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Author’s Note





Part of this story takes place in the Basque Country (Euskal Herria), on both the French and Spanish sides of the border but mostly in the province of Gipuzkoa, around San Sebastian. Anyone familiar with this troubled region will know that it is difficult to consider the place without considering the violence therein and the role of the armed group, ETA. It will become clear, however, that the story is not about ETA, nor indeed about Basque politics. It does not attempt to shed any light on ETA’s present formation. Certain characters in the story are linked to a now extinct movement known as ETA-PM (a schism of ETA-M, which survives today). After Franco’s death the ‘Poli-Milis’, as they were called, abandoned the armed struggle in favour of political action. To this extent the story examines the effects of long-term violence on those who are looking for a way out.


 


Euzkadi, Euskadi: the Basque Country


Donostia: San Sebastian


ETA: Euskadi ta Askatasuna (Basque Homeland and Freedom)


In Basque the letters ‘Tx’ are pronounced ‘Ch’, so the name


‘Txema’ is pronounced ‘Ché-ma’, ‘Itxua’ is ‘Itch-ua’.
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ONE





On the morning of Mikel’s release Astrid expected to have another episode. She dressed slowly, carefully stepping into her clothes, as though afraid that any sudden movement might act as a trigger, making her mind short circuit.


You may not have any symptoms, the neurologist had told her. There’s rarely any warning that it’s about to happen. If it’s going to happen, it’ll just happen.


Of course he had not addressed the fear. Fear brought its own symptoms and as Astrid well knew, it was not the thing itself so much as the fear of it that was dominating her life. The symptoms that assailed her now, as she stepped out of her building into the Paris dawn; the palpitations, sweaty palms, dry mouth and the sensory distortion, were the products of an over-active adrenal gland: knowing this did not help. She stood on the kerb, the object world swimming before her, stiff with terror.


Behind her, the heavy glass door slammed shut, sending an unpleasant ricochet of sound waves through the spaces in her body. She took deep breaths, focusing on the horse chestnuts that grew out of the pavement on the other side of the cobbled road. The dark bitumen, buckling from the roots growing beneath, looked soft and foamy. She closed her eyes. The air was too thick, the birdsong too slow.


Look at me now, Lola. Your calm, rational sister. Look at what a wreck I am.


The vision of Lola dancing around her flat in her shell-pink nightie helped Astrid step off the kerb onto the cobbles. As she walked down the hill she began to hum ‘Gracias la Vida’, their favourite song. Sticking to her part, the alto, she imagined Lola’s fine voice singing out the soprano harmony she had invented to go with it.


Up the hill towards her came a youth astride a square, fluorescent green motorcycle, trailing behind him the piercing sound of the vacuum sucking up dog shit from the pavement. Astrid walked steadily towards the man and the machine. As they passed her she did not flinch but gave a victorious smile. The youth was busy with his next target and did not see what she suddenly realised was closer to a grimace.


While she waited for her bus, Astrid noted the slow return to normal of her metabolic function. She breathed deeply as she studied an advertisement for a vitamin supplement on the side of the shelter. A middle-aged woman with a youthful smile, aided by an invisible trampoline, had been caught in mid-air, just at that moment before her skirt flew up and gravity pulled her back. Astrid stared at the ecstatic smile and wondered at the circumstances that had brought the woman to such indignity.


She looked down at the water running in the gutter at her feet. This habit they had of flushing the gutters with clear water every morning was one of the things she liked about Paris. They would never dream of doing something so munificent in a Spanish city, or an English one.


The bus hummed as it approached. The doors hissed open and shut behind her. She validated her ticket in the machine beside the driver, waiting for the sound that always reminded her of her stepfather Josu’s abattoir gun. Then she made her way to an empty seat at the back of the bus and sat down.


She looked out of the window at the dawn sky, the electric-blue and pink tinted purple by the brown glass. Her first malaise had been brought on by a conversation with Lola. She had been standing in her lab, watching the new machine that had been hooked up to a baboon’s liver. Lola had called to tell her the news of Mikel’s release. When Astrid picked up the phone Lola was already crying.


He’s getting out. They’re letting him out. Lola had started laughing through her tears. I’m so happy, Astrid. I don’t deserve to be so happy.


Astrid had not been able to reply. This time it was not guilt that had prevented her from speaking, but a sense of loss that took her breath away. She had stood there watching the baboon’s blood in the tubes, gripping the phone until she could feel nothing but her tight fist around the phone and herself trickling like sand through the fist, onto the floor. She had intended to go for a walk and had called out to Vincent, the lab technician, to watch the baboon, then she had passed out where she stood. When she woke, her head was in Vincent’s lap and he was stroking her hair ineptly.


Now, as usual, nausea followed the other symptoms, and a numbing in the upper body, but as the bus crossed Paris from north to south Astrid noted an improvement in her state. By the time they crossed the Seine at Austerlitz she was feeling better.


She entered the hospital compound. The doorman in his glass box beneath the porch looked up from his paper and nodded. She noticed that today he had white tape on the arm of his spectacles. She made her way along the narrow concrete path towards the lab, breathing in the smell of dew on grass, her senses tethered again.


She opened the lab and stepped inside and turned on the ceiling lights one by one. She took her lab coat from its hook and put it on. She thought of Lola lying awake in her dirty little flat, waiting for her lover’s call.


Astrid fetched her mobile phone from her handbag and laid it on the workbench where she could see it.


