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‘We are about to walk off the map…’


(George Mallory in a letter to his wife during the failed ascent of Everest in 1921)





I shall betray tomorrow, not today.


Today, pull out my fingernails,


I shall not betray.


You do not know the limits of my courage, I, I do…


(M. Cohn, French Resistant, written shortly before her death in prison, 1943/44)


* * *


What is civic responsibility if, in certain conditions, it becomes shameful submission?


(Manifesto of the 121, Paris 1960)


* * *


Let’s say that all French people – or the majority of them – were used to thinking of the Nazis torturing people, but that the French should go and do the same thing to others seemed incredible to us…


(Denise Barrat, French Anti-colonial Resistant who worked with the Algerian National Liberation Front in Paris 1950s/60s, interviewed by M. Evans, 1989)


* * *


But in time, oppression is invariably met with resistance. The impoverished and the workers rise against the rich, as do the slaves against the masters. The village militates against the chief, the weak unite against the powerful and the new erupts over the old. This is a historical truth.


(Our Struggle and Our Goals, Eritrean People’s Liberation Forces, 1971)


* * *


We are not animals who live in the forest, we need a home.


(Banner displayed in Calais ‘Jungle’, 2015)









GLOSSARY OF TERMS


Exodus – Mass movement of Parisians, who left the city when it fell to the Germans in June 1940, during the Second World War.


FLN – National Liberation Front of Algeria.


Pied-noirs – Algerians of European Descent.


OAS – Organisation Armée Secrète, an underground organisation formed mainly from French military personnel who supported French Algeria.









CHAPTER 1


Such short shelves. Stubby. The books running along in little lines, cut off, contained in these inadequate boxes. It had never made sense. The ceilings were so tall, the room so big, where were all the other books? There could be so many more.


Theo turned back to the computer. The Google search screen blurred and refocused. He moved his face closer then further away. Where were his glasses? His hands hovered over the keyboard, they were still large for his height, but now ink-stained like old parchment, weather-beaten as an eighteenth-century sea chart. Would he find her? It seemed impossible. Yet just the other day an ex-colleague had told him about a cousin whom he had not seen in nearly sixty years. An old man, who had emigrated to Canada as a young one, running away from the war he had been forced to serve in, trying to reclaim his youth. His cousin had got in touch with him after ‘googling’ his name. ‘Googling’. It was not even a real word, yet it connected a cabin on the edge of a frozen lake in the Rocky Mountains to an apartment on Lafayette Street in seconds, straighter than the crow flies. A voice came over the Sorbonne library loudspeaker to inform him that they would be closing in fifteen minutes. He was running out of time.


Marianne Anouar. He typed it, spelling in approximation. He closed his eyes and saw a hand groping in a locked box, scratching away, searching for knowledge. The face was covered, the eyes blind. The map only extended as far as the hand could feel.


She could be dead. This heap of wire and plastic could tell him that she was dead. He tried to recall her date of birth, but it escaped him. She was younger than him by a year or two or three, he knew that, or thought he did, but that was all. She had a beautiful smile.


How long had it been since he had seen her? When had Algeria gained independence? When had all those bodies slipped below the dark waters of the Seine? Forty, fifty years ago, more? Such big numbers. So much had happened; life had marched forward, filling all the moments between then and now, a marriage, a birth, more funerals than he wished to count. Had she married? Had a family? Been happy?


Been happier than him?


He had messed up a lot of things with these big clumsy hands, hands that now shook at the memory of it all, like frightened children. He had made bad choices. Acted in ways he was ashamed to recall. He tried to forget. Forgetting was easy for him now, he should be pleased. Yet, while yesterday was a mystery to him, he could clearly recall the look on his mother’s face the day that de Gaulle walked into Paris, the heat of the Algiers sun, the backstreets of Cairo. And Marianne, small and angry and perfect, a jagged rock in the river of his life, became sharper every day. Was it too late to apologise, decades too late? Now that all of the heat had gone out of all of the moments that had led up to here, to this particular moment, their actions seemed preposterous, as the passion of youth does when seen through an old man’s eyes.


He had been looking for something else, a tie he was sure he had bought, when he had found the letters, yellow and dry as dust. It was a long time since he had seen her handwriting, but to see it now brought tears to his eyes. He had forgotten, almost, how much he had missed her. He had become used to this hole inside himself.




