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I was born into industrial vacuum cleaners.

Our house, in the suburbs, had an extension like a shop, but it wasn’t a shop. It was a huge block with a plate-glass window facing the road and it made the house look small. Inside it were the industrial vacuum cleaners, standing about on the floor or sleeping in a wall made of cardboard boxes at the back. This room was called two names: sometimes ‘showroom’, sometimes ‘stockroom’.

I was three or four when I first realised that this huge room was different from the rest of the house. It had its own shiny smell, which was stronger near the boxes and had no people in it – even after a client had been. On one wall was a large board with lines and lines of holes and some white hooks stuck in the holes. Nothing hung from the hooks and the lines of holes danced about when you looked at them. The whole room was very calm, as if the air was holding its breath.

When a client came, it exploded into noise. The roaring vacuum cleaners grew quieter and quieter in my ears and yet everyone was still shouting.

One day my sister was teaching me vingt-et-un in the kitchen. I was five, she was thirteen. My mother was out shopping, my father was at home, working. There was a ring at the front door and my sister left me with the cards and told me not to cheat. It was a client, I could see him at the other end of the hallway, standing on the front step. She went to find Papa in the stockroom. The client stood in the sunlight looking at his watch and at the road and at me, giving me a smile because I was staring at him from the kitchen. He fingered his collar and tapped his hand on the briefcase under his arm, lifted his chin and stroked it underneath, and looked at his watch. He had a wide striped tie and a dark hat and a white handkerchief sticking out of his top pocket. I wanted to peep at my sister’s cards. He gave me a little wave, then stroked the underneath of his chin again and after that he looked at his watch.

I was at my grandfather’s and aunt’s for a few days, with the loud aeroplanes and the cold sheets, and then I came back. My father wasn’t at home any more. My mother told me he’d gone ‘on a long voyage’. I waited each morning for a letter to come with a funny stamp.

He was also in the sitting-room, behind the glass animals. He looked a bit cross, and his ears stuck out. There were trees and a telegraph pole behind him.

My mother and I were in the kitchen one day. I was trying to make an aircraft carrier out of a piece of wood, marking lines with my penknife where the jet fighters were stopped from falling off the deck by the elastic cords.

‘When’s Papa coming back from his voyage, Maman?’

‘It’s a very long voyage, Gilles. In fact, poor Papa has gone all the way to God, dear.’

‘That’s good.’

‘Not for us.’

‘You mean he’s dead?’

She nodded, and carried on cleaning the sink.

‘On a ship?’

She didn’t reply at first. I thought it would be good to put a big cabin on the aircraft carrier, with a tall radar mast.

‘You can light a candle for him,’ she whispered.

She was upset. I had upset her.

I didn’t say anything more. I kept the aircraft carrier just as it was, not even finished. This was about six months after Papa had left us, still in 1960. I helped my mother light a candle for him in church every Sunday from then on because the candle’s flame was the lifting of your spirit and your heart towards God. If you said a prayer at the same time then the melting wax became the homage to your devotion and GOD GRANTED IT. I prayed to the Virgin Mary that he might come back and if not come back then go straight to Heaven, if he wasn’t there already. My mother took me to the cemetery like a park and showed me where my grandmother lay in peace and my father lay in peace under the same stone. I saw a squirrel and two birds.

We went with Oncle Alain. He raced me on the paths and I always won, making him laugh. Oncle Alain was my father’s younger brother. He was looking after the industrial vacuum cleaners for us. We sat in church one day with a lot of other people and he got up and married Maman.

I was told to call him ‘Papa’, too. He had a big voice and big hands that liked to mess up my hair as if rubbing me out and he was always smoking cigarettes. My mother started to call my real father by his first name, Henri – even to me. I went on lighting a candle to my real Papa, though I said it was for general devotion.

