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Present Day 
I promised Mama I would remember every detail, every word, commit it all to 

memory. I would not fail her. I was her portal through time, her guide across the 

treacherous and fragile landscape of her past. Despite her valiant efforts, the 

Alzheimer’s had bested her. Some days she would not remember her own name or 

even who I was. But my telling of the story always brought a genuine happiness to 

her face, a joy as pure as true love itself. 

Although an abject sadness would hover just below the joyous surface, like a 

subtle reminder of the fragility of love, I told her the story every night, or as often 

as the responsibilities of life would allow. 

You should write it all down, Mama had told me just before her condition 

worsened. Dig out the old typewriter from the basement. I’m sure it still works. 
That would be more reliable than memory. 

This she knew all too well. 

For she had already written the story in her numerous journals, then sadly 

ceased to recognize them as her own. 
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Northern Coast of France, 7 September, 1965 
The young girl reached Marguerite’s shack flushed and swallowing gulps of cold sea 

air. She had run full speed through the camp to find the only person she believed 

could help the man. 

It was late, nearly midnight. 

The girl’s words trampled upon themselves, coming fast and frantic, making 

it difficult to decipher meaning or context. Marguerite picked up on words the girl 

repeated often. 

Man. Blood. Dying. 
Marguerite lit the kerosene lamp on the little table next to her mattress, 

consulted the pocket watch that had belonged to her father. She rose and dressed 

quickly. 

In her native French, Marguerite told the girl to slow down, catch her breath, 

and tell her everything. Two minutes later they were hustling through the camp to 

the shack the girl shared with her mother and grandmother. The two women were 

sitting next to the unconscious man, both of them looking helpless. 

 

Marguerite’s Journal. 8 September, 4:43 a.m. 
Although his breathing has regained some amount of normalcy, the man 
remains unconscious. It is difficult to say how much blood he has lost, but for 
now he seems to be out of danger. Judging by the wound, the man has been 
shot. It also appears that he removed the bullet himself. A miracle he is still 
alive.  
 

8 September, 1965 
Marguerite woke early and completed her assigned rounds by midmorning. When 

she returned to the young girl’s shack to check on the man, she found him still 

sleeping. 

“Tell me,” Marguerite told the young girl, “everything you can remember.” 

The girl, Sasha Buranek, told her of finding the man washed up along the 

shore, that she begged her mother and grandmother to help her get him back to 

their shack. 

“I was afraid he would die,” Sasha admitted. 

When Marguerite asked Sasha if she knew who the man was, the girl simply 

shook her head. Then she turned and retrieved a nylon knapsack from the corner of 

the room. 

“He had this when I found him.” 

“Have you looked inside?” Marguerite asked. 

Sasha shook her head. 

Marguerite took the wet knapsack into her hands and unzipped it. 

Surprisingly, the contents remained relatively intact: 

Three political magazines. 

Several Czechoslovakian newspapers. 

A fountain pen. 
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A bottle of ink. 

Two leather-bound notebooks. 

Marguerite went through the notebooks in hopes of learning the man’s 

identity. She discovered his passport tucked into one of them. Now she knew his 

name: Milan K. 

 

Milan opened his eyes at quarter past two and tried to speak. Marguerite put her 

finger to his lips and shook her head. She offered him some water. 

“Don’t try to speak. You’re safe now.” 

Milan sipped the water slowly, all the while watching his angel of mercy, his 

savior. 

He managed to ask, “Where am I? How did I get here?” 

“You’re at Sangatte,” Marguerite said, “a refugee camp located in the Pas-de-

Calais department on the northern coast of France on the English Channel.” 

Fear flooded over Milan’s face. “Who knows I’m here?” He looked from 

Marguerite to the girl and the two older women in the room. 

“It’s all right,” Marguerite assured him. “My young friend found you on the 

beach last night. Her mother and grandmother helped bring you here.” A thoughtful 

beat of silence. “No one else knows you’re here.” 

“We must keep it that way,” Milan told her. “Please!” 
“Of course,” Marguerite said. “You’re safe here.” Another thought. “Tonight, 

late, we’ll move you to my shack. I have a nurse’s quarters; there will be more room 

for you there.” 

Milan nodded and tried to smile. 

“Thank you.” 

