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For Anne, a dear friend.

And for Alex, always.


Prologue: The Building

Far back on the Left Bank, there is a secret quarter. Beyond the neon-lit slopes of Montparnasse, the winding cobbles of the fifth arrondissement, a warren of quiet streets lie sandwiched between boulevards. Little traffic comes through here. 

Number thirty-seven sits at the meeting of two streets in this forgotten corner of the city. It is much like the buildings that surround it – late nineteenth-century, pale stone. But for its turquoise door it might slip from view altogether. 

On summer nights, its residents return home as the sun sinks over the city. Lights are turned on, windows opened; dinners cooked and babies put to bed. The smell of garlic browning in a pan drifts into the courtyard, along with a child’s cries and snippets of conversation caught on the breeze. 

Within its walls, people kiss. They talk, they laugh; someone cries, perhaps. A few are glad to sit alone. Others wish that they did not. 

As darkness falls, the lights are gradually extinguished again. On such a heat-soaked, airless night as this, number thirty-seven’s residents lie in their beds, listening to the rise and fall of neighbours’ breath. Life is measured by the scrape of strangers’ plates, the tinny ring of someone else’s telephone, the grunts of sex (and other functions), until all is finally quiet again. 

Number thirty-seven has its stories; in this it is like any building. For what building doesn’t have secrets? How much does anyone know of what goes on behind their neighbours’ doors?


1

Edward wakes with a shout in lung-crushing panic, palms slammed flat against the wall, feet scrambling up the bed towards him. Where am I? His heart thunders in his open mouth and he does not know if he is still screaming. He flings an arm out in front of him into the darkness – a light, there must be a light – but finds only a glass of water that his elbow sends flying. It is momentarily airborne before he hears the clunk, the wet shatter of it, and when his sleep-fattened fingers finally locate the light switch the rug is laced with shards of dangerous glitter. 

Things swim slowly into focus, a pool of orange light beating back the shadows. He is in a bed, in a room, under the eaves of a building. Under the roof’s slope he can make out a desk, the outline of his backpack, a mirror reflecting a blur of light. The window is open – banging against the wall – and the pale curtains are sucked in and out by the wind, rushing up into the room on their release like long, ghostly fingers. 

Avoiding the glass, Edward makes his way across the space on unsteady legs. His palms are slick with sweat as they fumble with the ratty loop of rope that’s been used, for years it seems, to tie the window open. It’s come loose while he’s slept. These fiddly moments bring with them a sense of calm, of focus. The air that whistles along the rooftops is cool, the knot of dread in his stomach is loosening, and by the time the work is done he has remembered that the terror was a nightmare, that he is in Paris, and that this is Emilie’s apartment. 

Apartment. He looks around him; the room is smaller than his friend had implied. A single bed in one corner, the ‘kitchen’ in another, its electric hotplate just six diagonal paces from the clown-print pillow. Edward’s lips twitch as the fabric face leers back at him. It’s typical Emilie, this jumble of childhood bedsheets and snatches of paper thrown up all over the place. The wall by the bed flutters in the night air: patterns, postcards, sketches, pinned together like butterflies’ wings. 

Edward returns to the bedside and collects pieces of glass into an ashtray. The wind has quieted a little now, more breath than shriek as it ruffles the wall of paper, whispers over the bedclothes. His breath is still rattling in his chest. Just before four, according to his watch, but the blood is too high in him to think of sleep. He is in the grip of that sharpness that follows fear – the sudden cognisance of every cell, the microscopic rush of blood through each capillary. 

The night terror sits just out of sight on his shoulder, a dark bird dancing its feet along his collarbone. Always the same: his sister’s face smiling at him, the moment before the car hits stretching into an eternity in which he can’t move, can’t speak, can’t tell her to stop …

The glass rattles beneath his fingers as Edward’s hands start up their shaking again. He strains his ears but hears no noise from his neighbours. He hates the thought that someone might have heard his cry. 

Opening the kitchen bin he is met with the warm rush of decomposition: rotting fruit, cigarettes, the queasy staleness of beer that’s spent hot days at the bottom of old bottles. This is typical Emilie, too. He’d pushed the piles of dirty laundry out of his mind – and into the cupboard – when he’d arrived; tried not to think about the balled-up lace knickers by the bed, or how crisp they were underfoot. But he hadn’t checked the bin, and in the pre-dawn murk the sweet putrefaction turns his stomach. 

He pulls on jeans, trainers, yesterday’s T-shirt. It cloaks him in eight hours of bus journey, the baked sweat of a Channel crossing spent on deck, but it’s better than the bin bag, which he ties and walks out of the room at arm’s length. 