I cannot be both – French and Algerian – You and Me – I can only be one thing now, a force of resistance. It is time for me to give my whole self and I am ready to do so. I will return for you. With love, M, 19th November 1961.





The note had contained her new address. This was the night she had left him. He had refolded the letter carefully, had been tempted to tuck it away, hide it again, as if this act could change history, but instead he had gone back to the beginning, two years earlier, and read all her letters and notes in one sitting. It was their story, or at least a part of it. He had been capable of so much emotion, so much love. Where had it all gone? In one of the letters there was a photo of her. She stared right out of it, challenging him all over again. There was nobody else in the world that looked at him that way. It brought him right back to the day he had first seen her. The dress that moved around her, full of flowers as if she were a sapling and the dress was made of honeysuckle. He could see her cool stare, the way she leant forward, brushing her hair behind her ear when she had something of importance to say, the feel of her breath on his cheek.


The library loudspeaker came to life once more. There were only five minutes left. He would have to open his eyes. He thought of his late wife; her perfect face and distant eyes, and his daughter, her expression containing a life’s worth of unspoken accusations. There were so many things he needed to explain, but they hardly ever saw each other, and how were you supposed to begin anyway? How were you supposed to find the words that made a life make sense, even to yourself, let alone to your child?


The seconds were passing into minutes. He had his hands over his eyes. He felt foolish. He was seventy-nine years old. He had been to war and survived. And yet, he was terrified. Even if he found her she may not want to see him, or worse, may not remember him. A blank where a man used to be. But he had to try. The empty rooms of his apartment had become unbearable to him. The silence.


And if he did by some miracle find her, how would he approach her? Email? It seemed so crass. A letter? He had once written her so many, but he would need her postal address, something which, in the modern age, had become a strange intimacy. The world had changed so much yet he had stopped, stuck in some past time, in some place that no longer existed. She would help him make sense of it all. She had always been ahead of him, always running further and at a faster pace.


He peered through a crack in his fingers at the clock on the wall, careful to avoid the computer screen. One minute to six. He had to do it. The receptionist was staring at him oddly. He had to do it now.


He opened his eyes slowly and a few more seconds passed as they focused, rheumily, on the screen.


A list of incomprehensible others, strangers, but nothing with her name.


A shiver passed through his body at the hopelessness of it all and in the undertow of history he fell into unconsciousness.









CHAPTER 2


The metro map confronted Elise. Its ugliness pleased her. It suited her mood. She hunched her body into a corner on the too-bright, white-tiled Odéon platform. The map looked like the bars of a complicated cage, something designed to trick you, and as she stood to take her place in the crush of Parisian commuters, she decided that this was correct. She was trapped.


When they reached Duroc she changed onto Line 13. Finding a seat, she leant back, her head resting on the glass, and listened to the roar of the rails. She closed her eyes and concentrated on not thinking. At Gabriel Péri, chased out by the ghost of this murdered Second World War communist, she disembarked. Paris was always haunting you; everything was heavy with too much history. You could not escape it, even if you tried. As she reached the stairway she felt the vacuum of the green-and-white metro leaving the station and, for a moment, wished she could give up and be sucked back down into the darkness along with it.


Forcing herself up the steps she saw an advertisement for a Frida Kahlo exhibition. It was a large self-portrait, the one with the single monkey wrapping her in a protective embrace. Her serious eyes took Elise in. She wanted to reach out and touch the arch of Frida’s eyebrows, trace their magnificence with her fingers. Once, as children, she and Celeste had drawn thick black lines above their eyes using Elise’s mother’s kohl, wrapped themselves in bright printed scarfs, and balanced stuffed animals on their shoulders. She almost smiled at the memory, the uncomplicated joy of childhood.


That morning she had awoken already exhausted, her dreams lingering, her body reaching for Mathieu yet finding, as always, his absence. She concentrated on getting to the top of the steps. As she reached the street she pulled her black woollen coat closer around her. There was a chill in the October air, and she wished she had remembered to bring her gloves. She was approaching the edge of the metro map. It barely even felt like Paris; the buildings had lost their height and age. The streets were almost deserted. She crossed the main arterial road that led back into the city centre and made her way down the narrower streets to her office. Outside a café with a faded sign, a group of men sat in the dust to smoke: Iraqi, Kurdish, Eritrean, Sudanese. They eyed her suspiciously as she passed, the border between them clear. Elise sighed and pulled her coat even tighter around her thin frame. Her morning mantra, ‘Fuck, fuck, fuck,’ running through her head.


