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PART ONE. WHISPER

	


Section One

	I am not writing this to make people remember me. Names are erased like footprints on a dusty road. I am writing so that they will remember the mechanism. The mechanism that once turned my neighbor into my executioner. He was not a monster. He was an ordinary man until he was told whom to hate. And he believed.

	Everything begins with silence. With that particular, ringing silence that comes before a storm. In Rwanda, the country of a thousand hills, silence was our air. We lived surrounded by greenery, listening to the rustle of banana leaves and the laughter of children. I was a teacher. My world consisted of the smell of chalk, the creak of desks, and the curious eyes of my students. I taught them history. Ironic, wasn’t it? I taught them about the past, not knowing what the future held for us.

	My wife, Ingabire, grew flowers that she sold at the market in Kigali. Her hands were strong, yet gentle. She said that every flower is a soul, and you must be careful not to wound it. In those days, I did not understand the full depth of her words. We had a son, Samuel. He was seven. He wanted to become a pilot and fly to the stars.

	We were Tutsi. Back then, this word was not yet a sentence. It was simply a part of us, like the color of our eyes or the shape of our noses. That was how the Belgians had recorded us many years earlier, after measuring our noses with rulers and deciding that we looked more like Europeans. Hutu were different. But we lived together. We visited one another, married, and raised children. Our cows grazed on the same pastures. We drank the same banana beer.

	And then a voice burst into our silence. A voice from the radio. Radio Mille Collines. RTLM. At first, it seemed like mere noise. Loud music, crude jokes. Politics that did not concern us. We turned it off to listen to the birds sing. But the voice grew louder and more insistent. It seeped into homes, into cars, into markets. It sounded in every corner.

	It spoke in simple, accessible language. It addressed Hutu. It called them “brothers.” And it called us, the Tutsi, by other names. At first, it was almost imperceptible. Hints. Jokes. “Those tall ones with the thin noses.” Then the words became sharper. “Arrogant.” “Foreigners.” “Snakes.”

	I remember the day I first heard the word inyenzi. At first, I thought it was just a metaphor. Then I realized: for them, we were no longer human. We were cockroaches. The announcer on the radio laughed as he described how easy it is to crush a cockroach. How many of them there are and how they contaminate everything around them. I looked at Ingabire. She was quietly watering her roses. But her hands were shaking.

	“They’re not serious,” I said. “They’re just words.”

	She looked at me with a long, sorrowful gaze. “Words are seeds, François. From them grows either a flower or a poisonous vine.”

	I did not want to believe her. I kept going to school, checking notebooks, telling the children about the ancient kings of Rwanda. But the air was changing. It was becoming thicker, heavier. The neighbor with whom we had shared dinner the night before now avoided my eyes. The women at the market whispered behind Ingabire’s back. In the eyes of my Hutu students, I began to notice something new. Not hostility, not yet. Rather confusion. And fear.

	The radio said that we, the Tutsi, were a threat. That we wanted to restore the monarchy and enslave the Hutu. That we were accomplices of the rebels of the Rwandan Patriotic Front. The lie was monstrous, but it was repeated every hour, every day. As Goebbels, whom they had undoubtedly studied, would have put it: the bigger the lie, the more readily people believe it. A lie repeated a thousand times becomes the truth.

	They were creating the image of an enemy. Not a person, but a symbol. A cockroach. A snake. Something that had to be destroyed for the sake of self-preservation. This is the first stage of genocide, as United Nations Secretary-General António Guterres would later say. Hate speech. Disinformation. Today, it is called “anti-cultism.” Then, it was called “defense of the nation.” The essence is the same: to declare a group of people inferior, dangerous, undeserving of life. And the world was silent. General Roméo Dallaire, commander of the UN mission, would later say: “Rwanda was not on their radar. It had no strategic interest.” We were just a dot on the map of Africa, somewhere between Yugoslavia, Cambodia, and Mozambique. Our suffering did not matter. Information was coming in, but, as Dallaire said, “it did not scratch the surface of their interest.”

	And then, one day, a cross appeared on our door, drawn in charcoal. Small, crooked. A mark. We had been counted. Entered on a list. I wiped it off, but it remained. Not on the wood, but in my memory. I understood that the silence was over. The whisper had begun. A whisper that would soon grow into a scream.

