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			TARA

		

	
		
			1

			The boy’s here. He’s perched on the edge of the chair, his back straight, his body leaning forwards as if about to stand up. His face is turned to me and shadows flicker briefly across those incised features, I don’t know where they come from or what they mean. I don’t speak, I don’t move, I shut my eyes but my stomach rumbles and the skin in the hollow of my throat starts quivering. It’s the niggling fear the boy stirs up every time he appears, it’s his silence, it’s his stony presence, it’s his way of looking at me, it’s his ability to make me tremble, to knock me off-­balance, it’s because, even before I’ve laid eyes on him, I’ve sensed his presence.

			When he’s there, the air isn’t the same, it’s a shift in atmosphere as distinct as it’s hushed, it turns cloudy and redolent of iron, wafting along my nape, down my arms, across my brow, my cheeks, my face. I sweat, my mouth goes dry. Nothing keeps me from curling up in a corner, locking my arms around my knees, dropping my head, and waiting for this to pass, but there’s the odd feeling that I’ve experienced this moment a hundred times before. When, and where, I don’t know, but I know this muggy breeze on my skin, this metallic scent, this sensation of having slipped outside time, and yet the way out has escaped me a hundred times over. Impatience rises up not unlike when I’m fumbling desperately for a specific word or someone’s name; it’s on my tongue, it’s within reach, at my fingertips, it’s so close. Then, even with my sudden fear and my flagging thoughts, I stop what I’ve been doing and go to find him.

			It’s not as if the boy’s hiding or staying away, no, it’s just as if he’s found himself a cranny where he’s waiting for me to happen upon him. One time he was at the back of the cinema, standing, the emergency-­exit sign forming a red halo around his head. Another time, he was sitting on a bench in the park and, had his face not been turned my way, one would have thought he’d come to watch the passersby, the ducks and the way the trees’ branches bent down to the water without ever touching. A week ago, I saw him standing in the rain across the street. His skin looked waxy and, even scared stiff, I felt an unexpected urge to kiss those shiny, wet lips.

			And now, when I open my eyes again, he’s still there, in the chair where I sit to read at night. It’s the first time he’s come to my place, I don’t dwell on how he did it, if he sneaked in through a door that wasn’t locked right, if he entered through the balcony, it doesn’t matter, I know he’s such a wily animal, creeping here, crawling there, appearing without a sound and disappearing as he pleases. If he felt like leaning back in the chair and stretching his left arm out, he could touch the spines on the bookshelf and hold the black egg-­shaped pebble that’s so smooth and perfect it almost seems manmade. I picked it up years ago on the beach at . . .

			The beach at . . .

			I don’t remember the name. It started with an S. I can see it, this long strip of sand where, the day following a storm, the sea would leave behind bits of driftwood. I try to concentrate, I visualise the main street towards this beach, its uppermost, paved section, the shops dozing in the winter and staying open until midnight in the summer. In my mind, I go up and down this street, I try to trick my memory, to make it think I want to remember something different, that’s how it works. There’s an art to fooling oneself. So many details come back clearly: the painted wall of a shoe shop, the sugary smell of batter frying, the blue smoke of chicken being grilled on a makeshift plank, the stickiness of fingers holding an ice-cream cone, the roar of waves at night, the salt sprinkling downy arms and plump cheeks, but not the name of this beach. When the boy’s there, there’s a wall between particular words and me, between particular events and me, I try my best to reach them but it’s as if they no longer exist. When the boy’s there, I turn into a woman who trips over her words, who looks around, who gropes forwards, who stammers. My tongue is heavy, I make sounds like a baby, sa, se, si.

			The quivering that started in my stomach spreads. I bury my face in my hands, clench them in fists over my mouth, and suddenly I remember Eli who should be here in less than an hour. I forget about the pebble, the beach, I look again at the boy who hasn’t moved a centimetre.

