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Foreword

Morgan

Paris. January 2000

This is it. The nightmare is finally over. I shall leave my past behind in this room, like a snake shedding its skin. With any luck it’ll be rolled up into a ball and thrown in the rubbish with that ghastly green gown they made me wear.

I get up, although I know I shouldn’t. I’m unsteady on my feet yet I can’t bear the thought of ‘‘waiting a while’’ as instructed. Every minute feels like an hour. I need to escape before my mother turns up. After all, it’s my right. I signed all their papers, complied with their rules and now I’m out of here. I put on my baggy dress, leggings and backpack: standard camouflage for a student wallflower hoping not to be noticed. I open the door and slip out without glancing back.

I creep down the corridor. My old life is in that room, but I must look confident or I’ll attract attention. This place is huge and there are countless people coming and going, so hopefully I won’t stand out. Besides, they’re in the middle of a shift change. I’ve just seen the evening staff arrive. Perfect timing. I know how things work here at the hospital; I used to visit my father in his office as a kid. Plus, I wasn’t here for very long. The new shift doesn’t even know I exist.

The door slides open. Free at last! It was easier than I thought. The wind and rain lash against my face as I pull up my hood. This is the new me: purified, unblemished, stripped of the past. I try to banish the memories but feel an overwhelming desire to look back at the vast white sarcophagus I left behind, to engrave its image in my mind forever. I can’t locate my room amidst the hundreds of tiny squares. Somewhere up there is my seventeen-year-old self. Abandoned for good.

No! I need to forget and turn the page, a brand-new chapter, a clean slate. First, I shall get as far away from here as possible. I’ve already bought a ticket to Vietnam with my savings for after I turn eighteen. Then no one can tell me what to do or where to go. Yes, run away, so I no longer see my own reflection in my mother’s sunglasses or have to contemplate my emptiness in my father’s absent gaze. And most of all to avoid glimpsing my pitiful self in my sister Emily’s hazel eyes. I’ll miss her, but I can’t tell her I’m leaving. With me in Paris and her in Marseille, she won’t suspect a thing. I’ll call her when I arrive; she’ll forgive me. She knows how it is between Mum and me and she’ll welcome me with open arms when I’m back. I would trust my dear sister with my life. She is just fifteen years old and incredibly pretty. In fact, she’s just perfect. I sacrificed everything for you, Emily, and I pray you will never find out. Isn’t that what a big sister does? Protect her little sis? You were always Mum’s favourite, but I want you to know that from now on I no longer exist for Mum. The coast is clear, as it were.

I’m caught in the downpour. Too bad—a bit of rain won’t kill me. And so what if it did, anyway . . . The wind and rain jolt me back to life. An accordion player loiters on the pavement singing. He smiles at me as if I’m a good person and treats me to a few notes of Edith Piaf.

 

The blue sky may fall in upon us

And the earth can also crumble

It matters little to me since you love me

I don’t give a damn about the rest of the world . . .

That’s funny, I don’t give a damn about the rest of the world either. The difference being that no one loves me apart from my sister. Now I’m tearing up. I’m seventeen years old and my life is just beginning. Here’s me, dropping out of university and going it alone with no one by my side. Except my little sis. I’ll never let anyone control me again. I must get my act together; reach for the stars; follow my dreams. I’m running away now but, who knows, I might come back one day and become a vet or even a dog breeder. After rain comes shine. Isn’t that what they say?

I hardly make it up the six floors to the box room that a uni friend has lent me while she’s away. I deliberately planned it this way to avoid running into my mother. My legs wobble like jelly. I slam the door and flop onto the bed with a huge sigh of relief. I pull out a book from under me. It’s Electre, the tragedy by Jean Giraudoux I read recently. I can’t hold back my nervous laugh. This is a bad joke, right? My mother hasn’t killed anyone . . . nor have I for that matter. I flick through to the last page. I remember it well. The palace is burning, and a woman just stands there watching it burn. She even goes as far as philosophizing about it:

‘‘What do you call it when the sun rises like today, and everything has been spoiled and decimated, and yet the air breathes, and all is lost, the city is burning, the innocent are slaughtering each other, and the perpetrators languish in a corner of the day that’s breaking?’’

