m so sorry I couldn’t be there in person for the funeral.”

			“It’s okay. She’s here now,” she said, stroking the bark. “Milan, can you keep a secret if I ask you to?”

			“What secret?”

			“The secret of the tree.”

			“Yes, of course.”

			“This morning, I watched my mother looking for me everywhere, on our compound and out in the street. But she never looked up, not once. It was the same thing last week. She only sees the world at her level. So many people are like that. But not you.”

			I could feel my head spinning. I was tired, or on a sugar low, or else the altitude of Kigali was getting to me.

			“Are you okay? You’ve gone all pale.”

			“Maybe we can head down now? And I need to call your mother, to put her mind at rest.”

			Once Eusébie was up to speed, I joined Stella on the terrace. She was sitting in the wicker armchair where Rosalie used to hold court.

			“I daren’t ask how long you’re going to stay…No, please don’t tell me. I don’t want to know. I’ve prayed that you will stay forever. Now that Rosalie has left us, I’m alone in this world.”

			“Of course you’re not. You have your mother.”

			“No I don’t, she’s always working. And even when she’s around, it’s like she’s not here. I miss Grand-mère Rosalie so much…”

			Her voice cracked, and I went over to give her a hug.

			“I recorded her,” she said, wiping away her tears with the back of her hand.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Each time she told me one of her stories, I recorded her on audio cassettes so I wouldn’t forget anything. Would you like to listen to some of them?”

			“You bet.”

			

			—

			Later on, Stella and I met up with Claude and Sartre in Nyamirambo. It was their first encounter. The Palace was more subdued now, almost sanitized. The yard was no longer a shambolic scrap heap. The street kids had left to forge their lives elsewhere, while the shacks had been repainted and fitted with doors and windows. They were occupied by families of modest means who paid their dues to Sartre. Claude rented one such shack, while Sartre still lived in the same room overflowing with books and music. Stella stepped inside and whistled in astonishment when she glimpsed so many treasures; next, she was taken aback by our reunion, which had us blubbering like boys. For all the time that had passed, for all the years that had ebbed away, it was as if we’d taken leave of each other yesterday. What had changed more than anything since my first trip was the city itself. Kigali had become one gigantic building site. Everywhere you looked there were new roads, new districts, new residential and office blocks, spanking new shopping centers.

			“I don’t recognize any of it,” I said, blowing on the tea Claude had just poured me.

			“Don’t worry, we don’t either,” Sartre leveled with me. “As the officials like to say, Vision Twenty-Twenty is underway.”

			“They want to turn Rwanda into an African Singapore by 2020,” Claude explained earnestly.

			“They’ve got their work cut out,” said Sartre.

			“What about your business, Claude?”

			“I’m taking delivery of ten motorbikes in a couple of weeks’ time: they’re imported from China and coming by truck from Dar es Salaam. I’m busy hiring drivers at the moment. The plan is to launch the biggest taxi-moto business in the city. Before the end of the year, I’ll be a boss! The boss-man!”

			“Congratulations! I remember you were already talking about this five years ago.”

			“Yes, I’ve been saving up all these years and now I can finally make my dream come true.”

			“You mainly get to grow rich, like a good capitalist!” teased Sartre.

			“That way, he can fund your idleness,” I said.

			“I defend the right to be lazy. Especially when the only talk in town is of opportunities, business, investments and all that enterprise bullshit. Even culture is being commodified. If we don’t watch out, the poets will have nothing left to recite but their times tables.”

			“What about you, Milan, what are you up to these days?” Claude asked, changing the topic.

			“Not a lot. My life’s been a mess lately. I need to take a step back and figure out what I really want to do.”

			“Have you hung up your barrister’s robes?” asked Sartre.

			“I was a corporate lawyer. But you’re right, I don’t think I was cut out for the law. Or for working in an office, for that matter.”

			“So, what are you going to do?” Claude fretted.

			“Who knows? Travel, read, listen to music, write…The serious stuff, I guess.”

			“Write? Write what?”

			Sartre’s interest was piqued.

			“Impressions, stories.”

			“What are you talking about?” Claude asked, looking at me like I’d taken leave of my senses.

			“You could write about Rosalie,” suggested Stella, who had been listening closely to our conversation.

			“So, who’s this Rosalie?” Sartre wanted to know.

			“My great-grandmother. She died last week. She was a hundred and fifteen.”

			“Wow, do great-grandmothers still exist in this country?” asked Claude.

			“Mama Wé! Good Lord! A hundred and fifteen!” exclaimed Sartre. “She must have told you plenty of stories?”

			“Yes, I know all about Rwanda’s ancient history.”

			“There you go,” Sartre said, smiling. “Milan could recount Rwanda’s history from your great-grandmother’s time through to you standing here today. What does that make, four, five generations?”

			“What d’you think of the idea, Milan?” asked Stella, staring at me with big questioning eyes. “Because if you won’t write this history, I will!”

			Sartre was clearly enthusiastic about the turn this conversation was taking.

			“What’s on your mind?” Claude said, staring at me. “You look concerned.”

			“Mamie. You do realize I haven’t seen her in twelve years? I couldn’t make the trip south last time—I had to leave straight after the exhumation. Can you take me to Butare this week? I need to see her again.”

			“Can I come with you?” begged Stella.

			“No, another time,” I said, answering her like a big brother. “You need to get back to school.”

			“I can drop you off, but I won’t stay,” said Claude.

			“Not even for one night?”

			“I don’t want to see her again. She doesn’t like me.”

			“What makes you say that?”

			“I just know, period. I’m her husband’s bastard spawn.”

			Claude’s voice betrayed no sadness; nor was there any trace of resentment in his claim. He spoke in the calmest of tones. As if stating the obvious.

			“In 1994, she took me in out of Christian charity—because your mother had asked her to do so. But I soon realized I wasn’t welcome in her home. I represented the betrayal of her husband, his infidelity. Anyway, my family is here, at the Palace.”

			A family photo was being torn up before my eyes and handed back to me in two halves. Claude sensed my shock.

			“Don’t sweat it. I’ll go with you to Butare. She adores you. You’re all she ever talks about. Come on, you’re her only grandson!”
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			A few days later, Claude dropped me off in front of the Hôtel Faucon in Butare. His parting words were that I’d die of boredom during my short stay at Mamie’s. Given I was early, I decided to case the town before heading to her house. Butare had something of the Wild West about it, with its main street and businesses concentrated along a strip of two hundred meters: small bank branches, small gas stations, small offices, small shops, small hotels, even a small post office. On the road to Gisagara, I saw the Virgin, a splash of white against a backdrop of ochre and laterite. There was a jacaranda tree to the left of the statue to Saint Mary which blessed the goods trucks, the NGO cars and the taxi-vélos spinning along the track toward the colorful marshes below. Rising up behind the Blessed Virgin was the largest cathedral in the country. It was built “in loving memory of S. M. Astrid, Queen of the Belgians, beloved mother of her people from Europe and Africa.” The devil always hides in the detail, and a small plaque at the entrance signed “E. Hautfenne, goldsmith, Brussels, 1936” indicated that the building materials had been “brought with great effort from Congo and the forest of Nyunge by indigenous porters.” A cunning euphemism for exhaustion, sickness and death along the way.

			I sat on the grass beneath the jacaranda tree. It was dusk, the hour when the sun smiles kindly on us. The dust made me sneeze, some nuns in white habits laughed as they crossed the track, a fly landed briefly on my arm before setting off again on its space conquest mission. I was reflecting on Stella’s idea of writing our families’ story across five generations: Rosalie, Mamie, my mother and Eusébie, Claude and, last but not least, Stella.

			Once the sun had disappeared behind the bell tower, it was time to get going. Claude had drawn a sketch map directing me to Mamie’s address. It made for a pleasant walk. Butare, with its university, had once been the center of the country’s intellectual life. Today, it was a sleepy town with an old-fashioned charm. At the corner of avenue Rwasave and avenue Mont Huye, I noticed a small and pretty white brick house, partially covered in ivy, with no bars at the windows and no fence. I stopped and, for a few seconds, I imagined that I’d lived there in another life: happy, surrounded by a loving family, without the specter of everything that had ravaged this country since the first massacres in 1959. Then I continued on my way along the deserted stony streets, beneath the gaze of tall venerable trees, of square houses with sheet-metal roofs in red and chimneys that looked out of place in these latitudes. During our motorbike ride from Kigali to Butare, as I clung to Claude, I had been thinking about the man who connected us—neither of us knew anything about him. I resolved to make the most of this opportunity to find out more about my grandfather Emmanuel. By now I had reached Mamie’s place: a sizeable charmless house with gray roughcast walls. I scooped up a pebble from the ground and announced my arrival by rapping on the iron gates. A dog barked.

			High ceilings, the echo from every sound, the quality of silence: these were what first struck me about the house. That night, a neighbor paid Mamie a visit. After half an hour of listening to them talking in Kinyarwanda, I felt the urge to capture the scene that was playing out before my eyes, to describe it the way a naturalist writer would, instead of being stuck there, doing nothing. I pulled a notebook and pen from my pocket and began to write…

			
				It’s already dark in the living room. The lace curtains block out the light. The shadows are deep in conversation. My grandmother prepares the tea, with its scent of lemongrass. She serves me a glass of fermented milk, and gives her guest a small Amstel. The cups are set on the coffee table with its white tablecloth, next to a mother-of-pearl shell and a bunch of plastic flowers. There are baskets on top of a chest of drawers, and on the walls color prints of a blond, blue-eyed Christ. The only man left in Mamie’s life. She proudly shows her neighbor a recent gift, an RPF mug bearing a photo of Rwanda’s president. Mamie uncaps her beer and the neighbor sings “Tora, tora, tora Kagame” (Vote, vote, vote Kagame). They’ve known each other since they were refugees in Bujumbura, in a settlement administered by the Office of African Municipalities (OCAF), District 2, Ngagara. Now they’re back in their home country, and they can’t stop singing. The conversation lurches from whispers to shrieks. The neighbor is magnificently vulgar as she belches between subject and verb, no holding back. Night has fallen and the bats are making one hell of a racket. Another neighbor arrives with a blood pressure monitor. The sound of electric vibrations. The device tightens around my grandmother’s wrist: “One hundred and ten over sixty, that’s good!” She is relieved. The neighbor calls her “Mama Venancia.” Their conversations are never-ending. I surmise that they’re talking about other people, about family, about ordinary everyday matters. Their mobiles vibrate and ping. They send text messages. On a poor-quality screen, one of the neighbors shows the photo of a newborn baby. Nobody is talking now. They whisper. Then, suddenly, they turn up the volume on their conversation. It’s so dark. I can no longer make out what I’m writing. Mamie switches on a pallid neon strip light and the insects huddle around it. Suddenly, her face and those of her neighbors reappear. Expressionless. A gecko dashes along a wall, then comes to an abrupt halt. Thanks to some suggestive gestures, plus the odd word in French, I glean they’re talking about a niece with a pretty face but an enormous backside. Then about a different girl with chunky arms. Outside, Mamie’s employees chat, switch on the radio, run the water. Now, the three women are referring to something sad. I overhear the word “genocide.” The neighbor says “yooo.” My grandmother adds to the tragic timbre by stretching out her words, emphasizing the consonants, beginning her sentences softly and then speeding up. The other neighbor puts her hand to her cheek and shakes her head in disbelief. The moment a neighbor speaks, Mamie affirms them with a “yego” or else with a bovine-sounding interjection, an “mmmm” declaimed in every tone, from astonishment through to agreement via disapproval. The neighbor decides I look like “an Arab.” The French words for “marriage,” “union,” “lifting of mourning” are repeated several times. The neighbors complain. Every week, they have to attend weddings and funerals, as well as ceremonies to mark the giving of dowries or the lifting of the mourning period. This necessitates many essential visits to the hairdresser as well as to the tailor for their imishanana, or traditional dress. And no fewer “contributions.” Mamie has decided to limit her gifts to five thousand francs per occasion. Given there are three or four such occasions per month, she struggles to make ends meet. With one last sip of beer, the neighbors take their leave. We escort them to the gates, where they say their hasty goodbyes. In the silence of this large house, the gates grate, the keys jangle. Mamie locks up and keeps a full trousseau of keys inside her bra. There are keys for everything. For doors, for suitcases, for wardrobes, for cupboards, for the laundry, for the shop, for the till. Dozens and dozens of keys which she keeps in small brown paper bags. And then there’s the cupboard for the storage cans. Everyday cans, for oil, for sugar, for the water we heat over the charcoal in the morning so we can wash. She doesn’t let anything go unaccounted for. Everything has to be centralized, and she spends her days unlocking and locking. She lives surrounded by people she suspects. She is alone. The house smells of candle wax mixed with boiled beans. She irons her big boubous and her wax-print wrappers on the living room table. I ask her why she doesn’t let Joséphine do this. She mutters that the girl doesn’t know how to, that you can’t trust survivors, that they’re bad people, jealous. We move to the table, where I drink fragrant lemongrass tea from the garden. On the menu: soggy fries, peas, margarine, bread. Mamie blesses her food. I cross myself before eating. No fool, she laughs and asks if I go to church. Like a coward, I reply: “Now and then.” She knows that I’m lying, but my answer satisfies her. She serves me, then serves me some more. “You eat! You eat!” Her perennial exhortation. Mamie still addresses me formally as “vous.” There’s nothing affected about this; it’s just that, because she learned French so long ago, I think she can only remember the second person plural. It’s unthinkable for me to speak informally to someone who is addressing me formally, so I follow suit. Night is plunging toward tomorrow. A small shop lights up a dark and dusty street in Butare. A tick-infested dog with no name mounts guard; his left eye is no more, his hindquarters are paralyzed and he is all skin and bones. I go to bed breathing in the fumes from the insecticide, which is more effective as mosquito-scented room spray than repellent. Outside, the bats are once again making a diabolical din. I can hear Mamie dragging her feet in the corridor. Everything reverberates in this big house. The gates screech. Mamie checks that they’re firmly locked.

			

			

			—

			From first thing in the morning, Mamie was in combat mode, and she didn’t spare her two employees: Joséphine, who was still with her twelve years after my first visit, and Sécurité, the guard, who was another survivor. Mamie was constantly summoning them—“Ngwino! Come!”—and clearing her throat to register dissatisfaction. Also living in her compound was Gaston, a cousin of Mamie’s abandoned by the rest of the family due to a mental disability, whom she’d been looking after for years. All day long he sat on a chair and coughed plenty. Mamie explained that he had contracted neuralgia from carrying cases of beer and sacks of amkara (charcoal), and this had destroyed his lungs. She talked about him as if he were a child and lost her temper whenever he forgot to take his medicine. Gaston had shaken me down for money on more than one occasion to buy a beer from Mamie’s little shop, for which he was responsible. Located inside a repurposed container, it stocked tinned sardines, margarine, sodas, beer, toilet paper, single cigarettes, milk in powder or sachets, condoms, padlocks and sugar.

			While I was having my breakfast—a cup of tea and some mini bananas—Mamie kept the inventory for her shop in a school notebook whose cover read “Name: Ntaaokaja Bernard, School: The Pigeon Loft, Class: 5th year of primary.” She wrote studiously with her left hand and, with her right, sprayed insecticide on the flies buzzing nearby. I hadn’t learned so much about her in two days. She was born in 1931, the same year identity cards were introduced listing the bearer’s ethnicity. She was part of the first generation of Rwandans to have converted collectively to Catholicism. After my mother left for Europe in 1973, Mamie had gone into exile in Burundi in search of her husband, from whom she’d been separated by the massacres against the Tutsi earlier that year. In 1994, during the genocide, she had signed up to treat wounded RPF troops behind the front lines. When she moved to Butare in 2001, she had transferred her nursing job to the town’s hospital, while also acting as a judge in the gacaca courts, something I hadn’t realized when I was researching my dissertation. She was a strong woman—everyone in the neighborhood called her “Madame Monsieur.” She had achieved all this by the sweat of her brow: building her own house, opening small businesses, buying and selling. Calculator in one hand, she explained that she received a pension of two hundred thousand Rwandan francs and made ends meet thanks to her little shop and the rooms for rent she had built in her garden. Each piece of information was obtained after a long struggle. I sensed that every question I asked made her uncomfortable and tetchy—a trait she shared with my mother. Still, that morning I chanced my luck:

			“Mamie, can you tell me about my grandfather?”

			She looked up from her notebook and stared at me indignantly.

			“No, no, no,” she repeated, as if I were a beggar harassing her.

			“What was his name?”

			“Emmanuel.”

			“And what was his job?”

			“No job.”

			“Claude told me he was a tailor.”

			“No, no, no…Unemployed and a drunkard. That’s all.”

			“Mamie, do you have any photos of Emmanuel?”

			“No, no, no…There are no photos. They don’t exist.”

			She stared at me icily over the top of her glasses, sucking her teeth and muttering. Then she headed off to scold one of her employees.

			

			—

			Two days later, on the morning of my departure, Mamie came into my room with a gift. She closed the door carefully behind her and asked me to sit down. Solemnly, she presented me with a hammer-shaped bottle opener and a cheap wooden sculpture of a peasant, with “Burundi” inscribed on the base. As she was leaving my room, she turned back and added: “Please to forgive me, I have little money.” I felt more embarrassed than she did, given that I’d turned up empty-handed with only the envelope for her from my mother.

			The bus to Kigali was scheduled for nine o’clock. Mamie and I arrived at the small bus station at eight o’clock. Sitting next to each other on the low wall in front of the gas station, we waited in silence and the morning cool, beneath a dying acacia tree, watching life pass by along Butare’s main street. The hour went slowly. After a while, Mamie began to peer at me. I sensed the insistent quality of her stare. She was taking me in from every angle to the point of making me feel awkward.

			“You are looking like Emmanuel,” she suddenly declared. “Same profile. Photocopy!”

			She laughed, a childish laugh. Her face lit up for that second and her stern expression evaporated. She was like a young woman in love. When the bus finally pulled up, she took my hands in hers, holding them briefly as if they were precious objects. Then she told me that I was handsome.
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			Tante Eusébie’s house was shrouded in dense plant life that gave rise to a stream of birds whose melodious songs I was gradually learning to recognize. With Eusébie working all hours on new draft legislation, she was rarely at home. Stella attended middle school now, and a school bus stopped in front of the gates to pick her up at six o’clock every morning, as well as dropping her off at the end of the afternoon, clad in a uniform of pine-green skirt, stripy shirt and tie. Eusébie had set great store by enrolling her daughter in a private international school; founded by American philanthropists, it prepared the offspring of the elite for Ivy League universities in the States as well as prestigious European centers of learning. Stella was trilingual, switching from French to English and from English to Kinyarwanda with breathtaking ease. But I could tell how fragile she still was, and I had already postponed my departure twice. She often burst into tears mid-sentence and skipped classes to seek refuge in the jacaranda tree. This prompted Eusébie to look for her daughter everywhere, calling out her name across the compound and neighborhood. I said nothing, honoring my promise not to reveal her hiding place. I was the keeper of the secret of the tree. At her wits’ end, Eusébie lost her patience one evening after an exhausting day in Parliament.