Oncle Alain never called the showroom ‘the stockroom’. He painted it blue with a yellow stripe in the middle, like in an ice cream. He let me watch him on the high plank. He let the paint dry and then he put up pictures of snowy mountains and peaks and some shiny posters sent by the people who made the vacuum cleaners: Tornado and Aspiron and Philips. The dancing holes were covered by little plastic boxes holding spare parts, hanging from the hooks. He unscrewed the broken white blinds stuck at the top of the window and threw them away. He put plastic plants between the vacuum cleaners and a real woman in a photograph made of cardboard, bigger than me. She was standing up in an apron and smiling and pointing; her eyes followed you until you went behind her.

He put a ladder against the outside wall and painted on another woman. She was holding the tube of a red vacuum cleaner. Her eyelashes were too big and her nose was two dots and her mouth was full of white. You could see her from a long way down the road. She had a blue apron on. Her name was Marilyn. My mother thought she would put people off.

‘There’s a lot of corn in Egypt, little man,’ my uncle said, one day, rubbing his hands and looking around him. We were standing by a fence near the centre of Bagneux. On the other side of the fence there was a lot of noise, and dust going up like smoke. There was a sign on stilts.

I didn’t know what he meant.

‘Brand-new offices,’ he said, pointing at the sign on stilts.

He explained that a lot of offices were being built in Bagneux and they needed cleaning. Factories, offices, hospitals: thousands of square metres of floor and carpet. His hand rubbed my hair so that I had to smooth it again. We would be rich, like Maman’s cousin in the middle of Paris who had married someone important. Factories, offices, hospitals.

Chimneys, too: he had special vacuum cleaners for cleaning chimneys. One day he sent out thousands of slips of paper: they showed a black monster with two white eyes, holding a long brush. Next to the monster stood a shining white man in overalls holding a Tornado. Our name and address were at the top, which made me feel shy – the same feeling I got when I looked at our name on the front of the showroom. There were some vegetable plots at the end of our road. One day they turned into a block of flats being built, with tall cranes. We drove past them and I said, ‘That’s Egypt.’ My uncle laughed as if I’d told a joke.

My mother didn’t like the dust, though. ‘You’d think we were back in the war,’ she kept saying. ‘You’d think Bagneux was being bombed again.’ My uncle kept showing the dust on his finger and saying, ‘When builders are happy, everyone’s happy.’ The building sites kept thumping in the distance, and this thumping made me feel warm inside.

As I grew older, I spent more and more time in the showroom (or stockroom). I would stand by the big plate-glass window and look out on the road with its swishing cars. I was the pilot of a space-craft, exploring an unknown galaxy. My crew of strange but very intelligent aliens stood behind me. They had one tentacle each and the mouth was on the end of it.

When my grandfather had built the house, the road was far less busy. At least, this is what he’d say whenever he came over with my aunt. They lived in a bungalow near Le Bourget. We saw each other once or twice a month, crossing Paris or going round the edge to get to each other’s house. I hated Tante Clothilde’s cooking when we went there.

My mother would always say, even if we were at my grandfather’s (usually after a plane had gone overhead), ‘Well, I can tell you, the road’s busier and busier in front.’

Then my grandfather – Gigi – would remember the days when there would be no cars at all, only a horse and wagon sometimes, on its way to town, carrying vegetables or fruit.

‘Rubbish,’ Tante Clothilde would snort. ‘It’s always been busy. Even with the Romans it was busy.’

‘You were there, I suppose?’ Gigi would always joke.

‘It’s only one of the main roads into Paris from the south, Papa,’ she’d sigh, as if he was a little boy.

My grandfather would then reply in a loud voice that his very own father remembered it when it was a little muddy path between hedges because his very own father would take it every day, as a boy, to work in the plaster quarry near the Montrouge fort.

‘You’re making things up, you’re always making up stories, Papie was never a quarry worker—’

Gigi had a special plate in his leg from the First World War. He would tap his thigh when Tante Clothilde said he was making things up and shout, ‘So I make things up about Verdun, do I?’

