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Part 1 – A New Life


 




 


 


 


 



Virey


 


She waited impatiently on the landing. Drowning in so many contradictory feelings, Anjali felt numb. Raphael slowly opened the door and moved forward. He stopped, turned round, and checked if Anjali and her daughters were following. She saw a tiny, cosy space. The light from the landing lit up the entrance. Very small, but still very "cute”, that's the word that came to her. Although it was quite dim in there, when Raphael opened the door that gave onto the living room, they were bathed in light: it was April. This brightness, which contrasted with the obscurity of the entrance, blinded them at first. The eldest, Priya, almost four, entered the living room, followed by Raphael, then Anjali with baby Prema, born a month premature, in her arms. The warmth welcomed them, instantly followed by the smell of wet mould. 


A few months later, when everything went so wrong, Anjali was no longer certain of the order, was it the stink or the heat that had greeted them first?


Apart from the TV on the floor and a random chair, like the ones you see abandoned on the pavement, the living room was empty. Its size surprised her, it was half as big as the one in her flat, really no bigger than her bedroom in Le Mans. Despite the sultriness and the offensive mouldy smell, "Doll's house", was the image that sprung to mind. She did notice though, that the wallpaper was faded and had come unstuck in many places. The PVC flooring, aged by the sun and having rippled under the heat, seemed fragile. To the left, at the far end of the living room, was a kitchenette, its tiled floor marking the separation between the rooms. Two electric hobs, set on top of the old fridge coexisted with a few Formica cupboards that must have been dark blue in some distant past. This small space gave right on to the living room; no door to stop the odours of Indian cooking from spreading throughout the flat, from becoming embedded in clothing and in all possible nooks and crannies. An acrid smell that impregnated coats, especially in winter time, and was impossible to get rid of. When she arrived in France five years ago, in this country with no scent, far from India and her native Puducherry{1}, it was this odour that struck her, that bothered her first. This first unpleasant smell. 


She loved the three large windows that illuminated the living room. It was 2pm, the sun was shining and showing off all its power. It knocked at the windows and entered the flat as if it lived there. 


An avid follower of Suriyanamaskar{2}, Anjali venerated the sun and prayed to it every morning. Every day, she woke up, saluted the sun, and thanked it for existing and lighting up the Earth. As a young girl, Tata{3} used to take her to Puducherry beach before dawn and point out the rising sun with his finger, and he taught her to put her palms together to greet it. He explained to her that without the sun we were nothing. As a child she took little notice of this advice, but that was not the case in France. The sun became her ally, her daily companion. In India, she used to hide from the sun, here in France she yearned for it every day and sought out its rays so she could dive into its fuzzy warmth. 


What Anjali hadn't taken into account, was that the flat faced west, so she would only see the sun in the afternoons. But for now, she bathed in a kind of bliss and nothing could ruin or chase away this feeling. She floated from one room to the next. She had finally found herself in a place where a real family life could come together: Dad, Mum, the kids, projects, and family holidays. At last it was time to begin a normal existence, aged 30, in this country where her heart now belonged. To have the same life that she had known with her parents in Puducherry. 


There was still this lingering smell of mould that followed her throughout the visit. This fact, combined with the general state of the place and other details, should have alerted her to the trap she'd just set foot in along with her two little girls, Priya and Prema. 


Unruffled, she continued the visit with great serenity. To the end on the right, next to the windows, she saw a door. Upon opening it, she discovered a small bedroom of about eight square metres. It was empty, apart from a small closet with a few shelves and no door, exposed to the air and the light. The PVC flooring was covered in dusty grease. The wallpaper, faded by the sun, was peeling off in places; you could no longer, neither distinguish the colours nor the motif, it was that pale. And most of all, near the small window in the corner, there were ugly black stains caused by the humidity. The exact opposite of her flat in Le Mans. 


In the room, the smell of mould got stronger. Still no alarm bells rang for Anjali. 


"It's a transition home", she said to herself, a smile on her lips. 


The flat was in the Paris suburbs, in Virey, in the 93 department. A five storey block with no lift, the flat was on the second floor. "That's good", thought Anjali, "we'll save on the heating". In Le Mans, she'd been told it was better to rent flats that were between two floors, to better keep the heat in. 


