
White Doves

My seventh year was a time of discovery.  I was stumbling 
along the slippery path of growing up – 365 earnest days spent 
reaching for the wisdom of a mature eight-year-old.  Certain, was I, 
that one more year would propel a groping, innocent lamb to the 
very brink of manhood.  Ah, well!

That spring, on a bright Sunday morning, my father, in an 
unusual gesture walked me to the 7:00 a.m. Mass.  I was an altar 
boy and somehow had the monopoly to all the early morning 
services - come to think of it, a rather dubious reward for my pious 
assiduousness.  In fact, seven on Sunday was luxurious by weekday 
standards.  Rising at 5:30 a.m. in a foggy daze, I’d stumble to Saint 
Brice, our parish church, throw on the red and white ‘working’ 
uniform of the priest’s helper, locate the four-bell ringer and at six 
o’clock sharp, lead the somnolent cleric to the altar.  The next half-
hour would be spent stifling yawns while responding to the priest’s 
Latin murmurings.  

Since I was well on my way to sainthood, and to nudge the 
process along, I purposely kept the cassock away from cushioning 
my naked knees.  In Europe young boys wore shorts, except for the 
coldest December days or for a truly special occasion, no one 
around my age possessed more than one pair of long pants.  And so, 



I’d grind my knees on the hard and cold altar steps of a 15th 
Century Gothic church with as much stoicism as I imagined an early 
saint might have suffered for the glory of God and Church.   It was 
also a good way to keep the demon of sleep from bringing disgrace 
and, incidentally, a measurable amount of self-administered 
mortification to be piled up for the day I was paradise bound.   In 
some mysterious fashion, I hoped, thinking ahead, this would be 
weighed against the evil I might yet commit on this earth.  (Now, if I 
may be permitted a much later day prayer, please God, don’t forget 
the good little boy I was when you judge today’s man!)
 

And so, on the cool Sunday morning, I slid off the cross-bar of 
Dad’s three-speed ‘Iron Charger’ and tip-toed up for a goodbye kiss.  
Like many Europeans, my paterfamilias was indulgent in this 
manner; he hoisted me up for a hug and a peck on the forehead.  
Along with a mysterious look of satisfaction, he was off someplace 
special as he had put on semi-best pants and corduroy jacket.  “Be 
good and be sure to be home for lunch.  I’ll be wanting to see you.  
Got it?”  That said, he pedalled away whistling one of his tuneless 
tunes, as usual.

Mother had risen before us to make hot cocoa and put out the 
baguette, butter and assortment of home-made jams.  That was for 
me.  Father put away a plate of scrabbled eggs (never scrambled,) 
with a sizzling half coil of home-made ‘boudin’, the tasty pig’s 
blood pudding and a pot of strong coffee.  At the door, she’d stayed 
true to herself.  “Be careful, come straight home and don’t be late.”  
The usual farewell to which, as usual, he hadn’t paid the least bit of 
attention – nor I for that matter as I couldn’t wait to dash out, away 
from Mother’s overwhelming solicitousness.  

Dad was always happiest when going places, and come to 
think of it, I don’t wonder why as too much love can be a tad 
overwhelming not to say anything unkindly.  Ironic that decades 
later far down the road of time, and much to Maman’s chagrin, he’s 



totally devoted to the home hearth.  She’s more likely now to urge 
him, “Go for a walk.  Go see a friend.  How about we go to a movie 
tonight?”  

All in vain!  Dad serves up a quizzical look and once more 
assures: “A man is happiest at home.”  And so there!

Dutifully, I served Mass, repeating what I’d learned by rote – 
‘et cum spiritutuo’ and ‘mea culpa’ and liberally sprinkling a few 
heartfelt ‘amen’ just in case.   I struggled through the Confiteor, 
uttering loudly bits of phrases I was confident in, but mostly just 
mumbling so the officiating celebrant’s ears didn’t get too offended 
by the mangled prayer.  Actually the young padre was rather decent 
paying scant attention to such lèse magesté towards the Creator.  
One couldn’t say the same about the redoubtable Monsignor, head 
pastor and next to God, the almightiest entity in our parish.  I was 
grateful he usually presided over the major events, High Mass and 
religious holidays.  On those occasions, senior altar boys took over 
and I would play an invisible role, something akin to a spear carrier 
in an opera, just there to fill in the scenery.  

