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For Philip and Delpo




Old Ghost




 


Sitting under the most pathetic of all the pathetic-looking foothill trees, by the mountains that marked the edge of the village, Old Ghost was teaching me how to play ‘Crazy Eights’.


‘You have too much imagination; not enough strategy,’ he said. ‘And you’re going to lose.


‘We’re out of wine,’ says Rina, without looking in the fridge, so I know she has been drinking alone. Before I make any comment about it, she says: ‘I’ll go.’ She throws on her coat and she goes.


Rina and I have three things in common: we are immigrants, we share a flat and we work irregular hours. Rina is an auxiliary nurse. I am a driver for the Hotel de L’Amitié, a plush hotel in the heart of the 5th arrondissement. We do not live in the city itself but in Ivry-sur-Seine, which has a good end and a bad end and two metro stops. Our basement flat is smack in the centre of it all and is neither good nor bad. It is very small. There are two small bedrooms, a shower closet, and a bit in the middle with a sofa, an old television and a coffee table; then a corner that we call the kitchen, complete with microwave, fridge and sink. We keep our food in a small cabinet under the television or on the floor.


Rina hates her job, handing out cups of water, taking urine samples and, in her words, cleaning up after everybody else. I like my job and I am respected for being reliable and available to work at all hours. Unlike the majority of my colleagues, I am not married and I do not have children. This is enough, for the moment, to make me a good employee. Mostly, I do transfers, delivering tourists to the gaudy hotel foyer or taking them back to the concrete bays of the airport and the clunkiness of all things international. Other tasks include chauffeuring guests to and from the major sites of interest: art galleries, restaurants, les grands magasins.


I like the monotony of my work, the familiar roadways, the predictability of my clients. There are those who are silent, those who ask questions, and those who wish to be asked the particular questions that a taxi driver is allowed to ask: Is this your first time in the city? Are you here on business? Will you be staying long? I have cultivated an unshakeable patience in the face of traffic jams, diversions and roadworks. I talk just enough to be charming for the sake of a decent tip but not so much that they remember who I am when they get out of the car. It is a strange kind of art.


Rina comes back with the wine and pours it into tumblers. She asks about my day and I tell her about a client I had to take to the Botanical Gardens. When we got there, he asked me to wait for him until he was ready to return to the Hotel de L’Amitié. I didn’t have to wait very long. After ten minutes he reappeared, moving towards the car almost at a run. His face was red and blotchy. As he got closer, I thought I saw a tear on one cheek but it might have been a drop of sweat gleaming in the afternoon sun. He appeared quite flustered, and before he got in the back, he stopped to slap himself on the face a couple of times. He was tall, fairly handsome and well dressed: an appearance that seemed suddenly incongruous given his emotional disarray. When he finally opened the door of the car, he could not wait to confess his embarrassment. He explained, in English, how in the garden there was a series of large, banked flower beds with rows and rows of small yellow blooms growing close to the ground. They were the very same flowers that his mother had grown in the garden of his childhood home. As a boy, she had requested that, in the summer months, he urinate on the flowers to make them grow a little taller. A neighbour had told her the trick. He did as he was asked and, over time, the flowers did indeed increase in size and health. When he saw the very same flowers in the Botanical Gardens he felt an extraordinary urge to urinate over the whole damn lot, in honour of his mother. Torn between this desire – which, he wished to emphasise, was extreme – and the knowledge that this would be entirely inappropriate behaviour that could result in his being arrested or, at the very least, forced to leave, he fled the scene. It was the struggle between these two demands on his being at the gardens that was the cause of his distress.


On the way back to the hotel he pulled a set of clippers out of the inside pocket of his jacket and began to trim his finger nails. When we arrived at the hotel car park, he picked the small pieces of trimmed nail off his trousers and the seat of the car. He then placed them in a small, black pouch, which he returned to his inside pocket, along with the clippers. Later, when I inspected the car, it was almost spotless: just one tiny clipping of nail that I swept away with a tissue.


Rina says she does not know how I put up with all these imbeciles who have so much more money than sense. I say it makes things more interesting. Rina laughs.