			He’s wearing khakis and a short-­sleeved shirt, its front pocket crimped by the metallic clip of a pen. His clothes are stiff, too big, straight out of the past, as if borrowed from his grandfather. On his feet are patent leather shoes that he’s wearing without socks, like a dandy, but they’re too big as well. From where I stand, he seems thin, skinny, maybe because of those oversized clothes. His face is a young man’s – clear, deep-­set features, heavy eyebrows, dark, thick hair – but the more I look at him, the more he strikes me as out of the past, faraway, someone who’s traversed eras, memories, time.

			His mouth shifts, maybe he’s biting the inside of his cheeks, I know someone who does that, what’s his name again? We worked in the same office for a few months, he had a long neck and liked to play solitaire at lunch . . . His first name starts with a D. Da, de, di.

			The boy keeps looking at me intently but his gaze is neither hostile nor friendly. I wonder if he’s reading my thoughts, if he can hear me straining to recall the name of that damn beach, that guy with a long neck, if he gets a kick out of being in my head, if it makes him happy to see me like this, shaking and at a loss for words. I search his face, his bearing, his stiffness, his waiting, for answers. Is it possible that he’s growing more familiar the longer I look at him, as if he’s blending, little by little, into the room’s décor, as if absorbing the evening’s tinge? Is it possible that it’s not him I’m afraid of but what will emerge – now, soon, tonight?

			Something along my spine pricks up when the boy’s there, small jolts of electricity run up and down my back, and that, too, feels like something from the past, something I’d experienced long ago. My mind must be playing tricks, one second he’s slipped away, the next he’s back. I wish I could ask him what he’s doing there, what he wants from me, why he’s following me like this, why he doesn’t say anything, how he appears and disappears, I wish I could tell him to leave. And I wish I could ask him his name.

			I look out to the balcony, where the plants are drooping from three weeks of rain. Tonight, the radio host said, it’ll be nice out. Then he clarified: Tonight it won’t rain. The trees in the square visible from here are wizened. Everything’s like that, in fact, after three weeks of non-­stop, pounding, strident rain. Even the people look sickly, scared, bent over in fear of a downpour. Everything’s slippery, crushed, washed away. Nothing stays. Only the water has any vigour, burbling through the gutters, swelling, flooding, hurtling, surging from somewhere unknown, from the very centre of the earth, no longer a molten core but a gushing spring.

			The pearl-­grey twilight has overflowed the outdoors and seeped inside. There’s so much to do before Eli comes: shower, change clothes, get ready for him. This morning, he said on the phone: I have to talk to you, can I stop by tonight?

			I know it’s important. Eli’s the sort to say what he has to say on the phone, it’s his favourite possession, this thing he can pick up or hang up as he pleases, that he uses as armour or excuse, a call stands in for a visit, some distracted words for some time together. 

			I go through the doorway, I switch the light on, the grey scarpers off and the state of the room has me dumbfounded. Teacups and dirty plates on the low table, plastic bags lying about, clothes and blankets on the sofa. On the floor are books, magazines, papers, an overturned plant, mud. In my head, everything is swelling and shrinking. My thoughts all sink, now useless and waterlogged, and then, no, they resurface, they’re still there. The sight of this room leaves me heavy-­hearted and ashamed. It’s so unlike me, I prefer everything in its place. I’m fond of every item in this house, I’d never leave a single one lying around like this. It’s like a squatter’s lived here. I can imagine the shock on Eli’s face if he ever saw this. I wonder when it all began, was it the day the sky opened up over our heads, was it the day I first saw the boy, was it the day Emmanuel died?

			I imagine Eli here, mouth agape, hands on hips, a habit he just can’t kick. What would he be thinking about? About Emmanuel, his father, that wonderful man who married me more than fifteen years earlier and who died three months ago? About this event that made me a widow, him an orphan, and gave the two of us nothing whatsoever. It’s easy to think losing this man would bring us closer in a way we never had been during his life. The love and respect and admiration we had for Emmanuel – emotions suddenly deprived of their object – might have coalesced, sublimated into affection, into some kinship that couldn’t quite be labelled but that would endure in his memory, in our memories. But no. Eli has stayed distant, bound by no filial obligation, finally rid of me, and the sight of this room turned upside down leaves me with the unbearable thought that, tonight, he’ll see me as a burden foisted on him by his father.

