





[image: image]














The Sky Above
the Roof


Nathacha Appanah


Translated from the French by
Geoffrey Strachan


[image: image]












First published as Le ciel par-dessus le toit


by Editions Gallimard, Paris, in 2019


First published in Great Britain in 2022 by


MacLehose Press


An imprint of Quercus Editions Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Editions Gallimard, Paris, 2019


English translation copyright © 2022 by Geoffrey Strachan


Translation of “The Sky Above the Roof” by Brian Hill from The Sky Above the Roof: Fifty-Six Poems by Paul Verlaine, translated by Brian Hill, (Rupert Hart-Davies, 1957). We have attempted to find the rights holder for Brian Hill’s Estate and would be glad to give the correct acknowledgement in any future edition.


The moral right of Nathacha Appanah to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


Geoffrey Strachan asserts his moral right to be identified as the translator of the work.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


EBOOK ISBN 978 1 52940 856 0


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organisations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


www.maclehosepress.com









Also by Nathacha Appanah in English translation


The Last Brother


Tropic of Violence


Waiting for Tomorrow









Translator’s Note


The original title of Nathacha Appanah’s novel, Le ciel par-dessus le toit, will be recognised by most French readers as a quotation from the well-known poem by Paul Verlaine, “Le Ciel”, written when the poet was in prison at Mons, which begins: “Le ciel est, par-dessus le toit, / Si bleu, si calme”. At times the text of Appanah’s novel contains words and images which echo lines from Verlaine’s poem. In preparing this translation, I have turned to a fine translation of the poem by Brian Hill published in 1957. I have borrowed words and phrases from this to match those taken from Verlaine’s poem which occur in Appanah’s text. Here is Brian Hill’s version of the poem:




THE SKY ABOVE THE ROOF


The sky above the roof –


How calm and blue!


A tree above the roof


Rocks a slow bough.


The sky-hung bell I watch


Sounds its sweet note;


The branch-swung bird I watch


Sings from sad throat.


My God, my God, life’s there,


Unvexed, complete;


That placid murmur there


Comes from the street.


What have you done, who weep


Your endless tears?


What have you done, who weep


With youth’s lost years?





I am indebted to a number of people, including the author, for advice, assistance and encouragement given to me during the preparation of this translation. To all of them my thanks are due, notably to Nathacha Appanah, Willem Hackman, Bertie Holloway, Robina Pelham Burn, Dave Roberts, Pierre Sciama, Simon Strachan, Susan Strachan, John and Anne Weeks, Elise Williams and Helen Williams.


G.S.









I’m deep inside a place I don’t want to give a name to


If I speak the real names of the things that are here


Beauty tenderness and imagination fly out of the window


But sometimes I forget


This is a bed, this is a chair, this is a washbasin


Outside there are noises of boots and keys turning in locks


Hey, I can see something out of the corner of my eye


It’s a cockroach, all black and totally still


There are dark patches on the wall where the bed is fixed


I know what these are


I know how they get there and if I stay here long enough


I’ll end up leaving a mark as well


What shape would I leave on the wall


Would other people try to guess what it is


The way people in the world outside lying on the grass find shapes in clouds


They’d say look I can see


A dog an insect a snake


If only it could be something else


A sky a star a dream


Somewhere behind me a harsh voice yells


You motherfucker


I close my eyes and slowly everything sheds its name


Mine goes as well I’m gradually forgetting it


I’m nothing now but a boy from the shadows


Each sound rings out withers fades


Soon all that remains is the white noise my heart makes


Detainee 16587,
remand centre in the town of C.









Once upon a time there was a country where they had built prisons for children because, in their efforts to turn these children into decent adults, that is to say people who keep to the straight and narrow, they could find no better means than prevention, taking them into care, deprivation, restriction, imprisonment and a whole lot of other things that only take place within walls.


But then, happily, this country closed the prisons, knocked down the walls and made a solemn promise that it would cease building such barbaric places, places where children could neither laugh nor weep. And since in this country they believe in reconciling the past with the present, they have retained one entrance gate, to act as a reminder for people who take an interest in such relics, people who believe in ghosts and stories that never die. For everyone else this is now the entrance to a fine park at the heart of the capital where they come to stroll, rest and admire the open sky above them, calm and blue. They bring their own children there, for that is also what this country is now, a garden laid out over the tears of long ago, flowers where the dead lie, laughter on top of ancient sorrows.


Later on, since there have always been rebellious children, unhappy children, strange children, problem children, children who do terrible things, sad children, stupid children, children who have never been loved, children who do not know what they are doing, children who simply copy what the grown-ups do, this country has found other ways of healing them, adjusting them, correcting them, observing them, so that they might grow up to be more or less well-adjusted adults, capable of strolling in gardens beneath a wide open sky, calm and blue.