‘How was your day?’ I say, but she ignores my question and talks again about her ex-husbands.


The first one is dead. Her biggest regret is that their marriage was almost over before he passed. She often says how, if only he’d died six months earlier, when things were all right, there’d be something to cling to. The second ex-husband, who is, in fact, technically still her husband, works with Rina at the hospital. He is a doctor. He is the reason she is here. They arrived together as economic migrants eighteen months into their marriage, just as the cracks in their relationship were beginning to show. They thought that if they could solve their money problems they could solve themselves. They were wrong. He left Rina for a twenty-year-old cook working in the hospital cafeteria, which means that Rina has to take a packed lunch with her every day. Now he has no money problems at all while Rina has far more than she ever had at home. But she won’t go back. Too stubborn.


I never tire of telling her she will meet someone new, but Rina doesn’t believe in these possibilities any more. After she has revealed her latest thoughts, she says it doesn’t matter, it will all end up the same. Then she raises her hand and points a finger at me.


‘Tell me about Old Ghost,’ she says.


So I tell her the story of Old Ghost, which she has heard many times.


Tomorrow, I have to take a client to a place I have never driven to before, a fair way out of the city on the other side of Château de Vincennes. After I have told Rina the story of Old Ghost, I take down the map to check the route, spreading it over the coffee table. There is a bend in the river that reminds me of the river back home, the lazy curve it draws through the city.


‘Rina,’ I say, ‘is there anything here that makes you feel like you’re somewhere else?’


‘What do you mean?’ she says.


‘Like a building, a window, a view. Something that reminds you of a different place and trips you up.’


‘The embassy,’ she says.


‘Which one?’ I ask.


‘Russian,’ she says. ‘The big, Soviet front. Looks like my old town hall. We had assemblies there sometimes, for school, on special occasions.’


I feel glad that she has a connection to home and that the answer to my question came so readily. Certain places have a way of making other places more imaginable. Other places give the impression that their place is the only place on earth. Paris can do both, depending on the arrondissement, and the direction in which you are facing.


I don’t trust maps anymore, though they have been the key to my survival in the city. If I picture a map of my homeland, I see the lines of its borders trembling, like the unfinished drawing of a child. Its mountainous regions and vast waterways are depicted in colours from smoke-grey to ink-black, and the whole surface of it pulses like an open wound. People trickle out of the borders leaving trails of inky black behind them, marking out pathways over adjoining territories. Spots of ink reach all corners of the globe: microscopic, black dots, like bugs behind the glass of a picture frame.


Among all the black dots, there is one dot in particular that troubles me. That is the one that marks the imagined movements of Old Ghost. The more I try to fix it, the more it shakes and wobbles until the whole thing becomes a terrible blur.


Old Ghost has taken on a particular significance for Rina, not as a person, but as an idea. It is not that he is alive or that he loves me that matters to her. It is the fact that she believes me when I say he is, or was, kind, and that his genre of kindness ever existed at all.


Old Ghost, I say to Rina, is the best man I have ever known. This is true, but I have not known very many men – at least, not very well. There is my brother, with whom I travelled and who also lives here, working in a bakery in the north part of the city. There is my father, now living on the other side of the world, with my mother, where they are safe. We no longer speak, as for a long time he feared that any communication could put us all in danger. Now, our silence has become habit. If I were to write to him, I would not know what to say. He is a spiritual man and believes that – with or without regular conversation or letter writing – somehow we are still in touch. My brother hates him for abandoning us, for assuming that we could make it on our own. He finds his spiritual optimism patronising and unrealistic, while I sit somewhere in the middle, wanting to believe in everything my father says, while understanding the impracticability and danger of his ideals.


These are the men I have known. And Old Ghost. Although I have not heard from him since the blackout, my guess is that he is still very kind.


‘Tell me how you met,’ Rina says.


‘At the school gates,’ I say. ‘He was my brother’s friend.’