 

Marguerite’s Journal. 8 September, 8:31 p.m. 
Milan K. 
Well, Mystery Man. What happened to you last night? Where did you come 
from? From whom are you running? Sasha said you ate a little soup today, 
and that you drank several glasses of water. I read the articles you published 
in the newspapers and magazines from your knapsack. You do not seem fond 
of Czechoslovakia. Is that what got you into trouble? Did someone shoot you 
because of something you wrote? 
 

Under the light of the cold, September moon, while the rest of the camp was fast 

asleep, Marguerite, and Sasha and her mother, helped Milan walk carefully and 

quietly across the camp to Marguerite’s shack. A private shack was the one and 

only amenity offered the volunteer nurses, of which there were only two. And truth 

be told, Marguerite was pleased by the prospect of company. She had scrounged a 

second mattress and set it up in the north-east corner of her shack. Now mother and 

daughter helped her ease Milan down onto his new bed. 

“Thank you,” Marguerite told them. “Now hurry back before someone sees 

you.” 
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Minutes later Marguerite was sitting with Milan. He looked much better 

now; the color was returning to his face. His eyes wandered until they came upon 

his knapsack. He turned to her. 

“You went through my things.” There was no anger in his words. 

“In an attempt to learn your identity. I meant no harm.” 

Milan nodded and tried to speak but began to cough. Marguerite fetched him 

a glass of water. 

“Don’t push yourself,” she said. “You have a lot of recovering still to do.” 

“I can’t stay here. When my body doesn’t turn up they’ll send someone 

looking for me.” 

“No one will find you here. You’ll be safe. A refugee among refugees.” 

 

The next morning, Marguerite gave half her breakfast to her guest. “Eat up,” she 

told him. “You need to build your strength.” 

“All I need is coffee.” 

“Not on an empty stomach. I must make my morning rounds. Get some rest. 

I’ll find you some fresh clothes. And when I return we will clean you up.” 

Milan actually smiled. 

“I don’t even know your name.” 

“Marguerite,” she said. 

“Marguerite,” he repeated. It sounded sweet dripping from his lips. “My 

beautiful savior.” 

 

Present Day 
Nicolas Sarkozy, then Minister of the Interior, ordered the closure of Sangatte in 

2002, decades after Mama took a full-time nursing position at the Beaujon Hospital 

located in Clichy. She left Sangatte before my birth on 25 December, 1966, not to 

return until nine years after its closure. 

At the time of her return, she retained much of her memory; it would not 

begin failing her for nearly another year, before which time she would have visited 

the ghost town on three more occasions. She held my hand tightly, as we walked 

from shack to abandoned shack. Sometimes, when a memory proved more than she 

could handle, Mama squeezed my hand tightly and sighed deeply. 

“Are you sure you’re all right? Shall we go?” 

“Not yet. There’s more I need to see.” 

We walked around for another hour, moving in and out of various shacks. 

Mama told me stories about the people who once lived in each of them. 

“If I close my eyes I can still see them, hear their voices, their cries of joy and 

pain. Mostly pain.” Another sigh. “But when I open my eyes again I see that there’s 

nothing here. It’s just a ghost town now.” A beat of silence. Then: “Actually, it was a 

ghost town then, we just didn’t realize it.” 

Suddenly Mama went quiet and let go of my hand. She dropped down onto 

the dirt and rubbed her hand on the ground as if caressing a lover. 

“Are you all right?” I asked her. 
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“This is where he died.” she said. 

“Papa?” 

“Yes.” 

Tears flooded her eyes. 

“Tell me more about him,” I said. 

 

Sangatte. 9 September, 1965 
Marguerite placed the bowl of hot, soapy water on the floor next to Milan’s 

mattress, and with a fresh washcloth bathed her patient. Then, with a straightedge 

razor, shaved his face. Next, she helped him to dress in the clothes she had procured 

from one of the other male refugees. 

“Let me look at you,” she said. 

Milan, already feeling stronger, managed to get to his feet with little help. 

“Careful,” she said. “I have no way of closing your wound should it open 

again.” 

“I’m fine,” he assured her. 

She stepped next to him and moved some hair out of his eyes. Beautiful, she 

thought. She longed to caress his face but refrained. 

“Eat well tonight. Later, after everyone is asleep, we’ll go for a walk. The 

fresh air will do you good.” 

 

Marguerite’s Journal. 22 September, 1965 
We’ve been walking every night, longer and longer distances. He tells me of 
his life in Czechoslovakia, his life as a journalist, the life he can never return 
to. He has exposed too much corruption, and death can appear around any 
corner. 
 
We walk in silence for several minutes. 
 
