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It was eight o’clock, this twenty-eighth of February. In the living room, the dimmed light from the ceiling fixture drew soft circles on the solid wood table where the plates still waited to be served. The smell of pot-au-feu floated between the kitchen and the dining room—that familiar smell Joachim had known forever, the smell of winter evenings when the family gathered around the meal to forget the cold. But tonight, no one was forgetting anything.

Joachim was watching the news with his dad. It was a ritual, almost a silent obligation Gabriel had established without ever putting it into words. You will know what’s happening in the world, the nightly settling of the two armchairs in front of the television seemed to mean. You will understand that we are not alone, that the world is a spider’s web and its threads tremble all the way into our living room.

The special opening sequence appeared without warning. It lacked the usual gentleness of the eight o’clock news jingle. It was a red banner, white letters scrolling in urgency, a somber piece of music that crushed the silence of the room. Joachim read the words. War. United States. Israel. Iran. The names collided like stones thrown against a windowpane.

The newscaster spoke of a coordinated strike, an operation of surgical precision carried out since three in the night, French time. Satellite images rolled by, blurry, green and gray, showing gutted buildings, columns of smoke rising into the Iranian sky. Joachim couldn’t connect these images to any reality he could touch. To him, Iran was a color on a school map, a name that rhymed with nuclear in grown-ups’ conversations, a distant threat he’d always heard about without ever seeing it take shape.

But tonight, it was taking shape.

The news announced the deaths of senior dignitaries of the Tehran regime. The Minister of Defense. The commander of the Quds Force. Several names Joachim had never heard scrolled at the bottom of the screen, accompanied by official photographs showing the men posing in black turbans or general’s uniforms. Then, in the middle of this funereal litany, the newscaster paused. A silence. The kind of silence journalists use when what they are about to say goes beyond mere information.

The Supreme Leader of the Islamic Revolution has been killed in the strike that targeted his security complex north of Tehran. The information, still unconfirmed, has been verified by several sources close to the regime.

Joachim held his breath. He didn’t yet grasp the magnitude of what he had just heard. He knew that the Supreme Leader was a kind of almost mythological figure, a man with a gray beard and a severe gaze whose portraits adorned the walls of Tehran the way portraits of General de Gaulle had once adorned town halls in France. But in his nine-year-old mind, this death was an abstract piece of data, a colossal event but one with no hold on his own existence.

He turned his head toward his father.

Gabriel was frozen.

He hadn’t moved since the special sequence had been announced. His whole body seemed to have turned into a pillar of salt—one of those biblical figures who look behind them and are petrified by fate. His fork was suspended halfway between plate and mouth, but he was no longer eating. He wasn’t even really watching the screen anymore, or rather he was looking beyond it, at something Joachim couldn’t see, a point in space-time where memories he didn’t know about were playing out.

His face was grave. Not grave like a teacher lecturing, not grave like a parent breaking bad news. Grave like a man who recognizes a landscape he has already crossed, like a soldier hearing once again the sound of boots on gravel when he thought he had forgotten it.

The air in the room had changed. Joachim didn’t know how to put it into words, but he could feel it physically. It was as if a door had opened onto a draft of icy air—not in space, but in time. The smell of pot-au-feu suddenly seemed incongruous, almost indecent. The living room, with its beige curtains, its light-oak bookcase, the family photographs on the TV stand, suddenly struck him as fragile, an eggshell set on the edge of an enormous table.

Would they suddenly invade a country? The question escaped Joachim before he had time to weigh it. Yet it was present in all his thoughts, this raw, almost childish question. Can they do that? Can they, just like that, on a February evening while it’s cold outside and the pot-au-feu is cooling in the plates, decide to invade a country? The words seemed gigantic, disproportionate to the tranquil setting of the dining room.

