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CHAPTER 1

First Night

The light over the courtyard goes off at 11:00 p.m. I notice because I have been standing at the window for some time, holding a glass of wine I have not drunk.


The light is on a timer. Someone explained this to me earlier in the week, the gardienne perhaps, or the man from the estate agent, in the rush of keys and forms and people I would never see again. Minuterie. You press the button at the bottom of the stairs and it gives you sixty seconds to reach your floor. If you are slow, you stand in the dark.



I press my forehead to the window. The courtyard is small, paved, with a single tree in the middle whose name I do not know. Six storeys of windows look down at it. Mine. The flat directly opposite. The seventh-floor chambres de bonne under the eaves, dark.


It is the third of September. The summer has gone but the building still holds the heat of it. I have opened every window in the flat. I can hear traffic on the Boulevard de Rochechouart, a man laughing in the street below, a scooter, the deep continuous note of a city that does not sleep when I do.


Behind me, my own flat. Mine. I have been turning the word over in my head all evening, like a coin I cannot quite identify. Mine in the way that a wedding ring used to be mine, perhaps. Real and not real at once.



I bought it in June, from London, sight unseen. A photograph on a French agent's website, four lines of description, a price that was too low for the address. Quartier Pigalle. Haussmannien. Hauteur sous plafond. My mother said, Inès, ma chérie, you don't buy a flat from a photograph. I told her I knew that. I bought it anyway. The agent did not ask many questions, which I now understand to mean it was the kind of flat one buys without asking many questions.


A succession case, he said. The owner had been dead for some time. The heirs had finally agreed to sell. He used a French phrase I cannot now remember which meant, in essence, that the price had been knocked down to make it disappear.

I turn from the window. The lamp on the side table throws a small warm circle over the sofa, which is the only piece of furniture I have unpacked properly. Everything else is still in boxes against the wall, my whole London life flattened into cardboard and tape. I left him everything else.

I take the wine to the sofa and sit down and try to read.

The flat is two rooms, plus the kitchen, plus a small entry hall, plus a bathroom whose plumbing makes a sound at night I have not yet learned to ignore. The walls are thick. The ceilings are high. The bedroom door, off the hallway, stands open onto darkness. The floors are old parquet that creaks when you cross them, in the particular way that old Paris parquet creaks, which I had forgotten about until tonight.

I close the book. I am not reading.


Forty-eight hours, I have been here. Long enough to learn the minuterie, to discover that the bedroom radiator hisses on a schedule of its own, to find the boulangerie on rue des Martyrs that opens at 6:00 a.m. Not long enough for anything else.


I think, you should have stayed in London. I think, no.

There is a smell.

I notice it the way you notice a draught, after you have been sitting in it without registering. Something behind the smell of the wine and the September air through the windows and the polish I used on the floor this morning. A smoke smell. Stale. Sharp. Tobacco of a kind no one smokes any more.


I lift my head and sniff at the air properly. The flat below mine, I think. Or the courtyard. Someone leaning out of a window somewhere with a Gauloise. The thought arrives in French because the smell is French, that specific dry sharpness, the cigarettes my father used to smoke when he was being foreign, my mother used to say. He gets like that in Paris.


I stand up and walk through the flat.

The kitchen window onto the air shaft. The smell is there but thin.

The entry hall. There, faintly.

The bathroom. Yes.

The bedroom.

The smell is thicker in here. Not loud, but present, settled in. I cross to the window, the one that overlooks the courtyard, and lean out. The air outside is cooler than the air inside. I cannot smell tobacco in the courtyard. I cannot smell anything outside. The smell is in the bedroom, only the bedroom, and the bedroom window is wide open onto a courtyard which is not the source.

I push the window further open anyway, because that is the kind of thing you do when the explanation is supposed to be that the smoke is drifting up. I stand there for a moment, looking at the dark windows opposite, and tell myself the smoke must be from a neighbour I cannot see. There is no one at any window. There is no light on anywhere I can see. It is past eleven.

I close the curtains, because the curtains are nice and I have not closed them since I moved in, and the closing of them is something to do with my hands. I leave the bedroom.

I pull the door behind me. I do not think about pulling the door behind me. I do it the way you pull a door behind you because it is a door.

Back to the sofa. I drink the wine. I drink most of it, in fact, in a single long swallow that I had not meant to take. I set the glass on the floor.

I lie down on the sofa with my shoes still on, just for a moment, I tell myself, because if I get up to brush my teeth I have to get up.

The lamp is warm at my left shoulder. The cushion smells of nothing because it is new. The smoke does not reach the front room.

Somewhere, faintly, someone is typing.