*


And yet there are still walls that enclose, walls that separate, walls that set people apart, protective walls that do not heal hearts. There are people on the outside, people on the inside, life histories waiting to unfold, life stories predetermined, accidents, random events, misdemeanours caused by bad luck. There are guilty people, innocent people, and, once more, we see a world configured like some abstract painting, one in which it is difficult to make out a friendly face, a loved one, to light upon a familiar feeling, a favourite colour.


*


And so once upon a time in such a country there was a boy whose mother called him “Wolf”. She thought this name would bring him strength, luck, natural authority, but how could she know that this boy would grow up to be the gentlest and strangest of sons and that he would end up being captured like a wild animal and there he is now, in the back of the police van, as we turn the page.









Monday morning but this
is not the start of it all


Suddenly there is this strange, muffled calm, like a sheet laid over him, enveloping him completely. Through this imaginary fabric he studies the faces of the two men in uniform opposite him and sees nothing threatening about them. They are just two men coming along with him, that’s all, why make a fuss, they are unclear figures, and, with his habit of finding rhymes for words inside his head, he tells himself that what is unclear is also near and quite dear. They are like clouds, like a drawing smudged with a finger, like the depths of water, like mist over the town. Behind the two men there is a window and past it a calm and blue sky speeds by, sometimes the tops of a few trees, and when the vehicle stops, the boy seeks something his eyes can fasten onto, a bird, a leaf in the wind, a telegraph wire. The things he can hear seem to him to be coming from a long way off: the sound of the engine, his own breathing, calmer now, his heart beating softly. He looks down at his hands, held fast by handcuffs (ruffs, muffs). He’s waiting for something to happen because, for as long as he can remember, he has never been able to endure being shut in or restrained.


He’s waiting for this thing to happen, even if it never simply “happens”. In fact what occurs is an eruption, things are turned upside down, there is an explosion of yelling.


He’s on his guard against his heart beginning to race, he’s on the alert for feelings of heat, then hot and cold and sweating, he’s bracing himself for restlessness in his legs and twitching around his mouth. He’s keeping a close watch on his mind, which is soon bound to be invaded by chaotic, noisy, senseless thoughts that make him feel as if there were a panic-stricken crowd inside his head.


And after that, he knows, here’s what will happen next: he’ll begin writhing and attempting to stand up, he’ll try to voice his distress, but it will come out as gibberish and his longing to escape will only increase, he’ll be desperately looking outside, twisting his head this way and that, he’ll make a lunge towards the door or the bars separating them from the driver, because at such moments any fear of hurting himself no longer exists. And then the two men facing him will take out their batons to overpower him, or perhaps they’ll just use their muscular arms to hold him down, he’ll feel their adult weight upon him and that will be even worse. He’ll start shouting and they, too, will begin barking out orders, even if they add young feller-me-lad following each word of command, because he must be pictured, this boy who looks like a twelve-year-old, his lips all bloody where he has bitten them and with big, sad eyes like those of an exotic animal. They’ll all be thrown together as the vehicle drives off again at speed, and, at this moment, they’ll have started to sound the siren (iron, wire-on). And now his mind will have lost all connection with reason, he’ll carry on shouting and struggling ridiculously, even though fully restrained, with his legs shackled, and all of them, the policemen, the driver and the people waiting for him to emerge when they arrive, the nurse, the governor, the guards, and perhaps other people too, who’ll have been forewarned, are all going to say Well, this lad certainly lives up to his name, because, let us now make it clear, this boy is called Wolf.


He goes on watching his hands and waiting, but nothing happens. There is still this silence, so soft and soothing that it could make the boy weep. He would like this moment, one in which the person he has always been no longer exists, to last a long time, because up until now he has always been tormented and uneasy, he has always wished he could shed his own skin, as some animals do at the end of winter (splinter, sprinter), to be reborn stronger, calmer, more intelligent. He would have liked his mother to be there to witness this moment and perhaps to grant him one of those rare smiles of hers, by which, for as long as they last, he is literally dazzled.