			“I forbid you to run away again, do you understand?” she said, in a face-off with Stella. “We’ve spent an hour looking for you today. D’you think I’ve got nothing better to do than to go running after you every other morning?”

			Stella listened with her head bowed.

			“And another thing, the school called me up about your non-attendance and your grades being in free fall. I mean, who d’you take me for?”

			Stella was kneading her fingers.

			“May I remind you that your school is costing me a fortune? I’m only working this hard because I want to build a future for you. You have no idea how lucky you are. What’s happening to you? I don’t recognize you anymore, my daughter.”

			“It’s just that…I’m sad…I’ve lost Mamie Rosalie.”

			“And? I lost my husband, my children, my parents, my brothers and my sisters. Do you see me moping?”

			Head still down, chin quivering, Stella stared at her shoes.

			“As of today, I forbid you to miss a single day of school. I won’t say this again.”

			Stella didn’t miss any more school. Every morning, she struggled to get out of bed and face the day. This led to awful stomachaches that she hid from her mother, but which I ended up diagnosing. I’d experienced similar pains at her age, the soreness in your gut that comes from swallowing your anger, your frustration, your heartbreak, from choking back all those words you’d like to scream in the world’s face. Stella was devastated by Rosalie’s death.

			One afternoon, we were both sitting on the highest branch of the jacaranda, watching the kites circling over the neighborhood.

			“It helps me, you being here. Even if it doesn’t show, I’m happy when I’m with you. I know you’ll have to go back to France though, and then I’ll be all alone. As in, really alone this time.”

			Stella was right, I did have to leave. My father was pestering me on a daily basis about going home, finding an apartment, investing my inheritance in property. He kept forwarding me property alerts and mortgage offers as if his life depended on it. But before I gave some serious thought as to what I was going to do with the rest of my life, I wanted to go traveling, tour Europe and take some time off. Yes, Stella was right, she would soon be alone. I could see how absent Eusébie was, both physically and in terms of moral support. Stella was living on a remote island, cut off from everything; when she was up in her jacaranda tree, she was like a ship’s girl who’d climbed the main mast.

			“There’s something I want to ask you, Milan. My school is organizing a French-language writing competition. We have to pen a portrait of a family member, whether they’re alive or not. The winning entry will be read out by the author in front of the whole school on speech day, as well as being printed and distributed to all the students. Before you leave, it would mean the world to me if you could help me create the most beautiful portrait possible as a tribute to Rosalie.”

			“I’d love that, Stella! When do you have to hand in your piece?”

			“In ten days’ time.”

			“And you want to write about the whole of Rosalie’s life? That’s no portrait—it’s a novel!”

			I was grinning, but Stella was more earnest than ever.

			“Are you going to help me?”

			“Game on!”

			She high-fived me before standing perilously on the branch and whooping with joy at the horde of vultures hovering in the bruise-blue sky. The same day, I called my father to reassure him about my return date, emailed to arrange a few apartment viewings and booked my train and bus tickets for my trip across Europe.

			

			—

			That evening, the atmosphere at the Palace was charged. In the middle of the gathering, Sartre and Claude were exchanging harsh words with three police officers. Sartre was losing his temper and waving his arms about, while Claude tried to play the mediator and smooth things over. The glassy-eyed police officer in charge fired off an ultimatum. After the authorities had left, a demoralized Claude and Sartre collapsed onto a dusty old car seat that doubled as a couch in the yard. The residents, who had come out of their shacks to witness the ruckus, went about their business again.

			“What’s with the long faces? Are you going to explain what’s going on?”

			“Time’s up on the monarchy,” muttered Sartre, staring into the distance.

			“We’ve received an eviction order.”

			“Hold on, just hold on, what the hell are you talking about?”

			“The owners are reclaiming their property.”

			“The owners? So, the Palace isn’t your home?”

			“Of course it’s my home!” thundered Sartre. “I’m sovereign in my kingdom! It’s just that, well, if you want to get into the nitty-gritty, meaning the finer points of law…well then, I guess…I’m a sovereign who squats his own Palace.”

			“I don’t understand, are you telling me you’ve been squatting all these years? I mean, how is that even possible?”

			“Everyone did it,” Claude explained. “After the genocide, if you were looking for a house, all you had to do was gain entry and the place was yours. Which is what Sartre did.”

			“Where did you live before the genocide?”

			“I come from the city of Gitarama. But at the age of eight, when my parents died, I found myself on the street and I came to Kigali to become a mayibobo.”

			“During the genocide, Sartre reclaimed this house, which had been deserted by its occupants, and turned it into a refuge for the kids he found along the way: orphans like me who had survived but didn’t know where to turn. He hid them, fed them, looked after them. He’s a saint.”

			“Steady on now!” said Sartre, with an awkward laugh.

			“How could you move about without fearing for your life, given there were roadblocks everywhere? You rescued all these books with your wheelbarrow in broad daylight, right?”

			“Sartre is Hutu.”

			Seeing the surprise on my face, Claude repeated this information:

			“That’s right, he’s Hutu. His father was Hutu. But instead of participating in the killings or reveling in flushing out the Tutsi like other kids, he rescued us. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: this is a righteous man among righteous men.”

			“So, who are these people evicting you?”

			“A family of Rwandans who’ve been living for a long time in Canada,” said Claude. “In 1994, they took in an aunt who had survived the massacres. She died last year. She never wanted to return to Rwanda, but her dying wish was for her family to recover the compound.”

			“And do they have the right to do this?”

			“Sure do,” said Sartre. “The law’s on their side—and destitution’s on ours.”

			“Can’t you appeal?”

			“Nope,” came Claude’s fatalistic answer.

			“All we can do is what we’re best at doing, dear boy: we adapt!” said Sartre, squinting at me disconcertingly.

			Claude stood up, signaling he had something to show me. It wasn’t far, just a few streets away. He pushed open a metal gate and we found ourselves inside a tiny yard. At the far end was a garage secured with a heavy metal chain. Claude unlocked it and switched on a neon strip light that blinked for a few seconds before revealing ten brand-new motorcycles lined up in a row. “This is our retirement plan! It’s our ticket out of poverty!” he announced, starry-eyed. Sartre had followed hot on our heels and was standing behind us, grinning from ear to ear. “Luckily, there isn’t just bad news in this world of ours!”
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			Stella and I were making headway on her written portrait. Every afternoon after school, we sat on the grass at the foot of the jacaranda, with the radio cassette player propped against the trunk, listening to Rosalie’s voice. Stella translated her great-grandmother’s words from Kinyarwanda into French for me, and I duly noted this down, before the two of us reshaped the sentences, cutting, trimming, building up certain sections, improving the coherence and flow. What I had taken for a straightforward homework assignment was becoming an epic. Through Rosalie’s remarkable life, I was beginning to understand the history of this country. With all the wisdom of her eleven—almost twelve—years, Stella had been right to bring me on board this adventure. And she had breathed new life into my project of taking notes about Mamie and my family.

			“That’s the end of that.”

			At the click signaling the end of one cassette, Stella stood up and went to find the next one.

			“Wait…you said you wanted to cover Rosalie’s whole life, right? Not just her youth?”

			“Correct. Her whole life.”

			“But we’ve been doing this for a week, and Rosalie hasn’t even reached thirty in our version! Given she died at a hundred and fifteen, would you mind telling me how many more cassettes we still have left to transcribe?”

			“Um, like…a few,” she conceded casually.

			“A few?”

			Moments later, Stella returned from her bedroom loaded with a cardboard box whose contents she emptied onto the lawn. I leaped to my feet. Before my eyes was a pile of cassettes the size of a bush termite’s mound.

			“You’re kidding me? We’ll never have time to listen to all that!”

			“Don’t be mad at me.”

			“I’m not mad at you,” I fired back, even madder at her. “It’s just that…shit, Stella, you’re meant to hand in your assignment next week, and now I find out we’ve got the whole of the Encyclopedia Universalis to translate!”

			“You promised to help me…”

			“For sure, I said I’d help you, but I don’t see how we’re going to get through all this in four days…”

			Stella stared at me, the tears welling up in those big eyes of hers. This portrait meant everything to her; it was her way of paying tribute to her great-grandmother. Listening to Rosalie, and doing so together, was a means of assuaging her grief. My reaction was stupid and disproportionate, so I took a deep breath.

			“Let me think it over, we’ll figure a way. We’ve got four days left, including the weekend. We’ll make it work.”

			I’d been pacing back and forth in the garden for several minutes, before it occurred to me to call Claude and Sartre and explain the situation to them. Straight up, they agreed to help. Claude suggested escaping the city to work by the shores of Lake Kivu, in an abandoned house where he went to get away from it all when he needed peace and quiet. “Over there, we’ll be alone in the world.” It wasn’t easy to convince Eusébie, who thought it was a ludicrous idea, until I explained how the project would benefit Stella. “Well, if you think this portrait of her great-grandmother might help her feel better, then go ahead.”

			The next day, we caught a bus from the bus station at Nyabugogo, bound for the little town of Kibuye, on the shores of Lake Kivu. Three hours later, as we rounded a bend in the hilltops, we glimpsed the lake for the first time. Sartre and Stella were slack-jawed at the spectacle of this great expanse of water, vast as an upside-down sky and planted with myriad tiny forest-covered islets. The house—a tumbledown old chalet, with a small private beach and a rusty pontoon—sat close to the water, against a backdrop of tropical greenery. It had belonged to the Swiss Voluntary Service before the genocide. Later, soldiers had made it their base owing to its strategic position at the entrance to a bay where genocidaires, who had escaped to the Congolese island of Ijwi opposite, used to moor their boats at night to continue wreaking havoc in the region. Deserted since that time, the chalet’s interior was in a ruinous state. A herdsman must have used it to shelter his cows at night because the ground was mired in dung. It goes without saying there was no water or electricity, while the windows were broken and the doors hung off their hinges. Taking stock, I felt temporarily deflated. Instead of a quiet study space in which to finish writing the portrait, we had a camp in the outback. Luckily, Claude found some villagers who were willing to help us. They brought us mattresses for the night and together we gave the place a quick once-over. While we set up a table out on the pontoon with the pile of cassettes, the radio cassette player, pens and paper, Claude headed into the town center to buy some food supplies, as well as crates of beer and sodas. We agreed that I would keep going with Stella, while Claude and Sartre would each work on their own, using Walkmans with headphones and translating from Kinyarwanda to French. Sartre was delighted to be flexing his writerly muscles. When Claude returned from town with the provisions, he found us on the pontoon, facing the lake, watching the close of day as the sky, tinged bronze and gold, was traversed by a gulp of cormorants. We pried the lids off our drinks and toasted this sweet recompense.

			“Claude’s one hell of a dark horse, keeping this paradise secret!” Sartre said.

			“How did you find out about this place?” asked Stella.

			“I stumbled on the chalet by chance, when I was out for a walk. Originally, I came for Lake Kivu. Tonton Bertin used to tell me about it when I was a child. He was a primary school teacher and very knowledgeable. He explained that in the west of the country there was a lake as big as the sea. He would often talk about it, and he dreamed of going there one day. A few years ago, when I got my first motorbike, I drove here. What a shock! I had never seen so much water.”

			“Me too, this is my first time,” said Stella, who was enthralled by the setting.

			Sartre nodded and Claude scanned the horizon.

			“Yes, Tonton Bertin was right…It’s like the sea.”

			We set to work the same evening by the glow of a storm lamp. Rosalie’s voice filled the night air, the soft lapping of the waves following the steady cadence of her sentences. Focused, wearing headphones, Claude and Sartre transcribed the old woman’s words while Stella translated each sentence diligently for me. From the other side of the lake, in the mountains of Congo, we could make out the echo of thunder. Intermittent flashes of lightning streaked the darkness. A cool wind was rising, and we carried our materials back to the house. Claude lit a fire in the great fireplace, and we laid the mattresses in a circle around the hearth to warm ourselves up. We carried on working late into the night, each of us falling asleep to the sound of Rosalie’s voice speaking to us from the beyond.

			The next day, Saturday, keenly aware she had to hand in her assignment first thing on Monday morning—and that we were still so wide of the mark—Stella experienced a rush of anxiety. I reassured her that we’d be fine, but we needed to speed up the translation. The sun had been beating down since early morning, so we moved the table under the tall banyan tree on the beach, whose creepers tumbled like garlands into the water, and set to work in its shade. Claude soon complained of headaches from concentrating too hard. He had to abandon the task and spent the day swimming and preparing meals while whistling church hymns. Sartre, headphones clamped over his ears, often reacted to Rosalie’s story by laughing out loud, wiping away a tear or voicing his enthusiasm: “She’s fabulous this woman! Legendary!” A huge smile of pride lit up Stella’s face.

			Shortly before midnight, we finished translating all the interviews. We already had a rough idea, but it took us a while to agree on which parts to preserve among the wealth of stories and anecdotes from Rosalie’s long life. Now it was up to Stella to pen the portrait of her great-grandmother in her own words. She had Sunday daytime left for this, so she headed to bed while Claude, Sartre and I stayed out on the terrace, drinking warm beer and contemplating the starry night. I was exhausted but happy.

			“This feels so right. I reckon I could spend my whole life here.”

			“I’m much too fond of Nyamirambo,” said Sartre. “All this calm makes me edgy.”

			“D’you both know where you’re going to live, now you’re being kicked out of the Palace?”

			“I’ve found a little house in the neighborhood, next to the motorcycle garage,” Claude said. “We’re moving our belongings next week.”

			“But before we leave, we’re planning farewell celebrations to end ’em all with the ex-mayibobo! They’re all coming back specially for the occasion, including some from Congo, Burundi and Uganda.”

			“It’s going to be a night to remember!” said Claude.

			“I hope you’ve planned a giant pogo,” I laughed.

			“Of course! And whole tanks of banana beer!”

			In the dark, out on the water, a pirogue was gliding silently through the moonlight. We could dimly catch the sound of paddles slicing through waves.

			“I want to go back to the hillside of my childhood. I’m going to recover my family’s land,” Claude announced in a serious voice.

			The small craft pulled away into the depths of the night, vanishing rapidly, as if it had never existed.

			“When did you make up your mind?”

			“Ever since we received the eviction order for the Palace. Those people are right to reclaim their property. The genocide has already taken away our families—we’re not going to be robbed of our memories and sense of place as well.”

			“So what’s your plan?” snorted Sartre. “Settle down on the hillside, among the killers and their families?”

			“I just want to assert my rights. And to remind the killers that I’m still alive.”

			

			—

			On Sunday, it rained without letup. Heavy torrents slammed down onto the lake, riddling the surface of the water in millions of places. The sky was laden with every imaginable shade of blue and gray. Claude and Sartre slept for most of the day while Stella shaped her assignment. Later, on our way back to the capital, she carried on writing despite the bus lurching with every bend and pothole, and she finished at the last possible moment, as we were pulling into Kigali. In the crowded bus station, with everyone jostling and all the fumes from the exhaust pipes, Stella thanked us by holding out her arms and hugging the three of us.
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			The next day, Stella handed in her assignment and I traveled with Claude to his childhood hill. What had been a humble dusty track at the time of the gacaca trial was now partially tarmacked. In place of fields and farmland, new neighborhoods were springing up, modeled on the American suburbs. A picket-fence dream, with identical houses all in a row, like a game of mirrors replicating the same image to infinity. The sight of this Western middle-class make-believe exported to the green pastures of Rwanda made me despair. Claude didn’t see what the problem was; he dreamed of living in one of these new homes, in a well-organized neighborhood, with water, electricity, maintained roads and a safe environment.

			We left behind the asphalted highway to follow a dirt trail that forded streams, crossing a landscape of rice fields and fish farms. Then the motorbike followed an even narrower path that wound its way up toward the family hillside. At the district office, Claude explained his situation and asked about the procedures for recovering his land. Next, we headed for the village where an impromptu visit by two outsiders, one of whom was a White—or an umuzungu—triggered suspicious looks.

			“They recognized me. They can clearly see the scar on my skull. That’s why I shave my head—to remind people who I am.”

			Since the trial in 2005, Claude hadn’t set foot in the region. Returning five years later required a degree of determination and courage that was beyond me. We continued on foot, with news of our arrival on the hillside apparently spreading like fear. Claude stopped suddenly: “It’s there.” We could make out the remains of a section of wall, together with the eroded foundations of what had once been his family home, in among the long grass and scrub. He stood motionless for a while, gazing down at the ruins. In a field below, women were cultivating beans and potatoes. Claude made his way down to them, reporting back afterward on their conversation.

			“Do you know who this land you’re cultivating belongs to?”

			“It belongs to the community. We’re doing nothing wrong.”

			“So, this land belongs to nobody in particular?”

			“Who are you? You didn’t introduce yourself, stranger.”

			“You know full well who I am, old woman. Has your memory disappeared, like the house that used to stand here?”

			“You left so long ago,” said another woman with muddy feet and a hoe in her hand. “We’re doing nothing wrong. We just want to feed our children. You live and work in the city. You’re rich while we are living in poverty.”

			“How can you be impoverished, when you have your families?”

			“God is a father to all his children,” said a third woman.

			“I didn’t come here to convince you, just to warn you. Tell your husbands and your sons that Claude, son of Solange, grandson of Vestine, nephew of Godelieve and of Bertin the primary school teacher, has come to reclaim his land, and he’ll be back with the authorities.”

			Claude walked away without another word, the eyes of the peasant women boring into him. Soon, the whole hillside was watching us. Nobody was indifferent to our arrival, this much was clear. That same evening, in the privacy of their homes, the women would talk about it with their menfolk, and later the men would talk about it among themselves in the village cabaret, as the appearance of Claude and the umuzungu kept feeding conversations, fueling all sorts of speculation and wild imagining, rousing the ghosts of the past, reviving fears that had lain buried, rekindling deep-rooted hatreds and cravings for vengeance. Until we climbed back on the motorbike and took off down the hillside, we could feel hundreds of alarmed stares weighing on our shoulders. We could hear the panic of a whole community buzzing in our ears.