The thought arrives soft, without alarm. The way a sound arrives when you are half asleep and you assemble an explanation for it in the same breath as you notice it. A neighbour. Someone in the next flat working at a kitchen table, late, the kind of light continuous patter of a person who knows what they are saying. Through the wall.

I have my eyes closed. I cannot tell which wall.


I wonder, distantly, what a person types at this hour in the 18e arrondissement on a Tuesday in September. I wonder, more distantly, whether the wood of an old Parisian wall passes the sound of a keyboard the way it passes the sound of a hand mixer, or a dropped pan, or a man saying non, non, non on the telephone. There must be rules I do not know.


The typing has a rhythm. Slow at first, then a rush of words, then a pause, then a single firm tap.

It is not a keyboard.

The thought comes from somewhere far in. The keys are too discrete. There is a small sound at the end of each line that I can almost hear, and that I have been trying not to hear, because there is no reason for me to be hearing it.

A bell.

A carriage return.

I open my eyes.

I have not been asleep. I have only been keeping my eyes closed. The flat is exactly as it was. The lamp on the side table is on. The boxes against the wall. The book on the floor where I dropped it without marking my place.

The typing continues. Slow, then a rush, then a pause, then a single firm tap. Then the small bell.

I sit up.

I am steadier than I expect to be. I think: it is the building, it is somebody's grandfather, it is someone who has kept a habit. I think: there is an explanation. The explanation might require some thought. I will get up and find it, in a moment.

I stand. The parquet creaks beneath me in the particular way that old Paris parquet creaks.

I cross the front room. I cross into the entry hall.

The typing is louder.

It is not coming through a shared wall with a neighbour. It is not coming from the building. It is coming from a room in my own flat.


I stop in the hallway. The smell of Gauloise is here, dense, sitting on my skin. The hallway has windows onto no air. The hallway connects four doors. The kitchen, open. The bathroom, open. The entry to the front room, behind me, open. And the bedroom door, which I closed forty minutes ago without thinking about closing.


The typing is coming from the bedroom.

In my flat. That I have owned for three days. Alone. In the centre of Paris. At 12:30 a.m.

I put my hand on the bedroom door handle.

The metal is warm. Warmer than a brass handle in a flat with the windows open at midnight in September has any reason to be.

I do not turn it.


I stand in the hallway with my hand on the handle and the smell of Gauloise in my throat and the typing on the other side of the door, and I count my own breaths, and I do not move.


After a long time, the typing stops.

The bell sounds once, soft, at the end of a final line.

Then nothing.

The smoke begins to thin. Slowly, the way it came. By the time I take my hand off the handle the smell is gone, the hallway smells of nothing, and the brass of the handle is cool again.

I walk back to the sofa.

I do not open the door.

I do not look behind me.

I do not sleep again.


CHAPTER 2

The Move

The radiator in the bedroom across the hallway clears its throat at the same time the rubbish lorry comes into the courtyard. I have been listening to both of them, half asleep, for I do not know how long. It is 7:08 a.m.

I am still on the sofa. My shoes are still on. The lamp is off. The book is on the floor where I dropped it last night, page splayed open against the parquet. The wine glass is on the side table.

The flat is full of grey-blue morning light from the courtyard. The bedroom door is closed.

I lie there for a while, looking at the ceiling.

It is morning. It is the fourth of September. I am in Paris and I have not yet had coffee.


I go to the kitchen. I put water in the small Italian cafetière I brought from London. I grind the beans. I light the gas. I wait.


The kitchen window opens onto an air shaft six metres wide and six storeys tall, which is to say it opens onto the kitchen windows of the flats above and below mine, and across, and is held shut except in summer by an iron security bar. Through it I can hear, faintly, someone running a tap. Someone closing a fridge. Someone speaking on the telephone in Arabic. The shaft makes everyone's morning everyone else's.

The coffee is ready. I drink it standing up.

I am thirty-eight. I have not pitched a documentary at the BBC in a year. Eight months ago my husband left to live with the colleague he had been seeing for two years, who is twenty-nine, and who, the last I knew, was learning Italian.


Four months ago the decree was made absolute. The house was sold. The money was divided. I kept the cafetière. He kept the rest.



The agent’s photograph had shown a courtyard, a high ceiling, a brass fireplace, parquet. The four lines of description had said, in the order in which estate agents always say things, Quartier Pigalle. Haussmannien. Hauteur sous plafond. The price had been seventy thousand below what I should have paid. I had not asked why.


I am asking, now, in a kitchen, at 7:30 a.m., holding a coffee, looking at a flat full of boxes I have not yet opened.

* * *

I call my mother at 9:14 a.m., after a second coffee and a long look at myself in the bathroom mirror, which I do not recommend on the morning after a poor night.


She answers on the third ring with the Allô? only the French my mother’s age still use to answer the telephone, half a question, half a confirmation, the ô held an instant too long.