Lola would be waiting for the call in that shell-pink nightie. She had bought it in the flea market near her flat. It was made of shiny, synthetic material, cut on the bias that clung to her shape. She wore it all the time indoors. Often she wore a bedjacket over it made of Easter-yellow ostrich feathers.


Astrid took a tray of new test tubes from the supply cupboard and broke open the cellophane. She pulled a tube from its holder, setting her teeth against the squeak of the polystyrene. They needed more bleach. She made a note of this on the wipe-clean noticeboard beside the fridge. She sniffed the pleasant smell of the felt-tip pen, then replaced the lid.


She put on her gloves and fetched her utensils from the sterilising unit and laid them out on the trolley, one by one.


Lola had only ever had one persistent ambition: to be a woman. At boarding school she had drawn hair with black biro onto her bare pubis and Astrid had watched her cry as their house mother, Sister Theresa, had slapped her face. Wicked girl, she had called her. Astrid wanted to believe that she had been filled with compassion at the sight but she suspected herself of having felt a first flicker of that pleasure, so dangerous, in being the good one.


Astrid lifted the white rat from its cage. She held it expertly in one hand, its head in a delicate clamp between her index and middle finger, and carried it to the slab. She did believe that guilt had brought on the first attack, made her mind cut out as the neurologist had put it. Thomas Meydenburger was an old friend. He told her that the EEG showed delta waves, indicating a lesion.


It’s just scarring. Probably from an old fall. Did you fall as a child?


Constantly.


He nodded, smiling at her with his mouth closed. His face was tanned, although it was winter and his blue eyes were pink around the rims.


Is that it? she had asked.


It’s not a very precise science, I’m afraid.


Does that bother you?


He contemplated his biro, which he turned between his well-padded finger ends.


Not really. I wasn’t cut out for science. I prefer ideas. And people.


Is that why you decided against surgery?


Surgery was for the macho, people who need action.


She raised her eyebrows.


I’m macho then.


I think you’re a woman of action. I’ve always admired that in you.


Astrid clicked her tongue, a Spanish habit, out of place here.


Will you have dinner with me? he asked.


I don’t have dinner. I’m virtually married.


How is the great man?


He’s fine. He’s seventy next year.


Thomas smiled. His lips were dry and chapped. Astrid thought it must be the air conditioning.


He looks good for seventy, he said.


He does.


They’re all like that, the great surgeons. Go on, have dinner with me. Please.


I’ll come if you can tell me what’s wrong with me.


Next week. I’ll tell you at dinner next week.


What, you’ll have made something up by then?


You’re a hard woman, Astrid. Then he must have caught her expression. I’m joking, he told her. I like it. You always reminded me of one of those Latina freedom fighters.


Astrid looked into her handbag:


You’re right, Thomas. I am hard. She looked up. How much do I owe you?


But he had refused payment and replaced the lid of his biro with a resolute click. As they stood by the door, he had put a soft, manicured hand on her cheek.


Don’t frown, he said. I didn’t mean to upset you.


And she had told him that she did not believe him about the old fall.


What can I say? he said. It’s an ictus. Transient global amnesia. The mind cuts out. No one knows the aetiology. Do you have migraines?


I did. For a while a long time ago. Bad ones. Then they went. He nodded slowly. She could see the questions crowding in his mind. They started when I was in prison, she added.


Clearly, he said, there can be psychological factors.


Clearly, she said.


He had smiled an apology and told her that there was unlikely to be a sequel and that she should try not to worry.


Should I stop operating? she had asked.


No. Listen to me. You know how you can drive somewhere for hours, thinking about things, listening to music? You may not remember a single thing about the drive itself, about how you got from A to B but that doesn’t mean you weren’t concentrating on your driving. You were just on automatic on some level. Do you see?


But I didn’t remember anything, Thomas. Not a single thing. Four whole hours completely gone. All I know is that I had a case of wine in the back of my car and when I got home it was gone.


Are you sure?


Yes. Chastel put it there.


Maybe you drank it with a group of Brazilian transsexuals in the Bois de Boulogne.


Astrid smiled distractedly.


They had said goodbye and hugged and he had not mentioned dinner again. In that moment by the door she felt him retreat from her. It was not hard to understand why. She remembered a date with him in their first year of medical school. They had been to a cramped Chinese restaurant near the faculty. She had tested him on the endocrine system and then he had taken her back to his tiny maid’s room that smelt of stale yogurt. She remembered sitting beside him on a small, lumpy sofa and becoming aware that he was very nervous. She was deliberating as to whether or not she should kiss him and get things started when he suddenly put out his hand and gripped her breast hard and with such suddenness that she uttered a cry of alarm. The gesture had been entirely without eroticism and he had begun to apologise immediately. I’m sorry, he had said, shaking his head. I’m so sorry. She had not minded but Thomas had been mortified and never invited her back to his flat again.


She sighed at the memory, made an incision into the sedated rat’s sternum and drew the scalpel in a neat line to its pubis.



















TWO





Lola was lying on her side staring at the red digits of the alarm clock and still the buzzing sound, when it came, pierced her poor heart. She drew an arm from beneath the sheet and stopped the noise. Lola’s heart was her weak organ. It murmured, Astrid said, and because of this murmur would never be fully reliable. When Astrid told her this, the cold stethoscope pressed against the freckles on her chest, Lola had watched her long dark lashes from above and smiled to herself. This was her sister’s first diagnosis and Lola was proud of her, even if she was telling her something she already knew, that her heart was weak and unreliable.