			I look at the time, seven minutes past six, I’ve forgotten the boy in the armchair, I assess the situation as if starting on a maths problem. I take a deep breath, if I don’t rush it, if I think calmly, I’ll solve it. A long time ago, someone had told me how to work through maths problems, it was in an alcove, it smelled like cologne . . . it’s a multifaceted memory that’s coming back, glinting, shifting, hazy, I don’t want it, not now. I need to stay focused. I have just an hour, no, let’s say forty minutes, before Eli comes and I know what I need to do: bin bags, dishwasher, duster, vacuum, mop, fresh air. I can feel my brain working away, limbering up. I walk up to the window and the reflection shows me a woman in messy clothes but I look away quickly – I’ll deal with that later. Ten past six. I say out loud, clearly, You can’t stay here. I’m talking to the boy but not looking at him. Tonight, my words are aimed at the walls too, and the books, and the inanimate things in this room; they’re aimed at these memories dragging me far from here, at this part of myself now rising up. Something stirs in the corner of my eye, is it him, is he going to stand up, is he going to talk to me, is he going to touch me, he can’t touch me, I’ll go to pieces if his skin so much as brushes against mine. I look him in the eyes and he fills my mind, the thought of Eli slipping away and escaping. I try to hang on to Emmanuel: he alone can keep me standing, intact, safe from my past life. But he doesn’t exist anymore

			This blanket rolled up on the sofa like a sleeping cat these plates with some scraps of food still there the cups the glasses the papers the magazines the clothes on the floor – they make me think of strewn puzzle pieces. I see them in greyscale like an old photograph, I don’t understand them, why should I care, they’re not my problem. I turn to the boy sitting in the armchair. There are books and magazines all around but I know he hasn’t stepped on them or nudged them out of his way with those patent leather shoes. He’s sitting feet together knees together, forearms on the armrests. I imagine him entering like a ballet dancer, whirling amid the swishing of his loose clothes, avoiding the books the magazines the piles of paper, setting first an arm on the chair’s armrest, his body raised up and borne aloft by just this arm, then, in a fluid movement, tracing an arc with his legs and descending gently into the chair. As soon as he’s landed firmly in the seat, he sticks his legs straight out and each one goes up and down slightly like two scissoring blades, then he tucks them in tight together and finally lets his feet ever so delicately touch the ground. I smile at the dancer boy because I, too, like to dance.

			Arms folded over my chest, palms facing out, forefingers and thumbs of both hands meeting to form the almond shape of an eye, the other fingers out straight, feet and knees open. Tat, I extend an arm right as I stamp the right foot. Tai, I extend the other arm left as I stamp the left foot. Taam, I bring the two arms together. Dith, right arm forwards. Tai, left arm forwards. Taam, palms in front of my chest again. Again, a bit faster. Tat tai taam dith tai taam. I’ve already danced to these syllables, where they’ve come from or what they mean I don’t know, but in front of the boy, they flow out of my mouth, pure honey. Tat tai taam dith tai taam. I recall firm pressure on my head so I would keep dancing lower, keep my legs bent, open, forming a diamond shape. With only a finger my elbows are adjusted so my arms stay even with my shoulders, with another my chin is raised. Tat tai taam dith tai taam.

			The boy’s bearing isn’t quite so stiff now could it be I’ve danced for him before, could it be that’s what he expects of me? The rhythm accelerates, I’m hot, I’d like to undress and dance with nothing on but bells strung around my ankles but I don’t have any. Where are they? I need them on when I dance! I get down I crawl along the rug I lift up the magazines I’m sure they’re under the sofa I can only get my hand under I have to lift this piece of furniture it’s so heavy what’s the point of being grown-­up when I can’t lift anything. My face is up against the seat. There’s a familiar odour here I inhale deeply it reminds me of something it reminds me of someone who was there, who liked being there, someone I tried to lift as well and with that only that I remember, Emmanuel