“Maman.”


“Ah, ma chérie.”


We do this in French. We have done it in French since I was small. My father had thought it would be funny for me to grow up speaking French to my mother and English to him, and he was correct, it has been funny, in the precise sense that I have an English internal monologue and a French external life, and there is a half-second of latency, sometimes, when I cross from one to the other, like a transatlantic call.

“How is the flat?” she says.

“Quiet,” I say. “Strange. Mine.”

“And you slept?”

I think about this for a fraction of a second longer than I should.

“I slept,” I say.

She lets it go. My mother lets things go in a specific way which I have always thought of as the most French thing about her, which is to say she allows the lie to stand, while making sure I know that she has allowed it to stand. There is an art to this. I have not inherited it.


“Come for lunch on Sunday,” she says. “Blanquette. I will buy you a candle.”


“I have candles.”

“You don’t have a candle from me yet.”

“All right.”

We talk about my brother in London, who is fine, who is busy. We do not talk about the husband, because we do not, any more, mention the husband.


Before she hangs up she says, “Inès.”


“Yes.”

She says, “I am glad you are home.”


Home. The word, in French, has a slightly different weight, chez toi. Not the house, the yours-ness. It is the most generous thing she has said to me in eight months, and I do not know how to answer it.



I say, “À dimanche, Maman.”


She says, “À dimanche.”

I sit at the kitchen table for a while after, holding the phone.

The bedroom door is closed.

* * *


I leave the flat at 11:00 a.m. I take the stairs because the lift in this building is old enough to have been polite to my mother’s mother, and the minuterie gives me sixty seconds to get from my fifth-floor landing to the ground, and I have learnt, in three days, to do it in fifty-five.



I emerge onto rue de Steinkerque, which is a small slope of a street that goes nowhere in particular but does it with character. There is a Maghrebi grocer on the corner who has been there, according to the man himself, since 1987. There is a wine shop whose owner is French in the way that the word French used to mean, middle-aged, slim, in a clean blue shirt, mildly contemptuous of everyone.


I walk up the slope. The 18e starts where I am standing and goes up, in two senses. It goes up the hill toward Sacré-Cœur, which sits white and absurd on the top of Montmartre like a wedding cake left there by a giant. And it goes up, also, in the sense of value-per-square-metre, in the way that everything in Paris goes up the higher you get, with the exception of Pigalle, which is at the bottom of the hill and has the prices to match.

I walk for a while. I pass a man in a café drinking a beer at 11:30 a.m. and decide that is a thing I might do, later in life, when I have decided whether I am going to live here.


I stop at the boulangerie on rue des Martyrs.



The man behind the counter has been there each of the three mornings I have come in for bread. He has a wedding ring and a careful smile and a French I cannot quite place, somewhere south, the south of someone who has lived in Paris long enough that the south is mostly buried. He has been calling me Madame.


The shop is empty. He looks up when the bell over the door rings.

“Ah, Madame.”


“Pain au chocolat, please.”


He puts one in a small paper bag and folds the top down with a single neat motion. He sets the bag on the counter. He does not yet hand it to me.

He says, lightly, the way one says any small thing on a slow morning, “You’re at number five then?”

I look at him.

There is nothing in his face. He is asking what he is asking.

“Yes,” I say. “Number five.”

He nods, slowly. He looks at me a beat longer than the conversation requires. He says, “Very good.”

He hands me the bag.


I pay. We exchange bonne journées. I step out into the street.


I walk a hundred metres up rue des Martyrs before I think: I have not told him which building I live in.

I keep walking.


I tell myself: it is a small quartier. The boulanger knows the building because the building has been there longer than the boulanger. People watch their corner. I have spent three days here and I have begun to be a face in the boulangerie at 6:00 a.m. He has seen me come from the same direction each time. He has put two and two together.


I tell myself a number of things like this in the space of a hundred metres.

Further down, a woman with a small child watches me from a doorway. She is a Black woman in her thirties, with a baby on her hip in a long printed cloth. She watches me with the patient assessing look of a person who has not decided yet whether I belong here. I do not know yet either. I nod to her. She nods back, slowly. We have made no decisions.

I am back at my building at 12:42 p.m. I press the digicode. The heavy door swings inward. I cross the courtyard. I take the stairs. I am tired now, in the specific way of a person who slept badly and has been walking it off, which is to say more tired than I was when I started.


I reach my landing. I take out my key. The minuterie clicks off, and I stand there for a moment in the dark, holding the key against the lock.


I think: I should open this door slowly.

I do not know why I think this.

I open the door slowly.

The flat is the flat. The boxes. The brass fireplace. The lamp. The light through the courtyard window. The book where I left it. The bedroom door, still closed.