Actually, he was not my brother’s friend; he was trying to become my brother’s friend, but my brother was smart, popular and good at sport, which meant that he was also influential and could afford to be picky. Old Ghost, quiet and overly polite, did not fit in. For several weeks, Old Ghost persisted, waiting for my brother to leave school to see if he could go with him to the cinema or the ice-cream shop or the basketball courts, but my brother, despite understanding his silent pleas, walked past every day without giving Old Ghost so much as a look.


I knew that it was best for me to walk behind, so that my brother could do as our parents bade him and drop me off at home, while at the same time pretending to have nothing to do with me. Old Ghost lived near us and, for a time, as I walked behind my brother, he walked a few paces behind me, placing himself beneath even me in the social rankings. Then one day he said hello and after that we walked together. This displeased my brother and made him suspicious, but it did not displease him sufficiently to talk to our parents – who were, after all, engaged in far more important affairs – or to take his mind off his own concerns regarding the maintenance of his high status at school, the same status that would, eventually, give him the contacts he needed in order for us to make our escape.


Whatever I can say about my brother, he was the one to make sure I could get out while my father took care of my mother and himself, as ever, thinking it for the best to let us make it on our own.


‘But when did you really make friends?’ Rina wants the long version this time, with details and supporting evidence.


‘There was a shop across the road from the school,’ I say. ‘I went in to buy a box of tea. Old Ghost followed me. He bought me a pack of cards. His father played a lot of cards and so he taught me his favourite games.’


‘And you became friends,’ Rina says.


‘And we became friends. He was like a teacher to me.’


‘A teacher or a friend?’


‘He helped me with my homework. He made me creative. He was as patient a person as you can imagine. He listened to me. He helped me to picture my dreams and make them real and solid things that I could have and hold and do and achieve and be.’


‘When did he give you the maps?’ Rina says.


‘You’re skipping ahead,’ I say.


Rina shrugs. She fills her empty glass and tops mine to the brim. Rina drinks fast.


‘I was fifteen. We were starting to talk about how and when to leave.’


‘When you say we.’


‘My brother and I.’


‘Not Old Ghost,’ Rina says.


‘No,’ I say.


‘Did you always know you would leave him?’


‘No,’ I say. I don’t like this. She knows.


‘So tell me about the maps.’


I tell her about the maps.


You couldn’t get maps of foreign places – at least, not big ones with all the detail – unless they were specially ordered to the library. While my brother talked only about the practicalities of leaving, and never the reality of arriving somewhere else, I wanted some security. I knew there were many things for which I would not be able to prepare myself, but there were also things I could learn that would make life easier upon arrival. I could learn to find my way around the city, I decided, if only I had a map. So Old Ghost wrote a history project on this very place in order to get for me the maps that I required. I drew plan after plan of the roadways, some of which he used as illustrations in his work.


‘And Old Ghost memorised the maps as well,’ Rina says.


‘No,’ I say.


‘So you always knew that he would not be coming?’


‘No,’ I say.


‘But he didn’t learn the roads? It doesn’t make sense.’


‘None of it makes sense. The whole thing is ridiculous. Would it ever occur to you to memorise a city you’d never seen?’


‘No,’ she says. ‘How did you do it?’


I studied and I studied and I studied. It was a time in my life when I believed there was nothing I couldn’t achieve by learning. Old Ghost held the maps up to his face and tested me. He would say things like: ‘Take me from Canal Sainte-Thérèse down to Le Musée de l’Art Brut, and I would get annoyed because he was giving me too many clues.’


‘What clues?’ he would say.


And I would tell him: ‘You said “down”,’ and he would apologise.


I would describe to him the roads and the roundabouts, the one-way systems and the lanes it was necessary to traverse in order to get from the one place to the other. Mostly, I was right. I had worked hard, after all. But if I made an error, he would always correct me, and always with kindness. He once said: ‘Taxi drivers are usually men, you know,’ but not in a way that made me think I couldn’t do it. When he was old enough to use his father’s car, he took me out to the disused corn fields and taught me how to drive an automatic. He said I was a quick learner, that there was nothing I couldn’t do.


‘Why did he not leave when you left?’ says Rina.


I know what she is doing: she is pushing me to feel something so that she can feel something too.