			My heart aches again. I should start by clearing the sofa, arranging the cushions, tossing a tartan rug over it, that’ll be the first thing Eli sees, sentimental man that he is, inclined to believe that belongings gain a mysterious, almost human, aura in how they enter our possession, over the years or in connection to some particular moment. He’s attached to things, a dried leaf, a pebble, an old toy, a yellowing book, a faded T-­shirt, a broken wooden necklace that belonged to his mother, this sofa. It was on this sofa that his father died three months ago, and I can still smell it there, his scent, trapped in the cushions’ fibres. It’s not really the scent he had when he was alive but something that remains of him, that tugs at my heart, that brings me back to his absence and everything that’s fallen apart since his death. Notes of vetiver, a touch of lemon, but also a trace of something powdery, slightly rancid.

			I was the one to find him on this sofa. He was in the habit of coming in here to read. In his final year, he generally rose before dawn, he kept saying that he needed less and less sleep as he got older while I was the opposite, I always felt that as I shut my eyes at night I was living a different life, I was becoming someone else, and that neither my body nor my soul would ever rest. I could sleep until mid-­morning and longer still, and yet I would never feel rested.

			As I bury my head between the cushions, my thoughts close like a fist around the image of his large, round back and his bent knees, the bared soles of his feet. That morning, I had made coffee, I had toasted some bread, I had emptied the dishwasher, it was eleven o’clock already and I was thinking that he’d stir at the smell of coffee and toast, the sound of cutlery clinking on the table. He hadn’t moved and I went over to him. All I want is to focus on that minute when I was watching him sleep, yes I was sure he was sleeping, I was saying his name gently, I set my hand on his waist, then brought it up to his shoulders and his hair which I stroked, such a soft down, and I still remember that feeling under my fingers, my alert, wary mind brings it all back, makes me feel it again. I was whispering, Emmanuel. He wasn’t moving. I touched his brow and then noticed just how cold that brow was and with that I was shaking him, yelling his name and other things. That was when I tried to lift him up, my thoughts were of human beings carrying others, running, trying to save themselves or to save whoever they were carrying, they did that as if it were nothing and I thought I was strong enough to lift him up, bring him down the stairs, come out on the street and ask for help. But all I could do was drop him, pull him a few metres. My head in the cushions, my head trying to retain his scent, my head trying not to give out, my head wishing that the minute before my hand touched his cold brow, that moment could stretch out, expand, and become a bubble in which I could live the rest of my life. Just this lovely, innocent minute.

			Eli asked me what I would do with the sofa. Nothing, I said, and he seemed relieved. Had he thought I meant to get rid of it? I stand up, I go and get a bin bag, throw in food scraps, packets of biscuits both empty and still sealed, tissues, newspapers, magazines. I gather up the books scattered all around, I’ll shelve them later. I stack the plates and take them into the kitchen, I come back for the glasses and bowls and spoons. I don’t linger over the mould, the rot, I put what I can in the dishwasher and start it. I don’t know why the plants are on the chairs around the table, I put them back where they belong, I go and get the broom to sweep up the handfuls of dirt on the floor. I’m on my knees but something else rises up. A polished concrete floor that I sweep, wash, wipe dry. Hurry, hurry. Yes, a storm is brewing, the weather’s shifting and a metallic odour’s coming, I turn to the armchair. The boy is still there