And for the briefest moment, before I step inside, the air on my face is wrong. One beat. No longer. As if it has just been disturbed. As if someone who was standing on this side of the doorway has just walked away.

I stand there.

I listen.

The flat is silent in the way a flat is silent in the middle of a Tuesday in the middle of a quiet courtyard in Paris.

I step inside. I close the door behind me. I put the key in the bowl on the side table by the door, which I have not yet bought, so I put it on the side table.

The bedroom door is closed.

I do not, today, open it.


CHAPTER 3

Cleaning

At 6:45 a.m. I decide that today I will clean the flat.


I have been here five days. I have unpacked three boxes. I have made coffee every morning and I have walked the quartier and I have called my mother and I have not, at any point, done the obvious thing, which is to make this flat liveable.


The bedroom door is closed.

I get up from the sofa. I make coffee. I drink it standing at the kitchen window.


I clean. The kitchen first: counters, air-shaft window, the cafetière with its thin film of coffee oil. The bathroom. The front room. I vacuum the parquet, I wipe down the brass fireplace, I dust the boxes I have not yet opened. It takes me three hours because I am doing it slowly, methodically, the way you clean when cleaning is not the point.


By 10:00 a.m. I have cleaned everywhere except the bedroom.

I stand in the hallway and look at the closed door.

I open it.

The bedroom in daylight is the bedroom. The bed I made up with new sheets. The wardrobe. The radiator. The window onto the courtyard with the curtains open now, the morning light coming in clean and ordinary. There is no smoke. There is no sound. There is nothing here except a room that needs to be cleaned.

I clean it.

I vacuum. I dust. I wipe down the window. I move the bed away from the wall to vacuum behind it and the parquet there is lighter than the parquet in the rest of the room because the bed has been in that spot for a long time and the sun has not reached it.

I kneel down to clean behind the radiator.

My fingers touch something.

I pull it out. A hair grip. Brass, old, tarnished green at the edges where the metal has aged. The spring is still good. I turn it over in my hand. Someone dropped this a long time ago.

I look at it for a moment. I should throw it away. I do not throw it away. I do not know why.

There is a small white dish on the bedside table that came with the flat, the kind of dish you use for loose change or rings or things you do not want to lose. I set the hair grip in it and continue cleaning.

By 11:30 a.m. I have finished. The flat is clean. I close the bedroom door behind me and go downstairs to the courtyard to put the rubbish in the bins.

Mme Sissoko is in the courtyard, sweeping with a worn straw broom.


She is a small woman in her fifties, in a faded blue cleaning smock, with quick hands and a face that has learned to show nothing when it needs to show nothing. Her accent has the soft trace of a first language that was not French, Mali perhaps, or Senegal, buried under decades of Paris. She has been the gardienne here since before I arrived, which is to say since before anyone currently here arrived, which is to say she knows things.


She looks up when I come through the archway with the rubbish bag.


“Bonjour, Madame,” I say.



“Bonjour,” she says.


I put the rubbish in the bin. I turn to go back inside. She is still looking at me.

She says, as though she has been thinking about whether to say it, “It’s a good flat.”

I stop.

“Quiet,” she says.

She says it the way you say something that has another meaning underneath. The pause before the word is just long enough.

“Yes,” I say. “It is.”

She nods. She goes back to sweeping.

I turn toward the building. Before I reach the door I look back, the way you look back without deciding to look back, and she has stopped sweeping. She is looking up at the windows on the fifth floor. My windows. She holds the look a moment too long. Then she sees me seeing her, and she goes back to sweeping.

I go inside.

In the afternoon I encounter the woman on the second floor.

She is coming up the stairs as I am going down. She is in her seventies, neat, careful, with the particular posture of a French woman who was raised to stand up straight and has continued to do so for seventy years. She stops when she sees me.

“Ah,” she says. “You are at the fifth floor.”


“Yes,” I say. “Bonjour, Madame.”



“Bonjour.” She looks at me with the assessing look of someone who has decided to assess. “I have been here since 1982.”


“A long time,” I say.

“A long time,” she agrees. She adjusts the shopping bag on her arm. “The flat was empty for some years. It was a small ongoing problem. But now it is solved.”

She says this with a certain weight. I do not know what weight, exactly. I do not know what problem, exactly. I know only that she is telling me something.

“I am glad to be here,” I say, because that is what one says.

She nods. “Good luck,” she says. She continues up the stairs. I continue down.

At 7:00 p.m. I am in the courtyard again, taking down the washing I hung on the line this afternoon because I have discovered that the flat has a washing machine but no dryer and the courtyard has a line.

A young couple comes through the archway, holding hands. They are in their late twenties, attractive, dressed in the careful-but-not-too-careful way of people who work in offices but do not want to look like they work in offices. They smile at me.