When she reached the UK Border Agency Application Centre she was greeted by her own reflection. The front of the building was covered in blackened windows. Her thirty-two-year-old face looked pale and her reddish hair only served to highlight the circles under her eyes. She readied herself and entered through the door with the ‘staff only’ sign on it. The building was sectioned into two main areas: the first one for the public, a waiting area with chairs. A line of counters, which cut through the middle like a barricade, demarked the staff office space. On both sides the carpets were scuffed with use. There were also two small rooms for private interviews regarding emergency visa applications and other anomalies. These were the only places in the building designed to hold both staff and visa applicants at the same time.


As she was about to log into her computer, Simon, her manager, called her over.


‘You’ve got an interview in room two, love,’ he said in his harsh London accent.


She winced slightly at the use of the word ‘love’ but decided to ignore it. She nodded in response and wondered who would be facing her on the other side of the Formica table today.


Cantara Bourguiba was Algerian and spoke rapid, fluent French. Elise liked the sound of the words, the way she layered her parents’ language with that of her children as if her body itself were the site of a fundamental transition. Her English nephew was ill. He had been in a car crash. Cantara paused in her tale, possibly concerned by Elise’s silence, and looked her directly in the eye.


‘What chance do I have?’


Elise already knew that this would not be considered a close enough family member for an emergency visa. Mrs Bourguiba was still waiting for her French citizenship, suspended between two nationalities, and the British authorities did not seem to want to let in anyone these days. People were categorised by potential problems: job thieves, benefit scroungers, disease carriers, rapists, murderers, terrorists. They were even trying to deport their own citizens.


‘I’m very sorry, but there isn’t much chance. We can do the form, but like I said, I wouldn’t hold out much hope.’


‘He is my sister’s son and he may die. That is not enough?’


‘If he was your son…’


‘If he was my son? You are telling me I am not in enough pain already? You are telling me I do not care about my sister? What are you telling me?’


‘I am telling you that under current regulations…’


‘Under current regulations I am not allowed to care for my family. That is what you are telling me. I don’t know what a girl like you is doing in a place like this. You must have made your mother sad.’


‘My mother is…’


‘Your mother is what? In the UK? Good, at least you can go and visit her.’


‘I am very sorry,’ Elise repeated and stood to signal that the interview was over.


On the metro home, Elise could still see the woman’s face. That night she was sure she would dream of her, her worry lines and anger. She was reminded of her grandmother and the way her hands shook whenever she told the story of her own mother, a Jewish woman turned away from British shores when she sought sanctuary there.


It was only as she climbed back out into the open air that the missed calls began to register on her phone. As she was checking the numbers, it rang again.


‘Elise Demarais?’


‘Yes?’


‘Your father is in hospital. He is currently unconscious, and his condition is serious. We would advise that you get here as quickly as possible.’


As she headed back down into the metro she tried to remember the last time she had seen him, the last conversation they had had, but she could not.


Alone in the hospital corridor, Elise bit at a ragged piece of fingernail. She had seen the doctors. Her father had stabilised, but his brain scan showed up as a rainbow, areas absorbing blue and yellow and presenting as red, areas absorbing red and yellow and presenting as green. The electromagnetic waves that were constantly vibrating to create these images, to create even the physical presence of her father, were shifting. Every scan showed Theo’s synapses oscillating into non-existence, slowly shutting him down. His past and his future would disappear. He would become trapped in the eternal present.


She paused at the door to his room. When was the right time to give up on anger?


‘Are you okay, Ms Demarais?’ one of her father’s doctors asked in passing.


‘Fine, thank you. Is there anything he needs? Anything I can bring him?’


‘A clean set of clothes, some pyjamas, toothbrush… it’s always nicer to have your own things around you.’


‘Okay.’


‘And when he gets home he’s going to require a lot more support. I don’t know if you’ve considered…’


‘Yes, of course. We’ll be fine,’ she said, but it was only as she spoke the words that she realised she would have to look after him, that there was nobody else to do it.