The old curmudgeon threw the fear of the Lord into each and 
everyone of his flock, and that included the not inconsequential 
number of Socialists or worse, out and out Communists who pretty 
well controlled our town’s political landscape.  Incongruous as it 
seems, Stalin’s converts, still showed up at church, for special 
occasions, especially at Easter or Christmas.  However, the only day 
they didn’t hide was on November 11th, Armistice Day.  Then 
they’d troop in, en masse, veterans in uniform and bedecked with 
medals, for the special Remembrance Day High Mass.  All other 
times they’d choose an unobtrusive chair set behind a massive 
Gothic column, or skulk in the shadow of linden trees that lined the 
square out front, self-consciously puffing on a Gauloise or perhaps a 
Gitane.  When they’d hear the opening ringing of the bells, they’d 
slip in without attracting attention.  So they hoped.  But other 



shame-faced comrades cowered in the back and there was nothing 
for it but to try to brazen it out.  Automatically, they’d point a thumb 
at the wife as if to say: “You know, it’s just to keep the peace at 
home.”   The other would roll his eyes and nod in sympathy, “And 
what do you think I’m doing here?” And so it went, each trying to 
hide their discomfiture at discovery but not one really so out of 
touch with their Catholic upbringing they’d totally dare to abandon 
religion all together.  That was not the French way.

We all knew and we all heard the creek of the door and the 
congregation would swivel its head as a single body.  Monsignor 
was unforgiving.  Imagine, he had purposely forbidden the oiling of 
the rusty hinges for that very purpose.  During the sermon, he 
always found pretext to point to the back and warn: “Beware the 
wolf among the sleeping flock.” There was nothing to do or say but 
eat it and swallow hard.  After all he’d baptized most of them and 
their children too, buried their parents and soon enough – “Hell, the 
old bastard will bury us all!” At the bistro, following deliverance 
from their humiliation, ‘Les Rouges’ would lament over a glass of 
‘gros rouge’, but without real animosity, after all, he was a Member 
of the Legion D’Honneur and a decorated hero for bravery beyond 
the call of duty in the ghastly trenches of Verdun back during the 
War to End all Wars.  The thought of a non-Catholic burial just 
didn’t occur, period.  When he pedalled down the street, black 
‘soutane’ bunched up over boney knees, they’d touch index finger 
to their caps in greeting. Now and then he’d slow down, just long 
enough to crow.  “Saw you at mass last Sunday.  You didn’t hide 
well enough.” Or, if he came across a particular diehard, “When you 
go to hell, say hello to comrade Stalin!” He’d cackle and go on 
seemingly invigorated by his sally.  Inwardly, the men were proud 
our octogenarian Monsignor was tougher than that of any other 
parish.  Old habits die hard, I guess. 

Once a month, altar boys were paid a percentage from the fees 
donated for ‘special request’ masses ordered by parishioners and 
shared with sacristan, bell-ringer and janitor.  Just a few Francs, but 



it was something to receive money in the service of God, as it were.  
There was an established going rate; so much for a Low Mass (less 
time and less knowledge required,) a little more for a High Mass and 
a bonus for Holy Days whey you really had to know your stuff.  
The truly rewarding gigs were the weddings but the prized 
assignment was to serve at a baby christening.  By the luck of the 
draw, I once broke all records and the envy of all my colleagues-in-
the-cloth, when I served on seven such blessed events in one blessed 
afternoon.

In those days, priests didn’t short-change parents by 
performing ‘en masse’ ceremonies.  He didn’t gather all the parties 
together and perform the sacred ritual wholesale.  No sir!  Each 
family had their own private turn at the font; each babe got particular 
attention and the right to squawk individually when liberally 
sprinkled with frigid Holy Water and salt in the mouth dirty tricks.  
That day, proud God-parents loaded me down with cornets of 
almond ‘dragée’ and, more or less ostentatiously, beaming parents 
slipped me the money envelope.  What a windfall!  Real money – 
not coins but bills!  God! I’d hit the jackpot and henceforth, and 
truly for ever and evermore – Allelujah and Amen! – I’d surely give 
myself up to the profitable service of God.  