Four o’clock, and Edward stands outside his new building, in a new city, breathing damp summer deep into his lungs. He doesn’t know where the bins are yet, so he’s left his bag of rubbish out on the deserted street. No one stirs. There’s no one to stir, just lines of buildings flanked by parked cars. 

He thinks back to the conversation he had with Emilie, standing barefoot in thick grass, the scent of hay heavy in his nostrils, pollen dancing in the golden air.

‘I need to get out, Em.’ 

‘Edward!’ That tone she uses in exasperation, usually accompanied by the flailing of a densely-bangled wrist. He’d imagined the clink and jingle of it down the phone, metal on metal via metal, her handset to his, cheek to cheek across hundreds of miles of ether. ‘Use the apartment. Please. No one’s going to mind, my aunt’s probably not even there, I’ll get the gardienne to let you in, or there’ll be some old voisin with a key …’ 

Edward didn’t know what those words meant, but in the sunshine, with the bright timpani of her voice, her laugh, the surety with which she described it all, he was swept up on it. Up on the cloud of her. And he’d agreed, and bought a ticket, and it was less than three days ago and now here he is on a street in Paris in the early hours of a Friday morning. 

And not the Paris he knew about, either. This is no boulevard – no landmarks here. The night before, the bus had dropped him at the back end of a car park behind a shopping centre. Shrieking teenagers with backpacks, an Orthodox Jewish couple and their impossibly tiny baby, a crumpled old man with a stick who’d immediately struck out in the opposite direction to everybody else. Edward had followed the crowd as it trailed its way through back doors and featureless corridors down into the metro, where he jumped the stile like everyone in front of him, right in front of the guard, her eyes glazed and vacant, and then onto a train which hurtled past names that meant something to him (Champs Elysées, Musée du Louvre), before changing onto one whose names did not. He emerged into streets filled with end-of-day crowds, the directions he’d scribbled down smearing on his damp palm as he navigated old women with shopping trolleys, kids streaking past on scooters, greengrocers waving bags of overripe cherries in his face, their bloody juice dripping vividly onto the pavement while outside a butcher’s shop two men hurled grease from a rotisserie oven into the road so that the ground swam with fat and soapsuds. Wide women waddled along wrapped head to toe in neon prints, a teenager rode a motorbike along the pavement, a friend standing up on the seat behind him, and Edward, a country boy, reeled. 

Now though, the streets are quiet. Edward takes a few tentative steps, but the morning light is taking its time and unease coats the base of his still-jittery stomach. 

He is turning back to the building, to the great turquoise doorway that leads into the courtyard, when he hears it, could swear he hears it. 

‘Edward!’ 

His name whispered quick, urgent, carried on the air from the empty street. He looks but sees nothing, hears only the rush of blood to his head. He slams the door, crosses the courtyard, and takes the five flights of stairs at a run. 

If the adrenaline coursing through Edward’s veins for a second time that night had let his pupils widen, had let his eyes linger a little longer, he might have made out the shape of a man sleeping in the doorway opposite. Or not sleeping, in fact, as the man has been watching Edward with interest. This street is his domain by night. From his bed he rolls an old cigarette between thumb and forefinger, his eyes flinty in the strike of the match, intent on the space where the young man has been standing. 

And if Edward could see into the apartments he passes on his ascent, he’d see that not all his neighbours are asleep either, early though the hour is. On the first floor, a middle-aged woman fans herself, half-hearted movements ineffectual against the bedroom’s stale heat. Chantal’s husband will not sleep with the window open, so she passes the night in long, warm minutes, sweat beading along her breastbone, aiming an occasional kick at the lumpen form next to her. ‘César, you’re snoring!’

On the second floor there are children dreaming. Milky, contented, a baby stirs in his crib and in his basket a dog stirs too, chasing the elusive rabbit holes of sleep. The children’s mother, Anaïs, stands at the window. Sleep evades her, her fingers gripping the windowsill and its flaking paint as she wills the sky to darken again, wills the morning to hold itself at bay. 

Puffing, wheezing, Edward winds his way up the building, past the third floor where a sleepy hand bats away a mosquito, the fourth where he sees a computer’s blue light in an open window across the courtyard. A hunched figure is furiously typing and, pausing for breath, Edward can almost hear the percussive assault of fingers on keyboard. 