She hovered for a few more moments at the threshold before finally entering. Theo’s body looked small in the expanse of white. She was shocked by how old he suddenly appeared. He opened his eyes when she took his hand, worked his mouth like a fish gasping for air on the beach, but no sound came out. A tear rolled down through the hills and valleys of his cheek. She wiped it tentatively with her sleeve as if he were a child and they were at the beginning of everything and not the end. She stayed there in silence until a nurse told her it was time to leave, and for the first time in many years, she did not want to.


‘I have to go. I will be back tomorrow,’ she whispered, and left the room without turning back.


It had been a long time since she had been to her father’s apartment, the place where she had grown up, the place in which her mother had died. As she entered the building the familiar damp smell of the entrance hall greeted her. She made her way across the ancient tiles to the staircase. As a child she had thought that there was nothing more beautiful in all of Paris than this grand, curving sweep of steps with the Art Deco banister made of stylised flowers as if it were a freeze frame of a meadow. With her hand upon the wooden rail she walked slowly up the steps to the third floor.


The place was a mess. In the hall, dust covered the photograph of her grandparents; their faces peered through it, proud in front of their pile of rubble, ‘1944’ scrawled in the corner. A discoloured snapshot of her and Mathieu dressed up for a party was jammed into the frame of the mirror. The photo curled in on itself, partly hiding Mathieu’s face. Her mother’s umbrella stood discarded in the stand, abandoned for twenty years, never thrown away yet never used. The apartment was always cluttered, the possessions of three generations of one family stacked upon each other, but now it carried the feel of decay. In the disarray she saw his loneliness and realised how closely it mirrored her own.


In his room the bed was unmade. A stack of old letters were balanced precariously on the night stand. She looked at the one on top, sent from an Algiers address, and moved to pick it up, but as she did so the rest cascaded to the floor. Under them was a black-and-white photograph of her father in uniform. She had always assumed that Theo had not completed National Service. He had never mentioned it. She picked up the letters and heaped them all unceremoniously on the bed. In the wardrobe she looked for clean clothes but found only a couple of old suits he had worn for work. She would have to buy him something new.


She went back to her own apartment via the shops, having picked out a pair of blue pyjamas and a shirt and trousers for when he left. At the last moment she had thought of underwear and bought a pack of three. At home she took the garments out of their bags and inspected them. She smelled the new shop smell on them and ran her hand over the shirt fabric. They were concrete symbols that her life had suddenly, irrevocably, changed.


Finally kicking off her heeled shoes, she sat on the sofa and put her feet up on the table while she called Celeste and Laila to ask them to come over. Only Celeste could make it. There was still time to wash and change. Elise tore her work clothes from her body and got into the shower. As if the day had physically stained her, she scrubbed herself to remove the stale air of the office, the antiseptic from the hospital, the dust from her father’s apartment and her own fear at what was to come for both of them. She dressed in jogging bottoms and one of Mathieu’s old T-shirts.


When Celeste arrived, Elise was cooking pasta in the corner kitchen, which was in the living room, which was also the bedroom. She gave Elise a long hug and uncorked a bottle of wine. Elise served the food and they both sat at the tiny kitchen table which folded down from the wall.


‘Are you going to be okay?’ asked Celeste, when Elise had explained the situation.


‘You mean, will I survive?’


Celeste laughed, ‘I suppose.’


‘Of course, but am I happy about it? That’s another question.’


‘Well, of course you’re not happy, he’s sick.’


‘That’s not what I mean, and you know it.’


‘Look, Elise, it’s true that just because your dad is sick it doesn’t mean you have to like him, but I’m not sure you’ve ever hated him as much as you say you do. He’s just a man, isn’t he? Just an old man who’s led a complicated life.’


‘If his life was complicated, it was his choice to make it that way.’


‘You still blame him for what Monique did.’


‘Is it crazy?’


‘No, but it doesn’t mean it’s right. She was her own woman, Elise, someone who made her own choices. Remember how she used to act on those weekends we spent in the country? Like she owned the fucking universe. I’m not saying she wasn’t depressed, and I’m not saying she wasn’t deeply insecure, someone would only act that way if they were, but she was an individual, separate from Theo.’


‘Sometimes I think you have a better memory of her than I do.’


‘It’s easier for me, it’s just a small part of my childhood, not the defining feature of it.’


Celeste’s parents were still together, had been for thirty-five years.