			The air is heavy, it’s going to rain but hasn’t it been raining for days and days this damp is weighing down on me, this feeling of trying to wriggle free, I swell the way doors swell in humid weather, my mind races, I have to sit down I push away the clothes the blanket this wool is bothering me, I pull off my cardigan my blouse I hike up my skirt to my thighs, what I wouldn’t give for an ice-­cold drink a fresh breeze the sea. I look at the boy sitting in the armchair, from here I wrinkle up my nose to sniff at his odour my mouth is a grimace but he doesn’t smile and yet I know he’s already smiled at this scrunched-­up face I’m making too bad I raise my arms blow on my armpits my thighs I pull off my skirt quickly I blow between my thighs then I look at the boy. I know I’ve already gone through these motions, puckered my lips and blown on my skin to try to cool off. I’m sitting on an iron bed pushed against the wall I’m alone in a sheet-­metal shed I hear crackling it’s the ceiling bulb which is bare and emitting a yellowish light a dirty light a murky light and it makes me feel like I’m underwater. I see the front of my dress patterned with lots of small flowers fluttering because of how my heart is racing, and yet this fear is keeping me alive, this I’m sure of, it’s a live wire running down my spine it’s a state in which my whole body is tensed like I’m ready but for what I have no idea now. I’ve already faced up to this fear I know it’s a mean dog I’m keeping by my feet and don’t trust completely, maybe one morning the beast will turn on me, maybe go for my throat in my sleep, but for now the animal is there, sitting quietly, and if I keep calm if I keep doing exactly what I’m supposed to, soon there’ll be a point when I’ve overcome this fear, when I’ll be this dog’s master forever. Suddenly in this room’s cloudy yellow there’s a movement in the corner the dog stirs fear spreads across my whole body I’m not alone anymore

			What exactly I am – my self gasping in the nude on this floor and my brow dripping in sweat as if emerging from a long dream – what exactly I am now – my mind dozing and my person wrestling with this immense fatigue – what exactly I am – my body lying in a foetal position and my thoughts piling up in a jumble – I don’t know. Maybe I could stay like this, until the day is wholly gone, until the night’s inky darkness covers all? Maybe strength will return to my body, my senses will sharpen again? It won’t rain tonight. It’s nice on the floor, I could lie down for a while but I feel like I’ve forgotten something. It’s in my head, floating somewhere with all those images, I can’t make out whether they’re the stuff of dreams or of memories. An armchair, a maths problem, an alcove, a dancing boy, an old shed, a bed, a yellow light. No, not something. Someone. Yes, that’s it, I’ve forgotten someone. It was a long time ago, it was yesterday, it’s now. I stay put, I’ve always been able to do that, anyone would think that I’d turned into a rock, but I’m just waiting, I’m breathing, I know that this thought will come to me eventually. If. I. Stay. Calm.

			There. There. Here. Hush. Now. Yes. Eli. It’s Eli.

			Seven thirty-­two. I try to get to my knees but I slip and bump my wrist. I put my weight on the other hand to get up, I reach for my clothes, what’s happened here, what’s got into me, here are the knickers to pull on, my legs are wobbly, here’s the blouse to button up, I’m shaking, I grab the cardigan, no, I’m too hot I keep it in my hand, I fiddle with it, Eli’s going to be here soon, I’m afraid he’ll see the boy.

			In the silent dusk, I keep my head down, it’d be nice to go into the bathroom, wash my face, do my hair, put on some lipstick, but I’m afraid of what might happen if I leave this room, if the smell of iron comes back, if I raise my head and realise that the boy is still there. I haven’t cooked a thing, I don’t know if I have anything to offer Eli, a bit of bread, some cheese or a glass of fruit juice, I don’t remember when I last did my shopping. What will he think? How can I explain the state I’ve found myself in? I step back towards the sofa, there are still so many things to do before this room’s presentable but I’m so exhausted. I decide to sit down and wait for Eli to come. I bury my face in my hands and I think: please make sure nothing happens, please make sure I keep my head make sure the boy goes and along with him this hot breath, this odour, this other soul who wants to dance in the nude, who’s afraid, who hurts. It doesn’t escape me that my words amount to a prayer. Maybe, when push comes to shove, even atheists like me end up hoping for some miracle to happen.

			When Eli’s here, in a minute or in ten minutes, I hope I’m brave enough, before he tells me what he has to tell me, to talk to him in a way I never have. I hope I can hold his two hands in mine and just say: when I get up, every day, I feel dizzy, I walk gingerly, both here and outside, I’m on the edge of a cliff. I feel like whole parts of my day play out without me, I think I’m losing my mind, it’s the water, all this water, it’s your father, it’s the boy in the armchair, I don’t know what he wants from me, come I’ll show you.
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