And a beggar replies:

‘‘It has a beautiful name; it is called the dawn.’’

To hell with beggars, wannabe philosophers, and accordion players and their love songs! I fling the book against the wall and collapse on the bed, sobbing quietly, as I tell myself, “Now I’m really going to start living.”
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Elliot

I won a gold medal in athletics today at camp. Mum and Dad will be proud of me. Cesar was the fastest sprinter, but I was the best long-distance runner. I did ten laps! Juliette did very well too. She won the girls’ medal and I won the boys’.

Poor Lea was eliminated right away but she didn’t care. She was happy to stand on the sidelines with the little ones, cheering and clapping us on. One of the instructors gave them some fluorescent pompons to wave in the air. She did her big, sad puppy dog eyes to try to get some too and it worked! No one says no to Lea, not even the horrible dinner lady at school. She’s the only one who gets second helpings of dessert! The little ones were great, waving the pompons around in the air, and Lea even got them to cheer me on, yelling, “Go Elliot go, you’re the best!”

When I won, she flung her arms around my neck saying how proud she was of me! Lea’s so much fun. Nothing gets her down, not even losing. When she’s happy, I feel happy too.

“Bye Elliot, I’m off now,” says Cesar. “Are you coming next week?”

“No, I’ll be on holiday,” I reply.

“Where are you going?”

“Bavaria. My dad’s German. We go there every summer, to stay with my grandparents. Do you live in Maisons-Laffitte too or are you just here for camp?” I ask.

“We just moved here. I’ll be starting at Jules Ferry when term starts.”

“Me too! Year Five!”

“Cool!” he says.

I like Cesar, it’ll be fun to see him again. I wave goodbye. It’s three o’clock. Mum and Dad said they would be here early. We break up from school today for the summer holidays. They can leave work whatever time they like as they don’t have a boss. They are solicitors and love their job. They spend their whole day shuffling files around and writing their names on pieces of paper.

When Mum signs my exercise book it’s like she’s doing artwork, a bit like Picasso, the famous painter who draws the mouth in the hair, the nose between the ears, and the eyes in the back of the head. We learnt about Picasso at school. With my mum it’s the same. You can’t see her name, but she insists it’s there: EMB: Emily Mercier Bauer.

It’s three thirty. They should be here soon. Mum hates packing. It takes her forever. As for me, I won’t take much, just a sweatshirt and my Bayern Munich tee-shirt. Everything I need is at Oma Annett and Opa Georg’s house. Lea insists on taking all her dresses with her, and Dad won’t leave without his canoe. Our luggage will be full to bursting and Dad will say, ‘‘What on earth have you got in here?’’ It’s the same every year.

Lea asks when Mum and Dad will be here. I tell her soon. She goes off to play with Louise a bit longer.

It’s four o’clock and Benji’s parents have arrived. He says bye and congratulates me on my win.

An ambulance whizzes by, then another. The noise is deafening. Lea puts her fingers in her ears. And there goes a police car, it must be serious. Mum always says how dangerous this road is: you can’t see very well with all of the trees lining it.

Where on earth have they got to? I’m fed up with waiting. I fiddle with the medal around my neck, impatient to show it to Dad.

Sebastian, the instructor, calls over to me. “Elliot, can you give me a hand folding up the bibs please?”

“Okay,” I shout.

He asks if I enjoyed my week at camp. I tell him yes but it went too quickly and I can’t wait to come back next year.

“Your sister seemed to enjoy herself too,” he says. “Weren’t your parents supposed to get here early?”

“Yes,” I reply. “They must have been held up at work or in the traffic. Mum will be in a bad mood if she doesn’t have time to pack our cases. We’re leaving tomorrow morning.”

“Don’t worry,” he reassures me. “You’re not the only ones left, and we won’t be closing for a while.”