‘It’s just that, even now, a lifetime later, I wish it hadn’t happened. I wish she had been stronger. I needed her to be.’


‘I know,’ she said and reached out to take Elise’s hand, which she squeezed with a firmness only a woman could possess. ‘Maybe she felt she was, maybe that was her act of resistance, even if it is not one we understand.’


When Celeste left she made Elise promise to call if she needed anything. Elise almost wished she had asked her to stay. Her tiny apartment seemed suddenly too big for one person. In bed she bunched up the duvet and held it tight. If Mathieu had been there, they could have dissected the day together. She could have told him about work, about Theo, about how terrified she was of what was to come, but as it stood he did not even know where she worked, let alone that her father was sick.


Sometimes, it almost felt as if Celeste were on Theo’s side, but it was so easy from outside to see him as some benevolent figure, the father who had managed to bring up his daughter alone. No one else had lived with the distance, the space he created around himself that allowed nobody else into the centre, into his heart, not even his daughter. And after everything, he would now be her responsibility, her burden, and people would understand even less because they would see a lonely old man where she saw a person who had cultivated this very way of being purposefully. He had lived within his boundary wall for as long as she could remember and were it not for this illness, they may never have spoken again, and he would have done nothing to rectify this.


In the sickly light that crept in through the curtains from the street lamps outside, she saw the glimmer of the plastic packages containing the clothes she had bought for Theo earlier that day. How dare he need her now, she thought, as she finally fell into a discomforting dream in which Cantara Bourguiba, the woman she had met in work, was interviewing her at the main entrance to the hospital and telling her she could not enter.









CHAPTER 3


Five years, eight months and twenty-three days. Five years, eight months and twenty-three days. Five years, eight months and twenty-three days. Nebay’s feet pounded the tarmac to the beat of the words in his head, or maybe the words in his head were in time with his feet, his broken, second-hand-trainers, big-toe-visible, jeans-fraying-at-the-ankles feet.


Five years, eight months and twenty-three days since he had last seen his sister, Asmeret. She had been in detention in the UK for over four years and now they had turned her down. They wanted to deport her just like they had deported him. His beautiful sister. His closest friend. He had told her to appeal, that he would find the money for a good lawyer, and he hoped more than anything that what he had said to her was true.


‘You don’t have to look after me, little brother, I can look after myself,’ she had said on the phone, but no matter how strong she was she could not fight this battle on her own, one individual against the Home Office. He knew because he had tried already. He had spent two years in a separate facility, damned from the start because he did not want to be detained, hid too long and worked too much. Cleaner. Labourer. Sous-chef. Waiter. He had done every single unskilled black-market job there was.


When he was deported from the UK to Eritrea, a country where he knew he would die, he left immediately without even seeing his family, without even looking upon the faces of his parents one last time. It was a miracle they did not arrest him at the airport, he had probably been saved by some tiny admin error, some misplaced paperwork, somebody else’s bad day at work. Just as it was another person’s job to reduce the number of Eritrean asylum applications that were approved in the UK. Another person trying to get ahead in the workplace.


One family did not get that kind of luck twice.


And yes, maybe he should have told the asylum service the truth, given them all of himself, offered up Emmanuel’s murder like a bargaining chip, told them why he had really left the army. It was what Emmanuel would have wanted. He would have begged him to do it. Nebay knew it in his bones. But Emmanuel was his. Strangers did not deserve to have his name upon their lips. His name was all that was left of him.


Enough. This would get him nowhere. Sometimes the past had to be done away with, locked up until later or maybe forever, just so one could live, and if possible, live well. He stopped walking and sat on a bench by the Seine. On the bridge nearest to him two people were fastening padlocks onto the grid work. He watched as they threw the keys in the river. In his mind he did the same. He threw his history into the water and hurled his heart in after it. Taking out a cigarette, he lit it and finally smiled. The sun was beginning to set, and the water reflected it in a shimmering brilliance.


He held onto the image of his sister when they had first stepped onto British soil, that radiant grin that made the worst day bearable, could break up clouds and lift souls. She had laughed out loud to be safe, to be free, to be at the end of the journey that had cost them so much, dragged their faces down to the floor, painted their eyes black. He had to believe in this moment, that what they had felt at that time could still become a reality, at least for her. His cousin in London could find the lawyer, he just had to find the money.