Yes it’s a heart murmur, Astrid had said, pulling her head away from Lola’s chest, wrapping her brand new stethoscope around her hand. Don’t worry, Lolita. It’s not serious. We just have to watch it.


And Lola had buttoned her shirt and gone to get some beers from the fridge for them both and they had clinked bottles as though they were toasting this new task they had in common, to watch her heart.


The alarm clock displayed 06:31.


He had been let out one minute ago. It would take that long just to draw in some of the dawn sky from all around him, the blue of an exotic butterfly above him and the gold of lager on the horizon behind him, and then to take a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and light up his first free man’s cigarette in twenty years.


Lola closed her eyes and saw her beloved standing there on that arid plain with the high walls of the prison behind him; standing as he always did with his feet apart as if the earth might shift beneath him at any moment.


Smoke, Mikel. Smoke, she said. And she rolled over and buried her grin in the pillow.


She was stupid. She rolled over and looked up at the ceiling. She had not been thinking clearly. It would take time to get to the nearest call box. He would have to wait by the side of that lonely road for a truck travelling from Ciudad Real to Cuenca. He would climb up and greet the driver and in that greeting alone there would be something at once warm and commanding that would make the driver want to be liked by him. All men wanted to be liked by Mikel. She turned and looked at the clock: 06:46.


Of course: the first call box would have been vandalised; perhaps by an inmate, just freed, sour from captivity and looking to poison the next man’s freedom. But Mikel would gently replace the receiver and step out of the phone box and climb back into the truck without a word. The mystery of this man who had been locked away for blood crimes was that he was quiet and meek in all his actions save those that were part of what he used to refer to as The Work.


But this, Lola did not like to think about.


Call me, call me, call me, she said aloud.


She put her hand between her legs to distract herself and closed her eyes but the phone was bound to ring now and he would catch her after all these years and he would tease her, saying that she could not leave her bizcocho alone for one minute. But the telephone stayed quiet and Lola knew that it was the old Mikel she was imagining, he would not tease her now. She could not remember when she last saw him laugh. He no longer tried to get into her pants during visits and even in the last place, a model prison, where rooms were made available for sex, he had not wanted her. She had stopped weeping and begging because she did not want to drive him away. Lola was afraid of life without Mikel.


She kicked off the sheets. After all this time, she could still feel the precise weight of his hands on her body and smell that faint smell of damp on his skin. She remembered Astrid talking about a well-documented regressive sexual disorder, and had thought she recognised herself in the pathology. It had something to do with the primary sexual experience and never being able to get over it. There was a name for it that Lola had forgotten.


She looked again: 07:15.


She wanted to call Astrid but did not dare use the phone in case he should call. She climbed out of bed and went to the window and drew the curtains. Astrid hated it when she stood naked like this in the window.


What if there’s some pervert watching?


I don’t care if there is.


Astrid was never naked.


Lola looked out over the railway lines and the glazed canopy of the Gare du Nord, glowing orange in the dawn. Lola was never awake at this time and she knew why; it was so sad. Astrid was up every morning in this. Lola imagined her moving through the empty streets on her way to work, her heels echoing too loudly on the pavement, passing the zombie folk who functioned at this hour and to whom the world, in spite of the saying, definitely did not belong.


Lola turned away, baring her magnificent bottom to the thankless dawn, looked again at the mute phone and went into the kitchen. She remembered that Astrid was sometimes naked, but her nakedness had a terrible, vulnerable quality to it that was the opposite of sex: naked as a worm, their mother would say. Lola opened the fridge but it was too early to eat so she went back into the bedroom and turned on the tape recorder. As the tape hissed, Lola positioned herself in preparation for the opening bar.



















THREE





Astrid watched the open rat’s beating heart. She was accustomed to being in control. Unlike Lola she did not like narcotics or alcohol. Her personality was organised in such a way that she was rarely taken by surprise. She was rational but not rigid, she had taught herself to expect variations. Nothing however had prepared her for the first time she saw a team of surgeons wilfully stop a human heart for the purposes of transplantation. She knew the protocol, she had learned every step but she was not prepared to see that great, red muscle slow and stop its beating, lose its colour and turn pale as the preservation fluid flowed in and replaced the blood.


Astrid ran to her phone and picked it up.


Yes, Lola. Yes. Speak slowly Lola. Oh my Lolita no. Don’t cry. Please.


Astrid held her hand over her mouth and listened.


It was 8.53 and Mikel hadn’t called her.


Astrid listened to Lola sobbing.


The lab assistant walked past her to the fridge, averting his eyes. She clicked her fingers at him and he stared blankly at her for a moment, then understood and left the room on squeaking shoes.


I’m coming over now. I’m taking off my lab coat now and I’m coming over. Don’t move. I’m coming now. Keep talking. It’s alright, I’m on my way. I’m leaving right now. Hush Lola. Don’t cry, my heart. I’m coming.


Astrid yelled, Vincent!


He came to the door, his tired eyes wide. Lend me your car. Please. It’s an emergency.


I can’t.


What?


I would but I didn’t bring it today.


Shit. I’m sorry. I’m taking the day off. It’s OK. I’ll call Chastel. Don’t worry. I’ll tell him myself.


The lab technician smiled with relief.


I’ll help you get a cab, Mademoiselle Arnaga.


It’s OK, Vincent. Put my rat on ice. I’ll finish tomorrow.


She ran out.


The assistant, who loved the way she pronounced his name, with a soft ‘sh’ sound in place of the ‘c’, closed the door behind her.