			

			______

			Late that afternoon, as she stepped off the school bus, Stella threw herself into my arms to announce the good news. Her entry had been chosen for the speech day celebrations at the end of the week.

			“Maman! I won! I won!” she enthused later on to her mother. “The portrait of Grand-mère Rosalie has been selected!”

			Eusébie cupped Stella’s face in her hands.

			“I’m so proud of you, my daughter. And from where she’s looking down on us, Rosalie is proud too.”

			“Would you like me to read it to you?” suggested Stella, hopping with excitement.

			“No, no, I’d rather it be a surprise on Saturday. But between now and then, you’ll to need to practice it, agreed?”

			“Starting with this evening!” said Stella, making for her room.

			Out on the terrace, Eusébie slipped off her shoes and propped her legs on the coffee table.

			“You look tired, don’t you ever stop?”

			“I know…It’s just that sometimes we’d like things to happen faster.”

			“The way I see it, things are moving in the right direction. This country looks nothing like it did the first time I came here.”

			“Of course, but we’re up against so many barriers, especially inside our own heads. For all we’ve come a long way, there’s so much more to do. And we’re still handling emergencies, even sixteen years later. Everything we’ve built is so precarious…”

			“Have you ever thought about leaving? About starting over?”

			“Starting over is all I’ve ever done. But leave, no. What life would I have abroad?”

			“I don’t know. My mother managed to leave, didn’t she?”

			“Yes, she did. But you know what, your mother’s story is a complicated one.”

			“No, I don’t know anything, that’s the whole point. She doesn’t talk to me about it.”

			“Talking isn’t easy. Especially to your own children.”

			“But you can tell me?”

			“No, I can’t. It’s up to her to do it. Give her time.”

			“What if she never does?”

			“You have to trust her.”

			

			—

			It was midnight. Eusébie and Stella had gone to bed early. Everything was calm under cover of darkness. Just as I was nodding off, a text pinged through from Sartre: “Get over to Nyamijos, it’s on fire, everything’s burning down!” I slipped out of the house in a panic and, once outside in the street, headed for Nyamirambo. I could see the flames in the distance and an impressive plume of smoke blacker than the night sky. I broke into a run as I tried ringing Claude and Sartre, but neither of them was answering their phone. Closer now, I realized that the fire wasn’t at the Palace. I had reached the street where Claude and Sartre were due to move in. The stench of gasoline and burnt plastic meant I had to use the neck of my T-shirt to cover my nose and mouth. A huge crowd had gathered, as if everyone in the neighborhood had arranged to meet up and watch the night on fire. Elbowing my way through the crowd, I spotted Sartre, not far off, a distraught and wild look in his eyes. With Claude nowhere to be seen, and Sartre unable to speak, I feared the worst. My heart began to pound fit to burst.

			“Where’s Claude?” I stammered.

			Sartre pointed to a man covered in soot, his clothes torn, his hands most likely burnt. On seeing me, Claude rushed toward me and hugged me tight as he began crying hot tears. He was crying in rage. Then, he withdrew, wiped the snot from his nose with his forearm and turned to face the blaze.

			“Years of work gone up in smoke.”

			“The motorbikes?”

			“Yes, all ten motorbikes that were in the garage,” Sartre confirmed. “I tried putting it out, but everything went up too quickly.”

			“Did you burn your hands? Show me.”

			“Who cares? I’m telling you, I’ve lost everything!”

			“What happened?”

			“We don’t know,” sighed Sartre.

			“It’s the people from my hillside,” Claude cut in. “It’s them, I’m sure of it! They’re getting their own back for my visit.”

			Sartre shot me a worried look as if to say Claude was delirious. The firefighters, meanwhile, had turned up, but there was nothing left to save: the motorcycles had been reduced to molten scrap.

			“Don’t say that, little brother. How could those peasants have known where you lived in Kigali? And…I mean, coming to Nyamirambo in the middle of the night to set fire to a house? It’s a bit implausible. Those hicks don’t know the first thing about the big city.”

			“It’s them! I’m telling you.”

			

			—

			The next day, once his hands had been treated at the hospital, Claude knocked at Eusébie’s gates. His eyes were puffy with exhaustion, his expression one of defeat, and both hands were bandaged.

			“Did you get any sleep?”

			“Fate’s got my number, Milan. What have I done to the good Lord to deserve everything that keeps happening to me?”

			“Stop it. You’re not to blame,” I said flatly.

			“I don’t know if I can pick myself up again after this. For years I’ve been working to realize my dream and now everything’s been destroyed in a heartbeat.”

			“What about your insurance?”

			“I wasn’t insured. I’m poor, Milan. Last night, I lost everything I owned.”

			I witnessed the devastation on his face, and the full extent of this disaster began to dawn on me.

			“I’ve spent the past few hours thinking this over,” said Claude. “At first, it didn’t seem like a good idea, but I talked to Sartre, who suggested I come to see you about it. You’re the only family I have left—you and my sister, your mother. Even if we don’t really know each other, she’s still my sister. We share the same blood. I’ve come to ask for your advice. Do you think she’d agree to lend me the money to buy more motorbikes? Ten motorcycles is a hell of a lot of money, but if I don’t buy another ten, I’ll lose my commercial license and that means starting from zero. I’m not sure I’m up for that.”

			I didn’t know what to say. How would she react?

			“You know how complicated my mother can be. But just ask her, and you’ll see for yourself.”

			“No, I want you to ask her for me. You’re her son, you need to be the mediator. This way, it’s less humiliating for me if she refuses, and easier for her to say no.”

			“Er…I can try. But I never know what to expect with her. I’ll call her tonight. I’ll let you know.”

			

			—

			My mother picked up on the first ring. It was eight o’clock in France, and I could hear the news in the background. I pictured her alone, sitting on the sofa with her dinner tray on her knees, in front of the television. This simple image brought back a feeling from childhood, the sense of unease from all those times we were flopped in front of the television, enduring the flood of anxiety-inducing information in familial silence. That same sensation clung to me during our phone call. Here I was, at almost thirty, stammering like a kid before I managed to pop the question. Unsurprisingly, the answer was caustic.

			“You’re calling me to ask me for money?”

			“Um…yes. But it’s not for me, it’s for Claude.”

			“So why doesn’t he call me himself?”

			“He’s all shaken up. And I think he’s also very embarrassed about asking you.”

			“So, you said to him: I know, I’ll call my mother and she’ll help you.”

			“No, that’s not what I said. He just thought that, seeing as you’re his only family, maybe he could ask his big sister.”

			“If I’m his family, then he shouldn’t be ashamed to call me himself, should he?”

			“You’re not seriously saying you’re offended because I’m the one who’s calling you?”

			“I’m not offended.”

			“Yes, you are. I can tell.”

			“Don’t talk to me like that!” she yelped. “And anyway, thinking about it, aren’t you the one who’s come into an inheritance, so why don’t you help him out?”

			“Because I promised Dad that I was going to use that money as a deposit to buy an apartment.”

			“And what about me? What if I have money problems? No one asks me about that, do they?”

			“All right, forget it, Maman, I get the message. I won’t bother you anymore with this.”

			I hung up and buried my head in the sofa to scream. Afterward, I headed out for some fresh air to calm my nerves. This wall of harshness, always; never being able to speak without an argument. How was I going to tell Claude that his sister had decided to abandon him once again when he needed her most?

			My walk had led me back to the streets of Nyamirambo. The bars were full to bursting and the drinkers already big-time drunk. Alcohol released them from their melancholy and soothed their suffering. People who were placid by day became unreasonable at night, drinking to the point of insanity, of indecency, drinking in order to forget, to run away from everything, to escape for a few hours what was going on inside their heads, or in their daily lives, to bail out of sadness and to silence the memories that troubled their consciences. The consciences of executioners, and the consciences of victims. The consciences of a people without a cure.

			I wandered aimlessly through the streets taking my sadness for a walk as if I were dragging a dog. Still thinking about the conversation with my mother, I found myself in front of the entrance to the Palace. I was of two minds about whether to turn back. I didn’t have it in me to face down Claude’s stare. But I also needed company on this comfortless night. Claude and Sartre were collapsed on the old car seat in the middle of the yard, already well under the influence, their eyes red and bleary, bottles of beer piled up at their feet like so many spoils of war. I sat down next to them.

			“I guess you’re canceling the farewell party after what’s just happened?”

			“Are you kidding? It’s one more reason to get drunk and forget,” insisted Sartre, thrusting a beer into my hands.

			We took several swigs in silence. When Claude asked me if I’d spoken with my mother, I said: “Not yet.”
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			The big day! On Saturday morning, Stella came to get me out of bed. She was wearing her prettiest dress and a pair of natty patent-leather shoes. The day before, Eusébie had taken her daughter to the salon for a special occasion blow-dry. Stella was stamping her feet with impatience. She knew her words inside out, having read them aloud hundreds of times, fine-tuning her delivery, making sure her intonation and pace were on point, and even polishing her body language. Before she climbed into the car, I saw her quietly whispering a few words to the jacaranda tree in the garden.

			At school, hundreds of four-wheel drives, SUVs and sedans were parked in the vast car parking area. Students and parents alike were dressed up in their finery. The school was expecting several American philanthropists, over specially from the US, and there were even rumors that the First Lady would be in attendance. We escorted Stella to the classrooms behind the gym, where the children were preparing to go on stage for chamber music recitals, ballet and Rwandan dance displays, environmental speeches and theater performances about resilience and national unity. Stella hugged us with a radiant smile on her face before disappearing into the hive of activity. We headed for the main covered playground where the event would take place, with Eusébie stopping every two meters to greet her parliamentary colleagues, as well as foreign diplomats and high-ranking army officials, all there to assert their social status and ensure the hefty school fees they were forking out for their progeny were being put to proper use.

			Stella suddenly reappeared, looking mortified.

			“I’m not reading my portrait of Rosalie anymore.”

			“What?” I asked, at a complete loss.

			“Someone came to explain to me that the judges had made a mistake and that a different student had been chosen.”

			“Follow me,” Eusébie instructed. “We’re not having this!”

			The middle school principal greeted us coldly, repeating the same story about a mix-up in the selection process. Eusébie asked to speak with the head of school, who claimed not to know anything about the confusion. Everybody was passing the buck. And then it all became clear: the child chosen at the last moment had written a text in praise of his father, who was attending the event and happened to be one of the government’s most prominent minsters. Pressure had been exerted behind the scenes and the school had backed down. There was nothing we could do about it. Stella refused to stay for the speech day, and throughout the journey home, as well as in the hours that followed, she cried her heart out, bruised by the injustice of it all, locking herself in her room for the rest of the day.

			Finding herself at a loose end, Eusébie had gone back to the office. Work was her addiction, her coping mechanism to avoid sinking into her own internal chaos. In the late afternoon, as I was getting ready to head out, Stella appeared outside my bedroom.

			“Are you going to the Palace?” she asked through the half-open door, in a voice that was no longer sad. “Will there be lots of people there?”

			“I expect so.”

			“Can you take me with you?”

			“I don’t think it’s an appropriate place for someone your age.”

			“I’m coming,” she said firmly. “I’m going to read my portrait of Grand-mère Rosalie over there.”

			“To be honest, that’s not a good idea. The party’s likely to be noisy and chaotic, and it won’t be the right setting for you to read your text.”

			“I don’t mind.”

			“On top of which, most people there don’t speak French, so they won’t understand.”

			“I’ll read it in Kinyarwanda.”

			“In Kinyarwanda? But you’d have to translate it, right?”

			“Already have.”

			“You’ve translated the entire text?”

			“Yes. I knew there was going to be a party at the Palace. I heard you talking about it last weekend at the lake, so when we came home today, I locked myself in my room to work on it. It’s my last chance to read it out before you go back to France.”

			“And there I was thinking you’d been moping in bed since we got back this morning.”

			Stella was staring me straight in the eye, and I understood that, right then, nothing in the world mattered more to her. I just needed to let Sartre, Claude and Eusébie know that Stella would be reading out her portrait of Rosalie at the Palace tonight, as part of the big farewell party before the move.

			

			—

			Time had done its best. The children of the Palace had become citizens, parents, respectable artisans, honest traders, zealous believers. The rest, those who weren’t there that evening, were either dead or the living dead, carried off by disease, brawls, suicide, alcohol, madness, hunger, or all the above. Some of them recognized me and slapped me on the back, hugging me, touched that I was with them for the grand finale, this farewell party to their republic of wild kids. The former mayibobo had brought along their family and friends, with friends of friends also tagging along, together with some of the locals who had witnessed the Palace in its heyday. Stella had put her beautiful dress back on, done her hair and even applied a dab of eyeshadow. She was waiting under the mighty avocado tree, holding her text behind her back, like an experienced actor who had trodden the boards many a time. Sartre had banned everyone from bringing out the crates of beer before Eusébie’s arrival and the eulogy to Rosalie. Otherwise, nobody would pay Stella the attention she deserved, and from the first bottle that was uncapped the night would turn into one giant toboggan of drunkenness hurtling toward the following day. Claude had cobbled together a small stage from a few planks and Sartre was the first to climb up. When they caught sight of him, the crowd erupted in deafening applause, whistling, shouting, chanting, “Pa-pa! Pa-pa! Pa-pa!,” the name the mayibobo had given him throughout these years. He was so young, and yet he had looked after each of them like a father. Just as he was beginning to speak, Eusébie arrived in the yard. I rushed over to greet her. She looked out of place, as if wondering where she was and what on earth she was doing at this scrap heap with its semi-illicit vibe. When she saw me, the worry faded from her face. She knew how much this moment meant to Stella and she was keen to support her.

			Sartre’s speech about the history of the Palace, the love he bore each of the mayibobo and the tough times they had been through together dragged on until it became a touch bombastic and moralizing by the end. The guests only had one thing on their minds: getting the party underway. Once Sartre was done, to the cheers of everyone gathered, Claude announced Stella’s reading and asked the audience to lend her their ears, pointing out how much this tribute meant to Stella. A murmur ran through the crowd as the guests tried to spot the little girl. I had reserved Eusébie a front-row seat, on two plastic chairs stacked one on top of the other.

			Stella climbed onto the stage, small and slender in her floaty dress and patent leather shoes, her body language and expression both serious. Silence. She held up the text, gripping it with both hands, before directing her clear gaze to the audience. The entire Palace was hypnotized, first by her eyes, then her voice and finally her story. We were mesmerized by how the apparent fragility of this young girl, as she stood there on a makeshift stage, contrasted with the powerful conviction in her reading. Once she had finished the last sentence, it was as if a presence were hovering above the yard. Eusébie rose to her feet to embrace her daughter, and applause followed, tentative at first, then hearty and prolonged. I joined them on stage to wrap my arms around mother and daughter. Stella looked calm and serene. She had just bidden farewell to her great-grandmother.

			The rest of the night was a slow ramping up of music, alcohol and euphoria. Each person paid tribute, in their own way, to the place that had welcomed them in a time of disaster. We too were bidding farewell to one another, without words or speeches, but just by being there, together, like one big family of forsaken children. In the whirlwind of the party, in the middle of the din, through the wafts of alcohol and the aroma of barbecued meat, Claude laid a hand on my shoulder and asked me again whether I’d spoken to my mother. The bass and the drums drowned out our voices. We were dripping in sweat, blurry-eyed, staggering. “She doesn’t want to help,” I screamed in his ear. “But who cares? I’ll lend you all the money you need! I’m here for you. I’ll never abandon you again! Never again!”

			No sooner were the words out of my mouth than the pogo discharged me into the crush of rowdy grown-up kids. Every shoulder nudge sent me flying to another corner of the yard, hurling me against the Palace’s cracked buildings—or against its high old external walls, which were taking in water from all sides, on the verge of toppling down—and, carried by the force of human currents, inside a wave, I was ready, no holding back, to throw myself into the new life ahead of me.
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			The next day, when I ventured onto the terrace in the late afternoon, Stella was waiting for me in Rosalie’s armchair, facing the jacaranda tree. In her hands were the pages of the written portrait.

			“Yesterday, I read out my text in Kinyarwanda, but you couldn’t understand it—so now I want to read you Rosalie’s portrait in French. Just for you.”

			The revelries from the night before were still ringing in my ears. I sat down opposite her with a large glass of cold water. The smell of cut grass and wood smoke hung in the air. Hundreds of buzzards were hovering in concentric circles over Kiyovu. It was the hour when the light between the equator and the Tropic of Capricorn was at its most captivating. I closed my eyes.

			
				My name is Stella, I am eleven years old, and I was lucky enough to grow up with my great-grandmother Rosalie. At birth, she was given the name of Nyirankusi. She was born in 1895 on the hill of Nyanza, on the night of the full moon following the death of the great king, Umwami Rwabugiri, a legendary monarch and a great conqueror, who, during his reign, extended his kingdom far beyond the borders of present-day Rwanda.

				Rosalie’s father was an umwiru, which means a royal counselor. In 1894 he organized the meeting of the Umwami and Count Gustav Adolf von Götzen, a German officer and the first European to be received at the royal court. Never having seen a White person before in his life, the Umwami asked the German officer to show him his knees, because he couldn’t imagine how he could be white all over his body. After the death of the Mwami, who was killed on Lake Kivu in a military expedition against the Bushi kingdom, a short war of succession broke out, during which Rosalie’s father was killed.

				Rosalie, her big brother, Gasana, and their mother, who was one of the ladies-in-waiting to Kanjogera, the queen mother, moved to the palace of the new king, Yuhi V Musinga. Rosalie grew up among the children of the royal family, including Musinga’s son, the prince and future King Rudahigwa. Rosalie had the weighty responsibility of minding the pitchers of milk for the royal family. This was a prestigious job reserved for virgin girls, and one she carried out until her first marriage. In those times, the royal court at Nyanza pulsed to the beat of the great Ingoma drums, which rang out from morning to night and established the rhythm of the king’s day. This beating mingled with the melodious singing of the herdsmen who tended the Inyambo, the Ankole cattle with long, lyre-shaped horns.

				Rosalie spent her early years in a world beset by secrecy, conspiracies and political intrigues, where murder by poisoning was common practice. But these were also the most exciting years of her life because the tiny kingdom of Rwanda, land of milk and honey, of the sacred cow and the god Imana, hemmed in by the high plateaus of Africa between Lake Kivu and the great plains of Kagera, had just opened up to the outside world and modernity. First, the German soldiers came to settle in Nyanza, bringing with them strange objects and new knowledge, to the delight of King Musinga: the first automobile, which terrified the people but intrigued the king so much that he asked for the engine to be stripped down so he could understand what was inside the entrails of this metal bull; the telescope, which allowed the eye to travel superhuman distances; and the gramophone, a small box containing the voices of invisible spirits. But the discovery that intrigued Musinga the most was the gun: a curious kind of reed which spat fire and sparked death. On that day, Rosalie ran for shelter inside her irugo, because the grinning king was firing at anything that moved, killing several servants in his merriment. After the German soldiers, it was the turn of the White Fathers to establish themselves in Rwanda. They brought with them a faith which King Musinga instantly distrusted.