This was his life for now, and he could accept it. He had a bed to sleep in, a job and friends. And he had this view of the water, of one of the oldest cities in Europe, whenever he wanted or needed it. There was something about this river that set his mind at ease. Its continuous flow, regardless of all the human activity around it. It showed its many faces, only dependant on the light which shone upon it and the eyes that viewed it.


Tomorrow he would have to start looking for more work, a day job that left his nights free for the metro. He hated the fact that all he could offer his sister was money, but at least it was something. He had to concentrate on the day at hand. Every day he survived brought him closer to her, even if he could not see where the path led, or when that day would come. He stubbed out his cigarette, bid farewell to the river, and made his way home.









CHAPTER 4


Theo woke to discover himself in a large white room, in a strange white bed, wearing something that was not quite clothes. He had a vision of his daughter’s face, but she was not here now. In some ways he was glad, he did not want her to see him like this. There were other people though, other old people in other white beds. Too far to reach. He was, essentially, alone. Surrounded, yet isolated. In pain but numb to it. His mind tipped back into sleep as easily as if sleeping rather than waking were his natural state. His world had become upside down.


Upside down, the whole city had been turned on its head. The port of Algiers was exploding, the pied-noirs were leaving, whole families, taking everything with them. They crowded towards the ferry as it docked as if they could not get on it quick enough. Despite their brutal fight to stay, to keep French Algeria alive, Theo felt sorry for them, especially the children. They reminded him of himself as a child, leaving Paris in the exodus, not knowing if they would ever return.


It was July 1962, Algeria was free, and Theo had given up waiting for Marianne to come home and had forced himself to follow the same route his letters had taken before him and return to this damned country. A place he had avoided for the last three years, since the end of his conscription, a place he had wished never to see again. Yet, even now, he could not deny the beauty of it, the gleaming white of the buildings, lit by a cautious sun.


On shore his legs shook slightly as they adjusted to dry land. He paused for a moment, sitting on his rucksack, to run his fingers through his hair and reorder his thoughts, but he could not concentrate, not with all these bodies moving around him. Reaching into the side pocket of his bag he found his hip flask and drank a few sips of whisky. Next he pulled out a cigarette, lit it, inhaled and looked around him for an idea of how to proceed. The first thing was to get away from all these people. He stood again, hoisting his bag onto his back with renewed strength, and walked towards the town. Knowing a little of what had happened in these streets, the protests, their brutal repressions, the bodies and the bombs, weighed him down. He could almost feel the heaviness of his uniform. He looked down at his feet and expected to see his old black army boots. A noise startled him and instinctively he reached for his gun but found instead his rucksack.


The heat of the day landed on him like a rock slide, but once he had found a tap and doused himself with water he felt a little refreshed. As he drew nearer to her house he passed through several abandoned checkpoints, the sandbags still stacked neatly either side of the street, but no officers in sight. As he continued, people began to eye him suspiciously – there was no reason for a European to be in this part of the casbah. Locals avoided his gaze. He began walking faster. Some of the houses around him appeared battered, their brickwork crumbling, signs of recent explosions flowering up walls scarred by curls of blackened smoke, bullet holes like trelliswork drew patterns in the windows and doors. Theo’s breathing felt constricted. He was reminded of a recurring dream he had experienced while serving in the army, of being chased through narrower and narrower streets, until he was crawling on his belly in total darkness, knowing that his pursuer was grabbing at his feet.


Further up the street he saw a thin line of smoke rising from one of the buildings. He was close to Marianne’s now. Her place could not be more than a few metres from him, yet he could not find it. At first he thought it was the attractive old building with high arched windows, then its slightly dilapidated neighbour with geraniums by the front door, but no, it was none of these.


Eventually, he stopped an old woman. She did not speak French but understood the address and pointed, her face creased with memories, towards the smoking ruin in front of him. He shook his head in disbelief. She must be wrong. He walked further up and asked a teenage boy leaning languidly in the shade.


‘Yes, that is it. Everybody dead. Last night. Everybody dead.’


Theo could not move. He had an urge to cuff the young man round the head.


‘How?’


‘OAS.’


Theo walked back to the house that had once been Marianne’s home and started to poke around in the rubble, looking for some sign of her escape, or at least of the fact that she had existed here, in this place, but there was nothing. Ash, burnt timber, a lingering scent he recognised as seared flesh. He threw up under what had once been a stairwell and was now a mangled heap of broken stone and twisted metal. Men not so different to him had done this, the Organisation Armée Secrète. He sat down on the last step and stared at the destruction around him, a bitter farewell from the OAS to the country that had given them their painful birth, a desecration.