At the bottom of the building, one could buy everything one needed. A two minute walk brought you to a small shop which sold fruit, vegetables, wine, appliances; you really could find everything there. The small train station was only fifteen minutes away. That was useful if she wanted to go to Le Mans to visit Joëlle and her friends, without bothering Raphael. In a few months, the 'without bothering Raphael' would become mostly 'without Raphael'. A drop-in childcare centre, a family planning clinic were really close, and five minutes on foot brought you to the nursery school. Just behind the school, a small wooded park provided some greenery to the area. A thirty minute drive away, the shopping centre housed a big supermarket, a Chinese caterer, a dry-cleaner's and other shops. 


In Le Mans, when Anjali and Raphael had talked about living together, she had clearly stated her desire to own a detached house with a garden, in which the two girls would grow up. For weeks and months they had exchanged ideas on their common future. They allowed themselves to dream, of trips and of better schools for their kids. They played at Mummy and Daddy but with real kids and a real house. They imagined their life together, in their own place with four bedrooms: a parental suite complete with bathroom, two adjoining bedrooms and another which would serve either as an office, a guestroom, or a room for Raphael's mother. Anjali's house in Puducherry was traditionally built. She and her sister Sangeetha each had a bedroom with a door that linked the two. She wanted the same thing for her daughters. In the big garden, her Mum looked after the vegetable patch in which she grew herbs, chillies, and other small vegetables. 


She dreamt of a life of harmony, of a peaceful life like that of her parents. With Raphael, this wish could come true. Even if Raphael hadn't introduced her to his mother yet, Anjali wanted her to live with them, as Paati{4} had done in Puducherry. Well, it was more like her parents, her sister and herself who lived at Grandma's. It was normal to look after the old folk. She had seen her parents do so in India. 


In their heads, they saw themselves sowing seeds in their vegetable patch and harvesting their vegetables in a wicker basket. Their large garage would have two spaces, to accommodate each of their cars. Raphael would say that he thought her wish to be reasonable. He didn't think it absurd. He didn't believe it was out of place to want for the two little girls to grow up in a house with a garden like the one Anjali had grown up in Puducherry. 


Even though the flat was small, badly laid out, not very clean, and musty, Anjali was delighted. The smell of mould faded as the visit went on although. It has to be said, the three windows were wide open. Living in this small flat was just a phase. It was an intermediary home, a place to heal. 


A bridge between her life before: without Raphael.


And her life after: with Raphael.  


The neighbourhood would be envious of their life, their happiness.


Despite all the bad luck she'd endured upon her arrival in France, she had always avoided being broke. Anjali was very economical and in a short space of time had managed to save up a nest-egg. In Le Mans, Raphael had found her savings books and was impressed by the amount. She should already have been wary of him back then when she walked in on him looking through the document. 


In Le Mans, she had rented a pretty fifty-five square metre flat with two bedrooms, a living-come-dining room, and a beautiful fully well-equipped kitchen. Each room could be closed with a door. Anjali couldn't stand the smell of food that stuck to clothing. The walls painted in pastel colours, an underground car park and a green space with a lawn and bushes. Priya played undisturbed in this small private garden between the two residential blocks. It was as if the little park was holding the two buildings; one in each arm. Anjali may have gotten by with housing benefits for her first year in France but she very quickly became financially independent and paid her rent without anyone else's help.


Even if Raphael wasn't Priya's father, he was gentle and considerate towards her. However, he still hadn't reached the level of big-heartedness of Anjali's father, according to her personal scale. Anjali had a scale to measure everything: joy, pain, gentleness...


After each discussion with Raphael about their common future, Anjali felt light and full of hope. Strange as it may seem, their exchanges about future projects made her light-headed: a mixture of euphoria and anxiety. She had found someone who dreamt of the same wishes as her. At last her life would become like the one she had experienced in India: peaceful and surrounded by love.


Despite the small size of the flat, really small, thirty-five square metres, and the lack of material comforts for two adults, a child and a baby, Anjali wasn't displeased. Or was she simply oblivious? It was a temporary roof over their heads. They would become owners of a much bigger and much more chic house. All negative thoughts were chased away daily by the following mantra:


 "This is a transitional flat, nothing permanent! In a few months time, this will just be a bad memory. We'll no longer have to put up with this mouldy smell”. 


Raphael, my saviour!" she used to say to herself. 