				This new religion, called Christianity, after the flesh-and-blood son of this foreign god, was immediately adopted and proved a great success with the young people in the kingdom, including Rosalie. Despite her mother expressly forbidding it, she was baptized by the White Fathers, in the church in the small town of Save, and this is when she changed her name from Nyirankusi to Rosalie. The following year, Rosalie was given in a forced marriage to a traditional chieftain, fifteen years her senior, and with him she had her first child, a boy called Aloys. Her husband died some months after the wedding, when fighting broke out between the Germans and the Belgians in the neighboring Congo region, which was under Belgian rule. This war, which Germany and Belgium had brought to Rwanda, was also taking place in their faraway Europe.

				Following the German defeat in 1916, the Belgians settled in Rwanda and began interfering in the political life of the kingdom, calling for fundamental changes to how the king governed and turning local leaders into their agents of power. In the south of the country, a day’s walk from Nyanza, they founded the city of Astrida, after their queen (it became Butare at independence); there they built the first secondary school, known as the Astrida school complex, with the aim of training the administrative elites and the country’s future executive classes—the “évolués,” as they were called.

				Rosalie’s brother, Gasana, was one of the first students to attend Astrida. He was in the same class as Shema, a young man Rosalie fell madly in love with. They married in church, against the wishes of her mother, who did not attend their union before the god of the Whites. Soon afterward, Rosalie became a mother to two daughters, Spéciose and Mariana.

				During this period, Gasana and Shema explained to Rosalie how they were being taught Rwandan history. According to the Belgians, there were three distinct races in Rwanda: the “Hamites,” who were pastoral herding people from the high plateaus of Ethiopia and ancient Egypt; the “Bantu people,” who were farmers and cultivators from Central Africa, and who settled in Rwanda long before the “Hamites”; and finally the “Pygmies,” who were witch doctors and potters, descended from the first inhabitants of the region.

				This explanation given by Gasana and Shema was also what Rosalie heard from the White Fathers when she went to the parish. To which of these three categories did she belong? She had no idea. All she knew was that her father was a member of the Abatsobe, the clan of the king’s counselors, guardians of royal secrets and rituals, and he was of the Tutsi caste because he had been gifted cows by the Mwami. But her uncles, who were also members of the Abatsobe clan, were Hutu because they had no cows and instead cultivated the land. Meanwhile, her mother was of the Bega clan and her mother’s father, a great landowner of the Hutu caste, became Tutsi at the end of his life on receiving a herd of cows from the king, to reward him for his mighty feats during the wars of conquest in the west.

				To demonstrate the scientific basis of their theory, Belgian scientists used all kinds of instruments, including craniometers and anthropometric compasses, to measure noses, foreheads, ears, arms, tibias and jawbones, and from these observations based on physical appearance they deduced the inner nature and character of each Rwandan and their supposed group. In this way, they decreed that those who were tall and thin were Tutsi, while those who were short and stocky were Hutu; and that the Tutsi were cunning and refined, while the Hutu were timid and lazy. When the ethnic identity card was introduced and made compulsory for each Rwandan, King Musinga opposed it, just as he had always refused to convert to Catholicism. And so the Belgian administration and missionaries decided to depose him, and they sent him into exile in the Belgian Congo. Two days later, his son Rudahigwa, a fervent Catholic, was proclaimed as Mwami; not by the royal counselors, as had always been the custom, but directly by the Belgian governor and the church authorities, who introduced him under the name of Mutara III. King Musinga died of a broken heart a few years later, on the shores of Tanganyika, while Rosalie’s mother, who had followed him to Congo, committed suicide by throwing herself into the deep waters of the lake. For her, it was all intolerable: the death of the king, the silence of the royal drums, the great fire of the ancestors being extinguished, the disappearance of ancestral traditions and the way young people, including her own children, had stopped worshiping Imana.

				Rosalie now lived with her family in Astrida in a house with hard walls. She participated in the activities of the diocese; Shema was an agronomist for an institute run by Belgians; and their children were educated by the White Fathers, in the case of Aloys, and by the Benedictine sisters, in the case of Spéciose and Mariana. These were good and happy years for the family.

				By the time the Second World War broke out in Europe, Rosalie was forty-four and two of her children had already left the family home. Only Mariana, the last one, was still at secondary school. This was also the era when the country was experiencing one of the worst droughts in its history, leading to an unprecedented famine. Following this catastrophe, Shema joined an agronomy program that introduced new crops to Rwanda: sweet potatoes, beans, peas and potatoes. After the war, some of the Rwandan elite, including Shema and Gasana, were increasingly open in their criticism of the Belgian presence, as well as the Church’s stranglehold over life in the country. Rosalie was frightened by her husband’s and brother’s new ideas—they gave up reading the Bible and were constantly referring to a book that wasn’t translated into Kinyarwanda, Das Kapital, by Karl Marx. Gasana, Shema and other Tutsi intellectuals founded a political party aimed at ending colonization and bringing about Rwandan independence. Faced with these new demands from the Tutsi, the Belgians and the Church ended their alliance with them to draw closer to the Hutu. In 1957, The Bahutu Manifesto was published, referring to the Tutsi as invaders and exploiters. With this document, the poison of division and ethnicity, cleverly distilled by the Belgian colonizers and the Church, became the mental prison inside which the great majority of Rwandans allowed themselves to be incarcerated, and from which they would never escape.

				The year 1959 marked the end of the first life of Rosalie. King Mutara III died in Bujumbura under mysterious circumstances. Rosalie was already a grandmother to seven grandchildren when what would become known as “the Rwandan Toussaint”—after the leader of the Haitian slave revolt—took place. Tens of thousands of Tutsi were driven out of their hills, massacred or forced into exile in the bordering countries: Zaire, Burundi, Uganda and Tanzania. Shema and Gasana were arrested for subversion. Never to be seen again. Aloys, Rosalie’s eldest son, was murdered on his hill together with his entire family. Spéciose, her eldest daughter, sought refuge in a church in Kigali, along with her husband and their two daughters, Eusébie and Alphonsine. Their lives were spared because the killers didn’t dare attack the house of God. Mariana and her husband, Alexandre, as well as their two children, Alphonse and Yvonne, survived by hiding in a banana plantation close to their house in Ruhengeri. Afterward, they were deported along with thousands of Tutsi to the inhospitable region of Bugesera, close by the border with Burundi, where swathes of Tutsi were decimated by famine and sleeping sickness. Rosalie was also sent to the same camp for displaced persons in Bugesera, where she found Mariana and her family. This was the beginning of a life of misery and hardship.

				Three years later, in 1962, when sheer willpower had enabled Rosalie and her family to build a house within the camp and to transform a barren plot of land into a field of beans and potatoes, a Hutu regime led by President Kayibanda declared Rwanda’s independence. This regime, which was responsible for the massacres against the Tutsi, derived its power from persecuting, stigmatizing and excluding the Tutsi from public life. The presence of thousands of Tutsi refugees on its borders meant it could stoke the threat of danger from outside while creating a climate of terror within the country. And so, in 1963, in retaliation for a failed attack by a Tutsi group arriving from Burundi, the men from the camp in Bugesera were arrested and taken to an unknown destination. Alexandre was among those rounded up.

				That night, Mariana, Rosalie and the children fled to Burundi by the light of flames destroying their family home. It was such a rupture. Rosalie was fleeing the country of her ancestors; she wept as she crossed Lake Cyohoha, fearing above all that she would die in exile like her mother and King Musinga. In Bujumbura, Mariana found a house at OCAF Ngagara, a district in the Burundian capital with a high concentration of Rwandan refugees, who were not welcome in this new country. The situation wasn’t improving in Rwanda, where further massacres of the Tutsi prompted new waves of departures. Friends and distant relatives arrived in a state of emergency, staying at Mariana’s for a few days or even years, before eventually securing their own accommodation or a visa to go abroad. Mariana earned a small salary as a nurse. Rosalie made agaseke, the small traditional baskets with conical lids, which she sold in the Rwandan community. Mariana’s children, Alphonse and Yvonne, attended Burundi’s public schools.

				Rosalie was determined, come what may, to keep talking about Rwanda to her grandchildren. She wanted to plant the seed of the motherland in them, a love of their lost country. She made it a point of honor to pass on the tales, legends, history and traditions of a Rwanda that grew a little more distant every day. When she noticed their Kinyarwanda becoming too inflected by French, Swahili and Kirundi, she upbraided them, correcting their accent. Her grandchildren represented her only hope of ever returning to the land of her ancestors. This rationale was tentative at first, but over the years she grew convinced. In 1973, a new wave of massacres against the Tutsi population, mainly students, once again gave rise to mass departures. Eusébie, Rosalie’s granddaughter, together with her future husband, Eugène, arrived in Bujumbura having fled Zaire and escaped death many times.

				That same month, a coup d’état took place in Rwanda. A young general by the name of Habyarimana overthrew President Kayibanda. For a few weeks, Rosalie and Mariana strained their ears to find out whether this new leader would allow the return of the refugees and stop the persecutions against the Tutsi. But their hopes were swiftly dashed. The new regime based its authority on the same ideology, the same violence and the same bigotry. Still, a lucky turn of events meant that the new president pardoned a few prisoners, and, in September 1973, Alexandre knocked at the door of Mariana’s little green house. Ten years had gone by. Ten years in Kayibanda’s prisons. Alexandre was no longer the same man. For a while, he tried to live with his wife and children, but prison had broken him. He died in Bujumbura, at the Prince Louis Rwagasore hospital, where his third child would be born a month later. Before he died, he had chosen the baby’s name, wishing him a world without violence: Pacifique. For their part, Eusébie and Eugène refused to accept refugee status and returned to set up home again in Kigali, despite the risks they were running.

				Life carried on. After proving a brilliant student at the Collège Saint-Albert, Mariana and Alexandre’s eldest son, Alphonse, traveled first to Europe and then to the United States, to pursue his studies in chemical engineering, much to Mariana’s great pride. Yvonne, his sister, was quirkier and less studious. She had dabbled in accounting, but she mainly dreamed of music, long-distance travel and a life where she could browse the magazines Salut Les Copains and Podium, of which she was an avid reader. She was soon to meet Michel, a young Frenchman from the Jura, who was in Burundi on community service. They would marry and have two children: Gabriel and Ana. Mariana was now a grandmother, while Rosalie, at over ninety, continued to pass on her love of Rwanda to her last grandson, Pacifique, even though the hope of a return to her native land faded with every year.

				In October 1990, the deck of cards was reshuffled. Hopes were reborn and wounds reopened. A movement called the RPF (the Rwandan Patriotic Front), formed by the children of Rwandan refugees, made a surprise attack on Rwanda from Uganda. Its advance was spectacular, but the French army moved in to reinforce Habyarimana’s Rwandan army, halting the progress of those they labeled foreign rebels, when they were nothing less than the children of this country seeking to return to the land of their ancestors. In Bujumbura, and throughout the Rwandan refugee community, there was an explosion of joy and celebrations, with hopes for a brighter future.

				The news came like a thunderbolt: Alphonse had signed up, without saying a word. Not to Mariana, or Rosalie, not even to his brother, Pacifique, or his sister, Yvonne. He had dropped his engineering studies in the United States, fought with the RPF and died in battle to offer Rosalie her dream of a return.

				In Rwanda, the surprise attack by the RPF generated widespread alarm, leading to an increase in anti-Tutsi violence. There was a show of peace as power-sharing agreements were signed with the RPF, but in reality the Habyarimana regime was hardening and preparing to do its worst by arming the population and spreading its racist ideology across the airwaves of a new radio station, RTLM (Radio Télévision Libre des Mille Collines), which referred to the Tutsi as “cockroaches” and called on its listeners to “go to work,” meaning to kill. Throughout the country, massacres against the Tutsi no longer counted for anything. It was the turn of Eugène, Eusébie’s husband, to pay with his life for denouncing human rights violations. He was assassinated by commando members, in broad daylight, in Kigali. At thirty-five, Eusébie became a widow, with four dependent children: Christelle, Christiane, Christian and Christine. Shortly afterward, at only twenty, Pacifique also left for the front. Raised by Rosalie on a diet of nostalgia and mythical tales, he was determined to fight like the great leader Rwabugiri, to restore dignity to his mother and grandmother.

				With extremist Hutu power growing more radical every day in Rwanda, in 1993 it was Burundi’s turn to descend into a spiral of violence when the army assassinated the newly elected president. The country entered a period of deadly ethnic conflict. Rosalie and Mariana, who were now the only family members left in the small green house in Bujumbura, projected all their hopes onto an imminent RPF victory. They were philosophical, claiming they were no longer afraid of anything, because they had already lived through the worst. How wrong they were.

				On the evening of April 6, 1994, a plane carrying President Habyarimana was shot down over Kigali. RTLM immediately held the RPF and all the Tutsi in the country responsible. The full resources of the state were deployed to eradicate the Tutsi. The population was encouraged, and sometimes forced, to take part in what would become the last genocide of the twentieth century. The country sank into an abyss that was relayed live on television. After three months, the RPF managed to stop the massacres and seize power. But this wasn’t the victory they’d been hoping for—as many as one million Tutsi had been murdered. Rosalie and Mariana might be able to return to the land of their ancestors, but they had lost their children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren. Pacifique, Christelle, Christiane, Christian, Christine and so many others…Rosalie couldn’t find the strength to count the deaths of her own. She was back home, but something inside her had died. Now she was a century old. She was welcomed by Eusébie, who, like her, had lost everything. The two women looked after one another, trying to survive in the rubble and ruins, their spirits ravaged. Rosalie reckoned death had forgotten her, and Eusébie that she was neither dead nor alive—but her heart carried on beating, regardless.

				Four years later, Eusébie became a mother again. She named me Stella, the child who came after the end of the world, the glimmer in her night, the promise of a new sun. Now we were three women under the same roof, three generations of a turbulent history. For eleven years, I was lucky enough to grow up alongside Rosalie, who passed on to me the history of my family and my country. She was my best friend, my confidante, my soul sister. Before she passed away peacefully in the land of her ancestors, she taught me that we cannot understand who we are unless we know where we come from. She is the root to my tree of life. She lives forever beneath the bark of my skin. I will always love you. Adieu, Rosalie.
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			We weren’t cut out for business. Come to think of it, we weren’t cut out for anything else either, except perhaps for listening to music, reading books, drinking beer, picking up girls and sleeping all day. We took no pride in this, but it was the honest if unflattering conclusion at which Claude, Sartre and I had arrived.

			Still, it wasn’t for lack of trying and to begin with things were in hand. I had lent a sizeable share of my inheritance to Claude for his taxi-moto company, but he was always running into problems with his employees, the police, taxes and paperwork. One of his bikers had been involved in a fatal accident and another had crashed into the presidential convoy. After three years of legal proceedings, Claude lost his license and had to go back to being an ordinary motorbike driver again. His dream of becoming the boss-man who collected the takings at the end of the day had vanished, along with the last of his savings.

			As for me, I had never left the country. After handing over that chunk of my inheritance to Claude, I’d given up on the idea of traveling and buying a property; there was no one waiting for me in France, and the memories of my past professional life hardly excited me. Not wishing to outstay my welcome at Eusébie’s, I’d found a house rental in the trendy neighborhood of Kimihurura. I shared the space and the bills with an Englishman and a Swedish guy, both working in new technologies. For a few months, I dated a Dutch woman seconded to a UN agency, who recommended me for a lawyer’s position at an American NGO working on mental health issues in Rwanda. But I resigned after eighteen months, burnt out by a culture of toxic management. I rubbed shoulders with self-styled “expats.” Most stayed in Rwanda for postings of one or two years, bringing their families over once for the costly mountain gorillas experience, and otherwise taking short vacations in Zanzibar, Lamu or Watamu, by the shores of the Indian Ocean; they raved about how clean the streets of Kigali were, especially “for an African country,” and praised the economic dynamism and “resilience” of the Rwandan people. But in the privacy of their own homes, they whispered that Rwandans were somber and secretive, lacking the exuberance which was, after all, the much-vaunted charm of “poor but smiling” Africa. They bemoaned the lack of freedom of expression and considered the country, beneath its shiny exterior as a model student of the Bretton Woods institutions, to be a disguised dictatorship—one where, by bringing everything back to “their genocide,” the Rwandans had ended up turning it into a “business.”

			When my roommates had worked out their contracts and left, I was slapped with an astronomical rent hike, because the landlord, a Rwandan of the ancien régime who owned half the neighborhood, had seized the opportunity to double the rate. In another scam, I bought from some dealers a Hyundai SUV imported from Dubai, complete with fake mileage. The repairs bill cost me more than the asking price. I was in free fall. Chasing distraction and new encounters like crazy, I hung out in fashionable bars and restaurants with my new buddies, cool kids whose dead-end conversations mostly gravitated toward money, real estate opportunities and who was sleeping with who in the microcosm of Kigali. Upshot: I landed myself in crippling debt and was forced to ask for help from my father. The perfect opportunity for him to serve up the moral lecture he’d been keeping warm all this time.

			“I warned you, Milan! Your inheritance was for buying an apartment. Instead of which, you’ve blown the whole lot playing the good Samaritan. When are you going to see sense? And why don’t you come back to France? If you wait much longer, your qualifications will count for nothing in the jobs market. Your lifestyle isn’t rational. Your mother may not tell you so, but like me she’s extremely worried.”

			“You’ve been in touch?” I asked, surprised by his revelation.

			“Yes. I rang her to see if she could explain what on earth you’re doing in Rwanda. She said it was a mystery. According to her, you’re having a delayed teenage crisis. You’re punishing her, in some way.”

			“Oh, really? So, what exactly am I punishing her for?”

			“Oh…what do I know…? Ask her yourself! But right now, you need to pull yourself together, Milan. This nonsense has been going on for long enough! You’re thirty-three years old, for goodness’ sake!”

			All the same, he transferred me enough money to tide me over in the short-term. I hadn’t been able to face looking for work since my burnout, and it wasn’t long before I was once again broke in Kigali, where the cost of living soared year after year, without factoring in the visa renewals for which I paid a king’s ransom.