When Theo woke, he expected to see the burning buildings of Algiers, to hear the clatter and boom of war, but instead it was just this bleached white room, and the quiet beep of the little machines that were attached to everyone. The man opposite him began to cough, the mask on his face getting in his way, he started struggling to remove it, his old arms waving around helplessly. It was awful, Theo could not watch.


Regardless of what people said, nobody ever died for a reason, reason was only attributed afterwards. Reason was a way for the living to survive. He had seen enough of war to know this, to hold it in his heart as fact. He wiped away his tears as best he could, willing Marianne to have lived long enough for him to find her again. He had thought her dead once already, he could not live through it twice.









CHAPTER 5


That day at work, Elise felt only half-conscious, half-present, a half-being in a half-self. Had she made the right decisions for the people that sat opposite her in the interview room? She did not know. Perhaps Celeste was right after all, she had never managed to dislike her father to the extent that she professed and now, according to the conversation she had had with his doctor that morning, though stable, he was still high risk. The man who had given her life was mortal and fragile. It was not that he was about to die now, not immediately, but they could give no clear prognosis. There was the stroke, there was the Alzheimer’s and associated possibilities of infection, the fact that he had not been looking after himself, and then there was his heart. The doctors were not happy with his heart.


Despite everything, all of her feelings of resentment, this fact caused an ache in her chest so profound that she felt as if she may stop breathing. As soon as she finished she headed back to the hospital to deliver his clothes. The night before they had seemed to her a symbol of her lost independence and her inability to say no to this man to whom she owed nothing but genes. Now, they had become instead a form of comfort. On the metro she held them close to her and then told herself off for being foolish, childish. Yet still, they were proof of life, a baseline from which maybe something new could grow. Another childish thought to be chased away.


The ward nurse cornered her as soon as she entered and told her he was ready to come home. They needed the bed. Elise had not expected this. How could someone be dying one minute, and set lose to fend for themselves the next? She had thought they would give them both more time. Hastily, she handed the nurse his clothes. She was not ready to see him. How would they cope with this sudden intimacy?


She waited for him in the corridor while the nurse helped him to dress, but the knowledge that this may be her last true moment of independence brought an overwhelming sense of claustrophobia. Maybe she had got it all wrong, she should find him an old people’s home to go to, somewhere where other people held the responsibility. She looked around her as if for an escape route, but she was trapped in this building, in this life, in her skin. She wished she could slough it all off and start again, allow her atoms to reorganise into some other lifeform. As a nurse wheeled her father towards her she could almost see it, the endless jumping and shifting, the unstoppable transformation which every object, living or inanimate, was constantly undergoing. As she stood to meet him she felt dizzy and had to grab the back of the chair for support to prevent her from collapsing right back onto it. Nothing was solid and there was nothing she could do about it. His face, a lopsided silence, greeted her without smiling.


In the taxi on the way back to the apartment they did not speak. Her father stared out of the window; his expression blank. She tried to think of something to say but nothing came to her. The void between them seemed too vast. Theo was, as he had been most of his life, elsewhere. In an attempt to bridge the gap she reached out her hand and he took it without meeting her eyes.


The doctor had explained it all to her again, briefly. The stroke Theo had experienced was minor, but he had been suffering from undiagnosed Alzheimer’s for some time. She had been asked to imagine a filing cabinet.


‘…when your brain is working normally you can go to the drawer you need for the memory, or word, or idea you are searching for. With Alzheimer’s patients, the drawers become muddled, their contents get mixed up, eventually some of them begin to disappear. Your father is in the early stages. A lot of the mental confusion he will suffer in the next few days is actually a result of the stroke. He will get better, probably almost back to his old self, but this will be temporary and given his age and the state of his heart…’


She looked across at her father and wondered how much he understood of what was going on.


‘I’ll stay at the apartment for now,’ she said quietly, and he nodded in response but still did not turn towards her.


When they arrived, she carried his bags up for him. There was no lift and it was painful watching him take one step at a time, as if each one was a decision he had to make which required careful deliberation. When they finally made it to the front door he walked straight through to his bedroom and lay on top of the bedcovers without removing his clothes. When she asked if he needed help he waved her away.