That spring Sunday, I tried every trick to speed up the service.  
I jingle-jangled the bells a tad early and anticipated every next move 
the priest was to make.  I turned the pages of the missal, the book of 
liturgy, before he’d reached the end of a passage.  Once he had to 
turn the page back to finish the prayer.  I became a nuisance until 
finally, genuflecting before raising the Holy Host on high, he 
whispered a tart aside.  “Jean-Michel, what’s got into you?”

He just didn’t understand the urgency, poor man.  He didn’t 
have a chance to find out as I was out of there in a flash as soon as 
we hit the vestry.  I dashed all the way home.  Dad wasn’t there and 
I dunned my mother with questions.  “Where did Papa go? When’s 
he coming back? Why did he want me home?”



Mother was a sphinx.  She ignored every question and my 
sisters made it a point to bug me more than usual.   I dragged a chair 
to our second floor window sill and on tip-toe, craning my neck, 
anticipated Dad’s return.  I checked and rechecked the alarm clock 
in my parent’s bedroom.  Minutes hung on like a centenary drop 
poised above an eternally patient stalactite, but time does move on, 
even when you’re a giddy-headed seven-year-old burning with 
curiosity. Finally, I whooped as I spotted the top of his head, or, 
rather, the navy-blue beret just jutting above the courtyard’s stone 
wall.  It looked odd (the cyclist was free-wheeling) as if a gliding 
beret was out for a sail on its own.  Down I went, taking steps two 
by two.

“Papaaaaaa!”  I yelled before he was inside the doorway, 
“What have you got for me?”

“What makes you think I have anything for you?” He quizzed.

“But you said, be here, absolutely, after mass, and it’s already 
long finished… mass I mean… you said it!” He had to be kidding 
me, I thought, but who could tell for sure?  Maybe I’d 
misunderstood.

“Just you wait a minute.  Don’t be in such a rush.”  Actually, 
Dad was beaming and enjoying seeing me toe-dance a little longer.  
“What’s got into you?” He unknowingly echoed the priest’s very 
same question, I realized.

“The box!  What’s in there? It’s mine, isn’t it?”

“What box? Oh, that one? Fancy that.  I didn’t even notice.  
Hmmm, who put it there? Wonder what’s in it?”

He’d dismounted and was wheeling the bike into the shed 



room where we kept garden tools, assorted sized planks of wood, 
my father’s essential working tools for the vineyards,  nails and 
screws, and sundry brick-a-brack, stuff my father deemed might just 
come in handy one of these days.  “Anyway, what’s for lunch? I’m 
hungry as a wolf.  Come on.”  He took me by the hand and made a 
gesture of replacing lock and chain to the door.  “Let’s go!”

I didn’t hear, or pretended not to, because at that moment I had 
an eye glued to one of several finger-sized holes in the box.  
“Something’s moving.  Papaaaaaa, please… let me have a look!”

I guess Dad had decided he’d had me on the hook long 
enough.  With an ever present pocket knife, the Opinel he sliced 
bread with, one upward stroke cut through the hay binding twine.  
He shooed me out, “Run ahead.  Wait and see what I’ve got for 
you.”

“Ah-Ah!!!  I knew all along it was for me.”  Satisfied I could 
hold on for another minute I dashed up the stairs all the while yelling 
at the top of my voice.  “Maman! Veronique! Adele!”  I wanted 
especially that my siblings witness yet another example why I was 
surely the Crown Prince of this happy family.  Don’t think ill of me.  
I just believed that‘s how it was and no one ever gave me cause to 
think otherwise; not even my older sisters who sometimes got 
piqued with a mite too spoiled kid brother.