Finally the fifth floor, and Edward stands in his room with his back against the door. Outside, the sky is swimming inkily from black to blue and over the furthest rooftops brown smudges are starting to appear. He locks the door, has to stop himself from unlocking and relocking it again (a maternal rabbit hole down which he does not want to disappear today). He regains the bed, the clown-print pillow which smells, now that he thinks about it, of Emilie. He turns it over, buries his head in it with unusual force, trying to sleep, trying not to think of his friend and the one night they slept together, a night where the only bits that bumped were the bits you didn’t want to – a long percussion of teeth and noses. 

Edward’s cheeks burn in allegiance with the sun, which is stalking up now with a vengeance, turning everything red. When finally he dips below the surface, it is to the sound of shutters opening below, of cars starting in the street, and the building waking up to begin its day.
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Frédérique rises with the sun. Penance, she thinks, hanging over the stove waiting for the flame to catch. All those youthful mornings slept through, all that daylight wasted. 

She opens the apartment’s shutters as the coffee rumbles, metal pot clattering its way to the boil. The salon, with its deeply piled fabrics and heavy furniture, has never been to her taste. Instead she sips her coffee at a small scrubbed table in the kitchen, bare toes tip-tap-tapping along the tiled floor in time to the radio. 

Mischa the cat is also dancing, slinking around ankles and chair legs. Her miaows aren’t quite in tune or rhythm though, so soon enough her mistress is up, stooping to dig the cream out of the fridge. And although Frédérique drinks her coffee black, some mornings (today is one of them) she treats herself to a dash of cream in the dregs, swirling the thick liquid around her bowl while the cat laps happily in the corner. 

On these midsummer mornings she steels herself to leap under the shower’s jet of icy water, gritting her teeth through the pain and pleasure of it. The cat licks her paws cautiously in the doorway, distrustful of the droplets that fly across the room. The long hair, as much silver as blonde these days, is unplaited; the lines around the blue eyes patted with cream, with resigned familiarity. 

She dresses. The act of opening the oak armoire is a jolt, each morning, back to childhood. Mothballs, dust, the swoosh of hangers along the rail, though her loose white shirts have nothing on her mother’s clothes; the heavy drip of embroidery, the thick oiliness of fur. 

Away from the possibility of water, the cat is again winding herself around Frédérique’s legs, rolling over to display her belly in the most alluring light. 

Slipping amber beads over her head Frédérique murmurs, ‘Not now, Misch.’ 

There’s much to do today, and it is already getting hot. 

Stepping out into the street through the turquoise door, Frédérique cranes her neck up to the sky. It is peerless, deep and azure. The sun’s slant has not quite reached the pavement, but already the city is pulsing with it. Another hot day. 

Across the street, the man who has been watching Edward sits in the doorway whistling. He has rolled up his bedmat now, neatly bound it to the trolley on which his worldly goods are piled. He wears shorts and a clean shirt. He is tying his bootlaces, a half-forgotten tune sing-songing through his teeth. 

He raises his hand. ‘Frédérique.’ 

She returns the gesture. ‘Josef.’

This is their morning ritual. 

She sets off down the street, her sandals clip-clopping in time to his whistle. Josef watches her go with eyes that do not quite line up. He turns to put away his shaving kit; a nick on his cheek betrays the razor’s recent strokes.

Frédérique makes her way to the tabac, where she joins the queue for cigarettes. Nicotine: the great equaliser. Even at this hour (it is barely seven), there are women in suits, men in paint-splattered overalls, skinny teenagers all in black, an old lady with her hair in curlers. Rows of scratchcards glitter in the morning light and already the TVs are buzzing with the day’s news and the afternoon’s horse races. Patiently the crowd inches towards the counter. Frédérique watches pinpricks of sweat appear on the burly neck in front of her. 

Out on the street she is heady with the day’s first inhalation. Today, as she does most days, she slopes down the street to the local bar, where gold-toothed Claude has already set out her croissant and her newspaper. Normally she sits at the counter, starts the day with the cold caress of the zinc along her arms, but this morning the bar is airless, stale with beer and sweat, so she takes her paper outside and leans her face up into the light. 

Claude brings her breakfast, his arms blurred with constellations of old tattoos. 

‘’s terrible, no?’ He hawks and spits into the gutter. 

‘What?’ 

Claude nods at the paper. ‘Another attack. Up in Bobigny.’

‘Jesus.’

‘Little Jewish kid. Thirteen years old.’