It always went the same way, once my mother had started it. One time, just to test, I tried saying how busy our road was. It didn’t go quite the same way because my mother said, ‘Yes, and just you remember to be careful not to run across it.’ But you could still recognise the other one underneath, and it finished with Gigi tapping his thigh.

In fact, the metallic sound the tapping made was his cigarette tin, but everyone said that it was true about his special plate and that he still had a piece of shrapnel in him – and that’s why he limped badly. His name was Georges but everyone called him ‘Gigi’ because he drove about in a rusty Dauphine with GIG on the back windscreen standing for Grand Invalide de Guerre. There was another war a long time ago which my mother and father and Oncle Alain were in, but Gigi didn’t get his limp in that one.

It was unfair that Gigi had built the house himself, and later the showroom, and then had to go off and live with Tante Clothilde in her bungalow with planes roaring overhead, making the wire mesh on their electric fire sing.

I could never work out, if there were far fewer buildings on the road in Gigi’s day, why our house had always been number 293. Perhaps it hadn’t, although no one seemed to know. I asked my mother if we couldn’t have a name, like Mon Repos, instead of a number, but she said that changing it would be sacrilegious to the Gobains. She said this as if she found them a bit funny. I realised that 293 was, in fact, a kind of name. The showroom had its own number, next to the metal swing door on the side: 293 bis.

It felt powerful, looking out on the wide road through the plate glass of the showroom. There were no blinds to hide it, now, even at night. The cars sped by almost silently and the pedestrians never noticed I was there. On the other side of the road stood some brown flats, set back a bit. Gigi remembered helping to build them just after the war, when everyone was poor; they had three spiral stairs on the front of them like springs stretched down. Next to the flats there was a peeling side of a brick building with La Plus Brillante de Brillant painted high up in faded letters. Then, if I pressed myself to the glass, I could see a big metal door no one was allowed to park in front of Jour et Nuit, though I never saw anyone using it.

In front of the flats, by the bus-stop, was a tree. In the spring it suddenly grew enormous with leaves and hid everything behind it. Behind me, as I stood there looking out, were my invaders from outer space with a mouth on the end of a tentacle. Their eyes were disguised as white pushbuttons and they had tiny chrome hands each side of their tubby bodies, like the boy born without arms in Bagneux because of something his mother took. Their bodies were blue or green or red. By now they were the same height as me, and I imagined myself as their leader, come to take over the world. We cruised towards Planet Earth and then landed at night and hummed all over the country, sucking everything up, everybody who stood against us. I gave them different names, depending on their looks; Chou, Cacao, Bouboule, le Grand Caïd.

I always gave them orders aloud, in a loud whisper. I’d never move, though. Everything went on in my head. We had amazing adventures, but nobody else knew – even if they looked in through the glass. People did, passing by. All they saw was a boy standing very still and some industrial vacuum cleaners behind him, on show.

I was allowed into the showroom whenever I liked, except after the floor had been mopped. Once I went in when the floor was still wet and my mother whacked me. She hardly ever whacked me, normally. It was much better when I was on my own. When my uncle was in there with a client, pointing at this machine or that machine, talking about cylinders and floorheads and turbines, about suction action and dust chamber and commercial usage, I felt as if I had swallowed something grey and heavy. It always seemed to be raining when either my uncle or my mother was in there. The rain flicked at the glass and distorted the view, and it seemed even darker outside because of the bright neon lights inside. I would never switch on the neon lights, not when I was on my own. There was one bulb that was always on above the door, day and night, because it was only 30 watts. That was enough; it was too expensive to have the showroom blazing all day, my uncle said. He kept the heating quite low, even in winter. I got used to the chilliness.

‘Anyway, we’re not a shop, chum,’ he’d say. ‘We’re definitely not a shop.’

I was nine when I slipped. I went in too soon after the showroom floor had been mopped and hit my head on the metal handle of a new Aspiron Special 115. Blood dripped onto the gleaming wet lino, making a shape like a hairy caterpillar. I wiped the lino clean with the inside of my shorts’ pocket and went to find my mother.