She left him as he was, closing the door behind her. If he did not want her help then she could not force it upon him. Instead she tried to untangle the mess of his life. She filled plastic bags with junk mail and discarded bills. She collected dirty plates and cups until there was no room in the kitchen. She soaked them all until even the memory of what was stuck to them had gone. Her hands became red and cracked. She bleached the bathroom and it stung where the skin was broken. The fumes of it made her eyes water. She sat on the side of the bath and blinked until she felt less light-headed. She stacked and hoovered, dusted and sorted, reorganised and labelled until, in her complete exhaustion, she could begin to think clearly. What was abundantly obvious was that she could not do this on her own, that perhaps he did not even want her to, would not let her, in which case he would need a full-time carer.


That night she slept in her childhood bedroom for the first time in nearly ten years. It was almost just as she had left it, fading floral wallpaper, a collection of Frida Kahlo sketches she had cut from a magazine, concert posters, and a wardrobe full of dresses she could no longer imagine wearing. She and her father had lived two such different lives while inhabiting the same space, but maybe this was how all families were.


In the morning, she called Simon and told him she would not be able to come into work until they had found a solution. His response was blunt, she had one week to get back to the office if she wanted to keep her job. After she put down the phone she went to check on Theo. He had managed to get his clothes off, they were in a crumpled pile on the floor, and had worked his way under the blankets. She woke him to give his medication, but still he barely looked at her, so she left him to sleep.


In the kitchen, she made herself a small salad with a few limp vegetables she found in the fridge and sat alone at the table to eat. This would be her life for now and she wondered if she could bear it, her father, her inevitable return to work after only a week. Unbelievable that they should give so short a time, and yet she knew she was replaceable, that Simon thought she didn’t fit in. He’d likely be happy for an excuse to dismiss her. The thought of it all, combined with the cleaning chemicals from earlier, made her head hurt. She abandoned her meagre dinner half-eaten and poured herself a glass of water. She drank it while leaning against the counter to steady herself. To think she had returned to this place after all these years. Even though she knew the reason was her father’s illness, it still felt like a failure.


She imagined her mother standing here on nights like this, alone, her daughter in bed, her husband unavailable in his office or at work. How had she felt? Angry? Abandoned? Both? She would definitely have been drinking something stronger, chasing away whatever emotion she felt. How was a person brought up by these two people supposed to survive? It was as if they had spent their lives intent on hurting each other, until one of them was too exhausted by it to continue. Elise shivered at the thought of it, and quickly left the room.


In the days that followed, while her father slept his time away, Elise tried to organise this new life they had landed in. Celeste and Laila brought some more clothes from her apartment – a space she realised she may soon have to give up – and kept her sane with wine and their inability to take anything in life too seriously. She advertised for a carer, held interviews, and showed these strangers into the apartment. She sat them on the sofa. She offered them coffee. She ushered them into her father’s room, hoping to bring him out of this hole he seemed to have fallen into. They all had one thing in common. He hated them, and the better he got the more he hated them. At one point he took her hand as if to apologise.


‘Elise,’ he said, ‘I’m sorry.’


‘For what?’ she asked.


‘Everything.’


She had waited for him to continue, but he turned his face away from her, closing the door to himself as quickly as he had opened it.


‘We’ll talk when you feel better,’ she had said, only half-believing it, and walked into the sitting room to the mantelpiece where the framed picture of her mother was kept. She took the frame in her hands and stared into Monique’s eyes. Even now, she wanted to ask her, ‘Why?’ But the dead could not give her any answers and of the living there was only Theo.


The night before she had to return to work she went into his office, opening the door tentatively as if he would hear her in his sleep, as if he would still care about the sanctity of his workplace. The room smelled of him, of how he used to smell, a whisper of pipe smoke, cologne, and old paper. She switched on the light. On his desk was a copy of Suttel’s 1940s map. Paris existed on layers of maps. As she stood in her father’s office she knew that below her were three floors above street level, then a basement, under that were the amenity supply lines with their works accesses, under that the metro, and under everything the catacombs. There was nothing solid about Paris. If you thought about it too much it felt as if you were hovering on thin air, and maybe for her mother that had been enough of a reason, the hollowness at the heart of everything.
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