I had been, it must be said here, a little bit late in the scheme of 
planned parent-hood and therefore the sisters old enough to already 
be expected to take some part in caring for me.  That meant the 
drudgery of dressing me for kindergarten and making sure I didn’t 
indulge in the more than usual tomfoolery that often resulted in nicks 
and bruises.  They had to endure my mother’s scolding that they 
weren’t paying attention to their ‘baby brother’.  However, they 
made up for that by, since I could remember, using me as a ‘live’ 
baby doll.  They’d bundle me up in a baby carriage and along with 
girl-friends they’d parade me around, pretending to do whatever 



mothers do when taking baby out for a bit of air.  It got to the stage 
where I was old enough not to take quietly to that play-acting and 
refused to play my role of obedient and sweet child.  They soon 
learned to buy my docile acquiescence my bribing me with candies 
and chocolates.  Well, I guess each of us got something out of it but 
what in particular made young girls give up their sweets for a 
preview of motherhood still beats me.  Probably had something to 
do with the first signs of impending female biological imperatives.

They must have been in on the secret or at least privy to some 
unusual event as they soon all showed up smiling.  With foresight, 
Mother had cleared the Sunday dinner dishes off to one side of the 
table.  Dad strode in and deposited the magic box with utter care in 
the middle of the table.  “Well then, let’s see what we got here.”  
But just to put a little more suspense in the moment, “Hmmm, I’m 
thirsty. I do believe I need a glass of wine.”

“Aw, Dad!” Even my sisters joined in a collective groan, 
“Come on! Open the box now.”

“Oh, okay-okay, I give up.  I’ll die of thirst but,” he gave up 
the pretence, “let’s see here.  Give me room.”

He gently stuck one hand under one partially open flap.  There 
was a scurrying movement and, in a heart-stopping moment, Dad 
held out two fists in front of my face. “Voila!” he triumphed, and 
there, before my eyes, two little white heads poked out between 
slightly relaxed thumb and index finger.  

Doves!  Pure white doves!  A mating pair of doves! Dad held 
under my nose the most wonderful gift ever.  And it was just that – a 
gift, pure and simple.  Neither for a special occasion, nor for my 
birthday, but a gift for the simplest of reasons – that he thought it 
would bring joy to his son.  

For once I was stunned into speechlessness.  I stared at my 



birds.  My very own homing-pigeons, for that’s what they were - a 
pair of pure-bred, resplendent, snow-white doves.  My heart 
overflowed with gratitude for Dad, surely the greatest a boy ever 
had.  Then my tongue got unglued: “Are they mine? My very own? 
Truly mine?” and just to be sure, “Only mine?”

This was decades ago, passing time fully lived but now all too 
often veiled in a grey, swirling fog of forgetfulness.  What then may 
have been considered vital, a multitude of past moments have been 
obscured by the usury of lapsed remembrance - but not this 
momentous event – every detail, each second forever etched in my 
memory bank, remains.  

To make it clear this indeed was my gift; Dad ever so 
carefully, placed a dove in my cupped hands; first one and then the 
other. You can’t imagine the sensation of holding those two almost 
weightless white puffs of feathers.  I held them up to my cheeks.  I 
wouldn’t have let them go for Aladdin’s entire treasure cave. “I must 
give them names.  What shall I call them?”

“Lot’s of time for that!  Here, hand them over.  Gently does 
it.”  Dad was being solicitous for the well-being of the trembling 
birds.  I realized it and without fuss, though reluctant, I allowed Dad 
to replace the birds who it was true were becoming agitated back to 
the safety of the box.  Inside, there was a cushion of shredded straw 
and some loose cotton wadding.  He insisted the box be closed, 
“They’re practically new-born babies and they’ve had a long, 
bumpy ride.  You’ll have plenty of time to get acquainted and name 
them.”

I showered hugs and kisses all around, to Dad and Mom and 
for good measure my somewhat envious sisters.  After all, they 
hadn’t got anything and I was not totally selfish.  Spreading my 
happiness around didn’t cost a whole lot and was a reward in itself.  
Mom always preached that when she dunned me for another hug 
before I was off to school.



That afternoon, Dad let me help put the finishing touches to a 
proper aviary he’d been secretly working on.  It was a nice, spacious 
box, with a clever sliding door, fronted by a chicken coop wire 
screen and designed to eventually hold as many as a dozen feathered 
residents.  Dad specified mine were a mating pair and I’d already 
assured my sisters they might get one each, if, I stressed the ‘if’, 
they’d behaved and reciprocated in a manner yet to be determined, 
of course.  I didn’t yet know what I’d extract, but surely something 
corresponding to the munificence of my blithely promised gift.  