She was hanging out the washing in our back yard. She went very pale and took me to the doctor’s, where I had five stitches. He said that one’s forehead skin was so tight it could literally burst, like a tomato. There was blood all down my shirt.

I’d told my mother that I had slipped on the crazy paving by the front door; I didn’t want to admit that I had gone into the showroom when the floor was still wet. She said it was dangerous, that the crazy paving would really have to go. A few weeks later, over a single weekend, my uncle hired a machine to tear up the whole lot and then covered it in concrete. He put a few plants in white plastic pots on top to make it look pretty.

My grandfather came for Sunday lunch that day and watched his son lay the concrete. Gigi looked a bit fed-up, because it had taken him a long time back in 1948 to lay the blue and pink slabs.

‘And they hadn’t come free,’ he said.

The crazy paving continued up the wall to the bottom windows; Gigi was proud of this decoration, it made the house look smarter, he said, even though there were bits of it broken off. He hoped my uncle would leave this strip of crazy paving on the wall.

‘Leave it? Are you joking?’ my uncle replied. ‘Go back to the country, Papa.’ Gigi didn’t live in the country, it was a joke, it was because he was always going on about the days when Bagneux was a village with fields and gardens where the factories now were. The only bit of country left nearby, apart from a few huge vegetable gardens, was the big cemetery and the park at Sceaux with its trees and fountains. We’d walk around this park once or twice a year and keep wanting to walk around it much more often.

In fact, my uncle left the crazy paving on the wall of the house and nothing more was said. That was good because, apart from the crazy paving and the peeling pink porch, the house was just a dirty browny colour, with grey cement around the windows like Stone Age televisions. But it did feel weird, to have caused so much fuss with a lie.

As my uncle was smoothing the liquid cement, grunting away, his blue overalls and face splattered with grey, he told me that his real dream was to build a house of aluminium and glass. It would be like one of the new factories in Bagneux but much smaller: the light would stream in and we would feel modern.

‘Mention it in your prayers next time, chum. You never know.’

Yes, I could picture it easily. There was a photograph on the wall of my uncle’s office, in the front room facing the road, which I would stare at for ages. It said L’Institut Français des Pétroles at the bottom, and had been given to my father in 1959 because the building was cleaned with our vacuum cleaners. It was smooth and flat and blue with glass stripes that were windows and a lawn around it and trees on the lawn. A tiny red-haired woman in a short skirt, with white shoes and a white bag, stood with her legs wide apart in front of the building, staring back at me.

I would stare at this photograph even while my uncle sat at his desk. I would sit in the swivel chair where clients would normally sit and walk into this photograph of L’Institut Français des Pétroles until I wasn’t in the office any more. It was ages before I realised that two faults in the photograph, just bits of light getting in as they’d get in to my box camera, were in fact sprinklers shooting out their spray in white Vs and then falling onto the green lawn in a sort of mist.

This place was what Paradise was like, I thought: very calm and perfect. An American-style car was parked on the left, though you could only see its bonnet. You could see more trees reflected in the glass stripes that were windows, though you couldn’t see into the windows. Maybe there was no one inside the building. In fact, I reckoned the only person around was the woman with red hair and white shoes, so I called her Eve.

You couldn’t see into the showroom, either, unless you came up close to the glass.

My uncle worried about me from time to time. He’d wonder how I could sit there so still, staring at the wall. I’d just grunt and say that I was fine.

‘What’s on telly today?’ he’d joke. ‘Let me guess. The French Petroleum Institute. That’s a thrill a minute.’

He was always making jokes. Our real television took up one of the units in our sitting-room’s wall-to-wall cabinet. Next to the television was a door in the cabinet which swung down like a secret opening to become a bar, and above it were the open shelves with a short row of books and my mother’s collection of coloured glass animals and my father staring out over them. The priest at church had said that mankind was like a prisoner ‘on parole’, that God the Father was always watching us (like a spy, I thought). We could be let out, at the end, and go to Heaven, but only if we were without sin. My father was always watching me, too. By looking at him through the neck of the giraffe, I could even make him move his eyes.