			Eusébie did me a massive favor by telling me about a law that entitled anyone with Rwandan heritage to claim citizenship. My mother, whose only passport prior to becoming a naturalized French citizen had been a UNHCR document, categorically refused to pursue Rwandan citizenship and by email tried to dissuade me from doing so too: “The day the genocide begins again, if you’re considered Rwandan you won’t be evacuated.” I had to bring Mamie to Kigali to testify on her honor that she was indeed her daughter’s mother, and I my mother’s son. I was a little worried because she was beginning to lose her memory, but she attested correctly, and I obtained Rwandan citizenship. It wasn’t until I went to pick up my new passport that I understood. This wasn’t just about saving money. I had taken another step toward a part of my origins that had been ignored and concealed for so long.

			Still, I didn’t have a Rwandan franc to my name. Back to square one. I decided to leave my villa in trendy Kimihurura and move in with Sartre and Claude, in Nyamirambo. Their little house was once again an indescribable shambles, where books, vinyls, VHS tapes, CDs and audio cassettes clogged every nook and cranny, gathering dust and spiders’ webs. The entire collection pre-dated 1994, and was yellowed by time, lending it a bric-a-brac vibe.

			Unencumbered by a car and exorbitant rent, and with no visa to renew, I felt free at last! Somehow, I got by giving French lessons here and there to English-speaking corporate executives, as well as to a few rich kids in Kiyovu and Nyarutarama. Claude, Sartre and I were living our best bohemian life. I spent my days reading and listening to music, wandering the neighborhood and learning Kinyarwanda, which was an uphill task. Every now and then, the idea of writing my family’s history took hold again. I would often sit on the terrace at Café Flore, the small cabaret Sartre had opened in Nyamirambo, with its kitsch wallpaper featuring a beach with a backdrop of coconut trees, and which, for lack of anywhere else, had become our docking place.

			That night, a Saturday, I arrived relatively late. The bar was heaving. Claude was there, as was Stella, together with her childhood friend Stacie. They were both enrolled on a program that prepared young high school graduates for entry to Ivy League universities. Sartre flitted from customer to customer, encouraging the waiters to clear the tables of barely finished bottles in a bid to increase consumption.

			“How’s my favorite ‘tonton’?” asked Stella.

			“I preferred it when you called me big brother. I feel like an old man when you call me ‘Uncle.’ ”

			“Thirty-three is no longer minty fresh!”

			“That’s mean,” said Stacie. “I reckon you’re still passable, Milan.”

			“Have both of you decided to wreck my evening?”

			Claude summoned the waitress, while Sartre grabbed a seat between Stella and Stacie.

			“How’s the future of this country?”

			“Oh man, if we’re the future you need to start worrying about what comes next!” said Stella.

			“And the crammer classes?” I asked.

			“They’re intense. The days are long, and as for the nights, I mean, take this week, we’ve averaged four hours’ sleep a night.”

			“So, come the weekend, instead of catching up on some z’s, you head out to get drunk on shots of Waragi?” teased Claude.

			“That’s because the commemorations start next weekend and we won’t be able to party for weeks.”

			“Well, girls, your parents must be proud of your successes!” Sartre added.

			“Yeah right, my mother’s invested in me, so she’s banking on my good grades like a shareholder waiting on dividends. Whatever, if diplomas and academic gowns make her happy…”

			“In their heads, our parents are still in the resistance,” Stacie agreed. “Studying, for them, means carrying on with the war effort. It’s sacrificial.”

			“Exactly!” said Stella. “It’s like we’re on some kind of mission for the nation.”

			“The slightest whinge from us and they’re straight in there, reminding us about how they were in the bush at our age, experiencing genuine hardship, and that we have no idea how lucky we are. They’ve got skin in the game. If I land a place at an American university, I’ll be out of here in a heartbeat. Don’t you find the atmosphere oppressive? Three months of commemorations a year! Like, how is that normal? One or two days, okay, I’d understand. But three months!”

			“If we don’t mark it, though, people risk forgetting, right?” Stella pointed out to her friend.

			“We could do with a bit less commemorating and more looking to the future.”

			“Hello, this country’s fixated on the future,” Claude jumped in. “Vision 2020, investments, the politics of reconciliation, it’s all about the future. At the end of the day, no one’s paying much attention to the survivors.”

			“Are you kidding me?” Stacie fired back. “The authorities help the survivors, they organize the commemorations and they’re forever reminding us about 1994. But they forget about the young people. You know what, every once in a while, I’d like to live a little. I mean, enough already with this mantra of us being the mainspring of the economic miracle that is Rwanda.”

			“Girl’s got her hackles up,” Sartre chuckled.

			“Look…Can we talk about something else?” Stella intervened. “I came here to chill, not to wade into these never-ending debates.”

			“I couldn’t agree more,” said Sartre, clapping his hands. “What’s your poison? This is my round!”

			The crowds kept piling in until the place became suffocating. I spotted an old flame, Amanda, a statuesque Burundian with twisted dreadlocks. She gave me the cold shoulder. As for Stella and Stacie, they were on their phones sending WhatsApp messages to their friends, suggesting they join us. Claude was sitting at a table at the back of the bar with a tall guy in a black NYC cap, whose face was vaguely familiar—or else it was because he looked like the American basketball player Kobe Bryant. Sartre was playing the latest hits. Nigerian Afropop—which had replaced 1998’s Congolese Ndombolo and 2010’s Tanzanian rap—was making Africa’s youth bust their dance moves, soon to be joined by the rest of the world.

			Later, Stella and Stacie’s friends joined us on the dance floor. They were sons and daughters from good families, trilingual graduates from the same schools, the poster children of a society that styled itself as post-ethnic. They represented the tiny minority of Rwandans who would one day study abroad, exporting the country’s values, becoming ambassadors of a complex history that few of them fully understood. Over cocktails or at dinner parties in town, they would have to explain, for the benefit of ignorant guests, the reasons for the genocide, the difference between Hutu and Tutsi, the conflicts in South and North Kivu. They could never really let their guard down, for this country, like a constant chaperone, would be there to remind them of their duty. They would become its guarantors and protectors, its designated spokespersons. The battle would be tough and nothing was a given. This much they knew, thanks to the education they had received. Everything they enjoyed today was the result of sacrifice and blood. The nation repeated this to them on a daily basis. And so, another night of partying and drinking would allow them to forget, if only fleetingly, this heavy load, much as the previous generation drank to forget the years of exile, the humiliations, the stench of death and mass graves.

			In a corner of the bar, Stella was languorously kissing a student in her class, a certain Nelson she’d been dating since the final year of high school, a sweet and brilliant boy who was crazy about her. But his grandfather had been a minister in the interim government that had overseen the genocide, and he was later sentenced to thirty years’ imprisonment by the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda. Although Nelson had publicly renounced his grandfather, Stella knew their relationship could never be more than a flirtation. That would have meant accepting other members of his family, who were more ambiguous about the murky past: “I like him, but it can never be serious. I know it’s unfair to blame him for his grandfather’s actions, but I couldn’t do that to my mother. It would kill her.”

			When the Nigerian music stopped and Claude fired up his Rwandan playlist, everyone started whistling and whooping. The waiters pushed back the tables to clear space, a circle was formed, and people began pounding the ground with their feet while raising their palms skyward, their arms in an arc shape to imitate cow horns, before showing off their talents via the codified movements of traditional dances perfected over years of practicing. After the unifying and timeless songs of Cécile Kayirebwa, Florida Uwera, Muyango and Massamba, the crowd dispersed at dawn, straddling the taxi-motos waiting in front of the café.

			Long after the music had fallen silent, Stella and Stacie carried on dancing on the pavement, to the applause and admiration of their friends, performing the graceful gestures of an ancestral culture. It was dawn. The sun was young in the sky.
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			Mamie was watching us, intrigued: Stella setting up the radio cassette player on the table, me down on all fours trying to pull the extension cord toward the socket. Once again, I explained to her that I wanted to record her words so I could understand more about our family history. Faced with Mamie’s perplexed expression, Stella repeated the same thing in Kinyarwanda. “Yes, yes. I’ve understood,” said Mamie, annoyed. Joséphine, who was standing discreetly behind us, seemed to find it all quite entertaining. Old Gaston had died, as had the dog. So, these days, Joséphine lived alone with Mamie. Even the bats had disappeared after a developer had felled all the tall trees on the street to build a hotel lacking any charm and invariably empty. Nothing had changed at Mamie’s house, which was still outsized and gloomy, with my grandmother bemoaning the cost of living and fretting about money. The price of sugar was her main worry, so I’d brought her five kilos. I must be out of my mind to have given her such a present, I’d be bankrupted, she had told Joséphine. Her memory had deteriorated further, apart from prayers and hymns. For going to church every day was still her primary occupation. Butare was far away for me, but I tried to make the trip twice a month. This time, Stella had insisted on joining me. My project reminded her of her conversations with Rosalie.

			“Are you ready, Mamie?”

			She nodded but frowned.

			“Here we go!”

			Stella pressed the record button.

			“Mamie, can you tell me about your childhood?”

			“Why does he want to know that?” she asked Stella in Kinyarwanda.

			Joséphine burst out laughing and Stella stopped recording. Patiently, I repeated the reason for our interview and pressed the button again.

			“Let’s start over. Mamie, I’ve already asked you this question, but you’ve never given me an answer. Since I’m stubborn, I’m going to try again: can you tell me about Emmanuel, my grandfather?”

			“Oh no, no, I don’t want to talk about him. He was a drunkard.”

			“How did you meet?”

			“No, no, I don’t know. I’ve forgotten.”

			“Did you love him?”

			“I didn’t love that drunkard. He was a bad person, very bad.”

			“Did you get married in church?”

			“He’s bothering me with his questions,” she complained in Kinyarwanda. “Leave me in peace!”

			She stood up and went outside, so we stopped the recorder and joined her. The weather was cool, as it often was in Butare. Stella and I sat on the terrace steps. We watched her crumbling a hunk of stale bread around her to attract the resident hen and her chicks.

			“She’s not going to talk,” said Stella.

			“She doesn’t want to.”

			“No, I think it’s that she can’t. According to Joséphine, her illness has taken a downturn. Remembering is too much effort for her.”

			“Just my luck—between my mother, who doesn’t want to talk, and Mamie, who’s losing her memory! I feel like I’m pestering them. You were so blessed to grow up with a great-grandmother who enjoyed telling you her story.”

			“I do realize that, believe me.”

			“No one in our family wants to tell our story. As a result, we know nothing, and the stories of their lives pass away with those who carry them. People say the spoken word flies away while the written word remains; but what can you do, when there are neither spoken nor written words?”

			In her long flowery viscose dress, Mamie was walking slowly around the garden, admiring her flower bed that ran along the outer wall, while the hen and her chicks trailed behind her. Despite my disappointment, I couldn’t help smiling as I watched her.

			“What about you, Stella, are you dreading tomorrow?”

			“I’m worried sick. My mother never told me her own story either, and I would far rather have learned about it before everyone else. But weirdly, it’s easier for her to address millions of people than it is for her to talk directly to her own daughter.”

			

			—

			A crowd had gathered close to Amahoro Stadium. The calm that had descended on Kigali was anxiety-inducing. Claude whispered to me that on the seventh of April, the birds didn’t sing. I strained my ears, and he was right. It made me feel jittery. After a comprehensive bag search and body frisk conducted by a large team of stewards, we entered the stadium in silence. Stella, Claude, Sartre and I were seated in the stands among a youthful audience wearing gray scarves, the reclaimed color of mourning, and lapel badges bearing the word “Kwibuka”—“Remember” in Kinyarwanda. The rows filled up to the sounds of a military brass band whose instruments gleamed in the sunlight. I spotted medical teams in every corner of the stadium, with “Mental Health” written on their yellow vests.

			We had to wait for two hours in the sun before the president of the republic mounted the stage, prompting applause and cheers from the thirty thousand people gathered. This was followed by more official speeches and mourning songs, and then a voice announced the testimony of a survivor. On giant screens around the stadium and broadcast live on national television, I saw Eusébie appear, her face inscrutable, as she advanced calmly toward the lectern. Stella grabbed my hand when her mother’s voice rose up from the speakers.

			“My name is Eusébie, I was born in 1955 in Kigali. I have never known a peaceful life. In 1959, my family sought refuge in a church to escape the massacres against the Tutsi, and we did so again in 1961 and 1963. I remember that at the beginning of the academic year, our primary school teacher asked the Tutsi to stand up. Many of our classmates had no idea what ethnic group they belonged to. In 1973, I was finishing high school. When our school was attacked and many Tutsi teachers and students were killed, I had to flee with friends to Burundi by way of Zaire—an adventure that would take too long to recount now. Life as a refugee was so difficult that I returned to Rwanda in 1978. In 1980, I married my husband, Eugène, and we had four beautiful children, three girls and a boy: Christelle, Christiane, Christian and Christine. Up until 1990, our family life was almost normal; even if, as Tutsi, we had to live discreetly, never drawing attention to ourselves and accepting daily humiliations, especially at work, from our colleagues. My husband was a lawyer, and I was a secretary in a civil engineering firm. After the attack by the RPF in October 1990, everything changed. As Tutsi, we were deemed to be complicit with the rebels. Eugène was detained in the Nyamirambo Regional Stadium, along with thousands of Tutsi. He was tortured during this period. And when he got out, he was a changed man. Instead of keeping quiet or going into exile, he decided to actively embrace the cause. He founded a human rights organization, together with Hutu and Tutsi colleagues, and they began denouncing all sorts of human rights violations, which led to us being intimidated on countless occasions. Three times, soldiers broke into our home to arrest us and beat us. Eugène was regularly taken to be interrogated by the national intelligence service, RWASIR. After the massacre of the Bagogwe people in the northwest in 1992, he testified on a foreign television channel and gave several interviews in the international press. A few days later, he was murdered on the street by commando members. There was never any investigation or trial. Killing a Tutsi did not constitute a crime.

			“When President Habyarimana’s plane was shot down on the evening of the sixth of April 1994, I had already been a widow for two years, and I was living alone with my four children. I hadn’t left Rwanda after Eugène’s death, because I believed that if I stayed away from politics nothing would happen to us. For several months, there had also been a significant United Nations peacekeeping contingent in Kigali. I told myself that if we ran into difficulties, those personnel would be there to protect us.

			“The sixth of April marked the start of the Easter holidays, and I was planning on sending the children to stay with my family in Burundi. That evening, Nigeria was playing Ivory Coast in the Africa Cup of Nations. I remember, because my son Christian was a football fan, and he liked our whole family to watch the matches in the living room. We heard the explosion without suspecting what had happened. In the minutes that followed, roadblocks were erected in the neighborhood. I switched on the radio, but the programs had been replaced by classical music. I realized the situation was serious. Our neighbor, Vincent, a former colleague of my husband’s, knocked on our door to announce the death of the president. He was in a state of panic. ‘Eusébie,’ he said, ‘we’re at the top of the list of people to kill. They’ll start with us.’ I tried to reassure him, but his intuition was spot-on. At dawn, the soldiers entered their compound. We heard the cries of their children and the gunshots. After that, the soldiers left.

			“We stayed hidden in the house all day. I made phone calls to foreign embassies and tried to contact the United Nations, without success. The girls were terror-stricken. Christian, my handsome boy, showed exemplary courage in reassuring his sisters as best he could. I rang our loved ones abroad, to say goodbye, before helping my children to hide in the false ceiling. I had no choice but to seek help from outside. We hugged one another. We were crying. The children made me promise to come back for them. I couldn’t take my car, because of the roadblocks. So, I cut across the neighbors’ land and went inside Vincent’s house to see if there were any survivors. Everybody had been killed. I tried to move unnoticed through the neighborhood, but the Interahamwe intercepted me at a roadblock at the bottom of Kiyovu and demanded to see my identity card. I said I didn’t have it on me. They laughed and said that, in any case, with my nose, I could only be a cockroach. They made me wait at the roadside with some other people. Since we were standing, one of the killers said we needed benches to sit on. Just like that, they pulled four boys from the group and killed them in front of us. Then, they made us sit on their corpses.”

			At this point in her account, overcome by emotion, Eusébie paused. One person started screaming from the stands, followed by someone else a little farther off, then still more people. The rescue teams rushed to evacuate them. Meanwhile, to the left of Eusébie, listening attentively to her testimony, I spotted the man in the black cap who Claude had been talking to a few days earlier at Café Flore. Eusébie was now ready to carry on.

			“A high-ranking army officer arrived at the roadblock. He stopped his jeep and encouraged the killers to work hard, promising them rewards. I knew him as the officer who had tortured Eugène in this stadium, back in 1990. When he recognized me, he asked where my children were—‘Eugène’s cockroaches.’ He and his soldiers escorted me back to my house. I told them my children weren’t there. The soldiers searched the house. Then the officer ordered one of his men to set fire to it. That’s when I confessed that my children were in the false ceiling, and I had to call them by name, one by one, from where I was in the garden. The soldiers went back inside the house. After that, the shots rang out.”

			With these words, Eusébie’s voice choked up. Stella let out a high-pitched scream but quickly stifled it by covering her mouth with her hand. A fresh salvo of terrified groans filled the stadium, like an ominous rumbling. Eusébie blotted her eyes with a white handkerchief. More people were evacuated. It often took five or six male nurses to carry one person. Some were contorted, screaming like animals close to death. Many were young people who weren’t even born at the time of the genocide. Claude had his head in his hands and Sartre was quite still, staring blankly.

			“The soldiers took me back to the roadblock. By this time, everyone I was with earlier had been killed. The militiamen were drunk and aggressive. They started arguing among themselves. Some wanted to kill me immediately, others to rape me first. My fate no longer mattered to me. I was ready to die. I had no reason to stay alive. I had lost everything. It was time for me to accept that a Tutsi couldn’t exist. That was how it was. The officer’s jeep drove by again. He ordered me to get in and took me to a house guarded by government army soldiers and many militiamen. The officer requested that no one touch me, because he wanted me for himself. They threw me into a hovel at the bottom of a yard where young women were locked up. Some were the age of Christelle, my eldest daughter. At night, the militiamen and soldiers would come for a few of them to gang rape. Most of these young women were killed, or so destroyed that they died as a result of their wounds—or from illness, because many of the rapists had AIDS. One night, the door of our cell was left open, and I escaped. I didn’t know which part of the city I was in. But it must have been the outskirts, because there were fields and long grass. When I saw that day was about to break, I hid in a field. I was famished, and I dug the earth to find some tubers to gnaw on. During daylight hours, I heard children playing at flushing out the Tutsi. From my hiding place, I saw a man trying to conceal himself in a tree. But some children spotted him and started throwing stones at him before summoning their parents. The grown-ups knew him and were calling him by his first name. Several of them started cutting down the tree. They sang that they were going to kill him, and the children chanted back in chorus. When the tree came crashing down, the crowd rushed over to him. Afterward, the children carried on with their macabre game of hide-and-seek with the Tutsi.