Gabriel slowly turned his head toward him. His eyes were those of a man who had been torn from another time, a man who had to make the effort to return to the present, to reattach his mind to the room, to the table, to the child questioning him. For a second, a fraction of a second, Joachim saw in his father’s gaze something he didn’t know. Fear. Not the fear of horror movies, not the fear of nightmares you forget upon waking. A rooted, visceral fear—the kind that can’t be explained because it’s made of shreds of history, of transmitted memory, of scars that are invisible but never stop pulling at the flesh.

We don’t talk with our mouths full, Gabriel delivered.

His voice was colorless, strangely flat. It wasn’t the usual reprimand, the one that reminds children of the rules of politeness. It was a sentence that fell like a cleaver, a desperate attempt to maintain a semblance of order when everything around them had just tipped into the unknown. Gabriel had spoken these words like reciting a prayer, like clutching the last thread of a routine that no longer made sense.

Joachim obeyed. He put his fork back on his plate, where the pot-au-feu was growing cold, and he looked at the screen again. But his gaze was different now. He was no longer merely watching the images; he was watching his father watch them. He observed the clench of his jaw—the jaw he tightened when he was worried—the way his fingers gripped the arm of the chair. He felt his father’s fear, but he didn’t understand it.

That fear was like a foreign language of whose existence he was aware but whose vocabulary he didn’t possess. He knew that his father had been born in France, into a Sephardic Jewish family whose roots went back somewhere between Morocco and Spain before the Inquisition. He knew that Gabriel had made aliyah in his youth—that word he had heard pronounced at his parents’ friends’ houses, which means “ascent” in Hebrew, immigration to Israel. He knew that his father had fought during the first Lebanon War, long before he was born, even before meeting Karine, his mother.

But for Joachim, those words—aliyah, Lebanon War—remained labels stuck on a suitcase whose fasteners he had never opened. He didn’t know what was inside. He didn’t know what his father had seen, what he had lost, what he had brought back in his luggage when he returned to France. He didn’t know that the silence that sometimes fell over Gabriel in the middle of a conversation—that silence where his eyes grew fixed and distant—was a territory no one had ever explored.

But tonight, without understanding, Joachim sensed it.

Perhaps it was the way Gabriel was watching the screen like a man watches a horizon at sea, trying to discern the storm before it reaches shore. Perhaps it was the way he placed his hand on his sternum, as if to calm a heart beating too fast. Perhaps, more deeply, it was that aura that emanated from him, that mixture of earth and history with which he was imbued.

Gabriel had a visceral connection to Israel. Joachim knew it without ever having had it explained to him. He sensed it in the rare moments when his father spoke about that country, in the intensity of his voice, in the precision of his memories. It wasn’t a political connection, not an adherence to a cause you defend with arguments and reasoning. It was something older, more archaic. A bond made of red earth, limestone rocks, arid hills where the sun burned everything except memory. A bond made of history—a history so long it exceeded the comprehension of a nine-year-old child, a history of ancient kingdoms and ruins, of dispersions and returns. A bond made of trauma—those wounds that are passed on not in genes but in attitudes, silences, ways of holding oneself in the face of danger.

Joachim didn’t understand his father’s fear, but he felt it the way one senses the approach of a storm—that pressure in the air that makes your temples ache and tells you something is about to happen, something beyond the sky and the rain.

He thought then of Mr. Venance Marion.

The name crossed his mind like a thread stretched in the night, a hand reaching out to help him across a road whose width he could not yet measure. Mr. Venance Marion, his history and geography teacher. A singular man, whom Joachim had noticed from the first days of the school year. The other students found him strange, with his way of circling around his sentences, his long pauses, his eyes that landed on each person as if reading their thoughts. But Joachim was fascinated.

Mr. Venance Marion didn’t teach history like reciting a lesson. He told it like unrolling a tapestry, showing the front and the back, the threads that pull here and there, the colors that echo each other from one end of the fabric to the other. He spoke of civilizations as living beings, of borders as scars, of wars as fevers that seize peoples and leave them exhausted, transformed, sometimes shattered.