Other doors in the wall-to-wall cabinet were locked, but however much I kept a watch on them they were never opened when I was around.

I was allowed to watch an hour of television a day. One afternoon, watching a variety show, I suddenly felt ill. I had a temperature, nausea, and an iron crown tightening around my head. This iron band grew tighter if I could see any light – even the tiniest chink.

I was eating too many eggs, the doctor said. Twice a day I had to take a heaped spoonful of green crystals which rustled in my mouth as I chewed and had the most disgusting taste possible.

I had another attack before three months had passed. Our new doctor pulled a face and called the attack a ‘migraine’.

‘Ah,’ my mother said, ‘my mother had migraines.’

‘It jumps a generation,’ the doctor said, and gave me some big white tablets that tasted dusty and reminded me of the Host – except that they didn’t stick to the roof of my mouth. He told my mother that I must ‘go carefully’ on oranges, cheese, chocolate and red wine – which made my uncle laugh.

When I felt a migraine sneaking up on me – about half an hour before the headache started – I took the tablets straightaway. Otherwise it was too late. Then I would have to lie in my darkened bedroom with a bucket next to me for two or three days feeling as if I had been dropped down a deep well or mineshaft head first. The one good thing was that, because it could be caused by anxiety, it sometimes came in useful with my parents.

It was soon after my second attack, when I was nearly ten, that my sister told me about my father’s death. We were playing vingt-et-un in the kitchen, and I said that we were playing it on the day my real Papa went away.

‘He didn’t go away,’ she said. ‘He died.’

‘I know. It was a boat.’

‘What?’

‘It sank.’

‘Gilles, he never left home. I found him in the showroom. He copped it in the showroom.’

I thought about this for a moment.

‘What did he look like when he was dead?’

‘Why do you want to know that, Gilles?’

‘Because.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes.’

She told me how she had discovered him lying on the floor in the showroom near the fire extinguisher, his eyes wide open and his skin cold and his right hand holding the extendable tube of one of the heaviest Aspiron models, as if trying to pull it somewhere. His striped tie, she said, was over his shoulder, as if blown by a wind, and his teeth were showing as if he was about to smile – ‘for once’. She knelt by him and told him to get up, straightening his tie, smoothing it on his chest. She shook him, and got angry, and shouted at him to get up, but his body was heavy and even a little stiff, his head wobbling stupidly and his eyes staring at the ceiling. Then the room had gone dark, she said.

I never knew what happened after that; perhaps someone found my sister lying in a dead faint next to him – my mother, probably, come back from shopping. I never thought to ask, and now it’s too late. I just pictured myself being bundled off to my aunt’s, to her cold sheets and hard bolsters, and everybody feeling sorry for me there, as if it was me who had died.

‘Did he have a heart attack?’

‘No.’

‘Did someone shoot him?’

‘Don’t be stupid.’

‘What did he have then?’

‘He slipped.’

‘Slipped?’

‘That’s what they think. The floor was wet. He slipped and cracked open the back of his skull just at the point on the brain where it’s really bad to do that. It was a one-in-a-million chance.’

I didn’t say anything about me slipping over on the wet floor. I just thought how lucky I was not to die.

Carole went to the fac for a few weeks. Then she stopped. The university was in Nanterre, not far from us, and was so new, she told me, she had to hop through mud to get to her lessons. Her room was in a tall block and was like a box. You weren’t allowed to have your own furniture, the desk and bed were screwed in and it was forbidden to stick anything on the concrete walls.

‘It’s a factory,’ she said, one day, while she was at home for the weekend. We were sitting on a bench in the park on a grey winter morning. I’d asked her what a university was, exactly, and why she’d left it. She was wearing a big red scarf so long its tassels were muddy; she kept wrapping it around her hand, like a bandage. ‘That’s all mine was. A fascist factory. You sit in a big type of theatre and someone stuffs you with facts so you turn into a cog in the universal machine. A mould for stupid robots.’