During the lean war years, my parents had supplemented 
meagre meat rations by breeding chickens and rabbits.  Years later, a 
few were kept on hand in an out-of-the-wary corner of the common 
courtyard, because Mom, especially, feared war with ‘Godless 
Russia’ was always just around the corner.  It was one of those ‘just 
in case’ scenarios I learned to live with the rest of my life and to 
some extent, no matter how hard I try to divest myself of the 
timorous habit, it remains – a habit that sticks worse than chewing 
gum on the seat of your brand new jeans.  Dad and I made room 
atop the rabbit hutch, next to the chicken coop and covered the 
contraption with burlap bags stitched together.  Dad specified this 
was done on the special instructions given by the dove expert from 
whom he’d bought the birds. The doves would need to adjust to 
their new environment even though barely hatched out of the eggs.  
Homing pigeons, much like salmon, are born with an instinctual 
sense of where they should return, the former after a flight, the 
others after growing fat in the Pacific or Atlantic oceans.  In the case 
of my young doves, they would require enough time to readjust their 
‘homing’ instincts.  Dad explained the only time we’d approach 
would be to feed and change the water twice a day.  The burlap 
screen would remain for a week, hence to be opened, gradually, bit 
by bit.  Furthermore, it was imperative they roost inside for several 
weeks so they’d become totally familiar with their new home.

Naturally, I accepted as Gospel all blandishments on the 



subject.  “Oui Papa! Of course, Dad.  You can count on me Dad.  I 
promise, Dad. I won’t disturb them.”

Easier said than done! Within the next few days I’d brought 
around all my school buddies, even some who weren’t, so they 
might peek at ‘Tonnerre’ and ‘Eclair’.  I’d dreamed up the names, 
not exactly dove-like but the bold ‘noms de guerre’ suited my 
disposition.  After all, they would become champion racers and I’d 
surely become a celebrity in homing pigeon folklore.  Afraid to 
disobey, I wouldn’t allow more than a couple of second’s worth of 
glance but mostly to keep the whole thing mysterious just to add a 
little spice to my good fortune.

Dad looked after the morning feed and I’d wait for his return 
from work when he’d supervise as I’d scoop just the right measure 
of cracked wheat grain and made use of a small watering can with a 
long, slim spout.  The latter was a gift from Mom.  Eventually, I was 
meant to look after my feathered charges on my own.  After a few 
days, they’d become less timorous, enough so I could reach in and 
give each a tip-of-the-fingers caress.  Dad would let me hold them 
while he cleaned out the bottom of the cage.  At these times I was a 
nervous wreck fearing to let them loose and see them disappear into 
the blue nether.  Probably they were being squeezed half to death 
but somehow they survived my grasp.

Meantime, I was dying to see them off for an inaugural flight.  
In a month, they’d grown considerably, preening and seemingly 
eager to try out their wings.  I pestered Dad constantly but he kept to 
his opinion they weren’t yet ready.  The birdman, he repeated, had 
stressed the necessity to keep them caged for a good long time.  
How long was that? I wanted to know but never was offered a 
satisfactory answer.

For the past week the dovecote had been burlap-free during 
daylight and covered only at night.  I spent hours after school 
peering in, chattering and whistling a special recall signal I’d been 



practising.  It wasn’t good or loud but I imagined Thunder and 
Lightning craned their heads in recognition and cooed with 
approbation.  I was confident by now they recognised me as their 
lord and master and would surely respond to my call.

Well, I may as well own up.  One fine day, I simply couldn’t 
wait any longer.  I did it!!! 

When no one was around, I propped the stepladder against the 
rabbit hutch, opened the cage and stepped down.  Just like that!

For a moment, what seemed like forever, nothing happened.  
Surprised, Thunder and Lightning had shuffled to the back of the 
cage and waited, perhaps for food or water.  I too waited a couple of 
spaces back, my heart pounding, and then, an urgent second thought 
flooded into my scatter brain.  Perhaps, they weren’t ready just yet? 
Suddenly afraid I clambered up to slide the door shut – too late! In 
one feathered burst, brushing wing tips against the crown of my 
head, they’d bolted straight for the blue.  My young heart released a 
sigh of agony and I looked up in time to see flashes of sparkling 
white swoop around the courtyard.