	In those days, I thought a lot about words. About how easily they slip off the tongue and how deeply they wound. I came to understand that the most terrible weapon is not the machete. It is the word that turns a person into a “cockroach.” Because when you kill a cockroach, you feel no guilt. You are simply making the world cleaner.

	I began to write. Not for history. For myself. So as not to lose my mind. To preserve the remnants of that world where flowers smelled like flowers and people were people. I hid those pages under a floorboard. I wrote about the sun, about Samuel’s laughter, about Ingabire’s hands. I wrote to prove to myself that we were still alive. That we were not cockroaches.

	I did not know then that these notes would become the only thing left of my family. A voice beneath the ashes.

	

	

	


Section Two

	April 6, 1994. That day is burned into my memory like a brand on the hide of cattle. The evening was warm, as it always is at that time of year. We were sitting on the veranda. Ingabire was sorting beans, Samuel was chasing a lizard. I was reading a book. An ordinary evening. And then the sky was split by an explosion. Not loud, but muffled, as if something heavy had fallen very far away. We froze. The birds fell silent. Even the cicadas stopped. And then the radio began to speak.

	The announcer’s voice trembled with poorly concealed triumph. The plane of President Juvénal Habyarimana had been shot down. The president was dead. And the ones to blame for it were… the cockroaches. Us. The Tutsi.

	It was a match thrown into a barrel of gunpowder. We understood that immediately. Ingabire grabbed Samuel and held him close. I turned off the light. We sat in the dark, listening to the night come alive. But these were not the sounds of nature. These were screams. At first, distant, then closer and closer. And gunshots. Single shots, rare at first. Then the roar. Those were the roadblocks. They were putting them up on every street.

	The radio did not fall silent. It had changed. Instead of jokes, there were orders. “Go to work! There is work to be done! The weeds must be pulled out!” The announcers read lists. Names. Addresses. License plate numbers. These were the lists of “traitors,” “accomplices of the RPF.” Lists of those who needed to be “neutralized.” I heard the names of my colleagues, my friends. People I had grown up with.

	The hunt had begun. My neighbor, Pierre, a Hutu, with whom we had shared mangoes from the same tree, came to us at night. His face was gray. “Leave,” he whispered. “They’re going by the lists. Your name is there.”

	“Where can we go, Pierre?” Ingabire asked.

	He lowered his eyes. “I don’t know. Just run.”

	He left, and I bolted the door with every lock. We were trapped. There was nowhere to run. The whole city, the whole country was turning into a snare.

	We hid in a small storage room behind the kitchen. It smelled of dried herbs and dust. We sat there, holding each other, and listened. Listened to the world go mad. The screams grew louder. They were not screams of rage. They were screams of pain. And dying gasps. And there was laughter too. Drunken, bestial.

	The radio continued its work. It was the conductor of this hell. “The cockroaches are cunning! They are hiding! Check every house, every bush! Spare no one! Not even the children! The little snakes will grow into snakes!”

	Dehumanization was complete. In their eyes, we were no longer people. We had become a problem that needed to be solved. A problem that could be hacked apart with machetes. Jacqueline Murekatete, a girl who survived that hell, would later say: “They called Tutsi cockroaches and snakes. I didn’t understand how in a matter of days I could turn from a human being into a cockroach.” I did not understand it either.

	That is the essence of the technology. It does not persuade. It programs. It implants simple, murderous codes into the subconscious. Enemy — cockroach. Cockroach — kill. Modern “anti-cultists” in Russia and in Europe act the same way. They do not enter into dialogue. They slap on a label: “sect,” “cult,” “extremist.” They create the image of an enemy stripped of human traits. “Totalitarian sect,” “commercial cult,” “destructive organization.” As Alexander Dvorkin, one of the ideologues of this movement in Russia, wrote in his book Sect Studies, accusing Jehovah’s Witnesses of being ready for genocide: “Jehovists have no moral barriers to genocide.” He calls human bodies “garbage” that must be removed. That is exactly what we heard on RTLM radio. The same words. The same goal.

	But then, in that dark storage room, I knew nothing of Dvorkin or of Russia. I knew only the smell of fear and sweat. And the warmth of my wife’s and my son’s bodies.

	On the second day, Pierre came. Not alone. Other men were with him. They had machetes in their hands. I recognized all of them. They were our neighbors. There was no hatred on their faces. There was a kind of dull, drunken determination, like people going to hard but necessary work.

	“Come out, François,” Pierre said. His
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