*





It was already hot. When Astrid wound down the window of the cab the driver glanced remonstratively at her in the mirror. Perhaps this was why he decided to take the périphérique, Astrid thought, watching helplessly as he pulled up behind the congested traffic.


I’m in a hurry. Do you think we should cut through Paris?


The taxi driver huffed out a sarcastic laugh.


You must be joking. At this time of day? He paused, letting her take stock of the absurdity of her idea. Then he added, What do you want to do? Take the Grands Boulevards, L’Opéra maybe? He smiled bitterly at her in the mirror. After another pause he added with disgust, La Madeleine?


I just thought. It’s not moving here.


The driver shook his head, deciding that this was not even worth an answer. Instead he turned on the radio. Canned laughter tumbled out. A French comedian with a smoker’s voice was telling an elaborate joke about a gorilla and a barmaid. Soon the driver was in a state of weeping hilarity.


The traffic was moving but very slowly. Astrid looked out of the window. She looked at Paris laid out below her and at the Sacré-Cœur, shining on a hill in a bar of sepia smog. Mikel was out. It seemed to her that the world had undergone a slight shift, leaving her unsafe. She tried to remember Mikel’s speaking voice but could not.


Accident, the taxi driver told her jauntily. The three-tone siren of an ambulance was indeed coming towards them. In its wake a black BMW threaded its way through the dispersing traffic. Filthy Arab, the taxi driver said.


I’m sorry?


Arabs in dealers’ cars.


Astrid felt herself flush red.


Where are we? Porte de Vincennes. You can let me off here.


You said, Porte de Clignancourt.


This will be fine. How much do I owe you?


The driver reached out lazily and turned off the meter.


Seventy-three, he said, checking his teeth in the mirror.


Astrid gave him a hundred-franc note.


The driver sighed as he counted out the change.


You shouldn’t assume that everyone thinks like you do, she told him.


I wouldn’t want to think like you, lady. I bet your mind’s a sewer.


Astrid climbed out as if the cab was in flames. She slammed the door hard.


Fascist!


As he drove away, nonchalantly and without turning round, he gave her the finger.



















FOUR





Lola picked up the phone on the first ring.


Oh Astrid. Where are you?


Astrid’s voice was calm but Lola could hear she was upset. Astrid was no good with abusive men. Her righteous indignation just spurred them on to greater and greater obscenities.


It’s alright. I’m not going anywhere. Oh Astrid, don’t even think about it. You’re a surgeon, my love.


Lola herself could send a man crawling for cover with her insults.


I’d come but I can’t leave the flat. Just get on the Metro. Don’t talk to anyone.


Lola hung up and lay back on her unmade bed. Her back was wet from physical exertion. She had danced for twenty-five minutes without stopping, whirling around her sitting room, dripping with sweat and tears until she fell panting on the phone and summoned Astrid. She ought to make up the bed, otherwise Astrid would start tidying up as soon as she arrived. She got up and began clearing the morning’s debris off her bed; the tray with her coffee cup and her bowl of half-eaten Special K, the tape recorder, the pile of travel catalogues. She had plenty: the Jet Tours catalogues of Tunisia, Malta, Sicily, Vietnam and the Framtours magazines with pictures of the Antilles and the Seychelles. Every time Lola passed a new travel agency she went in to get catalogues so she could dream about taking Mikel to the hotels that featured in them. She smoothed the bottom sheet with her hand, making the bed as carefully as Astrid would. Poor Astrid who had never, as far as she knew, been able to dream about anything. She went to exotic places for medical conventions but never got away from the coffee machine in some modern hotel on the outskirts of town. As a child Lola had wanted to be Astrid, had wanted her black hair and the dimple that appeared on her left cheek when she smiled, had been jealous of Astrid’s qualities and the respect they brought. Now these qualities seemed only to set her apart from people.


They had fought hard all through their childhood. Astrid had a cruelty in her then, the memory of which still shocked Lola. She remembered hiding under the three stone steps that led up to the front door of their house, listening to Astrid coaxingly calling her name.


Come out Lolita. I won’t hurt you. Bring the eggs if there are any. (Because since their mother had lost her grip on things, the hens had started laying anywhere they chose.) But Astrid had Josu’s cattle prod in her hand and Astrid had said that one touch would fry her brains in her head.


Lola looked at the neatly made bed with the mauve counterpane crocheted by their mother. It was ugly but she liked it because crochet was about the only thing their mother could do now. In complete ignorance of her daughters’ lives, she sent them crocheted coasters and crocheted antimacassars.


Apart from routine masturbation, the bed was chaste. In the ten years she had been living here, Lola had always had sex outside the flat. She had shared the bed with no one but Astrid, who would sometimes spend the night when she needed a break from Chastel. Jacques Chastel was, Lola believed, the principal impediment to Astrid’s happiness. An angry obituary began to take shape in her mind:


Astrid Hamilton Arnaga moved to Paris when she was twenty-three. She came to join her younger sister, Lola, who was in the final year of her training with the Opéra de Paris. Against all the odds, Astrid had managed to complete the first two years of a degree in medicine; this while serving a five-year sentence in a Spanish prison for logistical support of ETA, the armed wing of the Basque separatist movement. (Lola could still not bring herself to call them terrorists.) When she was released after completing two years of her sentence, it was into a climate of euphoric camaraderie between the new socialist governments in France and Spain. This brief interlude of political idealism contributed to the decision by the examining board of the École de Médecine de Paris to accept Astrid Hamilton Arnaga, Basque political prisoner, into the second year of its course. Astrid’s beauty and her romantic background soon made her a prized curiosity for the medical establishment at their dinner parties. It was at one such evening on the thirteenth floor of the new tower overlooking the Seine at Grenelle, during a dinner organised by the very short cardiologist, known as much for his voracious sexual appetite as for his considerable talent with paediatric cases, that Professor Jacques Chastel, the famous liver surgeon, had first met the lovely Astrid Arnaga. She already knew of him, of course, and deeply admired his work … (Lola remembered Astrid reading out bits of an early paper of Chastel’s on the magical difference between the blood running through the vena cava and the portal veins. They had been sitting together, on a bright winter Sunday, in one of the love seats in the Jardin de Luxembourg. I swear I’ll work for that man, Astrid had said, tapping the article with her finger. He’s a poet of medicine.) Jacques Chastel (with luck, long dead at the time of writing) must have sensed that Astrid Arnaga would never be interested in stealing his light. With her past she would always be content to live in his shadow. At the end of her six-month internship in his department and before moving on to A & E at La Pitié, Astrid and he began their long affair. From that moment she became his eminence grise. She moved out of the flat she was sharing with her sister on the Place de Clichy and set herself up in a miserably functional unit near Chastel’s hospital in the eighteenth arrondissement. Astrid spent long hours in the laboratory for Chastel, tested new medication, attempted new surgical techniques, hooked rats to equipment that she invented and stayed up all night writing articles in his name for the Lancet and the New England Journal of Medicine. Soon she started accompanying him to conventions in foreign cities to coach him on her ideas in his hotel room so that the next morning he could shine before the greatest in his field …


Lola stamped into the kitchen and pulled up the roller blind, letting the sun flood through the dusty window. The old man munched Astrid’s brain and made summary use of her body, fucking her sporadically and Lola suspected, badly. Lola dreamed of revenge but Chastel was untouchable. Sometimes the three of them had dinner together and Lola would watch him eat, his big jaws crunching, the veins standing out on his great lion’s head as he chewed and she would search her mind for words to devastate him. Chastel thought her picturesque and stupid, Lola knew this. But Mikel would cut him down to size. Mikel was afraid of no one. A man who had no fear of anything, not even death, cut a man like Chastel down to size by his very presence.


Call me. Lola said aloud. Call me please.


She opened the cupboard in time to see a small cockroach disappear into a hairline crack behind the Nesquik. Once she had called in the fumigator. Never again. For some reason the insects had crawled out in their thousands to render up their lives in a pile on the kitchen floor. Lola had been unable to bear it. She had called Astrid who had come round and swept them up.


There was no coffee but Lola would not leave the flat. In a saucepan on the stove was some coffee from the night before, already reheated from that morning. Lola inspected the pearly meniscus that was breaking up into platelets. Then she turned on the gas and heated it a third time. She was just transferring it into the glass jug of the coffee machine when Astrid rang the doorbell. It was not just the subterfuge with the coffee but habitual guilt that made Lola jump out of her skin.



















FIVE





Lola cried in Astrid’s arms. This done, they sat at the kitchen table and drank coffee. Lola looked at Astrid over the rim of her mug.


I’ve always done this, haven’t I? Spilled myself all over you. There’s never any room for your feelings.


Astrid put down her mug.


It suits me. I don’t know what to do with feelings when I have them.


How are you? Lola asked, looking about her for cigarettes. Wait.


She stood up and went next door to retrieve the pack from beside her bed. Astrid sat alone, her face raised to the frosted window that gave on to a blind courtyard. She noticed the filth surrounding the extractor fan high up in the wall.


So, Lola said, sitting down. She drew deep on her cigarette. Tell me.


What?


Are you OK? The memory thing.


Fine. Everything’s fine. I’m a little tired.


Come with me. Lola smiled broadly, leaning across the table. Come down with me. Take a holiday. Spend some time at home. She took another drag.


I can’t.


Why not?


I’ve got a convention.


When?


Early September.


Come until then. Prepare for it down there.


I can’t.


You haven’t taken a holiday since Mummy came out of the clinic and that wasn’t a holiday.


Lola stood up and leaned against the sink, watching Astrid, one arm folded across her chest, the other occupied with the business of smoking.


I can’t go home, Lola. I’m not ready.


I think Chastel’s making you ill. He’s responsible for the ictus. He’s made you so unhappy, Astrid.


Astrid looked at her sister’s knees, purple with cold. She smiled at her.


Oh Lola. Have you ever considered the possibility that I’ve chosen my life? I chose Chastel. It may be that I’m not interested in happiness.


That’s rubbish. You want happiness as much as I do. You’re just not very good at it. But you could be.


Lola turned and threw her cigarette into the aluminium sink. It hissed out. She stepped over to her sister and enfolded her head in her arms, pulling Astrid’s cheek to her stomach. To Astrid Lola always smelt like towels soaked in milk. She relaxed a moment, closing her eyes.


I’m so scared, Lola said.


Astrid pulled away.


Why?


Lola looked down at her.


It’s been such a long time.


You haven’t changed, Lola.


But he has. Why did he ask me not to come? Why would he not want me there when he came out?


He’s afraid for your safety. He thinks he might be a target. It’s obvious.


Lola gave her the unseeing look she sometimes gave when she was thinking.


I’m not scared of the organisation. I’m not even scared of being killed. What I’m scared of is that he stops loving me. Lola stepped back and leaned against the sink. She raised a hand to her throat. Her eyes filled with tears. He’s changed, Astrid. Hasn’t he? You changed in prison.


Astrid looked down at Lola’s poor, battered dancer’s feet.