 


 


 


 



Raphael


 


Even though he was also born in India, Raphael had grown up in France. Arriving in the country when he was just a few months old. Raphael had only been back to India twice, and each visit he had only stayed for two weeks. With his young brother and his mother, who had become a widow too early, they lived in a tiny council flat in the Paris area: no balcony, no private garden, and especially, a bedroom to share with his brother until he turned eighteen. 


Around the time he started seeing Anjali, aged thirty-seven, he had been living in a workers' hostel in Virey for a while. She didn't ask him many questions about his life. She was content to just listen, for fear of awakening a painful memory and putting him in a delicate situation that could hurt him. They hadn't had the same childhood. She had grown up in opulence in India, with staff, parents and grandparents; he had grown up in poverty in France, with a widowed mother who made ends meet thanks to state benefits. 


Raphael's mother had married a distant cousin at the age of nineteen. It was an arranged marriage that took place in Puducherry. The father, Franco-Indian, worked in Algeria. Whilst waiting for the husband to send the necessary papers for her to be able to join him, she had lived with her in-laws and nearly two years had gone by. 


At that time, the French who were settled in Algeria were beginning to leave the country for mainland France. The little family, which initially should have got together in Algeria, had reunited on French soil, where the father had been transferred. And by the time the little brother was born, nine months later, the father, who was a hardened alcoholic, had dropped dead out of the blue. According to Raphael, the arrival of the father in France was not a great success, starting with the weather: it was too cold. He had loved his life in warm Algeria. Over there, he was somebody! A teacher at university, everyone respected him. France hadn't been able to see how intelligent he was, seeing as no one had offered him a position at the university, a position he was worthy of. He certainly wasn't going to mix with the staff of any old secondary school. Alcohol had helped him get over this insult and to leave this world without worrying about anyone else. 


Raphael's mother only had the equivalent of the Indian baccalaureate in English and didn't have a great grasp of the French language. Despite being educated, upon the death of the father, she found herself cleaning houses. However, at no time had she wished to return to India and live with her in-laws. She accepted this rotten job in order to raise her two young sons and to meet their needs. Their mother bent over backwards to satisfy their demands. She had remained very Indian at heart. She looked after all their material needs. The younger son, when he became an adult, upped and left for Australia. 


Raphael had grown up in barely forty square metres, the complete opposite of Anjali. His own mother, who had grown up in India, had also told him of her life over there, surrounded by staff: a private cook and domestic servants. During his two trips to India, the first when he was ten, the second when he was twenty, Raphael had seen firsthand what his mother had talked about. Naturally, he shared the same dream as her; of a beautiful house with a garden, a vegetable patch and somewhere to keep his tools. He worked in a garage; he wanted a workbench where his tools and machinery would be neatly put away.


Raphael had a permanent job in this garage, so it was more sensible for Anjali to move from Le Mans to settle in the Paris area, closer to his work. Once there, they would look for a house together, which suited the small family. That's how the three Mancelles{5}, two by birth and one by adoption, came to be in Virey, in the suburbs of Paris.


 




 


 


 


 



Shopping


 


Anjali and the kids didn't have much stuff, which was a good thing given the size of the flat and the lack of cupboards and hanging rails! They'd arrived on a Friday afternoon and after the visit, that hadn't taken much time, Raphael announced: "I'm taking you shopping. We need beds, right?"


He drove them to a second-hand shop to buy furniture and household appliances. Anjali found it hard to buy second-hand furniture; it wasn't the done thing in India, at least amongst the middle class. In France, she'd never been able to tell the poor from the rich and the visible non-existence of the middle class had bothered her at first. Everyone was the same, no visible characterisation. Though the caste system may be blurry in India today, the distinction between poor and less poor, rich and less rich, was more obvious than ever. The three different middle-classes, the upper middle-class which Anjali's family was part of, the middle-class and the lower-middle class, all had very distinct and recognisable signs. 


A feeling of shame took over her body, a pernicious feeling enveloped her. She felt weird being in this shop, a feeling a bit like the one she'd had when Arjun had abandoned her and vanished into thin air. The word impoverishment rang out in her head, as if she had once again, in five years, descended one step on the social ladder, in the space of just a few hours. 


Still no alarm bells ringing. 


What was she doing in a shop that smelt of mould? This smell seemed to creep around after her wherever she went.