 

It’s five o’clock. Lea is getting bored: all her friends have gone home. She helps Sebastian stack the chairs. The ambulance whizzes past in the other direction. Then another, followed by the police. Lea puts her fingers in her ears again.

They’re still not here.

This is so unfair. They’re probably bogged down in their paperwork and haven’t noticed the time. Mum and Dad are fantastic parents but when they’re working, they forget about everything else. I even remember one evening when the headmistress had to phone Mum because she’d forgotten to pick us up. She hadn’t noticed the time. Mum is a bit like Lea, very laid back. When there’s a problem, she often just laughs.

 

It’s a quarter to six. Augustin is the last one to leave. Sebastian pats me on the back, telling me not to worry, they’ll be here soon. He knows I’m dying to show them my medal.

That’s when Lea jumps up.

“Hey Morgan, what are you doing here?” she cries.

Mum’s sister? What is she doing here? It’s not like her to come all this way from Paris just to pick us up from camp . . . And today she looks even weirder than usual. My heart starts pounding.

Lea rushes to hug her. Morgan smiles at Sebastian. Morgan never smiles at anyone. That’s how it is in our family. My mum Emily laughs all the time and her sister Morgan is permanently miserable. It looks like she’s glued a fake smile onto her face with Pritt Stick and it’s going to fall off any minute. Morgan gently pushes Lea away, runs her hand through my hair and asks to speak to Sebastian in private.

I start to feel a bit sick.

Lea and I stay in the playground but I peep through the window and see Morgan in Sebastian’s office, taking out what looks like her passport. She says something and Sebastian goes white and grabs the phone. I fiddle with my medal. Morgan turns around. I can see she is crying. I knew her glued-on smile wouldn’t stay on long. I don’t know what’s going on but somehow I know I should take Lea to the swings at the other end of the playground. My heart keeps pounding and my legs are shaking. I can still hear the sirens in my head.

No, please, not that . . .

Lea jumps onto a swing. “Hey, come on, Elliot, I want to reach the sky! Look, I’m swinging all by myself, up and down, up and down. I want to go higher and higher.”

A police car pulls up outside the school gate. A man gets out, says hello, and disappears into the office. I feel like I’m on the edge of a diving board—the high one that scares me—and have just been pushed off. I tumble down and down, with no end in sight, like Alice falling down the rabbit hole.

Lea is touching the sky while I’m plunging deeper and deeper down . . .

Lea calls for me to push her.

I can’t breathe. The medal is choking me; I rip it from my neck and toss it to the ground. I jump when I feel a hand on my shoulder. It’s Morgan. Her glued-on smile has fallen off.

And I just know . . . I watch Lea swinging higher and higher, left right, left right, like a clock pendulum.

Up and down. Up and down.

I’m frozen to the spot.

Up and down. Up and down.

I look at Lea.

Up and down. Up and down.

My heart beats like crazy. Why can’t Morgan just go away? I can’t get the sirens out of my head. I wish I was as far away from here as possible.

“Elliot. There’s been an accident. I’m taking you both back to Paris with me.”

I stare into Morgan’s eyes. They are light blue and so pale that I can almost see Mum and Dad in them. Mum’s chocolatey-brown eyes. Dad saying, ‘‘Hey, champion!’’ Mum who laughs everything off with, ‘‘It doesn’t matter.’’ Dad who runs his hand threw my hair telling me, ‘‘It’ll all work out son.’’ I carry on looking at Morgan. Her lips are quivering, and her eyes tell me I will never see Mum and Dad again. The ambulances were for them . . .

I hear Lea’s happy cries in the distance.

“Look Elliot, it’s the moon! I can touch the moon!”
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Morgan

Today started out just like any other day at the nursery. Well, almost . . . One of my colleagues was off sick, so I had to help dress and undress the little ones. And since then I haven’t had a minute to myself this morning. I’d give anything for a nice cup of tea with a splash of milk; I’ve got that delicious ginger tea that Emily gave me. I breathe in my orange scented candle, the one I light when I answer my messages. I wish I was in my big armchair right now, my haven of peace. Though I’m technically in charge, it doesn’t mean a lot. I’m only the manager when time permits, meaning when I’m not busy lacing up twelve pairs of tiny shoes onto two dozen tiny feet.