Claude shakes his head and turns back inside. He is not a man of many words. Frédérique turns to the newspaper. The front page talks about the heatwave, big capital letters and a map of France in violent red. Austerity as usual – taxes, the doomed budget, the latest round of cuts. Buried inside, at the bottom of a page, she reads about Bobigny; a few sentences on a child beaten on his way home from school for wearing a kippah. The same small print tells her that there’s been another attack on a mosque outside Lyon, that a homeless man has been smashed to a pulp near Châtelet. That the Far Right is promising more protests. 

Although the sun is beating down on her shoulders, Frédérique feels as if a cloud is passing over. It settles in her brow, which furrows; in her stomach, which sets itself on edge. She doesn’t stop as usual on the way home – not for bread or milk, nor for the plump strawberries that Mo the greengrocer always keeps to one side for her. She jangles her change in her palm, hot and sweaty, her footsteps urgent in the quiet street. She wants to talk to Josef, but by the time she gets back his trolley is gone. 

Frédérique does not feel her almost half-century. Winding her way up the staircase, she cannot believe it is four decades since her child feet tramped these boards. She knows every worn-down curve in the wood underfoot, every chip in the plaster. Some of these scuffs were probably her childhood heels kicking. Her knee still bears the scar from when she tripped and that loose tile on the ground floor cut deep into her flesh. It was a summer day, hot like this, and she could taste iron in the dusty air as dark liquid dribbled onto her white ankle sock. 

Mischa is lying belly up on the chaise longue, four furry legs thrust in the air. Frédérique sits next to her, rubbing absentmindedly at the old wound. Five stitches, faded now to ghost flesh. Still, all these years later, the feeling is absent. 

That is how she thinks of this apartment, her childhood home: a place where feeling is left at the door. So many years seeking expanse, horizon, a space larger than this city, a world beyond the bourgeois formalities cradled within these walls. And then to have life made infinite: to have a son, and lose him, and to feel the universe in all its immensity within her bones. To become hollow and yearn again for the slim childhood bed, the flowery walls, the heavy furniture and the grim-faced portraits – everything that had suffocated her before in its intensity turned now into a cushion against pain; scar tissue around her heart. 

The cat rolls over and pushes her face into Frédérique’s – round green eyes and fish-flecked breath. 

‘You’re right, my love. No use dwelling.’

And she doesn’t. She has learnt a quiet contentment here. She has her cat, her books, the bookshop she keeps on the ground floor. Although neither its hours nor its customers nor, sadly, its income are very regular, there is a pleasure meted out to her in the syncopated rhythm of her days. 

Forgetting the pack in her pocket she walks over to the side table in search of a cigarette and sees that a light on the answering machine is flashing. ‘How long has that been there?’ she muses, cigarette between teeth. 

The message begins as she inhales: a piercing beep and her niece’s voice, garbled, nasal. She’s outdoors, traffic and gusts of wind cutting in on her words. 

‘Freddie, it’s Emilie! Hope you don’t mind … a friend to stay. I told him … keys from Madame Marin, won’t bother you at all. Just a break—’ The rumble of a lorry passing. ‘Lots of love. Oh, his name’s Edward!’ 

Another beep, and then silence. 

‘Edward …’ Frédérique exhales the name with a sigh, searching her memory for those candle-lit, wine-soaked nights when Emilie would return from university full of adventures and friends and boys, their names spilling casually out over the table as easily as the way her niece would flick her hair back and laugh – ‘God, Freddie, the wine there is awful!’ – and Frédérique remembers reading the shadows for a blush as this wonderful friend, the wonderful Edward, came up over and over in conversation. 

Those university years were ones of rupture. Her niece had almost lived with her before that, such a frequent visitor that her absence was more shocking than her presence, and there was no surprise returning to the apartment to find Emilie in the bath or curled up on the bed or rummaging through the bookshelves. Frédérique had had to relearn silence when she left for university. Such closeness before, and it was resurrected, of course, during the holidays, but it is inevitable, she reminds herself, that such things taper. That was years ago and Emilie’s life is there now, in London, with Simon the slippery banker, all wide smiles and nothing but distrust behind his eyes. It has been months since Frédérique has seen her niece for more than a ghastly formal coffee in a tourist-trap café that Simon simply had to visit. She can’t remember the last time Emilie burst in unannounced. The last time anyone arrived unexpectedly at the door, in fact. 

Sensing the slip into reverie, Mischa disentangles herself from her mistress and stalks into the kitchen, leaving Frédérique to her cigarette and her ghosts. The cat pokes her nose under the table in hope of a previously overlooked morsel. No such luck, but the windowsill (her favourite perch) is drenched with sun, so up she hops and settles in, one eye closed, the other trained on the courtyard below. 
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