Wolf’s face is smooth and open and inspires trust. During the summer he looks like a surfer with his bleached hair, his skin turning to copper, and then people often ask him So, where are you from, really? and Wolf does not know what to reply. He does not know his father, but when he comes across men in the street who look like him, neither Black nor white, he wonders if he could be their son. His sister, who does not know her father either, is as white as their mother, that’s all there is to it, that’s where it stops. His sister, as he pictures her now, is small, she makes no noise, there’s no anger in her, she whispers, she doesn’t laugh, she giggles. She often smiles and, like him, she’s often afraid. But that is just how he remembers her and he has grown weary of keeping memories alive, all the stories that perhaps only exist in his head, so that he ends up wondering if all those things are true or not, if that sister really existed, if that moment, with the knife and the cake, really happened, if the words he heard at that moment were really spoken.


When you talk to Wolf he looks you in the eye but often he does not hear what you are saying. His mind has strange ways of mixing up time, words, actions. He has memories of his grandfather playing the accordion, of his first day at school and the sweet his sister had given him that day, and if you only knew how that sugary strawberry taste comes back to him from time to time! He has memories of a dog swimming very fast in the canal; of taking the car and driving without stopping; of the dragon on his mother’s back; of the plastic Christmas tree in the attic; of his sister’s face lit up by the television and the way she used to turn to him, reaching out an arm for him to come and snuggle up to her. He has memories of the black wooden elephant on Dr Michel’s desk; the smell of metal and petrol in the yard; the hollow in the garden; his overwhelming urge to find his sister again. These scraps of recollection, pieced together, all form one single fragment of memory, with no chronology, as if all that had happened on the same day.


If you talk to Wolf he will occasionally listen to you, but most of the time he will be studying the alignment of your teeth, watching the movement of your eyelids, scrutinising your eyes, your nose, noticing the vein pulsating on the right of your brow, the corner of your mouth twitching a little as you take time to reflect. He will be aware of the tone of your voice. After you have turned away from him he will retain a precise memory of your face and the way it moves: it is almost as if he had had a view of your skull and the complex way the muscles and tendons are attached. He could imitate you perfectly. Is that why his face seems vaguely familiar, as if it reminded you of someone other than himself, as if his face did not belong to him? Had he been an animal he would certainly have been a chameleon, but not a wolf, definitely not a wolf.


A long time ago Dr Michel had told him that all the tests were good and he was perfectly healthy. When the doctor then turned to Wolf’s mother was he aware of how the man’s eyes softened as he looked at her and his shoulders slumped? Speaking a little more softly, the doctor had said to her Don’t worry, Phoenix, he’s not ill, and standing there, bolt upright, her arms folded across her breast, she had opened her mouth but no sound came out. Then she turned to Wolf and her gaze settled on him, heavy with reproaches for being what he was, bizarre, strange, foolish, but not ill. How could he recover from that gaze?


It may have been the previous day or the day before, he no longer knows. He had given an account of what he had done, the policeman had typed everything onto the computer and it was all so simple that this man (very broad forehead, little eyes that trembled, nose shaped like a ball, delicate lips, Wolf remembers those things perfectly) kept asking him And is that all?


It was simple and yes, that was all: Wolf had dreamed of his sister, whom he had not seen for many years, and when he woke up his sorrow lay heavily upon him, like a huge animal, and Wolf had had the idea of taking his mother’s car and driving here to this town. Wolf knew that he was not allowed to drive, but he missed his sister very much, that was all. He did not have a licence, he had driven carefully until he reached the edge of the town, where he had mistakenly begun driving on the wrong side of the road. And then there was all that noise, the shouting, his car in the ditch. And his panic attack, as well, after the police arrived.


That morning, or maybe just ten minutes earlier, the magistrate had given orders for him to be placed in custody in the juvenile section at the remand centre in the town of C. and Wolf had experienced a feeling of relief at the naming of that town because his sister lived in the commune nearby. He had almost succeeded. He was nearly there.


Now the outlines of the town are beginning to appear against the sky through the van’s rectangular window and one of the policemen says This is it. His voice is solemn and flat, as if he were simply uttering a thought out loud. Wolf looks through the grating that separates them from the driver and beyond that through the windscreen. The prison is not as he had pictured it. The great door is blue and the surrounding frame, shaped like an upside-down U, marked with the words “State Prison”, is immaculately white. This reminds him of that poster in the tourist agency window, “Discover the Greek Islands!”, with its blue dome and areas of white. Wolf feels disorientated. What is it doing here, this beauty, this colour reminiscent of the sea, the sky? It must be a trap, this blue, like the smiles of people who call in at the garden in search of spare parts; like his sister’s I’ll come back and fetch you very soon; like Dr Michel’s You’re not ill. Wolf feels his heart beginning to race, but then he catches sight of the buildings beyond that blue door. Three massive slabs with pointed roofs lined up, in order of size. It looks like a monster with three heads and, since Wolf does not like lies, he feels reassured. He has arrived at his destination.
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