My darling doves made two such wide swoops.  First, a tight 
ring directly above my head, almost, I fervently wished, as if they 
were looking straight down at me.  The second go-round was wider 
and a third one, barely begun didn’t fully materialize as they rose 
almost vertically, gained height and flew in the direction of our 
town’s church steeple.  After all, Thunder and Lightning lived up to 
their names – in five or six flaps they vanished over nearby rooftops 
and vanished from sight.  And I waited!

And I waited.  Eyes glued to the sky, transfixed until a hand 
startle me out of my trance.  I’d been rooted there, I don’t know how 
long, until Dad’s unmistaken touch brought me back to reality.

“Son, you did it this time.” He stood by me, didn’t scold but 



the silence killed me.  He checked an empty sky, scanned rooftops, 
pondered a bit, shrugged and with a barely audible sigh wheeled the 
bike to the all-purpose storage room.  A moment later he stood by 
me and quietly awaited any explanation that I might offer.

Already my nimble mind had conjured up several grand lies.  
The best, as I recall, was to claim snake-in-the-grass Gypsies 
(always convenient scapegoats for most any negative circumstances) 
had stolen my loved ones.  We all knew they kidnapped children 
(we were always warned when misbehaving the shadowy 
complexioned Romani would come and take us away to be sold as 
slaves in darkest Africa,) so why not exquisite doves? Or, lay it at 
Jean-Claude’s doorstep? He was the next door kid and although we 
often played together, I usually contrived to make his life miserable.  
He was my personal patsy, and although I didn’t do anything that 
could really be considered mean, I did exert considerable authority 
in matters of choice of games or the equitable distribution of some 
fruit we might have pilfered from the over the wall orchard 
belonging to our town’s orphanage.  More than once he’d boosted 
me over and I, nimble as a cat, had jumped down and as quickly as 
possible had grabbed and tossed over apples, pears, plums whatever 
was in season.  He was my ‘catcher’ and I the ‘pitcher’ as I figured 
when I discovered the game of baseball a few years later on.  In 
actual fact, this early purloining of forbidden fruit foreshadowed a 
subsequent lifelong passion for stealing fruit whenever and 
wherever.  Poor Jean-Claude, he always seemed to get fewer of the 
fruit and certainly not the most tasty lookers.  After all, I took the 
main risk, didn’t I? It was me who performed the daring jump and 
the difficult clamber up the same wall but without any help (except 
for the handy stepladder that was always there propped up under a 
tree or other – except on that one day of panic when I discovered the 
nuns had taken it away.  But that’s another story!)

What was a tiny bit more unfair treatment considering past 
performance? Anyway, I’d make it up to him the same way I’d 
bribe or failing that, terrorize him, to keep him from blabbing about 



yet another bit of ill-treatment at my hands.  I was quickly trying to 
make a judicious choice of which falsehood to try on but my father 
soon squelched any deviousness just by uttering a terse, “The truth!”

God, he could read my mind! Right there and then I made a 
truly judicious choice, one that I kept the rest of my life as it turned 
out, and quietly, without mitigating any of my act of disobedience, I 
spilled out the unvarnished truth.  

Dad listened without comment and merely shook a head in 
dismay.  Already a couple of hours had gone by without any sign of 
my doves and he reckoned they never would.  He made it a simple 
statement.  “That’s that!”  And left me there, unable to face the fact 
my perfect gift had flown the coop, literally.

Disconsolate, I in turn stared at the empty cage or craned my 
neck skyward until Mom came to fetch me for supper.  I had been 
crying but strangely enough, no one had come, either to console or 
to tease.  Not an adult, not a friend – and where were my sisters 
when I needed them? In fact the foolishness of my action was 
already well distributed amongst friends and foes alike, neighbours 
knew and even Jean-Claude had been peering from behind a 
curtain, but no one had the heart to make it an even more miserable 
event by interfering in my sorrow.