“Please don’t put lace-ups on them,” I tell the parents at the start of each term. But my plea always seems to fall on deaf ears. You can be sure that out of twenty-four shoes, there will be one that’s gone missing, either lost or put on Zoe instead of Lola. Of course, Zoe refuses to part with it, has a tantrum and rolls on the floor. I run to fetch her cuddly toy and dummy to entice her to give the shoe back, and Cinderella springs to mind: the part where the two sisters are fighting over the glass slipper, screaming.

“It’s mine!” cries Zoe.

“No, it’s mine!” screams Lola, grabbing the shoe, and then it somehow ends up in my face.

 

The calm after the storm. I’m crouched in front of Zoe and she’s trying to be helpful, standing still and pulling up her pink trouser leg. I show her the left shoe and she gives me her right foot. It’s the same scenario each time. I gently tap her left leg, waiting for her to catch on. But unfazed and serene, Zoe is still perching on the wrong leg, an unflappable flamingo in pink sequined leggings. I wait and my loud sighs attract the attention of Viviane, who is struggling with Jules’s trainers.

“Ah, the famous flamingo theory!” laughs Viviane, coming to my rescue. “Stands on one leg but never the right one. A child will never give you the right leg, no matter how many times you ask. Like the buttered toast that always falls butter-side down.”

It’s almost four o’clock by the time the children are ready to go in the garden. Luckily, it’s July. Imagine what it’s like in January, when you have gloves, hats and scarves to put on them as well! Amara and Nadège join us in the cloakroom with six other toddlers and they file out into the garden. I’m relieved to get back to my office. It may be sweltering, but the silence is golden. I open the window to the sound of the farmyard-like clamour below.

“Zoe,” cries Nadège, “let go of Clara’s plaits please!”

 

I breathe a sigh of relief. Though small, my office is my refuge amidst this infant turmoil. It may be right next to the cloakroom, but at least it’s all mine. To brighten it up, I brought some cushions from home and photos of my sister Emily, her husband Niko, and their children, Elliot and Lea. Not to mention countless pictures of my beloved beagle, Snoopy, who I’ve had for seven years now. My poor darling, he must be roasting at home. I open my desk drawer and pull out an old magazine article featuring an exclusive kennels for sale just outside Paris: my dream job. I hardly need to mention that my salary wouldn’t cover it. Besides, I’m not an expert on dog care. I trained as a nurse but should have been a vet. I missed my vocation. But I’m not brave enough to start all over again at thirty-five.

I put the article back with the other remnants of my broken dream: dog home brochures, photos of Snoopy, a magazine on beagles, old job offers in veterinary clinics and the collar of my last dog, Droopy. I only had poor Droopy for three years; he got run over by a reckless driver. The culprit was never found. I was devastated. I stroke the metal name disk then slip it back into the drawer. The chaos outside seems to have eased. The heat must have made them drowsy. I can hear Amara and Nadège talking and giggling hysterically.

“Did you see Morgan trying to get Zoe’s shoes on?”

“She really has no idea how to handle them, it’s crazy! I thought she was going to throw a fit.”

“What about the other day, when she was desperately trying to hand Jules to you because his nappy needed changing. What, change a nappy in a nursery? She wouldn’t sink so low!”

“I can’t fathom her out,” adds Amara. “She must be the only nursery manager in the whole world who can’t stand children!”

“You’re too hard on her, girls!” says Viviane, trying her utmost to defend me. “As manager her role is to take care of admin and medical matters. I may be good with children but I’m disastrous with paperwork. Morgan’s job is to manage the finances and deal with the parents, not to change nappies.”