He has begun holding my hand during our walks. I can’t explain it, but I feel 
as though our lives have been the prelude to this moment. 
 
I tell him of my work as a volunteer for the Red Crescent Societies and the 
IFRC, of how I have devoted my life to helping people. He asks of my 
husband and is surprised when I tell him there has never been a husband.  
 
When we return to my shack, I let go of his hand reluctantly, immediately 
longing for his touch once again. 
 

  



 SONG OF SANGATTE / Sexton  / 7 
 

Present Day 
When she was first diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease, Mama sat me down over 

dinner and told me the story of her past. She gave me a box containing all the 

journals she had kept over the years. We remained at the table for nearly seven 

hours, while she recounted every last detail. 

Finally, so many of my questions had been answered. 

“Your Papa was the most beautiful man I had ever seen. 

She smiled much, cried much. But most of all she seemed relieved. 

“He was the man of my dreams,” she said. “I don’t want him to die again with 

the deterioration of my memory.” 

 

Sangatte. 13 April, 1966 
When Marguerite looked into Milan’s eyes, she saw the sparkle of twilight, a depth 

of genuine purity, a wealth of love for the taking. This is the man she had waited 

her entire life for, the man for whom she had saved her blossoming flower. She had 

imagined on countless evenings how this moment would play out: the atmosphere, 

the specific surroundings. But not once had she imagined being taken on the soft 

sands of a northern shoreline of France. Yet that is how it was about to unfold. 

She moved to him and placed her hand to the side of his face, moved her lips 

toward his until they were locked in a passionate kiss. They held the kiss for what 

felt like a lifetime, before Milan frantically disrobed her. 

They made love right there in the open, with waves crashing gently over their 

naked bodies. Afterward, lying on their backs, holding each other, their frantic 

breathing slowly returned to normal. 

Marguerite broke the silence after several minutes. “I love you,” she said 

simply. 

“Mon bel ange,” he said. My beautiful angel. 

Moments later they heard footsteps approaching, and quickly gathered their 

clothes and dressed. 

Sasha appeared then out of the darkness. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I wasn’t spying. When I can’t sleep I sneak out and 

come here to be alone with my thoughts.” 

“It’s all right,” Milan assured her. “We were just about to head back.” 

Marguerite said, “You shouldn’t come out here like that. It’s not safe for a girl 

of fourteen to be out here alone.” 

 

Sangatte. 12 July, 1966 
“I will make enough money to support us while you write,” Marguerite said. 

“But I’m a journalist,” Milan argued. “And I can do that no longer.” 

“You’ll be safe in Clichy. And you can write anything. Romances. Mysteries. 

Whatever your heart desires.” A beat. “As long as we’re together.” 

“You’re too good to me,” he told her. 

“And you to me,” she said. And they kissed. “I must go to Clichy. Just a few 

days, then we can leave here together and never return.” 
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They kissed again before she departed. 

 

Marguerite’s Journal. 17 July, 1966. Clichy 
I’m excited to start a family with Milan. I never dreamed I would ever be so 
happy. I have secured an apartment near the Beaujon Hospital where I just 
accepted a full-time nursing position. Tomorrow, when I return to Sangatte, 
Milan and I will leave immediately to start our new life together. 
 
Sangatte. 18, July, 1966 
Sasha was waiting in Marguerite’s shack when she returned. 

“You startled me.” A beat. “Where’s Milan?” 

The girl began to cry. “It’s all my fault,” she said. 

“What’s your fault? What are you talking about?” 

“I was walking along the shore last night. I thought I was alone; I thought I 

was safe.” 

“What happened, Sasha? Where’s Milan?” 

Through tears the girl said, “He’s gone.” 

“Gone where?” 

“Gone.” 

And then Marguerite noticed the blood on Sasha’s clothes. She grabbed the 

girl by the shoulders and screamed. 

“Where is he?” 

“He’s dead. It’s all my fault.” 

“What’s your fault?” 

“The man tore my dress. He hit me. I tried to scream but he covered my 

mouth and pushed me down. I couldn’t get away. Milan showed up then. He pulled 

the man off of me and they started to fight. I was trying to cover myself, screaming 

for more help. And then I saw the man’s knife.” 

Marguerite started sobbing then. She could see Milan rushing to Sasha’s aid. 

And she could see the knife. 

The knife that would rob her of all happiness, deprive her of her true love. 

Never again would her lips kiss another. 

Never would she lie with another man. 

Her true love would live on now only in her memory. 