			“I didn’t move all day long. As soon as it was dark, I was back on the road, without knowing where I was going. I put my life in God’s hands. I was thirsty and weak. On the hills opposite, houses were burning down, and the screams of victims rang out in the silence. I found a cave to hide in and spent the morning there. I hadn’t drunk or eaten anything for almost two days, and I was beginning to hallucinate. I don’t know where I found the strength to set off again. I was taking risks by exposing myself in broad daylight, but I knew that if I stayed there, I would die. I had to find something to drink. Eventually, the Nyabarongo River came into view, but drinking its waters was impossible because there were so many bodies floating in it.

			“It was then that two people approached me. A Hutu peasant and his son. I thought they were going to kill me but far from it; the man helped me hide and said that he would return that night. He kept his promise. He brought me water and sweet potatoes. Before leaving, he pointed out a path leading to a parish. I took this as a sign. Since 1959, my family and I had survived by seeking refuge in the churches. The man left and, to this day, I’m sorry I didn’t ask for his name.

			“On reaching the church, I thanked God. There were very many of us. Entire families, with large numbers of children. Everyone slept and cooked on the ground. I found a tiny spot where I could sit. That night, I started to feel my fever rising. I soon realized I was suffering from malaria. I was weak and I slept all day. The old women took care of me as if they were my mother, giving me food and drink when I had no strength left.

			“On the seventh day, the priest celebrated a mass full of hidden meanings and hostile insinuations. We wept a great deal because we understood his message. At about ten o’clock, the préfet, the mayor, the soldiers and the Interahamwe militia surrounded the church and ordered the Hutu who were sheltering with us to come out. The priest was the first to obey. He was in cahoots from the beginning. The authorities’ plan was to round up the Tutsi and kill them. In 1994, the churches became deadly traps. The soldiers locked the doors with chains and heavy padlocks before smashing the stained-glass windows and throwing grenades inside. Then, the militiamen entered to finish off the wounded with machetes, hammers, spears, swords and clubs studded with nails.”

			Eusébie’s voice trembled. The man in the cap brought her a glass of water. These last words set off a chain reaction of trauma episodes in the stadium. Two rows below us, a woman was screaming, lashing out as if being burned by fire, shouting in Kinyarwanda: “Don’t kill me! Don’t kill me!” I turned to Stella, whose face was taut with fear. Nearby, a young man fell to the ground, writhing with spasms, tensing all his muscles. Claude was clutching his head and hiccupping violently. I saw a woman standing and relieving herself in our row. I was gasping, short of breath. Eusébie pressed on with her story, despite the general chaos.

			“I woke up a long time after the massacre. Perhaps two or three days later, I don’t know. No one appeared to have survived. There was blood everywhere and flies buzzing over thousands of bodies. I was wounded. I had taken hammer blows to the head and grenade shrapnel in my legs. I was bleeding. I crawled outside, where there were also masses of bodies. Three militiamen were sitting there, drinking and smoking hemp. When they spotted me among the corpses in the church square, they laughed. ‘Where does she think she’s going?’ asked one, while another said: ‘Who’ll take it for the team and finish off the cockroach?’ The last one said: ‘She’ll get herself killed further off. Let’s not waste our time with this oldie. We’ve already done a good job today.’ I dragged myself into a field. I saw a dog with a child’s leg in its mouth and ravens feeding on human flesh. That night, frozen stiff, I thought I’d never see the light of day again. And yet, I survived, and the following day I was woken by whistles and the barking of dogs. The hunt for the Tutsi was back on. I heard the screams of those who had been tracked down, the supplications of the victims. The killers were getting dangerously close to me. My end was near. I had long since accepted my fate. But it began to rain, and the militiamen discontinued their search. That was when I started crawling through the rain, without knowing where I was going. I must have fainted again. Much later on, I woke up. It was still raining. A man was carrying me on his back. When he saw that I had regained consciousness, he said simply, ‘You’re going to live.’ He moved like a cat in the night, avoiding the genocidal roadblocks. At dawn, we finally reached an RPF camp. My rescuer left immediately; I couldn’t thank him. I was transferred to Mulindi, in the north, where I was treated for three months, and I returned to Kigali at the end of July. Our house was empty; everything had been looted. I searched for the remains of my children, before learning that one of my cousins had come from Burundi, that she had found the bodies in the house and made it her responsibility to bury them in our garden. At the foot of the great tree.”

			These words prompted Stella to look at me in shock and terror.

			“I had lost everything—my parents, my husband, my children. On several occasions, I wanted to put an end to it all. I didn’t think anybody had suffered as much as I had. After the genocide, I met other survivors whose situations were even more terrible than mine and I understood that I had to live for my loved ones who were no longer there. I had no choice. My children’s bodies were moved to the Memorial, where I was able to bury them with dignity. I went back to studying. In 1998, I became a mother again. My daughter Stella is my reason for being alive. Today, my loved ones live through me as well as through her. It’s important to remember that the Tutsi were killed not for what they thought or what they did but for who they were. We must continue to speak up about what happened so that this history can be passed on to future generations and will never happen anywhere ever again.”

			The man in the cap went over to Eusébie to help her down the steps from the stage. He accompanied her to a seat next to his. An official thanked her for her testimony and invited the president of the republic to speak.

			Stella stood up without a word and walked toward the exit. I tried to follow her, but she broke into a run and I couldn’t catch up. In the stadium parking lot, I witnessed a flurry of ambulances evacuating people on stretchers. A man was resisting four nurses who were trying to immobilize him. He was putting up a furious fight—hallucinating and mistaking the medical team for Interahamwe militiamen. Next to me, a young woman was staring at the sky with a crazed look in her eyes; she was reliving her threatened execution as she called out, over and over: “Mercy! Mercy!” The past was present, and the genocide was still taking place.
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			The commemorations were underway and everything had ground to a halt. Public events, from weddings and concerts to sports competitions, were paused, while restaurants, bars and casinos were closed. So, we stayed home. Claude shut himself in his room, lying on his bed, his headaches back as with every April. I cooked for him and left his meals outside his bedroom door, but he barely touched them. At night, I heard him moaning and sobbing. Sartre carried on reading and listening to his records, but his mood was more somber, and he was less inclined to joke. As for Stella, she wasn’t answering my calls or messages. Somewhat concerned, I headed to Eusébie’s late one afternoon. When I reached their compound, I spotted Stella straight away, perched high in her tree. I climbed up less nimbly than I used to, and was out of breath by the time I joined her.

			“I reckon there’s an age limit for climbing up here.”

			“Hello.”

			“I was worried. I left you loads of messages.”

			“Sorry. I wasn’t checking.”

			Each gust of wind rustled the jacaranda’s foliage and made it quiver, covering the garden in a carpet of flowers. It was snowing little mauve bells.

			“I spoke with my mother. She told me for a fact that my brother and my sisters were buried under this tree. Right here.”

			That was when I noticed the names carved into the trunk. At the top, in the bark, next to Rosalie’s name, were those of Christelle, Christiane, Christian and Christine.

			“To find out that I grew up in the same house where they were killed, and where their corpses had lain for three months…Neither my mother nor Rosalie ever told me. But it was like I could sense it. I always knew that this tree, and this house, held a secret. Since forever, I’ve known it.”

			

			—

			When Claude announced he was leaving for Kibuye, I offered to go with him, but he flat-out refused. He needed to be alone. Back in Kigali, the weeks dragged on interminably, and although Claude sent the occasional text to reassure me, he didn’t say when he planned to be back.

			And then, one June evening, he turned up with the man in the black cap. This time, no doubt about it, I was convinced I’d met the guy before. Something clicked when he said his name.

			“Alfred, pleased to meet you.”

			“Yes, Alfred! I knew I recognized your face!”

			Claude and Sartre looked surprised, while Alfred appeared wary.

			“Do we know each other?”

			“Yeah, yeah. We met in the summer of 1998. You were leaving for Congo.”

			He still couldn’t picture it.

			“I remember, you’re related to the money-changing guy,” I said.

			“Yes, he’s Papi’s cousin!” said Claude in astonishment.

			“That’s right, Papi!”

			Alfred frowned, as if he were pressing rewind on his memories. At last, I saw a genuine smile light up his face.

			“Did you get there? D’you remember?”

			“Yes. But this is unbelievable! What are you doing here?”

			“Claude is my…well, he’s family. What a coincidence!”

			“A coincidence, yes…or else it’s destiny.”

			“Whoa, get that!” said Claude.

			“This is all very touching, but how about we crack open a few bottles?” Sartre suggested.

			Celebrating our reunion with Claude and Alfred meant playing by the rules of the game. Alcohol. Laughter. Music. Claude had resurfaced from the depths he had sunk to during the month of April. He was upbeat and looking well. Meanwhile, Alfred, who spoke little but observed a great deal, was unflappable and powerfully charismatic—expressing himself plainly, with natural determination. He seemed to know exactly what he wanted. Sartre was so relieved to see Claude back to form that he decided the alcohol should flow as never before. He adopted the same technique as at his cabaret: as soon as one of us finished his beer, he immediately poured us another, brushing off Alfred’s protestations that he wasn’t used to drinking.

			“Don’t be shy, old boy,” said Sartre, prying the cap off a new bottle of Mützig.

			“So, tell us, what the hell did you get up to in Kibuye for two months?” I asked Claude.

			“I was with Alfred,” he explained, giving his friend a knowing smile.

			“Come on, you dark horses. What were you plotting?” taunted Sartre, his voice already that of a man deep in his cups.

			“Alfred was looking for a house far away from everything. I told him about the chalet by the water. He visited it and the next day he bought it.”

			“But it’s a ruin.”

			“What about you, Sartre, aren’t you a ruin?” I teased him, provoking general laughter.

			“With the help of Claude and some local country boys, we’ve fixed it up nicely,” said Alfred. “It needs a lick of paint, but it’s stunning now. You’ll have to come by!”

			“You’re not in the army anymore?”

			“No, that’s over. After Congo, I spent a few years in Darfur and then a year in the Central African Republic, on peacekeeping missions. But like any nomad, I dream of a place to put my suitcases.”

			“What are you going to do?”

			“Nothing. Drink in the calm and the silence.”

			“Right now, it’s time for you to drink a nice beer,” Sartre said, holding out the bottle he’d uncapped, and which Alfred hadn’t touched.

			“No, thanks. Really, I’m good. And anyway, I need to get going.”

			“Didn’t you want to ask Sartre something?” Claude reminded him.

			“Oh, yes, I nearly forgot. Claude told me you have a fine collection of books, music and films.”

			“Yes, as you can see,” proclaimed Sartre, flinging his arms wide to show off the room.

			“I’d like to buy the whole lot from you. I’m going to have time on my hands and it’s my dream to have a house filled with stories from all over the world, waiting to be read.”

			“You want to buy the whole lot? But that’ll cost you a fortune, dear boy.”

			Alfred smiled. “I’m sure you can do me a good price, can’t you?”

			“And why would I do that?”

			Sartre had switched from joy to aggression, as he often did when he had drunk too much.

			“It’s all good, my brother,” said Claude. “No need to get angry. Alfred’s my friend.”

			“He’s too sure of himself, this friend of yours, thinking that my treasure can be sold like a kilo of eggplants. I’m not selling anything to him. I don’t even know the guy.”

			Alfred took Sartre’s aggression in his stride, remaining perfectly calm, a hint of a smile on his face. He leaned back in his armchair and folded his long muscular arms.

			“But I know who you are. You’re the son of Mathias, the great trader of Gitarama. The same man who was executed at the stadium in July 1998.”

			Sartre’s face fell.

			“You’re mistaken,” he protested, trying to regain his composure.

			“Not at all. It’s you all right. Your brothers were killed by the RPF during the genocide. They were manning the roadblock in front of the Collège Saint-André. You were only little, so you looted while they butchered. Everything gets found out in this country. How could you think we would forget? But it’s not my problem anymore. I’m done with war and genocidaires like your father and your brothers. All I want is peace and quiet. I’ll be back. Have a think about my offer. I’m sure you can do me a mates’ rate.”

			After Alfred left, the three of us stayed there in the living room, paralyzed. A cyclone had just swept through.

			“I can explain everything to you, my brother…”

			“Is what Alfred says true?” Claude said in a voice drained of all emotion.

			“You know everything I’ve done for you and the orphans. You know I’m not a bad man.”

			“Answer me. Is what Alfred says true?”

			“My brother…”

			“You betrayed me,” growled Claude, his fists and jaw clenched. “You weren’t an orphan? Your parents didn’t die in 1994?”

			“Forgive me! I was ashamed. We don’t choose what our parents do.”

			“What about the Palace? And the people who used to live there—your brothers were the ones who killed them, weren’t they?”

			“I had nothing to do with it, Claude.”

			This time, Sartre broke down utterly; he was blubbering like a child. I watched their exchange, stupefied.

			“You made us live in a place where your brothers had killed?”

			“I did it to save us. Forgive me, my brother!”

			“Stop! Don’t you ever call me brother again. I opened my heart and soul to you, and you trampled on them.”

			Claude stood up and walked out of the house. Opposite me, Sartre had collapsed onto the living room floor, and I didn’t dare move. Eventually, he turned toward me, his eyes bloodshot with tears.

			“I’m not responsible for the scheming of my father and my brothers, Milan,” he said again.

			“But you are responsible for the truth. You should have denounced their crimes and confessed your story to Claude.”

			“I couldn’t. They were my family, don’t you understand?”

			“Don’t ask me to understand.”

			“What should I have done? Disowned my family? Renounced my own?”

			“That was the price of Claude’s love. You can’t have it all.”

			

			—

			I didn’t see Claude in the days that followed. Sartre ended up giving the entire collection to Alfred. He was afraid of coming up against the law, and decided he would rather be separated from his “treasure.” Then, he left the house of his own accord, disappearing from the neighborhood. I was all alone now. There was a mournful echo to the empty rooms, which had been cluttered and dusty for as long as I’d known them.

			After ten days, and still with no news from Claude, I caught the bus to Kibuye. Perhaps he was at Alfred’s? The bus dropped me off in the town center and I continued on foot, passing the Église Saint-Jean, high up on its promontory, set in a landscape so sublime it took your breath away. I walked along the road that snaked down toward the lush shores. The water in the lake, at close of day, was a glistening deep blue with silver-flecked reflections. The offshore wind rippled its surface and tousled my hair with a pleasant breeze. I left the tarmac for a narrow white sandy path studded with mica crystals leading to the end of this peninsula planted with fruit trees, palm trees, banyan trees and aged silky oaks. A low sun filtered between the branches, streaking the path with beams of light where clouds of tiny harmless flies swarmed. Children messed about in the water, and a herd of cows swam between two islets, only their great horns visible above the surface of the lake. A flock of ibis passed overhead in squadron formation, tracing a triangle high in the sky. The path brought me at last to the white wooden chalet by the lake. Its French windows were flung wide open, curtains billowing in the breeze, as music wafted from somewhere deep within the house. Its interior had been completely renovated. Vast bookshelves covered the living room’s three walls, lined with the collection that had once been at the Palace. All these books, all these records, which I had known in dusty piles, were now organized and arranged. I called out to Alfred, knocking on the bedroom doors, but no one was around. It felt poignant to find myself alone here, five years on from the intense writing weekend with Stella, Claude and Sartre. I was thinking back to that time as I headed outside to take a seat on the terrace, facing the lake. The music was swooping and filling the sky. I couldn’t tell if it was a love song or a Swahili prayer. The voices of Makeba and Belafonte blended gracefully as “Malaika” floated in the air, light and delicate, casting a bewitching spell that reached even the saddest parts of me.

			The sun had just set when I saw a boat approach and berth alongside the pontoon. Alfred had gone to buy fish from the fishermen in a nearby village. He suggested I give him a helping hand with supper, as if I’d always been there. But as for Claude, no news. The night was cool, so he lit a fire and we dined beside it. He served me a beer, although he only drank water himself. Between the alcohol, the thrill of being reunited and the shock of Sartre’s revelations the last time we were together, it occurred to me I hadn’t had a chance to talk to him about the seventh of April.

			“I saw you at the stadium on commemoration day. Do you know Eusébie?”

			He seemed surprised.

			“Yes, why—you too?”

			“Yes, very well. She’s a childhood friend of my mother’s. And she’s my friend too.”

			“Well, I never…And to think I told you our meeting might be no coincidence.”

			He was pensive as he stood up and grabbed a beer from the fridge, taking a few sips in silence before speaking again.

			“I met her during the genocide. We were on rescue operations in Kigali and its surroundings. We had heard about a church being attacked in the south, beyond the city. Twelve of us set out, no more than that because we needed to move discreetly and at pace. When we arrived there, it was raining, which reduced the risk of encountering the enemy. Inside the church, the soldiers vomited because of the unbearable smell and the sight of those thousands of decomposing bodies. We did the rounds to check that there were no survivors, and one of the men found a little girl in that stinking hell. Although she wasn’t injured, she couldn’t speak. She had stayed by the sides of her parents’ corpses for days on end. The presence of that child, in a dumping ground representing the worst of human barbarity…It’s something I think about all the time. Everywhere we looked, we could only imagine what violence must have been unleashed to result in such horror. The killers had even decapitated the statue of the Virgin Mary at the altar. Around the building, in the undergrowth, we found other survivors—eight in total, out of thousands. We set off again with the survivors. Some could walk; we carried the others on makeshift stretchers. It was raining, but the night was softly lit by the half moon slipping through the heavy cloud cover. We needed to stay alert at all times. As we passed by a field, I noticed a body in the mud. A woman. I wanted to check if she was alive, but my fellow stretcher-bearer was moving too fast. Two hours later, we came across a patrol whose soldiers took over from us; they would look after the wounded, because we were exhausted. When we set off again, I was still thinking about the woman in the mud. She reminded me of my own mother. An image of her I had held on to from childhood. After my father’s death in Bukavu, she had fallen into a depression. One day, she lay down outside in the rain and the mud. I have no idea why, but that day I stayed inside the house, watching her without moving. Without helping her. After my older brothers had scooped her up, they gave me a hard time for not doing anything. I held on to that sense of shame for years. Which explains why the image of the woman in the rain was still haunting me two hours later. I alerted my patrol that I was going back to check on her. They took me for a madman, but the commander didn’t try to deter me. I found my way back relatively easily. The woman hadn’t moved. She was still in the mud. I touched her; her body was cold because of the rain, but her pulse was beating hard. As if her heart were making one last effort to stay alive. I lifted her up and put her on my back, trying to walk fast enough to catch up with my group. At one point, she opened her eyes and I reassured her, promising her that I would take care of her. This was some claim, given that the rain had stopped and I could hear the enemy all around. The hunt against the Tutsi was starting up again. I needed to deploy cunning to avoid being spotted and, by some miracle, I made it back to the base by dawn. The others couldn’t believe it. I carried the woman as far as the field hospital. We had to set off again on another assignment, so I didn’t have much time. Still, before taking my leave, I asked what her name was. ‘Eusébie,’ she whispered. And that’s the story you heard at the stadium.”