Astrid?


Astrid did not want to discuss how Mikel had changed. She leaned forward and picked up a curled cornflake from the floor. Lola held out her hand for it. Astrid watched Lola drop the cornflake into the sink. Lola would never be tidy. Perhaps, Astrid thought, she had tidied up after her too much when they were children.


Tell me, Astrid.


You know he’s changed, Lola. You’ve seen it happening. For a start, he doesn’t believe in all that shit that he used to believe in.


I’m not talking about his ideas.


Astrid could not meet Lola’s eye. She looked at the scar on the bridge of Lola’s foot. She had caught it on a barbed-wire fence near their village as Astrid was lifting her over.


What is it, Astrid? Aren’t you happy for me?


I’m happy if you’re happy.


I think I am. She looked at her sister and her face brightened. Come with me, she said suddenly. We’ll find him together. He always speaks so fondly of you, Astrid. He knows you don’t like him but he loves you.


I don’t dislike him.


You think he’s bad for me.


He was.


Lola smiled.


Do you want some more coffee?


No thanks. I should go.


Please don’t. Tell me how you think you were changed by prison.


Astrid disliked talking about prison only a little less than she disliked talking about Mikel.


I suppose I learned how not to be affected by my environment, how to cut myself off.


Lola pointed at her:


That’s what scares me.


I meant cut myself off in order to work.


But Lola wasn’t listening.


I’m so scared, Astrid. Please come with me. I need you there. She covered her eyes with her hand, ashamed of her tears.


Astrid stood up and faced Lola. She wiped her sister’s tears away then gathered her thick blonde hair into a ponytail and held it tightly.


Listen to me. Mikel is free. Soon you’re going to be in his arms again. Focus on that.


Lola nodded.


Astrid let go of her hair.


I have to go.


Are you coming with me?


Astrid picked up her bag from beneath her stool.


I can’t.


She could feel her throat tightening. She had to get out of the flat and walk fast along that bridge that crossed over the railway lines. She had to breathe deeply. Lola was going away. She would get on a train and go south to find Mikel, her beloved, who had been locked up for twenty years for something he had done and for which he had been rightly punished.


Please, Lola was saying.


But Astrid was heading for the door. She was thinking of a letter Mikel had written to her from prison. It was the letter that had pulled her in:




I dream of a simple life with you, Astrid. I want to build you a house.





Lola was standing by the front door, smiling at her. She tugged one of Astrid’s curls and released it.


What’s the name of that syndrome you told me about?


What syndrome?


The one about regressive sexual behaviour.


Astrid stepped out onto the landing and pressed the button to call the lift. The machinery clanked into motion. Her face was flushed and she could not look at her sister.


It’s not a syndrome. I’ve only ever read about it in French. They call it le fantasme masturbatoire originaire.


Why masturbatoire?


It’s a kind of debilitating nostalgia for the first sexual experience, which is generally auto-erotic. The idea is that when you masturbate for the first time there is a flash of recognition, a total recall of the mother’s fusional embrace. People with addictive tendencies …


Like me, Lola interrupted.


I don’t think so. These kinds of people are said to be prone to a quest for an ultimately unreproducible kind of ecstasy.


Lola reached for her sister’s hand and kissed it.


Mikel was my first sexual experience, she said. I was fourteen. Not masturbating. I didn’t masturbate until after he went to prison. I was fourteen, Astrid.


I know.


And I’ve never got over it.


Astrid watched the lift approaching, her hand on the gates.


Do you remember our first march, in Donostia?


Astrid nodded. It irritated her that Lola still gave San Sebastian its Basque name.


It was a students’ march, Lola said. Remember? It was the summer of 1976. Yes, Astrid said. I remember.


The lift slammed to a halt in front of her. She wanted to open the door.


It was so exciting, Lola said. Mikel was wearing a red scarf over his mouth to hide his face. I remember watching him throw a Molotov cocktail. I remember seeing that arching motion, the power in his arm and I fainted. Remember? You took me to a bar but the owner wouldn’t let us in, so we sat on the step. You thought it was the crowd that had made me faint, or my asthma, but it wasn’t. It was the sight of Mikel throwing that thing. I fainted from love. That was ecstasy, Astrid. I thought it was politics but it was love.


Astrid felt the tears rise in her throat.


He killed people, Lola.


Yes, but it was a different time. And Mikel was never like the others. You know that. Only the military, the police or the judiciary. No innocent bystanders. Mikel always condemned random targets.


Astrid could hear Mikel’s old voice coming through her sister’s words. But he did not speak like this any more. Astrid looked at Lola’s lovely face. It had not changed as far as she could see. Mikel would still find that insolent look in her eyes, that sweet, soft mouth. She still moved her hair out of her eyes with the same childish gesture. She still beamed when she caught sight of you in a public place and threw up her arms or waved vigorously. And every time Astrid saw her, every single time, she felt a moment of joy, but then when Lola hugged her and sat down with her, stealthily the feeling would creep back in, the persistent nausea, as though somewhere inside her, a lift with severed cables were plunging.


Astrid grabbed her ringing mobile from her pocket. It was Chastel’s secretary. She slid open the lift gates and backed in. Lola was mouthing at her: Please come. Astrid held the phone to her ear like a talisman against her sister’s plea. She let the lift gates slide shut. Lola was cut into diamonds on the other side. Chastel wanted to meet her at the Brasserie Lipp that evening at eight.


I’ll be there at eight, Astrid said.


Lola shook her head vehemently.