History never dies, he had said one day in class, when they were studying the First World War. It sometimes falls asleep. But it always wakes up, and often at the wrong moment.

Joachim remembered that sentence with startling clarity. He also remembered what Mr. Venance Marion had added, almost to himself, as he turned the page of his textbook: The difficulty is recognizing the signs. Men hear the thunder long before the storm, but they refuse to believe it until the lightning strikes.

Tonight, the lightning had struck.

Joachim thought that with Mr. Venance Marion, he might understand. His teacher had that rare ability to take the most complex events, the most inextricable tangles of causes and consequences, and untangle them with a watchmaker’s patience. He would know how to explain it to him. He would know how to tell him what this war meant, what the death of those men would set in motion, what the threat of Iranian retaliation really covered. He wouldn’t laugh in his face, wouldn’t tell him it was too complicated for a child. He would take the time. He would find the words.

In the room, the tension was palpable. It was not only in the silence that had settled between father and son, in the way Gabriel gripped his fork without eating, in the images on the news that continued to scroll, telling of the world’s stupefaction. It was also in the kitchen, where Karine was bustling with a slightly forced energy, opening and closing cupboards, taking out the bread, pouring water into glasses.

Karine, Joachim’s mother, was trying to maintain the ritual of dinner. She came into the dining room with a salad bowl of vegetables, set down the glasses, reminded them to put napkins on their laps, not to watch television while eating, that the pot-au-feu was going to get cold. Her voice was too loud, too fast, as if she wanted to drown out the noise of the world, as if she still believed that a properly set table, a clean tablecloth, a carefully prepared meal could serve as a bulwark against what was happening.

But her hand trembled slightly as she set down the water carafe. Joachim saw it. He also saw that she was casting looks at Gabriel—looks that asked for something, an explanation, reassurance, a word that would say everything was all right, that it wasn’t serious, that the world wasn’t going to tip over tonight.

Gabriel didn’t answer those looks. He was still frozen, his eyes fixed on the screen where geopolitical experts were beginning to talk about reprisals, a fifth Middle East war, the closing of the Strait of Hormuz. Words that Joachim heard without truly understanding them, but that stuck with him anyway.

Karine finally sat down. She picked up her fork, pretended to eat. She made a casual remark about the day, about homework, about what the weather would be like tomorrow. Her voice rang false, she knew it, but she kept going. That was her way of fighting—not with weapons, not with memories of old wars, but with daily life, with the ordinary, with that obstinacy of women to keep standing what could still be kept standing.

Joachim ate without appetite. He looked alternately at his father, his mother, the screen. He thought of Mr. Venance Marion. He thought of the words he would say to him tomorrow, the explanations he would receive. He clung to that thought as to a life preserver, because in the room tonight, everything seemed to have lost its contours, its landmarks, its certainties. The pot-au-feu was growing cold, the red title sequence continued to scroll, Gabriel clenched his jaw, Karine talked to herself, and somewhere in the Middle East, the world had just opened a door that perhaps would not be closed in twelve days, not this time.
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The next morning, the air was still heavy with the memories of the day before. In the classroom, the students were settling in lazily, their backpacks thick as secrets. Some lingered, chatting in low voices; others lined up their pencils very slowly, as if to delay the moment when they would have to pay attention. The morning light came through the large windows, cutting pale squares across the rows of worn desks. A smell of chalk and old paper hung in the air, mingled with the distant scent of the playground still impregnated with yesterday’s games.

Mr. Venance Marion did not look like an ordinary teacher that morning. Usually, his entrance was quiet, almost discreet, but today he crossed the threshold with a brisk, almost purposeful step. He placed his jacket on his chair with a solemnity, slowly, as if the gesture were laden with meaning. Then he fixed his gaze behind his glasses, slowly sweeping the classroom. His eyes, usually gentle, seemed to carry an inner flame the students had never seen before. The silence that followed was not the ordinary silence of the beginning of the lesson. It was an attentive silence, charged with expectation.