“Bonsoir,” the woman says.



“Bonsoir,” I say.


“You’re new,” the man says, in English. He has heard me speak French with Mme Sissoko and has decided I am English.

“Five days,” I say.

“We’ve been here a year,” the woman says. “It’s a good building.”

“It is,” I say.

They smile again. They go inside. I watch them go, holding hands, leaning into each other slightly as they climb the stairs to the sixth floor where they live. They are the building’s new arrivals, the ones who have moved in in the last few years, the ones who have not been told, or have been told and do not care, or have not asked.

I take the washing upstairs. I fold it. I make dinner. I eat it standing at the kitchen window. I do not open the bedroom door.

* * *

At 10:30 p.m. I am still on the sofa.

I have unpacked another box. I have read four pages of the same chapter of a book I am not reading. I have thought about calling my brother and have not called my brother. I have thought about what I will say to my mother on Sunday and have not decided what I will say.

I stand up.

I will sleep in the bed tonight. I have to at some point. The bed is made. The room is clean. There is no reason not to.

I walk to the bedroom door. I open it. I turn on the light.

The hair grip has moved.

Not off the dish. Not onto the floor. Just turned. It was lying flat when I put it there this morning, horizontal, parallel to the wall. It is now at an angle, the curve of it pointing toward the door. Toward me.

I stand in the doorway.

I do not enter the room. I do not step forward. I do not touch the hair grip. I look at it for a long time.

After a long time I turn off the light.

I close the door.

I walk back to the sofa. I lie down on the sofa with my shoes still on. I pull the blanket over myself. I lie there in the dark.

The dark is a thing now. The flat is a thing now. I keep the blanket over my head and I do not know what I think will happen if I do not.


CHAPTER 4

The Notebook

At 5:14 a.m. the flat is not making any sound.

This is a particular kind of waking. It is the waking of someone who has not, in any meaningful sense, slept. The lamp on the side table is on because I left it on last night and the courtyard is grey-blue and the building has not yet started. There is no rubbish lorry today. There is no radiator clearing its throat. The flat is the kind of quiet that has been waiting for me to notice it.

I lie on the sofa with the blanket still over my head.

I think about getting up.

I think about not getting up.

After a while I sit up.

I walk into the hallway. I stand outside the bedroom door. I do not open it. I do not yet open it.

I make coffee. I drink it standing at the kitchen window. The courtyard is empty.

When the courtyard light comes on at 6:00 a.m., I open the bedroom door.

I do not enter. I stand in the doorway with the hallway light behind me and I look at the dish on the bedside table.

The hair grip is at an angle. The curve of it pointing toward the door. Toward me.

It is where it was last night.

I close the door.

I make a second coffee. I drink that one standing up too.

I have, by training, spent a great many hours listening to voices on tape and deciding what was true and what was not. The training has begun, in the last hour, to find me.

I walk back into the hallway. I stand outside the bedroom door. I put my hand on the brass handle.

The handle is cool.

I take my hand away.

I take a shower. I dress properly for the first time in five days, in clothes that are not the ones I have been sleeping in. I put on lipstick because I am about to leave the flat and the lipstick is what one does. I take my keys. I take my wallet. I take a folded canvas bag because I am going to buy something.

I close the front door behind me. I take the stairs.

I am going to buy a notebook.

* * *


The brocante I am looking for is on rue de Lépic, halfway up the slope toward Montmartre, in a window I have walked past three times in the last five days without going in.


Today I go in.

The bell over the door is a real bell, brass, the kind that hangs on a curl of metal and rings when the door opens. The shop is two rooms deep. The first room has lamps and china and the kind of mirror that hangs in a hallway because someone’s mother said it had to be there. The second room has paper. Old maps. Postcards in shoeboxes. Stacks of small books bound in leather. Hardback notebooks in a row on a low shelf, each one with a different cover and the same blank interior.

The man behind the counter is in his sixties, in a cardigan that has been carefully kept, with the unhurried attention of a person who has been doing this for a long time and is in no hurry to do anything else. He nods to me. He does not get up.


“Bonjour, Madame.”



“Bonjour.”


I go to the second room. I crouch in front of the low shelf. The notebooks are bound in cardboard with cloth corners, or in cloth with cardboard spines, or in plain hard black. Some have lines. Some have squares. Some are blank. They are not new and they are not old, exactly. They are the kind of things that come out of an estate, a shop closure, an unmarried aunt who saved everything and then died.

I pick up one with a plain black cover. It is heavier than I expect. The pages are cream-coloured, faintly lined, with a ribbon bookmark in dark red sewn into the spine. The first page is blank. The last page is blank. Every page in between is blank. There is no name in it, no date, no marker of who owned it before.