Dad never mentioned my stupidity or spoke of the birds again.  
That evening, puffing on hand-rolled home-grown tobacco, he 
stared down at the newspaper for a long time before going to bed 
without so much as a glance in my direction.  He was always first to 
bed as he got up at five a.m. for a copious breakfast and a good long 
smoke before heading out to the vineyards.  That evening, I didn’t 
dare lie down next to him to be regaled with a tale from his never 
ending supply of stories.  On those occasions, he’d spin a yarn out 
of his imagination about sleeping out under the stars, guarding 
Grand-father’s cows against marauding Cossacks, or a never ending 
account of youthful escapades in his native Ukraine.  Dad was a 



great story teller and I never tired of listening to him, even when by 
the age of seven, I already was beginning to sniff the whiff of half-
truths or outright exaggerations. Instead, I sniffled and moped about 
and Mom, even my sisters, took pity and quietly gave me little hugs 
and tousled my hair, but never mentioning my act of momentary 
madness.

Eventually, pals and neighbours volunteered any number of 
reasons why the doves had vanished in thin air.  The prevalent 
opinion, according to the less sensitive, was because of my 
foolishness letting them go while still too young and Thunder and 
Lightning hadn’t yet established a ‘homing’ instinct.  Others, more 
sympathetic, held they’d been ‘bird-napped’ by a greedy fancier in 
our town (and much despised,) who had ‘trained’ mature birds to 
entice ‘novice’ and therefore innocent doves to his coop.  In view of 
this possibility, I later spent hours staring at the cages where he kept 
and reared dozens of pigeons; many of them pure whites were bred 
and trained for competitive flight.  I’d sneak as close as I dared go 
and whistled the secret tune but none ever showed the slightest sign 
of recognition.  Those with a cruel disposition suggested they’d 
been a quick midnight snack for the fierce barnyard owls that 
nightly hooted a sinister song.  Disagreeable as that might have been 
for Thunder and Lightning, that possibility was almost better than 
being betrayed, much less of a treason as far as my bruised ego was 
concerned.  And there were those few of a generous bent who 
opined my young charges were lost and were still trying to find their 
way home.  Sure, sure! The sentimentalists decided they’d returned 
from whence they came.  In other words decided ‘home sweet 
home’ was better than a life with me.  Mother opted that, stressing it 
was, after all, a good son’s duty to go home to Mama.  She never 
missed an opportunity to remind me of a good son’s duties, as I 
learned over and over for many a year to come.

It was punishment from God for not listening to Dad’s wise 
counsel.  My sisters delivered that verdict with great delight, it 
seemed.  Jean H., my best pal, insisted they’d joined the wild ones 



that roosted under the church bomb damaged roof.  He was sure 
he’d seen a couple of perfectly white doves, keeping to themselves, 
too classy to keep company with the usual motley strays.  He 
promised he’d keep an eye out each day as he walked to and fro 
from school.  The next time he definitely spotted them, he’d run 
back to get me.  I’d even taught him my ‘secret’ whistle and to be 
candid, he soon was much better at it, certainly much louder. 

* * * * * * * * * * * * *

 Often, when it rained, especially in winter, the school’s 
principal would allow his charges to stay in rather than freeze 
outdoors during our allotted recess time.   Sometimes he’d distribute 
sheets of music, especially patriotic songs, and giving us the key by 
blowing on his flute, we’d all have a great time singing as loudly as 
possible songs of love for our native land.  That’s how I came to 
learn just how many heroic stanzas there were to the Marseillaise, 
the French national anthem.  Other times, he’d sit us around and tells 
us tales of wars past, especially those battles that took place in our 
vicinity.  In France, for that matter almost anywhere in Europe, one 
needs not go more than a few kilometres, either way, to find the 
dales, fields and forests that were once bathed in blood.  At some 
time or other, centuries ago or in more recent past, some army had 
marched through, and in our particular geographic location on the 
Marne River, Germanic hordes seemed to make it a habit as they 
found it the straightest, hence fastest route to Paris.  