			Alfred rose to put a log on the fire and blew on the embers before sitting back down in silence.

			“Did you meet again after that?”

			“Only once.”

			“You mean at the stadium?”

			“No, on my return from the First Congo War, in 1997. I don’t know how she managed it, but she found me, at a time when I had lost my will to live. We were both lost souls, both living dead. This time, she was the one who brought us back to life, who fought to ensure we didn’t founder. Yes, in her turn she saved me, persuading me that life was still possible.”

			

			—

			We slept peacefully, lulled by the lapping of the waves and the raucous croaking of the frogs. The night wind blew sweet dreams into my sleep. At first, the clanking sound insinuated itself into my reveries, but then beams of light swept the walls of my bedroom, piercing the shadows along the path that led to the chalet. A vehicle was approaching us at a funereal pace.

			“Who is it?”

			I found Alfred up already, peering through the curtains into the darkness.

			“A car, or a van more like.”

			He switched on the outside light and moved confidently onto the terrace, asking in a commanding voice who was there. The engine and headlights cut out. Claude stepped down from the pickup without a word or glance our way; he made for the back of the vehicle, where he opened the slatted side, heaving with all his might a bulky and well-secured hessian sack until it thudded to the ground. We could hear a smothered cry from inside it. Alfred and I drew nearer, dumbfounded. Still no word from Claude, who looked exhausted, in a trance, his clothes bloodstained. Alfred knelt down and managed, with some difficulty, to undo the knots and open the sack. Inside, hands trussed behind his back and mouth gagged, was a man curled up and with a crazed look in his eye.

			“Why are you bringing this to my house?” Alfred asked calmly.

			“Holy shit, Claude, what are you playing at?” I yelled in panic. “Who is this guy?”

			“The Cat,” came Claude’s cold reply.

			The man was terrified. His nose and head were bleeding.

			“What do you mean, the Cat?” asked Alfred, staying calm although his voice had turned icy.

			“It’s the man who murdered his family.”

			I had answered for Claude, who remained fixed to the spot, expressionless. Alfred shook his head in exasperation as he patted his pockets, pulled out a pack of cigarettes, lit one and exhaled scrolls of smoke.

			“And what d’you suppose you’re going to do with him?”

			“Kill him. I’ve been waiting on his release from prison.”

			There was a nervous edge to Alfred’s laugh.

			“Tell me, kid, have you ever killed anyone?”

			“No, but it doesn’t scare me. This guy deserves to die for what he did to my family.”

			Alfred carried on smoking, unfazed. I sat on the terrace steps. Out of my depth. Incapable of uttering a single word.

			“I’m going to kill this dog and toss him into the lake,” said Claude, before spitting on the man and kicking him in the ribs. “I’m going to sink him, the bastard.”

			“Of course you are,” said Alfred. “It’s what he deserves, after all he’s done. I’ll give you a hand, if you like, but first let me tell you a story. During the genocide, we saw what these savages were capable of, so when we regained the country some of my brothers in arms took the law into their own hands. Most were court-martialed and shot. I lost many friends that way. But I understood them. I understood their hatred. I totally understood it. So, when the genocidaires fled to the forests of Congo in 1996, taking civilians with them as human shields, and when we were sent in their pursuit, I unleashed all the hatred that had built up inside me. In the depths of the Congolese jungle, I strayed far from my orders and entered a trance of revenge. I butchered, I hacked to pieces, I made no distinction between enemy and civilians. Everything was mixed up in my mind. They were all just animals to be slaughtered.”

			Claude stood quite still, listened attentively. The Cat was curled up on the gravel.

			“I had become like them. No better.”

			Alfred crushed his cigarette, before concluding:

			“The cycle of revenge is endless, little brother.”

			Then he turned and made for the house, reappearing a few seconds later with a revolver. As he walked toward Claude, he inserted a bullet into the cylinder and thrust the weapon into his hand. From under the Cat’s gag, we could hear the sounds of muffled grunts and choked bellows.

			“If you’ve never killed, I recommend you put the bullet in him here,” explained Alfred, pushing his index finger into Claude’s neck.

			Alfred wished us good night and went back inside. At last, I found the strength to stand up and rushed at Claude to grab the revolver. He wrestled with me, punching me and ordering me to keep away.

			“Don’t do it,” I screamed, “it’s the stupidest bloody thing you could do! It won’t bring your family back!”

			Claude jammed the weapon inside his trouser belt. Grabbing the Cat by his legs he dragged him to the pontoon, where he made him kneel. He ripped off the Cat’s gag and stood behind him with his arm outstretched, the barrel of the gun pressed into his victim’s neck. The Cat knew it was all over. He prayed in a low voice. Awaiting death. Like Claude’s family, twenty years earlier.
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			On the other side of Kigali, the psychiatric hospital at Ndera is a long building painted pink and set in a park of pristine borders. At the entrance, a stele pays tribute to the twenty-one thousand victims massacred there during the genocide. On the sixteenth of April 1994, hospital patients and large numbers of people who had sought refuge in the building were abandoned by Belgian soldiers. I can remember the images on the TV, those thousands of people raising their arms in the air, pleading for help from a Belgian contingent that ended up evacuating only westerners and their pets—despite the hospital being ringed by slaughterers. Today, Ndera is still Rwanda’s largest psychiatric center, and Stella has been confined here for three days. The staff at reception direct me to her room, but it is empty. A nurse advises me to make my way to the canteen. From far off, I can hear the clamor. As I head down long corridors, the noise grows increasingly loud. In the white-tiled canteen, where the walls are still decorated with Christmas wreaths, two nurses stand behind a mixing deck, opposite some thirty patients wearing sportswear and sandals, and who are dancing to trip-hop, eyes closed and arms held high, as if participating in a pagan ritual. I spot Stella at last, sprawled on a plastic chair in the corner, shoulders slumped, arms dangling between her legs. An abandoned fledgling wearing oversized tracksuit bottoms. When I place a hand on her shoulder, she looks up and gives me a weary smile. We move away from the music, swapping the hectic percussion and symphonic strings for the serenity of the gardens, on a bench in the shadow of a Madagascar almond tree. Women are hanging large white sheets out to dry on the washing line, the sun silhouetting them behind the cotton.

			“You needn’t have worried, Milan. The doctor says my condition’s stable now. I’m doped to the eyeballs on tranquilizers. I managed to get a few hours’ sleep last night, despite the din in the next-door room.”

			“Are you eating?”

			“Not much.”

			“Anything that tickles your fancy?”

			“That’s really kind of you, but Maman came by yesterday with some fruit and cakes I haven’t even touched. You should see how she’s handling this; she’s caught between empathy and reproach. Deep down though, I know she’s disappointed. I can tell she thinks I’m weak. Or a spoiled brat. Probably a bit of both. Too bad, this time I can’t do anything about it. I can’t play my part anymore: I’m done with acting out the model daughter she’s always needed me to be for her. I’m twenty-one and I feel so exhausted already, it’s like my body has no heart, my soul has no spirit.”

			She begins to cry, and I wrap my arms around her in silence.

			“They chopped down the tree, those murderers.”

			Eusébie had warned me, and I’d passed by that morning to see the damage for myself. The compound was mutilated. Where the tree had once stood was now a gaping hole of unfiltered light, exposing the garden to the mauling of the flesh-eating sun. No more protecting shade and cool. The place was unrecognizable. It was as if it had disappeared.

			“My mother’s having a residential block built in the garden. The rent from the apartments is meant to finance my goddam studies in the United States. That’s why she asked the workers to chop it down. Can you imagine? Without telling me. Just like that. When the doctor suggested it might have contributed to me cracking up, she laughed and said, ‘Nobody was ever hospitalized because of a tree.’ ”

			Stella dissolves into tears again, and I offer her a tissue.

			“I’d already lost everything: my brother, my sisters, Rosalie. And now, the landscape of my childhood…It’s like I’m in the middle of nothingness; an infinite desert, with no landmarks left to cling to. Nothing.”

			Her words resonate so deeply with me, all I can do is listen.

			“I’m not going back to the States. I’ve decided to quit my studies. I was only doing it for my mother.”

			“And she was only doing all this for you, wasn’t she?”

			“That’s why I’ve never said anything—why I’ve always been beyond reproach. Out of a sense of gratitude. But I can’t do it anymore. I have to find my own way.”

			“So, what are you going to do with your life?”

			“What are you going to do with yours?”

			We look at each other and burst out laughing.

			

			—

			The hospital is on the road to Rwamagana, not far from Claude’s village, so on leaving Ndera I hail a taxi-moto, and after several minutes of haggling—conducted, for my part, in rough and ready Kinyarwanda—the biker gives me a fresh skull cap to slip on under my crash helmet.

			We set off, heading eastward. Kigali keeps spreading until it adjoins other towns, in a seamless process of urbanization that robs places and landscapes of physical character and identity. The final stretch of road up to Claude’s hill is still a track, but recent earthmoving works herald the imminent arrival of tarmac, which will transform the countryside into a dormitory town. Already, the fields and mud-plastered houses with tiled roofs are beginning to disappear, making way for cheap uniform buildings: large concrete houses with cemented yards, colonnaded terraces, tinted windows and metal roofs that boast multiple pitches. Arriving on foot from the village center, where the taxi dropped me off, I spot Claude from a distance, bare-chested, sweat trickling down his forehead. Busy laying a brick wall with two laborers, he smiles and waves when he sees me.

			“Congratulations, you remembered the way!”

			“Yes, I surprised myself. How’s it going?”

			I shake hands with the two young workers.

			“Meet Manuel and Jean-Marie Vianney.”

			Claude explains to them in Kinyarwanda that I’m called Milan and I’m his nephew. It makes them laugh. Perhaps because we’re the same age, both of us thirty-seven now, but more likely because I’m White. Claude has spent the past five years in Kenya and Uganda, working as a driver and cabbie, after fleeing Rwanda and the ghosts of the past. As for me, I had stayed behind in the little house in Nyamirambo, lacking any real purpose or project, scraping a living from casual work, getting into relationships with no tomorrow, and persisting in trying to write my family history, to little avail.

			“Did you hire these guys?”

			“No, these are the Cat’s sons. They came of their own accord to lend me a helping hand.”

			“That’s cool. And what about him? Has he shown his face?”

			“Not yet, he’s still afraid of me after the scare I gave him five years ago in Kibuye. He hasn’t got over it. But he’ll greet me at a distance. Right, that’s enough talking, come and help us!”

			Claude shows me how to apply the cement and lay the bricks. He’s only been back in Rwanda a few weeks. To me, he seems like a changed man. It’s as if the shadows within have been dispelled.

			“I’m going to rebuild it exactly as it was before, and then I’ll plant a euphorbia hedge here. In that corner over there, I’m planning on putting in a guava or papaya tree, and on this side I want to re-create the banana plantation.”

			“You still haven’t told me what you want to do with this house. Are you planning on living in it?”

			“No, I wouldn’t go that far. There are limits. But at least it will be here. No more ruins overgrown with weeds. And another thing, I’m going to buy a cow. Jean-Marie and Manuel Vianney want to look after it. In return, they can keep the milk for their family.”

			“You’re a proper advert for reconciliation!”

			“Yeah, right, and you’re crazy!”

			After a few hours of laying bricks under the blazing sun, we’ve finished the wall. We put our T-shirts back on, thank the two boys and head down to the little village cabaret to drink a soda. As we pass by, the villagers watch us, but the terror is no longer plain for us to see in their eyes. Time has had its effect. Inside the cabaret with its beaten earth floor, it’s so dark that our eyes take a moment to grow accustomed to the gloom. We sit on a small bench, facing two guys drinking banana beer in silence. Claude greets them politely and we order two Fantas. We clink glasses, toasting nothing in particular, letting the sweet fizzy liquid slip quickly down our parched gullets.

			“Those men I just greeted are also former killers. They were part of the group that slaughtered in the primary school. That’s why I can’t live here. It’s impossible for me to be in direct contact with them. But I’m now capable of running into them without wanting to put a gun to their heads.”

			We laugh loudly and the two men give us amused looks.

			“By the way, I forgot to tell you, the other day I ran into Sartre, quite by chance. We even drank a beer together. We chatted about this and that. But something’s broken between us. And it can never be repaired.”

			We swallow a few gulps in silence. The two men close by are chatting without paying us any attention. What must they be saying to one another when they see Claude sitting and having a drink, or busy rebuilding his family home with the help of their own children? Are they talking about how their total extermination project has failed? About how the hatred they spread so sadistically and fervently served no purpose?

			“You know what I hold most against these people, Sartre, and the two guys over there?” says Claude, as if reading my thoughts. “I resent them for having created a society of distrust—and one that will remain this way for a long time to come.”

		

	
		
			28

			It’s been ten years since I left France. Paris dazzles me with its array of lights, historic monuments, people from every walk of life, round-the-clock hustle and bustle. It never occurred to me that I might have missed it, and now here I am arriving by taxi in a capital still lit up with Christmas decorations. Since we left the airport, the driver has been on a roll: badmouthing politics, immigration, the media, environmentalism, the cost of living and scooters taking over the streets…I let him riff and contribute an occasional “Hmm,” but I’m not listening, my mind is elsewhere. Two days earlier, my father called and said in a drained voice: “Milan, I’ve just learned that your mother is sick. You have to come back. I’m transferring some money into your account. Buy a plane ticket right away.” I was given no other explanation, but I understood that it was urgent.

			

			—

			Outside my mother’s hospital room, a junior doctor, with dark shadows under his eyes, doesn’t mince his words. He informs me that her cancer is now in the terminal phase and that her days, even her hours, are numbered. She knew for a long time that she was sick, but kept it to herself. He sees the color drain from my face and tries to reassure me by telling me that she’s still conscious, on morphine, and that I can talk to her. When he leaves, I crouch down in the corridor to register the blow, gathering myself and summoning my strength before joining my mother. It’s been ten years…I find her lying on her bed, dozing. She is still so beautiful. The tears well up in my eyes, but I swallow the urge to cry. I walk over to a chair beside her and gently hold her hand. She opens her eyes, recognizes me and smiles tenderly.

			“You’re here?”

			I can hear the fatigue in her voice and I can read the fear in her eyes.

			“Maman, I’m sorry…”

			“Shh, don’t say anything. That’s how it is.”

			I’m still holding her hand, which is soft and warm.

			“How are you?” she asks me.

			“I’m doing fine, Maman. I’m doing fine.”

			“What about my little brother?”

			It’s the first time I’ve heard her refer to Claude as her little brother.

			“He’s doing fine too. He’s rebuilding the family home on the hillside of his childhood. He’s not the little Claude we used to know. He’s grown into a man who knows what he’s doing in life.”

			“Like you,” she said weakly.

			“Anyway, I often travel to Butare to visit Mamie. I go almost once a week. Joséphine looks after her like a daughter…I mean, she looks after her really well. Mamie’s memory has completely gone, with the Alzheimer’s. She no longer speaks any French at all. Luckily, I can speak some Kinyarwanda now.”

			She smiles. I’m not sure if she’s pleased about this, but she smiles at me.

			“And you know the best thing of all? Mamie mistakes me for Emmanuel.”

			“Emmanuel?”

			“Yes, your father. She thinks I’m Emmanuel, and the moment she sees me she covers me in kisses. She keeps saying she never stopped loving me. That I’m the love of her life. I can’t tell you how it makes Joséphine and me laugh.”

			My mother carries on smiling and her eyes light up. A nurse arrives, asking me to step outside for a moment, so I grab a coffee from the vending machine before heading down for some fresh air. There are nurses smoking in the big chill, heads huddled into shoulders, cigarettes clenched in shivering hands. I’d forgotten what winter was like, the biting cold. By the time I’m back, my mother is asleep. Shattered after the twelve-hour flight, I kick off my shoes and push the chair as close to her bed as I can before squeezing my legs into the imitation leather seat. I use my coat as a blanket, tucking it under my chin, and switch on the television. It’s the evening news hour. The presenter announces the tragic death of basketball player Kobe Bryant in a helicopter accident in Los Angeles, and then introduces a report about a mysterious flu affecting China.

			In the middle of the night, I toss and turn on the chair, unable to find a comfortable position. In the semidarkness, I glance over at the bed. Eyes wide open, my mother is staring at the ceiling. Out in the corridor, a failing neon light flashes erratically. “Are you okay, Maman?” She looks at me, panic-stricken. I suddenly remember the young woman in the stadium parking lot, all those years ago, at the commemoration—the one who saw death coming for her again. “Say a prayer, before I drown for good,” whispers my mother. I kneel beside her bed and take her hand in mine. I’m not a believer, and I’ve never attended catechism, but thanks to Mamie, I know a few prayers now. I bow my head and begin to say:

			
				Hail, Mary, full of grace,

				the Lord is with thee.

				Blessed art thou amongst women

				and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus.

				Holy Mary, Mother of God,

				pray for us sinners,

				now and at the hour of our death.

				Amen.

			

			Maman whispers “Amen” at the same time and asks me to repeat the prayer. When I finish, she tells me to repeat it again. I keep reciting it on a loop. I can hear her voice accompanying mine, but she’s so tired she can’t keep up with me. I slow down. And the more I slow down, the more her voice fades, diminishing in intensity, dissolving. Soon, I can no longer detect the words coming out of her mouth. I hold Maman’s hand. For the longest time. It is soft and cold.

		

	
		
			29

			There are just the two of us at the crematorium: my father and me. Once it’s over, I emerge from the cemetery with the urn in a bag and we walk into the first café by Père Lachaise. My father orders a café allongé; mine’s a neat whiskey. I haven’t seen him in ten years. When I point out he looks much older, he tells me so do I. I’m reassured by his presence, happy he’s there—happy, end of story. Over the years, he’s grown more affectionate and attentive. He’s in a good place with his partner. Fulfilled, at long last, and thriving.