I turn it over in my hand. I bring it to the front room.

The man behind the counter sets down what he was reading and looks at it.

“Ah,” he says.

He takes the notebook from me. As I pass it across the counter our hands meet for an instant, and he glances up at me. He holds the look a beat too long. Then he looks at the notebook.

“How much?” I say.

“Twelve.”

I pay him twelve euros in cash. He puts the notebook in a small brown paper bag with the practised motion of someone who has been wrapping notebooks in brown paper bags since paper bags were the only thing you wrapped anything in.

“You will write in it?” he says.

I look at him.

“That is what they are for,” he says, mildly. “But not all the ones I sell get written in. Some people buy them and they sit on a shelf for ten years.”

“I will write in it,” I say.

He nods. He hands me the bag.


“Bonne écriture, Madame,” he says, with a small pause before the écriture that I am, again, not certain I have not imagined.


I step out into rue de Lépic. The sun has come up over the rooftops while I was in the shop. The slope is busy now. Tourists on the upper side, locals on the lower. I walk down toward home with the brown paper bag in my canvas bag and the canvas bag over my shoulder.

I have bought a notebook. This is the most decisive thing I have done in eight months.

* * *

At 9:00 p.m. I sit at the kitchen table with the notebook in front of me.

I have eaten. I have washed up. I have done all the small things one does to put off the thing one is about to do.

I open the notebook to the first page. I write the date at the top: 6 September. I underline it. I write a sentence beneath it.

Things that have happened in this flat that I cannot explain.

I look at the sentence. I do not cross it out.

I number a list.


1. Night of 3 September. Smell of Gauloise cigarette in the bedroom, dense enough to be present, gone within minutes. No source identifiable. No tobacco anywhere in the flat. No window in the courtyard with a smoker. No flat below or above that smells of tobacco.



2. Night of 3 September. Sound of a manual typewriter from inside the bedroom. Heard clearly through the closed door at distance of approximately three metres. Sound included carriage return and bell, lasted approximately four minutes, stopped when I placed my hand on the bedroom door handle. Brass handle of bedroom door was warm to the touch when sound stopped.



3. Morning of 5 September. Brass hair grip found behind bedroom radiator. Aged, tarnished. Placed on dish on bedside table at approximately 11:15 a.m., horizontal, parallel to wall.



4. Night of 5 September, approximately 10:35 p.m. Hair grip on dish was no longer horizontal. Position had changed to angled, curve pointing toward bedroom door. Not displaced from dish. Not on floor. Position only.


I look at what I have written.


I look at the word warm in entry 2.


I underline it.

I think about it.

I write below the numbered list:

The brass handle of the bedroom door was warm at approximately 12:30 a.m. on 4 September, in a flat with the windows open. The brass hair grip was warm in my hand on the morning of 5 September. Not on its surface. In its spring. A radiator does not differentially warm a brass spring.

I have not registered before this moment that warmth is a pattern.


I think about what else I have not written. I have not written the boulanger, who knew which building I lived in before I told him. I have not written Mme Sissoko, who looked up at my windows when she thought I was not looking. I have not written the man at the brocante this morning who held a look a beat too long. I have not written that I have not slept in the bedroom in five nights.


I am not yet sure where those go.

I add them anyway. Below the warmth observation. Not numbered.

The man at the boulangerie on rue des Martyrs asked me on 4 September if I was at number five. I had not told him my address. I rationalised this as small-quartier knowledge. I am no longer certain.

The gardienne, Mme Sissoko, looked up at the windows of my flat on 5 September after a conversation in which she described the flat as “quiet.” Pause before “quiet” was longer than the conversation required.

The shopkeeper at the brocante on rue de Lépic on 6 September held a look a beat too long when I bought this notebook, and paused before the word écriture in his farewell.

I have not slept in the bedroom of this flat. I have slept on the sofa in the front room for five consecutive nights, including the first.

I look at the list.

I close the notebook.

I open it again.

I add one more line, on the page after the list:

Working hypothesis: The flat is reactive. It does things when I am in it. I do not yet know to what end.

I close the notebook.

I sit at the kitchen table for a while, in the silence of a flat that, tonight, is silent.

Somewhere, faintly, behind the closed bedroom door, the bell of a typewriter sounds once. Soft, at the end of a line.

I lift my head.

I wait.

There is nothing else.

I open the notebook again. I turn to the page after the working hypothesis. I write, at the top, the date: 6 September, 9:42 p.m.

Below it I write:

Five. The bell, once, while I was writing this.


CHAPTER 5

Sunday

I do not sleep on Saturday night.

I lie on the sofa with my eyes open, watching the bar of yellow light from the courtyard cross the ceiling every time someone comes in or out of the building. I count the comings-and-goings until they stop. After that I lie in the dark and I do not lie still.