So it seems, according to our unquestioned authority on 
historic trivia, the Hun, anticipating the great Allied offensive of 
1917, at first bombarded and later dropped bombs on St. Brice, our 
church and Ay-Champagne’s pride simply for having the tallest 
Gothic spire for miles around.  It was a perfect platform from which 
to observe enemy manoeuvres along the murderous trenches that 
paralleled the Marne River and made that valley a bloody cemetery 
for tens of thousands of soldiers from either side.  Ironically, the 
steeple withstood the bombardment but the vault had all but 



collapsed.  Half a century later, another war already fought and 
ended, and still only a side chapel of the church was in use as the 
main apse above was yet open to all seasons, rain or shine.  In fact, 
nothing much had been cleared up and when I’d snuck in with Jean 
H. through a crack in a back wall, we’d found just a pile of rubble 
and a few pieces of strewn half-burned roof timbers.   Jean H., 
always the joker, had suddenly come to a dead still pose and in a 
sepulchral voice, “There” he pointed, “there, I see a skeleton’s 
hand.”   Of course I knew it was a joke – or was it? It always took 
me a few seconds to decide what he was up to, and a hundred years 
later, it still does when I have one of my bi-annual visits to France 
and he takes his pleasure having me on yet again for the umpteenth  
time.

There was one overwhelming smell of bird droppings as 
swallows, sparrows, owls, pigeons and hundreds of bats fancied the 
exposed centuries old beams ideally suited for roosting.  

The spring following my bitter loss, this same roof became the 
site of a real tragedy.  Three teenagers were rummaging in its ruins 
poaching young birds from their nests.  It happened one Sunday 
afternoon, after I’d served at a Christening or two and was on my 
way home taking the short cut via the lane at the back of the church.  
Along with four or five others around my age, we were gawking 
trying to spot the exact location of the daredevils we could hear and 
sense but not actually see.  However, at one exposed area of the 
roof, at the very apex, my eyes were glued to one particular boy 
who had spotted one nest he wanted to get to – he was crawling on 
hands and knees, and just as he was reaching for his prize – disaster!  
The black-charred transverse beam collapsed in a sudden 
thunderous, horrifying sound; a second’s silence then several more 
thuds as parts of weather beaten stone masonry followed down.

It was a sight and moment yet fresh deep inside where all of 
my secrets are hidden.  One moment I’d been envying the bravura 
of the intrepid threesome and the next breath I’d seen death swoop 



down right by my unbelieving eyes.  After what seemed an 
interminable minute, perhaps two, just the time to scramble down 
safely, the boy’s twin brother and his friend frantically dragged the 
broken body out to the side street.  They pulled and carried as they 
could over the piles of rubble, awkwardly, one by the shoulders the 
other grasping at the legs – and all the while the dead boy’s head, 
face down, rolled about lifelessly.  

“Bertrand…. Bertrand?” They pleaded.  And then, in sudden 
despair, Bernard, his perfect likeness, tears streaming down his face, 
lurched, stumbled, got up only to stumble again, crawled to get 
home all the while screaming the death notice: “Bertrand est mort! 
Bertrand is dead.”  I was rooted, paralysed, as he looked at me 
without seeing, “Bertrand est mort.”  He chocked on the words and 
then stumbled on towards home repeating endlessly, “Bertrand is 
dead!” 

It was then and even now as I retell it, a hair-raising incident; a 
seminal moment in my young life.  In spite of the shock, perhaps 
because of it, left alone, I stood there, keeping a lonely vigil, perhaps 
waiting to see the prostrate body rise.  Maybe he was just playing 
‘dead’? One older boy, perhaps sixteen had soon fled the scene 
perhaps sensing he might be blamed for not warning the boys off the 
nest raid. Three or four of us remaining younger boys had stood in a 
tight knot, waiting for the miracle to take place.  More quickly than 
I, the others understood there’d be no miraculous life restoring event 
and soon vanished without me taking notice. 

All night long, the heart-wrenching screech echoed in my 
brain as I turned and tossed about and silently wept face buried in 
my pillow wishing not to see what was there in front of my eyes, 
Bertrand’s brother’s unforgettable face.  Forever frozen in time and 
space, that was my first encounter with death, the unforgiving foe – 
the implacable enemy of life! It was also the precise moment when I 
ceased to grieve for my lost white doves.
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