Try as she might to defend my cause, she is quickly outnumbered. A Greek tragedy springs to mind, in which I’m the sad heroine: an Antigone imprisoned in her office for not having been blessed with maternal instincts. I close the window. Better to be in a furnace than listen to that lot. I always hoped to become a vet and ended up running a nursery instead. I worked my socks off to get here though. I trained as a nursery nurse, then had a few years of hands-on experience before becoming deputy manager in a large nursery. I finally became manager of this nursery five years ago. Any dreams of becoming a vet fell by the wayside.

Despite the overwhelming heat, I could still do with a cup of tea, and put the kettle on. The parents will be here soon. I start to tackle the admissions I have to finish for the end of August. No matter how often I insist on the importance of submitting a complete application, half of the documents are always missing. So, who do we have today? Due to a cancellation, a certain Jean-Michel Rollin has just obtained a place in September for his daughter Alice. Up to now, Alice had been looked after by a childminder in La Villette, but now they live in Clichy. I detect a separation behind this move. The mother’s name doesn’t feature anywhere, another tricky situation. Father’s profession . . . he works in a funeral parlour of all places; an undertaker, that bodes well! I hope he’ll pay attention to hygiene and keep his macabre stories out of the nursery. I’d better deal with this promptly. The nursery closes in two weeks’ time and all applications must be processed before then. I leave him an urgent voice mail.

Thank goodness it’ll soon be the holidays! The heat is stifling. I reluctantly open the window. The farmyard clamour has ceased, though I prefer that to vicious gossiping any day. I’m so looking forward to the summer break. I’ll finally be able to take Snoopy on some really long walks. Emily is leaving for Bavaria tomorrow to stay with her in-laws. I’m a bit sad she’s going. Having her nearby is reassuring. She did invite me along but being around kids all day is not my idea of a holiday. Elliot and Lea are sweet children but they are still children and make far too much noise and commotion for my liking—especially Elliot, who is a football fanatic! I can always see them for lunch when they get back to Maisons-Laffitte. We can go for a nice long walk in the woods and Elliot can play ball with Snoopy. Meanwhile, time will drag till Emily’s back. When we were teenagers, my sister and I were so close. We didn’t leave each other’s side the whole summer. We would spend our days on the beach in Marseille or in La Ciotat, from sunrise till sunset, sharing secrets, having fun, giggling and messing around. The blond and the brunette, a bit like Snow White and Rose Red. We wreaked havoc. We looked so different no one could tell we were sisters! Emily was Mum’s favourite, the spitting image of her except for the eyes. I was the one who inherited our mother’s blue eyes. I didn’t care that Emily was her favourite. I was just happy to be me. Besides, I had a friend for life in my sister. I took care of her and pampered her. I nursed her when she was sick; I worried when she didn’t come home on time. Then when I grew up and left home, and me and Mum drifted apart, it was Emily who was always there for me. No questions asked. So yes, I’d do anything for her. Except go on holiday with her kids.

Suddenly my mobile rings, startling me.

“Hello, Ms Morgan Mercier? This is Maisons-Laffitte constabulary. Are you the sister of Emily Mercier?”

“Yes, I am.”

 

The sky is so blue today. But down here my world has fallen apart.

I hang up.

The noise around me resumes: children’s cries, birdsong. The sun beams down. The earth is still spinning, but my heart has stopped.

I get up and leave in a daze, only to return to grab my bag. I blow out the scented candle. I tell my colleagues there has been an emergency. They are still gossiping about me. I somehow make it to the train station, walking blindly, on automatic pilot. I dive into the first train heading to Maisons-Laffitte. My phone vibrates: it’s my mother. She is still in Marseille but is taking the next train to Paris with my father. She is in floods of tears. She begs me to fetch Elliot and Lea and have them for the night. “Please don’t be frosty with them, for your sister’s sake!”

My mother has always considered me heartless. In fact, right now I am. My heart is in smithereens and the pieces have fallen to the bottom of my cup to be rinsed out with the tealeaves when the cleaner comes.

I get off at Maisons-Laffitte station and run frantically down the street, eyes glued to Google Maps. I finally arrive at the leisure centre. I put on a brave face and go in. I catch sight of Elliot. Then Lea is running towards me, calling my name.

“Hey Morgan, what are you doing here?”
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