- Open your notebooks,” he said in a calm but firm voice. “Today, we will have a history lesson. It is not in any curriculum, but it may be the most important one.

A cathedral silence fell over the class. Joachim, sitting straight, his eyes riveted on his teacher, felt his heart beat faster. He was nine years old, but he had already understood that some moments matter more than others. He liked Mr. Marion, this teacher who always took the time to explain, who knew how to make things interesting. But this morning, he sensed that something unusual was about to happen.

Mr. Marion walked calmly to the blackboard. He took a piece of white chalk, twirled it between his fingers for a moment, then wrote three words: Iran, United States, Israel. His letters were straight, firm, as if drawn by a hand that did not tremble. Then he turned around, arms crossed, and leaned against the desk. He looked at his students one by one, as if to make sure each was ready to hear him.

- Imagine, he said in a voice that rose without ever forcing, “a mouse. Small, fragile, but endowed with stubborn courage. Facing her, an enormous elephant, powerful, each of whose steps makes the ground tremble. And, prowling around, a hyena with sharp fangs, patient and cruel.”

He paused, letting the image settle in their minds. In the classroom, all that could be heard was the light breath of the students holding their breath. Joachim had stopped blinking. He could already see the scene: a tiny mouse, standing on its hind legs, facing the immense gray mass of the elephant. He saw the hyena circling, waiting for the right moment, its fangs glistening in the sun.

-The mouse, continued Mr. Marion, enunciating each syllable, is Iran. She is not seeking war, but she refuses to bend. She knows that the elephant, the United States, can crush her in a single step. She knows that the hyena, Israel, is watching for the moment she lowers her guard to leap at her throat. So, what does the mouse do? She rises on her hind legs. She stands her ground. Not because she is sure of winning, but because she is sure she does not want to die on her knees.

Mr. Marion’s voice vibrated with a rare conviction. His hands drew the movements of the animals he evoked in the air. He spoke without notes, without a book, as if the words came from deep within himself, from a truth he carried secretly and had finally decided to share.

- You see, he said, stepping forward, strength isn’t everything. The mouse cannot defeat the elephant—she knows that. But she can show him that she will not be trampled without a word. She can show him that there are things more important than fear. Dignity, for example. Honor. The freedom to refuse.

He spoke with his hands, with his shoulders, with his whole body. The entire class was hanging on his lips. Some students were taking notes mechanically; others dared not even move. Joachim listened to his teacher devoutly. Each word fell like a stone into the calm water of his mind, creating ripples he felt widening endlessly.

-Now imagine again, continued Mr. Marion, returning to the blackboard, the life of this mouse. Every morning, she wakes up knowing that the elephant could crush her home. Every evening, she goes to sleep knowing that the hyena could emerge from the shadows. Yet she does not run away. She stays. She digs her burrow, she feeds her young, she lives. Because fleeing would mean accepting that the elephant and the hyena are right. It would mean accepting that she is nothing.

He turned again to his students, his glasses reflecting the light.

- So the mouse does what no animal does when facing the elephant: she rises. She shows him her little teeth. She shows him that she is not afraid—or at least that she acts despite her fear. And the elephant, in his overwhelming strength, hesitates. Because an elephant has never seen a mouse stand up to him. Because this calls into question everything he thought he knew about the world.

Joachim saw the mouse, tiny but proud, defying the immensity. He saw the elephant, symbol of brute force, and the hyena, embodiment of treachery. But he also saw something else: in his chest, something was igniting, a flame he had never felt before. It was as if Mr. Marion’s words had touched a string he hadn’t known he possessed. He felt his hands trembling slightly on his notebook, where he had written: “The mouse does not want to die on its knees.”

Mr. Marion concluded his lesson with one last look at the class.

- Remember
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