Yes, Astrid said. I’ll have the article.


She pressed the button and watched Lola slide upwards. By eight Lola would be on the train to Irún.



















SIX





Kader Benmassoud threw the first shovelful of earth onto his dead dog’s body. He was struck by the hollow sound made by the earth falling upon the drum of his belly. El Niño’s tongue was lolling from his mouth, which was pulled back into a smile. But, thought Kader, You’ve not had the last laugh – not yet, boy.


Kader went on shovelling earth onto his beloved dog until he was completely covered, then he paused and leaned on the head of his spade. He looked across the valley to the Pont de Bezons and the Eiffel Tower beyond. In the foreground were the shining white tower blocks of the Cité Pablo Picasso. His estate had no doubt been named in the seventies by some well-meaning bourgeois, wanting to bring art to the masses. Kader knew that it was pollution making the dawn sky so magnificent, but its beauty still did him good.


He patted the earth with the flat of his spade and then marked the initials E.N. across the top of the grave with pieces of gravel, which he had gathered from the path along the canal. Then, without looking back, he crawled under the wire fence into the dump site. The scorched piles of rubbish smouldering here and there made the place look like some volcanic planet. Burning refuse, smelling of soot and rubber, stung his nostrils. In the distance he heard the first siren of the day.


El Niño was killed by a flashball, a weapon invented by the Americans for riot control. The French police got hold of a few in the mid-eighties, sold cheap by the FBI who had stopped using them: an internal note had indicated that the flashball was generally left behind on the weapons table and was considered pansy by US law enforcement. The French found the weapon useful for immobilising ringleaders. The rubber ball, fired at high velocity from a metal tube, could knock a man to the ground at twenty metres without inflicting much damage except perhaps a broken rib or two. Fired at a dog at close range, it could cause internal bleeding which would lead, sooner or later, to death.


The gates of the dump were now open. Kader pushed the shovel back into the pile of sand behind the portacabin at the entrance, then he drove his hands into the deep pockets of his tracksuit and jogged through the gates. A shout went up but Kader kept moving, stepping lightly over the ground, weaving through piles of rubble, down the hill to the railway line. He could hear the TGV but not see it. He ran across the tracks, feeling a tightening in his bowels as the train reared up from nowhere. The rush of air being displaced as the train passed blew his track-suit top over his head. Kader shook it off and continued at a walk. Someone had once put cement breeze blocks on this track and the train had run straight over them, crushing them to rubble without derailing. Kader wondered what kind of deranged individual would do a thing like that. For months, the bearded on the estate had been persecuted by the police but Kader knew the imams were not behind the act. It was not their style.


He walked along the high wire fence beside the Renault depot. They were all Twingos: ugly cars thought up by men to make women drivers look stupid and designed by some weirdo who never got over kindergarten. Kader thought of his own kindergarten. He remembered Mademoiselle Anne. She was dark, could even have been Arab but wasn’t. She was a Catholic from Brittany. She smiled constantly, even when he cried. And as a kid, he cried all the time. He cried when his mother left him. He sat all day watching the swing doors with snot all over his face, waiting for her to return. When at last she came through those doors, he jumped to his feet and hid behind her legs while she talked politely to Mademoiselle Anne who just kept on smiling as if nothing was wrong. After kindergarten when he had to give up crying, nothing had ever gone right and his mother went on talking respectfully to the teachers, year in year out, as though it were enough that she could stay respectful, even if her son was a delinquent.


Kader walked past the recycling plant, past huge piles of some indeterminate by-product, in different shades of grey, like sludge. Occasionally, Caterpillars came and took chunks out of the hillocks, leaving behind marks like a fork in butter. A friend of his had had a job here once. He should have asked him what the stuff was. There were a number of questions like this one, which he wanted to ask but did not. That was one of the first things he had learned, never to ask questions. Ever. Not at school and not in the street.


El Niño had taken three days to die. The vet had refused to operate. When he turned down his cash, Kader had threatened him.


Listen, mister. If you don’t save my dog, I’ll pick up your daughter from school tomorrow.


Look, young man. I could operate, I could take your money off you but your dog’s going to die anyway. I suggest you take him home and make it easier for him. Help him through it.


The vet was a good man.


Kader quickened his pace as he approached his friend’s block. It was a high-rise like his own but facing east instead of west, so poor Amadou got the sun in the morning. It came through those terrible windows that you were supposed to be able to slide open but which never slid. One pane was transparent and the other smoked-glass so the block looked like it had hundreds of black eyes. Kader had left the piece under Amadou’s mattress because his own mother cleaned out his room ten times a day. Amadou’s mother, on the other hand, cleaned the toilets at Roissy airport for a living, so her hygiene standards were not as high.


As Kader ran up the stinking stairs to the tenth floor, he recalled the sight of Fabien Leman standing on the doorstep of his café with his mates. Fabien Leman had once employed Kader’s father as a plasterer and had never paid him. He was often seen at the National Front’s annual festival. Kader had hated him before he killed his dog. He now realised that Fabien must have borrowed the flashball from his cop brother with one idea in his shaven skull, to use it on his pit bull. Kader remembered smiling in disbelief at the sight of Fabien standing there with two clowns, jeering at his new trainers. In the moment that Kader had unleashed El Niño, he had seen Fabien’s triumphant expression and sensed a trap. But it was too late. His dog lurched forward and sprang, haunches gathered beneath his compact little body. Fabien had already pulled the weapon from thin air and taken aim. Kader could still hear El Niño’s yelp being knocked out of him as he hit the ground.