She pulled herself together and got to searching for the objects necessary for the flat: a wardrobe to keep clothes in, a bed, a sofa-bed, a baby's bed, and especially, a washing machine. Aya{6} wasn't there to wash the clothes by hand. 


There was absolutely nothing in this flat.


"Get what I showed you. I'll wait for you in the car", Raphael called over to her, leaving the shop with the girls.


Anjali's gloominess was suddenly swept aside as her eyes fell upon an object: a school desk. In her private school in Puducherry, with the nuns, she'd had the same type of desk during her primary school years. She just had to buy it. She touched the desk and felt calmed. Her irritation subsided bit by bit as she stroked the piece of furniture. 


She smiled at Raphael and Priya through the shop window. 


The little one was sleeping in the car. 


For someone who worked in a garage, Raphael did have a rather battered old car. The word "crappy" sprang to mind. This detail also should have alerted Anjali. But no, nothing!


If she'd known that the flat would be unfurnished, she wouldn't have "given" her stuff to Joëlle and nor would she have "sold" her car. But Raphael had announced back in February, just before the birth: 


"I've found a flat for us, not too far from my work. Once settled in, we can easily go and visit some nearby houses together, chose one and buy it".


When Anjali heard this, she loved him even more.


"Come with your papers, the bare minimum and the girls and I'll take care of the rest".


Once back at the flat, Raphael took the furniture up with the help of a passer-by and Anjali began to put their things away. The fact that she refused to help bring up the furniture annoyed Raphael, and Anjali, on the other hand, couldn't understand how he could imagine that she, who had just given birth, could carry such heavy weights. He was in a hurry, he had to get the van back to the shop quite quickly, or there would be a penalty fee to pay. 


When the two men had finished, Anjali rushed over to the stranger and held out a banknote. She'd seen her mother in India do it each time someone had lent a helping hand to Pakiri, their driver, gardener and outdoor handy-man, who also happened to be Aya's husband, Aya being their housekeeper. 




 


 


 


 



Settling In


 


Seeing as the days were getting longer and the sun was ever-present, Anjali, who drew her energy from this light, was content with her life. With the windows open from 9 to 5 and the fumes from the agarbathis of the Ashram blowing through the flat, she managed to alleviate the mouldy smell within a few weeks. 


This stench, almost a distant memory now, would quickly come back during winter when the windows were closed. But Anjali wasn't thinking of that. 


Prema, Priya, Anjali and Raphael were beginning to get used to things and to cohabit in peace within this small space. The fact that Raphael left to go to work for the day was helpful. The flat was really cramped. Spending time cooped up, the four of them, in this confined space, could have ended badly. 


She managed to sign Priya up for the start of the school year in the nursery that was a five minute walk from the flat. The little girl would turn four in December. Anjali visited the daycare centre on the way to the nursery school, and in line with the rules of the institution, Prema could qualify for a place for one day or two half days a week. Anjali was thinking about which option could be the most useful to her. The person in charge had explained that if there was little demand, she could leave Prema there for more than one day, but for that she would need to call them on that given morning. He also recommended that she put together an application for a place at the crèche. What a relief! Because her maternity leave would be over at the end of September. She was crossing her fingers for a position as a replacement English teacher for the school year, as she had done in Le Mans for the last three years. She also had something else in mind - for the moment she was just toying with the idea - taking parental leave, as Raphael had suggested. If they were to buy a house, taking time off work was really not a good idea. They would be needing all the money to pay off the mortgage.


Her, a housewife, who would have thought it! She had a smile on her face just thinking about it. Five years ago, she didn't even know how to boil an egg, do the ironing, or the cleaning! What a long way she'd come! 


Raphael's mother, who she still hadn't met and who didn't live nearby, could have helped her out with the kids like Joëlle used to in Le Mans. 


Since settling in the Paris area, Raphael, Priya, Prema and Anjali, sometimes went into Paris. The train was their most practical mode of transport. Raphael would drive them to Virey train station and they'd take the suburban train for their Virey-Paris journey. No stress finding a parking space in Paris he'd say. He'd drop them off in front of the station so Anjali could buy the tickets while he parked the car a bit further away so as not to have to pay the parking space. Their getaways to Paris, their family day trips, provided Anjali with so much joy and peace of mind. Finally, she was living like her parents did. She had missed outings with mum, dad and kids so much. 