I make a list, in my head, of all the things I will not tell my mother tomorrow.

The list is long.

By 6:00 a.m. on Sunday I am in the kitchen, drinking coffee. The courtyard is grey-blue. The bedroom door is closed.


I dress carefully because my mother will notice if I do not. I put on the blue dress I have not worn since the spring, that I packed because there will always be lunches, vernissages, weddings of women I do not know well, when I will need to look like someone who is not falling apart. I put on lipstick. I put on the small gold earrings my mother gave me when I was twenty-five.


I look at myself in the bathroom mirror, briefly, and decide that I will pass.

* * *


I take the metro from Anvers. Line 2 to Place de Clichy. Line 13 to Saint-François-Xavier. I emerge into the 7e arrondissement, where the buildings are taller and whiter and the people are quieter and the dogs are smaller.



The 7e is the Paris of foreign visitors and the bourgeoisie d’État. It is where my mother has lived for thirty-eight years.


It is also where I grew up.


I walk three blocks to her building, which is on a side street I could find blindfolded, in the dark, drugged. I press the digicode. The door swings inward. The lobby is the lobby of my childhood: green marble, brass mailboxes, a small chandelier the gardien polishes once a fortnight whether it needs it or not.


The lift in this building works. I take it.

My mother opens the door before I knock. She has been waiting.

She is in her grey skirt and the blouse with the small embroidered collar that she has been wearing for lunch on Sundays for as long as I can remember. Her hair is white now, cut short, neat. She has put on lipstick.

We embrace. She holds me a moment longer than usual. She pulls back. She looks at me with the assessing look only French mothers can perform, and she does not say anything about what she sees.


“Come in,” she says. “The blanquette is almost ready.”


The flat is the flat. The parquet has been polished. The dining table is set for two. There is a small white candle in a glass holder in the centre of the table. There is wine in two glasses. The window onto the courtyard is open and the light is the kind of soft Paris autumn light I had forgotten existed.


We eat. The blanquette is excellent because my mother’s blanquette is always excellent, and she knows it, and she does not say so.


She asks about my brother. I say he is fine. She nods, and lets the brother go in the way she has been letting the brother go since we were children.

Then she says, “And the radio?”

It is not the first time she has asked. It is the first time she has asked since I told her, in March, that I had taken a leave of absence. She has waited five months to ask again, which is, for my mother, restraint of the highest order.

“I am thinking about pitching something soon,” I say.

She looks at me. She does not, as a younger woman would, ask what. She does not, as a more anxious mother would, ask when, or whether, or by what means. She says, “Good. The garden has been empty without you.”

This is one of her metaphors. My mother thinks of careers as gardens. She thinks of leaving one as letting a garden go to seed. She has been a translator for forty years and has never let a garden go to seed.

“I will come back to the garden, Maman.”

“I know you will,” she says.

She means it. This is the second most generous thing she has said to me in eight months.

She does not ask about my sleep.


After the blanquette she brings out the cheese. She brings out a second bottle of wine although I have only half-finished my first glass. She sits down. She refills her own.


“Where is the flat, exactly?” she says. “I have been thinking I should send you something.”

This is a small lie. My mother sends me things when she has decided to send me things; she does not announce in advance.

“Rue de Steinkerque,” I say. “Number five. Fifth floor.”

She is reaching for her wine glass. Her hand pauses.

It is the kind of pause that happens between thoughts, between a decision and the action that follows the decision. Her other hand, the one not reaching, has gone to the rim of the candle holder. Her index finger rests on the glass.

She does this. She has always done this. When my father asked her, in 1998, if she had been the one to dent the wing of the car, her finger went to the rim of a teacup. When my brother told her, in 2014, that he had failed his second year of medicine, her finger went to the rim of a serving bowl. She is a woman who needs something circular to hold while she is choosing what to say.

She picks up the wine glass. She takes a drink.

“Rue de Steinkerque,” she says.

“Yes.”

“Up by Anvers,” she says.

“Yes. Just by the boulevard.”

She nods. She sets the glass down. The candle on the table is between us. Her finger is still on the rim.

I make my voice as light as a daughter asking an idle question of her mother on a Sunday afternoon.

“Did you ever know anyone who lived up there?” I say. “When you were younger?”

She looks at me.


She holds the look for a fraction of a second longer than a question of that kind would warrant. Then she says, in the voice she uses for things that are true and incomplete, “I knew some people in the 18e. Not many. It was a different quartier then.”



“A different quartier?”


“It was rougher. People did not live there because they had chosen to.”

She moves her hand off the candle.

“I will have to come and see it. When you have unpacked.”

“Yes,” I say. “When I have unpacked.”

She reaches for the cheese.