Amadou was waiting for him in his room. He was lying on his bed, his hands behind his head, listening to his Discman. There was a large photo of Lilian Thuram on the wall above his bed. It was the shot of Thuram during the France–Croatia World Cup semi-final. He had just scored, running as he did, like a gazelle up from the defence, and he was on his knees, his finger pressed to his lips in a gesture of mock perplexity. Thuram was Amadou’s role model. Thuram was a superior man: strong, smart, witty and always in control.


Amadou grinned at Kader and held up a hand. Kader swept Amadou’s rough palm and dropped into the white plastic bean-bag on the floor. Amadou took off the headphones. Kader rubbed his eyes.


I’m tired.


Did you sleep?


Kader shook his head.


You should of.


You on tonight?


Yep.


What shift?


Ten till six.


How’s the old man? Kader asked.


Amadou raised himself up onto his elbows.


I dreamed I left. Earlier, before you came I dreamed I gave in my notice. The man broke down and wept. His face was dripping with Turkish tears, man. I swear to God.


Amadou spoke with his hands. He had big hands with long fingers. He smiled as he talked and his black skin made his teeth whiter than white. Kader could see why the women loved him. All, that is, except one, the woman of his heart, who happened to be Aisha, Kader’s elder sister, a stuck-up, fundamentalist bitch. But Amadou was not wrong. Aisha was in a category of her own. There was no other woman in the whole of Nanterre who came close to her. But it was a lonely business, being in love with the Queen of Sheba, and Kader tried to encourage Amadou to break his vow of chastity because he was afraid it was damaging to his health.


You’re going to walk out? Kader asked him.


Amadou clicked his tongue in a negative. He swung his legs over the edge of the bed and rubbed his thighs. He was wearing a pair of black satin Adidas shorts. Amadou only ever wore Adidas. He was a one-woman, one-brand man.


It was a good dream, though, Amadou said. We were standing in the warehouse and there was a whole shipment of shower-heads to be loaded. Eighty-four boxes. I took off my gloves and handed them to the old man and he started swearing at me. You know, as he does.


Kader remembered; the Turk was eloquent.


Then suddenly the sound went and I watched his mouth moving under that moustache and I remember thinking in my dream, I wish this happened in real life, and I just left and I knew as I walked away, through all the boxes, that I had somewhere to go. Somewhere good.


Kader raised his eyebrows.


Oh yeah?


Can’t remember where, Amadou said.


Course you can.


Amadou hid his smile, reaching for the remains of a joint in the ashtray by his bed.


I saved this for you. Thought you might need it.


He handed his friend the joint. Kader lit it and breathed deep.


You sure you don’t want me to come with you?


Kader swallowed the smoke and looked at Amadou, his eyes watering, and his mouth bitter.


No. I’m getting out of here afterwards. You’re not. It’ll be bad enough for you as it is. I’m scared his brother will have you down the commissariat in your underpants.


Amadou was watching him. Kader took another toke and offered it back.


Finish it, Amadou said.


He moistened his lips.


You still taking the gun?


Kader shook his head as he held the smoke in his lungs. Amadou’s smile was one of relief.


When I buried El Niño it became clear it wasn’t appropriate. I was throwing dirt on the little fellow and I saw his mouth. You know how he can look like he’s smiling? Well he was smiling and I knew that shooting the bastard wasn’t the answer. I’m going to beat him so hard, though, he’s not going to know who Le Pen is any more.


I’m coming.


You can’t come. You come you’ll be a dead nigger. Someone’s got to look out for Aisha.


How long are you going for?


I don’t know. But if it’s good down there I’ll call you and you can come and join me.


Amadou had gone dewy-eyed.


It’s sunny down there, right? he said.


Yeah. Marseille’s sunny. Not all year round maybe. Not in January. But it’s not pissing down, so I hear. The sky’s blue pretty much all the time. But it can get nippy. Like in Casa at Christmas, say.


Like Casablanca?


Pretty much.


Have you been to Casa?


No.


But you know, right?


Kader gave a resolute nod.


You mean sea and sun and football?


And sex, Amadou. Don’t forget sex.


Amadou grinned and Kader stood up to leave.


Here, Amadou said, unhooking the headphones from around his neck. He held out his Discman. Take it for the journey.


No man. I’m not taking that off you. You need it more than I do. To block out your mum for a start.


Take it, man.


Amadou shoved the Discman at him. Kader took it.


I can get another one, Amadou said with a grin.


Suddenly Kader wanted to get out of the way of Amadou’s smile because it made him weak.


Amadou held up his hand and Kader swept it with his palm, then placed his hand on his heart. They faced each other a moment like two knights before combat. Then Kader turned and left the room where he had spent almost every afternoon since his twelfth year. As he ran down the concrete stairs, the memory of tears assailed him like some fossil emotion that could still make him wretched. He descended through a miasma of piss and told himself that he was leaving for all of them. Not just for himself but for his friend and his mother and his haughty bitch of a sister who was as clever as it was possible for a woman to be but who was heading for nothing better here than to be the wife of some bearded fanatic who would tie her to a sewing machine and feed her until her young body was hidden for ever beneath folds of fat and a shiny pink djellabah. In Marseille his sister could be one of those beautiful Arab women who wore suits: like the woman in a little jacket and skirt and high-heeled shoes he had once seen standing with a clipboard in the lobby of the Hotel Mercure where he had made a delivery for the Turk. He was leaving for Aisha and Amadou, to find a place for them where they were free to love each other.
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