I tried to picture it, frowning.

‘Shit, we weren’t even supposed to have any meetings,’ she went on, rolling a cigarette, ‘not if they were religious, political or philosophical. You could just about play cards or watch TV in this one communal room with neon lights and plastic fucking seats.’

‘What’s philosophical?’

‘Thinking about the basics,’ she said, tapping her head. ‘Like, why am I alive?’

‘That’s easy. Because God created us.’

‘OK, junior, stick with that crap and I’ll stick with wondering why I’m alive, OK? It was a shit-hole, anyway. This stupid concrete tower sticking up and one massive corridor like a toilet’s, going on forever and ever. Just because I was a girl, I was officially a ‘minor’. A minor’s what you are – a kid. Me, a kid, at eighteen! Or whatever age, just because I was female. You know what this meant? No boys. No naughty boys were allowed into the girls’ block.’

‘Why not?’

She laughed, drawing on her thin cigarette. ‘Don’t you know? Oh, Gilles. So they won’t kiss and hug and tickle each other and bring shame and dishonour on their good families.’

‘Right.’

‘Fun, huh? My room looked out on a building site and then tower blocks, massive HLM ones, full of women with their bloody Harpic and bloody vacuum cleaners while their men worked like robots. It was worse than this shit-hole. Fascist rationalism, that’s what it is. A concentration camp for the mind. Well, I couldn’t concentrate. There were no birds singing. There wasn’t even a bush, that’s why. Just concrete and mud and a few sheds. See?’

‘Yeah. What are you going to do now?’

She leaned towards me, her long hair falling over my arm.

‘The world’s got to be made better,’ she said. ‘We’ve got to take it away from the old farts who make it bad. It’s a big job, this one. The most important job you can do. Look at that tree, Gilles.’

I looked at the tree.

‘You see how good the world could be?’

‘I see.’

My mother was worried about my sister. She did look strange, even without her scarf, dressing in very short skirts with metal bits on the belt and high leather boots. When it was warm she wore nothing on top but a pullover so thin you could see two things you weren’t ever supposed to see very clearly through its nylon, and an open coat with patches on its elbows. She wore badges on this coat about the Bomb and Vietnam. Her face was thin and pale, as if it was very tiring being so different from us or from what she was before she left university. Her eyes were often bleared, and she spoke using what my mother called ‘Parisian argot’ and my uncle called ‘gutter tripe’. This is because she lived most of the time in the middle of Paris. I could hardly understand what she said, sometimes; it was like another language, with English words in it like man and cool.

‘Are you happy, Gilles?’ she once asked me.

We were in the sitting-room, on our own in the house. She was staring up at the ceiling, smoking.

‘Yes.’

‘I don’t think you’re happy.’

‘Why?’

‘This dump is haunted.’

‘Don’t say that. It frightens me.’

‘OK, I won’t say it. But if you want to escape, come and see your big sister. It’s all going to change, soon.’

‘Why?’

‘It can’t go on, that’s why.’

‘Why not?’

‘Internal contradiction.’

‘What’s that?’

‘OK, everything’s based on oppression, right? That means squashing somebody. Somebody squashing somebody else. Kids squashed by their parents. Workers squashed by the owners of capital. We’re all squashed by consumerism and sentimentalism. It’s disgusting. OK?’

‘What’s cosumimism and seminalerism mean? Those things.’

‘Squashed by vacuum cleaners and TV and the economic miracle and all this family-love crap. Not being allowed to do whatever you want to do.’

‘But you can’t be allowed to do whatever you want. You have to go to school and have meals and pray and obey your parents.’

‘Why?’

‘Well, otherwise you’re punished.’

‘That’s what I said. Squashed. See?’