I have been my mother’s daughter for thirty-eight years. I have made my living, for the last decade and a half, listening to people speak and deciding what they are not saying. I have heard her not tell me twice now.

I do not press further. I eat the cheese.


We talk about other things. The neighbour’s hip. A film she saw last week. The cheese is from her usual crémerie and is, like everything in this flat, exactly what it should be.


Before I leave she walks me to the door. In the hallway she stops me. She puts her hand on my arm. She looks at me.

“Inès,” she says.

“Yes.”

“Are you all right in that flat?”

I look at her.

I think about the question, which is not the question she asked the last time we spoke, and which has the careful neutrality of a question that has been waiting in her mouth all afternoon.

“Yes, Maman,” I say. “I am all right.”

She studies my face for a moment. Then she nods. She takes her hand off my arm.

“Come for lunch again next Sunday,” she says.

“Yes.”


“À dimanche.”



“À dimanche, Maman.”



She closes the door behind me. I take the lift down. I walk back to the metro through the quiet 7e, which is so quiet on a Sunday afternoon that you can hear the trees moving in the square at the end of the street.


* * *

I am home by 4:30 p.m. I take off the blue dress. I put on jeans. I make tea because I have had too much wine to make coffee.

I sit at the kitchen table.

I open the notebook.

I write the date at the top of a new page: 8 September.

I write:

My mother paused before reaching for her wine glass when I told her the address of this flat. The pause was between thoughts, in the way only she does it. Her finger went to the rim of the candle holder, which is what her finger does when she is choosing what to say.

She did not ask what arrondissement, what number, what floor. She said the name of the street back to me as if she had said it before. When I asked, as lightly as I could, whether she had known anyone who lived up there when she was younger, she answered in the voice she uses for things that are true and incomplete.

She asked, before I left, if I was all right in the flat. The question had the careful neutrality of a question that has been waiting in her mouth all afternoon.

Working hypothesis update: My mother knows something about this flat or this address or this street that she has not told me. She is the fifth person who has not told me.

I close the notebook.

I sit at the kitchen table for a long time.

The flat is quiet. The bedroom door is closed. I do not approach it.


I think about Mme Sissoko, who knows something. I think about the elderly woman on the second floor. I think about the boulanger and the man at the brocante. I think about my mother.


There are, I am beginning to understand, a number of people in Paris who know what is in this flat. I am not, yet, one of them.


CHAPTER 6

The Gardienne

Monday at 7:30 a.m. The flat is the same flat. The bedroom door is closed. The hair grip is, presumably, still angled toward the door. I have not opened the bedroom door in three days. The last time I opened it was Friday morning, when I looked in to see if the hair grip was still angled. It was.

I make a decision over coffee. I sit at the kitchen table with the notebook open in front of me. I read what I wrote on Sunday evening about my mother. I read what I wrote on Friday evening about the bell. I read the working hypothesis. I read the warmth observation.

I write at the bottom of Sunday’s entry, in slightly smaller handwriting:

Action: speak to Mme Sissoko. Today, before noon. Do not approach as a documentary subject. Approach as a tenant who has registered that her gardienne knows something. Do not push. Be present for what she chooses to say.

I close the notebook. I shower. I dress, less carefully than yesterday, in jeans and a clean grey shirt. I eat a piece of bread with butter at the kitchen window. I am steadier than I expect to be.

At 10:45 a.m. I take the stairs to the ground floor with a bag of things for the rubbish bins, which is a thing I have learned, in a week, is the natural pretext for being in the courtyard at the time Mme Sissoko is there.

She is sweeping the area by the bins. She is in the faded blue smock and her straw broom has been worn down on the same side as before. The morning sun is in the courtyard, slanting in at the angle of mid-September, falling on the single tree whose name I still do not know.

She looks up. She has registered me coming.


“Bonjour, Madame.”



“Bonjour.”


I put the rubbish in the bin. I do not, today, go straight back inside. I stand for a moment at the side of the bins, looking up at the building.

I say, in French, “Mme Sissoko. May I ask you something?”

She stops sweeping. She turns to face me. She holds the broom with one hand and her other hand rests on the apron pocket of her smock.

“You may ask.”


She does not say what most people say in that situation, which is of course. She says only you may ask, which leaves the question of whether she will answer fully open.


I take a breath. I phrase the question the way I would phrase it on tape, when I am not trying to make a person say something they do not want to say but trying to make space for what they might say if I am patient.

“Who lived in my flat before me?”

She looks at me for a long moment. The broom is still in her hand. The sun comes through the archway behind her and catches the dust she has been sweeping.

She says, “A woman.”

“When?”

“In the seventies. She lived there for some years.”

I read what she has just told me against itself: a woman, the seventies, a flat that has been empty since. The math is not difficult.
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