			“What are you going to do with that?” he asks, pointing at the bag.

			“Take her back with me to Rwanda.”

			“Not convinced that’s what she would have wanted.”

			“Did she say something to you?”

			“No, that’s the point, she didn’t say anything. She didn’t like talking about her country.”

			“Yes, I had noticed. Did you ever ask her about it?”

			“At first, a bit. But I soon realized there was no point.”

			“She never told you anything about her past?”

			“No, nothing. Apart from the drowning story.”

			“What drowning?”

			“You’re not familiar with that story?”

			“No. Well?”

			“Well, what?”

			“Spit it out!”

			“So, the day she fled Rwanda, she almost drowned in a lake.”

			“And?”

			“That’s all.”

			“That’s all? That’s the story she told you? You mean, that’s all you know about Maman’s past in Rwanda? That she almost drowned in a lake?”

			“Look, I can’t remember the details now, she told me about it so long ago. But yes, that’s it, basically.”

			“Thanks for the riveting story, Papa!”

			“Wait, I haven’t finished. It’s because of that accident I met your mother.”

			“Because of her almost drowning in a lake in Rwanda? I suppose you’re going to tell me you were there, and you jumped into the water to save her?”

			“No, no…I met her in Paris, at Pontoise swimming pool, in the fifth arrondissement. It was the summer of 1974, I was working there in the holidays as a swimming instructor, and that’s when I saw this tall African gazelle show up.”

			“You can’t use that kind of language in 2020, Papa, it’s embarrassing.”

			“Oh yes, of course, we’re not allowed to say anything these days…Well, anyway: this magnificent Black woman appears. Is that better?”

			“Keep going, please…”

			“She couldn’t swim and she wanted to learn. But she had an unusual way of going about it, and she was singularly determined.”

			“Meaning?”

			“It was like it was a matter of life or death. She wasn’t there to enjoy swimming or to relax, like everyone else. No. She was on some kind of mission. And yet she panicked every time she came into contact with the water. She would be screaming, crying even. The other pool users complained. Back in those days, Black swimmers at the pool were hardly a common sight. So, a Black woman attracting attention was…how can I put it…scandalous. It reached the point where my colleagues made her get out of the pool and escorted her off the premises. But she wouldn’t take no for an answer, and the next day she was back. I found her obstinacy endearing, so I sneaked the pool keys from the security guard and offered to teach her to swim outside of pool opening hours. I won’t hide from you that I also found her easy on the eye.”

			“Then what?”

			“We met at night, and I gave her lessons. By the end of the summer, we were dating and she could swim perfectly.”

			“I didn’t know that story. All I remember is the photo in the living room, the one with the two of you at the pool.”

			“Yes, that photo dates back to then. And that was how she came to tell me about the drowning incident. It was her reason for wanting to learn to swim.”

			“I think she alluded to it in the hospital. As she was dying. She said she wanted a prayer before drowning for good.”

			My father stares at me, tight-lipped, misty-eyed.

			“She was a woman who carried heavy burdens. I don’t know if she was happy. She could be harsh—especially with you, I have to say. But I think it’s because she loved you more than anything.”

			“She never told me she did. What about you, Papa? Why didn’t you ever show any interest in Rwanda?”

			“I don’t know. It was so far away, and seeing as Venancia never talked about it…”

			“Maybe your lack of interest made it harder for her to open up to you?”

			“I’m sure you’re right. I didn’t dare try. I regret it now. I understand that you had to leave.”

			“I’d be surprised if you understood. I’m not even sure I know why I’m there. You probably think I’m trying to find my roots?”

			“No, that’s not what I think. You’re not searching for your roots. Perhaps you’re trying to understand her silence.”

		

	
		
			30

			As soon as we exit the plane in Kigali, white lab coats take our temperature. It’s also mandatory to complete a questionnaire and declare whether we’ve recently traveled to China. After the border police, I place my luggage on the conveyor belt. The soldier monitoring the scanner notices something unusual on his screen and asks me to open my bag. He takes out the funeral urn and inquires as to its contents. “Ni mama utashye mu gihugu,” I reply in Kinyarwanda. “This is my mother returning to her country.”

			Over at Eusébie and Stella’s, the compound is unrecognizable. Where the jacaranda tree used to be, work on the building site is now well advanced and takes up all of what was once the garden. A giant planning permission board boasts 3D diagrams for the future building: a Dubai-style villa, cuboid and cold, with a concrete parking area and palm trees from Miami. Inside the living room, Stella is flopped on the sofa, scrolling Instagram, while Eusébie, recently appointed chief of staff in a government department, is on a phone call with her team. They throw themselves on me, showering me in kisses, sharing in my sadness and saying over and over “Our condolences.” We move to the terrace, from where the view is dispiriting. We stare blankly at the building site, with its cement mixer and scaffolding. Stella has just left the hospital and still looks weak to me. Eusébie also appears tired. She is working even harder than when she was a member of parliament. She chats with us but keeps her smartphone to hand, responding to out-of-hours WhatsApp messages.

			“How are you feeling, dear boy?”

			“I’m doing better. I’m glad I could be with her at the end.”

			“I’m sure she was too.”

			“But I realize we were like strangers to each other.”

			“I don’t think so. A mother knows her child.”

			“Maybe…But does a son know his mother?”

			Stella looks at me with her big green eyes, the same eyes that stared up at me twenty-one years ago, when she was a newborn starting out in life, on this same terrace, surrounded by my mother and Rosalie, in the shade of the imposing jacaranda tree, with its lavender-hued flowers, rising up in all its majesty toward an infinite sky, a silent witness to the trials and tribulations of the last century. And it’s at this precise moment that I grasp what Stella has lost forever, she who for twenty-one years has lived beneath the protecting canopy of this tree-monument, who hasn’t spent a single day of her life without looking up in wonder at the dizzying crown of this flowering tree, or without losing her thoughts in the profusion of life sheltered in its generous foliage: insects, lizards, birds of prey, multicolored passerines and pairs of Lady Ross’s turacos with their red crests and yellow beaks, marvelous lovebirds playing out the tender spectacle of their flirtation for her benefit. Stella grew up beside her mystical tree, her friend and confidante, a reassuring presence in a turbulent era, a life buoy in the eddy of passing time. She can measure her loss, she understands its value, whereas I don’t feel I know what the loss of my mother means.

			“Eusébie, one day I asked you to tell me my mother’s story, and you said it was up to her to do so.”

			“Yes, I remember.”

			“Now you are all I have. You’re the only person who can tell me.”

			Eusébie nods lightly, indicating that she’s understood, closes her eyes awhile and takes a deep breath.

			“In 1973, Venancia, Viviane and I were in the same class, at a girls’ boarding school in Save, in the south. Eugène and Paul were students at the University of Butare. Eugène was already my fiancé, and Paul was your mother’s great love. Viviane was Venancia’s twin sister. I know you were unaware of her existence and, believe me, I’m sorry you’re hearing this from my lips, and not from hers. Viviane and Venancia were as close as twin sisters can be. Everyone warmed to them; their wit was devastating, their appetite for life infectious and their creativity knew no limits. Your mother’s passion was for fashion—she was mad about it. Her bedroom walls were covered in press clippings of the Paris fashion shows. We nicknamed her Coco Chanel. She loved clothes and textiles so much that during the holidays she worked in the fabric shops owned by Butare’s Omani families, selling fine fabrics from Zanzibar. And it was there that she met Paul, when he came to have his suits made. The son of a large and prominent Tutsi family, Paul was without doubt the most stylish young man in the city. He too was passionate about fashion, which was rare for a boy in those days. For Venancia and Paul, it was love at first sight. They were made for each other.

			“During the massacres against Tutsi students, in 1973, our school was attacked in the middle of the day. They separated the Tutsi girls from the rest of the group and ordered our classmates to beat us. After that, we were locked in a classroom and some of the students vowed to return with a can of gasoline to set fire to us. Viviane, who was particularly sporty and supple, managed to squeeze between the window bars. She set off in search of the keys and liberated us. That same evening, we discovered that Eugène, Paul and four other fellow students had also narrowly escaped death. Paul was in a sorry state, limping, his ribs almost certainly broken because every breath was agony. Eugène knew a trucker who was driving between Butare and Gisenyi. He agreed to take all of us with him, for a tidy sum, hiding us under a consignment of avocados. We planned to flee to Zaire, but in Kibuye the driver was informed about checkpoints on the way out of town. He took fright and left us in the middle of nowhere, by the shores of Lake Kivu. Eugène and Paul instructed us to hide in an abandoned cowshed while they went to find help. They returned with three fishermen who were prepared to row us across the lake to Ijwi Island, in Zaire, for a sum that amounted to all our savings. There was no time to waste, and all nine of us boarded the rickety pirogues. Luckily, the night was dark, and no one saw us setting off. Eugène and I were in one boat with two of the other students, Paul, Venancia and Viviane in another with the other two. But after a couple of hours, their pirogue started taking in water. The poor passengers were bailing out as fast as they could, but the water rose obstinately, and one of the male students started to panic. Our pirogue was well ahead by now, so we couldn’t see them, but we could hear Paul, Viviane and Venancia trying to calm the panicking passenger. Eugène sensed things were taking a dramatic turn and ordered our fisherman to turn around as quickly as possible. That was when we heard the screams. Their pirogue had just capsized, and not one of them could swim. We rowed toward them as fast as we could, but we were only able to save Venancia. The others disappeared in the waters of Lake Kivu. Your grandmother never forgave Venancia for Viviane’s death. She held her responsible. Your mother and your grandmother didn’t speak again for more than twenty years. Until your trip in 1998.”

			Eusébie is interrupted by her phone ringing. She rises to take the call a little farther off. I am stunned, on the brink of tears, next to Stella, who has come to sit next to me.

			“This is still confidential for now,” says Eusébie on her return, “but the government will make an announcement this evening. As of tomorrow morning, the country will be totally locked down because of the epidemic. We won’t be able to move around for several weeks.”

			Several weeks? Not on my watch! I can’t stay here. I have to make it to Kibuye to scatter my mother’s ashes. I grab my phone and call Claude—thirty minutes later he’s in front of the gate with a spare helmet. Stella sprints over. She’s tied her hair back and changed into jeans and trainers.

			“I’m coming with you.”

			“You don’t even know where we’re going.”

			“Yes, I do, I overheard your conversation.”

			“You’re still too weak. Plus, we don’t know how long this lockdown is going to last. You can’t leave your mother on her own.”

			“I’m coming!”

			“Well, I’ve only got one extra helmet,” Claude says, smiling.

			“No worries, Milan doesn’t need it,” says Stella, grabbing the helmet, pressing it down on her head and straddling the passenger seat.

			I give up, hopping on behind Stella, wedging the bag containing the urn against my belly, and the three of us set off. Night falls as we leave Kigali behind us. It is rush hour, and police are directing the traffic at each crossroads, despite the traffic lights that count down the remaining seconds. The streets are immaculate, cleaned every day by thousands of hands; a crowd of students in school uniforms flanks the boulevards lined with palm trees and flower beds. The city bears no resemblance to the dusty dilapidated version I encountered on my first trip here in 1998. The center is modern and neat, a series of parks and esplanades, business districts and five-star hotels, shopping malls, golf courses, luxury apartment blocks and conference centers for international meetings. It has all happened so fast, I feel out of sync with the present: as if I’m dwelling on memories of somewhere that never existed, as if I’m already old in this country where the vast majority of inhabitants were born after the genocide. Once we’re clear of the city, Claude accelerates like we’re being chased by a fireball. It’s dark as we arrive at the chalet, but from a distance I can see Alfred waiting for us under the terrace lights.

			“This is Eusébie’s daughter,” I explain, as Stella holds out her hand.

			Alfred inclines his head to signal “Enchanté!” while Stella is already admiring the library bursting with books, records and films.

			“Your collection seems to have expanded,” I remark.

			“Yes, I’m still on the lookout for treasures in the region. You see the collection on that side? I brought it back from a recent trip to Burundi. These books used to belong to an elderly Greek lady who fled the war in 1995, and I bought them off a mixed-race young man who had to part with them because he was going back to live in France.”

			“It’s awesome, what you’ve done with this house!” Stella gushes. “I knew it a few years ago when it was a ruin. It makes me want to come here on holiday.”

			“You’ll always be welcome,” says Alfred. “I want all three of you to feel at home here. Places choose us, not the other way around. So, if you’re comfortable here, consider this your house.”

			“I guess you haven’t been back here, Stella, since that memorable weekend we spent listening to Rosalie’s voice!” says Claude.

			“Who’s Rosalie?”

			“My great-grandmother,” Stella says, smiling.

			“That’s extraordinary. You’re the second person I’ve met in my life who knew their great-grandmother.”

			“Really? Who’s the other person?”

			“Me,” says Alfred with a chuckle. “I grew up with her until I was ten. She was called Emma, and here’s an interesting detail, it just so happens that she had the same green eyes as you. She lived with us in our home in Bukavu and she was always regaling me and my brothers with unbelievable tales. She had arrived in Congo because she followed the caravan of King Musinga after he was exiled by the Belgians.”

			Stella’s face lights up at these words.

			“Oh no, here we go again!” Claude groans. “You’re going to bring on my headaches with your stories about the Mwami, and the drums and the sacred cows. Milan, how about we let the pair of them get to know each other? I could do with a drink outside.”

			Alfred has furnished the terrace with comfortable couches, and we collapse into them, breathing a sigh of relief. Claude turns to glance back at Stella and Alfred, who are laughing and deep in conversation in the living room.

			“They look like they’re getting on famously,” he notes. “It’s crazy, you’d think they were father and daughter.”

			“Yeah, agreed…”

			“I’d have given anything to have known my father.”

			“And me my grandfather.”

			We look at each other and burst out laughing.

			“If I take Mamie’s word for it, he looked like me.”

			“Aha…So, he must have been pug-ugly!”

			We laugh again and then we fall quiet as we listen to the lapping of the waves. This is what I love about Claude: he’s the only person I can share silence with. I drink the rest of my beer, close my eyes and fall asleep. When I wake up shivering, Claude is sleeping on the couch opposite. Alfred and Stella are still deep in conversation in the living room. What time is it? I notice lights far out on the water. Like lamps suspended on the lake. I walk onto the pontoon and stay there awhile, mesmerized by this apparition. From behind, I can hear Alfred, Stella and Claude coming to join me. I ask Alfred if he can explain this mysterious spectacle.

			“Fishing by lamplight.”

			“It’s beautiful, like a vigil,” Stella whispers.

			“I want to go there.”

			“What, in the middle of the night? Milan, are you sure you’re feeling okay?” Claude says.

			“Yes, I want to go there. It feels like they’re calling to me.”

			“Let’s go,” says Stella.

			I retrieve the bag and all four of us clamber into Alfred’s boat. He unties the mooring rope and begins to row toward the open water through the thick night. The breeze whips our faces as we sense the immensity of the lake ahead of us, the dark regions beneath our feet, the deep sky above our heads. The closer we approach, the farther the lights seem, like a mirage in the desert. Alfred keeps on rowing, as does Stella, even though she’s still so fragile. She has understood. She knows what I’m heading toward. We can see the first glimmerings of daylight. Alfred and Stella are worn out. We decide to pause for a while, in the middle of all this water. And then the sun rises from behind the hills of Rwanda, like a god awaking.

			“It’s time, Milan,” Claude whispers to me.

			Stella puts her hand on my arm, as if to encourage me. I turn toward them. With the growing light, they can see the bag at my feet is empty. I left the urn behind at the house.

			“She wouldn’t have wanted to sink in this lake that she cursed. Or even for her final resting place to be in this country she tried so hard to forget.”

			Over by the shore, I can make out a white dot in all the greenery. It’s the chalet. The house that is waiting for us. Out on the lake, the fishermen are returning from their night’s work, singing that the fishing has been good, as their voices rise to the sky. The tears come and I weep. For the first time since her death, I weep. I can feel hands rubbing my back, voices consoling me, loved ones comforting me.

			I am not alone. I am no longer alone.

		

	
		
			AUTHOR’S AFTERWORD

			The first time I went to Rwanda, it was in the aftermath of the genocide—I was twelve years old. Back then, people talked about “the events” or “the war,” when referring to what had just taken place. After a few days, I felt the urge to run away and never return to this site of immense desolation. The gazes I met were distraught, reeling or still drunk on demented violence. A deafening silence coated everything, like a slick of crude oil: it was often the case within families, in mine in particular, that nobody mentioned the genocide.

			It would take me many years to understand that what had occurred in Rwanda was not a so-called cruel war, but an extermination project whose slogan was: “Down to the last Tutsi.” When my first novel, Small Country, was published, it was associated with Rwanda, and so the Burundi of my childhood—the subject of my book—was made invisible. What was the reason for this misunderstanding? I couldn’t say. In Small Country, Rwanda was cast in the shadows, at a distance that protected me, sparing me from directly confronting my relationship to my mother’s country. The scale of its history terrified me to the extent that I sought out different subject matters for my next novel. But the more I distanced myself from this history the more it boomeranged back, knocking at my door, refusing to leave me in peace.

			I finished writing Jacaranda in the spring of 2024, just as we were commemorating thirty years since the genocide perpetrated against the Tutsi of Rwanda. Far from dimming the echoes of this disaster, time seems to amplify them. I am part of the generation born a few years before the spring of 1994, and which carries with it the memory of exile, of the discriminations, of the war, of the one hundred days of the genocide, of the abyss which opened beneath our feet and of the difficult years in the reconstruction effort. We find ourselves in the middle of a ford, as privileged witnesses, crushed by our heritage, mindful of our duty as to what we pass on to the next generation born after the genocide, and which today represents three quarters of Rwandans.

			With artistic license, Jacaranda tells the story of how difficult the process of handing down can be: it’s impossible sometimes, but vital and necessary. Some of the characters from Small Country who hung furtively in the shadows find a central place in Jacaranda. For all that these two novels offer distinct narratives, they fit together like pieces from a jigsaw, bringing to life a series of interconnected existences and interwoven destinies.

			Today, the memory is still a burning ember, the wounds are still raw and the grieving returns with each commemoration. But society has defied all odds by rising to the impossible challenge of victims living alongside executioners. To see so many men and women, who are still burying their dead, stand tall and dignified, believing in the future despite their hidden tears, has afforded me the courage necessary to write at last about my own relationship with this country and its history, and to speak about the fragile beauty that emerges from the ashes.

			Gaël Faye, 

			Kigali, October 2025
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