‘No, not just that. I mean, you go to the prison of Hell when you die. God is watching everything. He never goes to sleep. You’re on parole.’

‘Shit, is that what those bastards are teaching you? Shit. On parole.’ She thumped her head on the back of the sofa. ‘Shit. Shit. Shit. The whole thing’s built on fear, OK? It’s disgusting. Christ. It can’t go on. Fear destroys itself. It’s about to destroy itself. It’s really about to fucking destroy itself. You remember that tree in the park?’

‘Yeah.’

‘You don’t. You’ve already forgotten it.’

She drew deeply on the cigarette she’d rolled herself, blowing the smoke out angrily.

‘You know who killed Tante Madeleine, kid? Maman’s sister?’

‘Well, an illness when she had her baby.’

‘Her husband. Oncle Gilbert.’

‘What?’

She thumped her head on the back of the sofa again. She was very thin and there were black rings around her eyes like a character in a cartoon.

‘She died giving birth, right? Tante Madeleine. She never wanted that baby, right? She knew after the first two it would kill her – she told Maman this, that it would kill her, even the doctors said it, and every month she trembled and kept fainting but she was such a good Catholic that she couldn’t refuse her husband, OK? She couldn’t refuse her husband so she had the baby and died. Then Oncle Gilbert married again a year later. Bastard.’

I shook my head.

‘I don’t know what you mean. He shot her because she couldn’t refuse?’

Carole snorted and put her hand on the top of her head.

‘Forget it. I’ll tell you one day. When you’re a teenager.’

‘Anyway,’ I said, a bit fed-up, ‘they don’t teach it to us, Carole. I just know. We all know.’

‘What do you know?’

‘What I said. About not doing whatever you want or you’ll be punished.’

Carole looked at me for a moment, smiling, and then leaned forward. She stroked the back of my neck. One of her rock records was playing on the gramophone in the background, and her cigarette smoke curled round me sweetly.

Leaning forward as she was, her shirt creasing out, I could see too far down below her throat. I tried not to.

‘In that case, Alain’s already halfway there, my poppet.’

‘Halfway to where?’

‘To your lovely, centrally-heated room called Hell.’

I shrugged. I hated it when my sister said things like this. I got up, telling her it was past my bedtime – which made her laugh. Alain was our uncle and stepfather. She always referred to him by his name. To me he was always ‘Papa’, to her he was always ‘Alain’. It was as if my uncle was divided in two, with half of him for my sister and half for me. The worst, however, was when she started calling our mother ‘Danielle’. But she never made it sound anything other than pretend: deep down, my sister was timid, she was just born at the wrong time and in the wrong place and now it’s too late.
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About once a month from around this time, Carole would take me with her into the centre of Paris on a Saturday. The next morning I would be put back on the bus that went all the way to Bagneux cemetery where my grandmother was buried. There, by the gates, my mother was waiting to walk me back in time for Mass at eleven o’clock.

My sister pretended that she had a proper flat. This was not true; she slept in friends’ places or empty buildings. In the summer she sometimes slept on benches. My mother never found out. She tried not to worry too much, saying that she had also had her ‘fling’ in Paris when she was Carole’s age: there were photographs of my mother in our family album, dancing with young men in ballrooms, eyes and teeth exaggerated by the flashlight. She told me several times, while drying up dishes in the kitchen, of a place called ‘le Tabou’ in the Rue de l’Ancienne Comédie, where she danced to New Orleans jazz just after the war.

‘It was so smoky you couldn’t see your partner,’ she said. ‘It was ever so interesting. It was full of students in black sweaters saying clever things.’

‘Why?’

‘They were intellectuals. That’s what they’re called. You have to work very hard at school to become an intellectual, and then you go to university, and then the world’s your oyster. A lot of them just sit around and do nothing but talk.’

‘How could you hear them?’

‘I couldn’t, but you could just tell they were saying clever things. They were solving the world’s problems, I suppose.’

‘Like nowadays.’

She sighed.