Anjali was crazy about Paris; she loved this chic, elegant and distinguished city. The list of adjectives describing the city was never-ending. She never grew tired of admiring its architecture, its typically Parisian bistros, and dreamt of going back to the Comédie-Française this time, not alone. She was so enchanted by this city! She had come came to Paris quite often with her friends from university. In 1995, less than a year after her arrival in France, sitting comfortably on the sofa with her one month-old baby, watching the 8 o'clock news, she used to see people travelling into Paris for work, without the metro. People on strike and not on strike walked past magnificent monuments. Those people, banners in hand, crossed Paris, shouting. Anjali, settled in the comfort of her living room, didn't understand all this commotion, but was in admiration of the majestic buildings of this city that she saw on her small screen. In that way, she visited and revisited Paris for the first time in her life, virtually, in front of the TV, during this month of strikes. Joëlle would look after daughter Priya during the day, giving Anjali time to visit a museum, a monument, or some other place. 


But now, with her small family, she never went to the museum, nor walked through these areas she loved so much. Their trips to Paris were limited to the Indian part of town. They spent much more time in the area of La Chapelle, by the Gare du Nord, stocking up on spices and vegetables, drinking really sweet and spicy milk chai and eating dosais{7}. 


Raphael didn't appreciate museums any more. It wasn't like that when he used to come and see her in Le Mans. Visiting monuments had become a waste of time for him. Anjali adapted to this change in his interests. People were allowed to enjoy things that were different to what one enjoyed oneself. 


In Le Mans, they had visited museums, zoos, had gone to the cinema, had wandered through public parks. Here however, the only goal of going out, was to stock up on provisions. Anjali thought back with nostalgia to her cultural getaways to Paris. She was hypnotised by the whole city, its history fascinated her. 


Despite all this, the summer was magical. The young mum loved playing with dolls with Priya and Prema in her tiny flat. 


Raphael used to leave the house before 9am and wouldn't be back before 7.30pm, sometimes even 8pm. He drove thirty minutes there and back to get to the garage.


Anjali and the kids had the whole day to themselves. 




 


 


 


 



The Holidays


 


Raphael didn’t have any holiday time left. He’d told her: “Holidays? I have none left. Don’t forget, I came to Le Mans several times to look after you.”


Anjali went over it in her head “look after me?”


She had no recollection of anything he may have done for her. She had taken care of her pregnancy herself. Seeing the gynaecologist, doing blood tests, turning up for the ultrasound, she’d found herself alone every time. 


The initial disappointment of not being able to go on holiday to India together in July dissipated very quickly. Anjali and Raphael had talked about visiting the parents that summer; Anjali would have introduced them to Priya, Raphael and Prema in the order of their arrival in her life. She’d lived in France for five years and had never been back to visit her family since. But now, Anjali was determined. Ready to confront the stares of others. Raphael was by her side, she wasn’t afraid anymore, nothing could happen to her. Even though she knew her parents wouldn’t judge her, she wasn’t so sure about her other relations, starting with her fairly close family circle. 


“When did you re-marry?”


“But isn’t Raphael a Christian name?”


“Did you convert before marrying him?”


“Are you and your girls all Christian now?”


“Are his parents from our caste?”


Raphael, as his name suggested, was not Hindu. When he was young, he used to go to mass every Sunday with his mother and brother. In India, you could easily distinguish someone’s religion thanks to their name. Over there, upon first meeting, people were put into boxes: Hindu? Christian? Muslim? Poor? Middle-class? Rich? And so on. 


Anjali, certain she’d be able to spend holidays in India that summer, had suggested to her older sister Sangeetha, who was her confidante and best friend and who lived in the United States, going to the country in July so they could meet up there. 


They hadn’t seen each other since Anjali’s wedding five years before in Puducherry. Sangeetha had dashed over for the wedding of her little sister Anjali. Unfortunately, they hadn’t really had a moment to chat, no time to lounge around in the same bed telling each other stories all night like when they were teenagers. The preparation for the wedding, which had been decided hastily, had swept them away like the waters of a river after the monsoon. No respite, one had to plough forward, hop from one obligation to the next, from one ceremony to another. And Anjali’s hurried departure to France hadn’t helped things either.
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