‘I was in danger and he was not,’ I say. ‘My parents were in trouble with the government, and his were not.’


‘But your parents thought you would be safe.’


‘They thought that once they were gone we would be left alone. I would have believed them but my brother knew better.’


‘And now?’ Rina says. ‘Will Old Ghost be safe now?’


I say nothing.


‘Will he come, do you think? He knows where you are, after all.’


The question frightens me. Rina senses my fear and is herself afraid.


‘He’ll come,’ she says, with a smile. ‘I know it.’


‘It’s not that kind of story,’ I say. ‘He was like a brother.’


‘You have a brother,’ Rina says.


‘A teacher, then.’


‘You’re too old for teachers, now.’


But these are the only kinds of men I can imagine.


I have changed my mind. I no longer wish to tell stories about the past. I want to talk only of the present; about my passengers and how, for a short time, I control the direction of their lives. They sit in the back of my car on the phone to this person, or that, or the other. They say things like: ‘I’m here safely, I’ll call again soon, I’ll see you next week.’ They complain about how expensive it is now to call abroad. It should all be the same price. What’s a bit of land, a stretch of water?


‘Show me a photograph,’ says Rina, though she knows that I have none.


I remember precisely when the photographs went missing. It was the first border crossing. The guards got us to unpack everything and then watched us as we packed it all up again. I had a small rucksack and, while pulling it onto my back, out of the corner of my eye I saw something fall. I think I knew the photographs were gone. I could have bent down to look, to check it was not the photographs that were lying there on the ground, that it was just some tissues or an old receipt, but I did not. Rather, I climbed back into the truck with my brother, linking my arm through his. He does not like me to touch him but over the month-long journey he never once complained. In any case, we left, and when I look back now I wonder why I let the photographs go. I know that I must have done it on purpose, but I can’t say why.


As we travelled, things were changing in a way that I have only just begun to be able to describe. When travelling, it is difficult to note a shift in anything other than safety and terrain. With greater stability, however, it is possible to look back and mark the subtle changes that took place, remembering who I was before I left and taking stock of who I have become. I see now what I lost on the journey: some bright, essential thing, which gave me a kind of confidence I have not yet recovered.


I have decided that there are two different kinds of wanting to live. One is illogical, irrational and rude. It kicks in when there is nothing else left. The other is beautiful: a desire to be, and a desire for others to be.


There are no maps for this terrain.


Rina pours the last of the wine into her glass and retrieves the second bottle from the fridge.


‘Do you still have the cards?’ she says.


‘The playing cards?’ I say. This is a question she has not asked before.


‘Yes,’ she says.


I go to my room and pull the battered box of cards from the drawer in my bedside table.


‘When did you last play?’ Rina says.


‘On the journey here. We played a lot. There wasn’t much else to do.’


‘Which games?’


‘All kinds.’


‘The ones Old Ghost taught you?’ says Rina.


‘Sometimes,’ I say.


‘Can you teach me one?’ says Rina.


‘Yes,’ I say, shuffling the cards in my hands.


I place eight well-worn cards face down on the map-covered table and explain the rules.




Thread




 


‘They’re here,’ said Saba.


‘Yes,’ he replied.


She opened the door. Three men were standing beside a truck in the yard. They nodded. She nodded back, then turned to her husband to say goodbye.


She did not allow herself to cry. Instead, she felt herself getting smaller, or the house getting bigger: the white-washed walls shooting up into the sky, the earthen floor levelling out like spilt coffee. Mussa took her in his arms and she shrank further.


He loaded two canvas bags onto the truck and clambered in after them. She couldn’t see how many others were inside, only the shudder of grey tarpaulin as the truck pulled away, rolling down the city’s northern slopes towards the border and then the desert.


It was five thirty, the sun was almost up. Saba waited in the yard. When the sound of the truck had faded into the hum of morning traffic, she closed the door, catching her dress in the frame. As she stepped back into the house, the fabric ripped. For a moment, Saba thought the tears would come cascading down her face, but she breathed heavily and kept them at bay. Not yet, she thought.
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