‘Oh, young people these days, they’re all spoilt. They didn’t know the war, you see. They don’t know what it is to suffer. Even the older youth now who were tiny in the war, they didn’t really know what was going on, how desperate it all was.’

‘How many times did you go to this dive?’

I’d learnt words like this off my sister.

‘Just the once,’ my mother said, smiling at the word. ‘My fling.’

‘Not with father?’

‘No. Oh no. Henri would never have gone to a place like that. He took me to Maxim’s for a glass of champagne, for our engagement. That was nice. Danielle Darrieux was there, just before she was in that film. She had the same first name as me, you see, and I took it as a good sign.’

These trips into Paris to ‘stay’ with my sister were a bit weird.

We would skip about from one dark and smelly room or attic to another. I would sit in the corner and watch her and her friends drinking wine out of chipped glasses and talking quite angrily about things I didn’t understand. Even the girls drank, because it was very cheap wine and they wanted to be on the side of the workers. I’d close my eyes and imagine they were a record, with long words like exploitation, provocation, diversionist and petit-bourgeois coming up so often that they went round and round my head in silly voices. I asked my sister if they were solving the world’s problems, and she said they weren’t solving the world, they were changing it.

Sometimes we went into a crowded cellar bar in St Germain, but the smoke made my eyes run so much that we would have to leave before the music really got going and we would end up in the bright, clean Wimpy instead. My mother always gave me a saucisson and a Vache Qui Rit and a few francs ‘for the cinema’. My sister thought most films were part of a bourgeois plot to keep the people from ‘analysing the situation’, so the francs were usually spent on Wimpy milk-shakes for both of us. I do remember watching 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea in an empty cinema in Montparnasse, though, with Carole beside me. Her mouth stayed open all through the giant-octopus attack, and she held my hand. I wasn’t scared, though.

Paris was always in a hurry, and there were more faces and voices than in Bagneux. Cars and vans tried to squash you and everything smelt of cabbage and stale water and something almost sweet underneath. I liked the boulevards and the cars parked along them. I liked the way, at night, the lights of the city were reflected on the cars, on their polished wheel-guards and hubs and bonnets. I liked the smell of the cars when someone opened the door as you were passing: a smell of leather and perfume and cosiness. I liked the way raindrops stayed on the cars’ polish like thousands of Os, without sliding off. The DS was my favourite model: I was almost in love with it. A rich friend of my sister’s owned a brand-new black one. It shone like liquorice, and had white sides on its tyres; we cruised about the city with him once or twice. Even when he braked too hard in the Place Pigalle and I was thrown forward in the back, cutting my lip on the front seat, I didn’t mind too much.

Carole’s friends mostly ignored me, though.

One of them had a beard following his chin, a flat cap, and a jacket just like Davy Jones rolling across the Wild West in his steam train. I asked him once, early on, if he drove the train to Bagneux, and made everyone laugh. He was, in fact, a Maoist, which made me think of him as a cat.

I asked my sister, one time, what petit-bourgeois meant.

‘Us,’ she said. ‘The Gobains.’

When they weren’t discussing angry things, Carole’s friends often rolled about on rugs, giggling like little kids. At this point I was usually deep in a Tintin or a Lucky Luke, straining my eyes: a lot of the rooms had bad light – the light-bulbs were painted green or there were only candles burning. It was annoying.

At home the lights were bright. Every month my mother would climb onto a stool and remove the glass saucers one by one to empty them of flies. The dead flies always made a little black pool below the bulb, burnt to a crisp by the heat. She and I would polish the saucers carefully with glass cleaner and put them back in their metal fingers and switch the lights on to test. I liked the slight smell that the newly polished saucers would give off the first evening, the heat of the bulbs evaporating the remains of the cleaning fluid.

I liked the brightness at home. It was only in the showroom that I preferred a gloominess (mainly because I didn’t want to be viewed from outside, as if on display, by passers-by).

My sister didn’t mind me staying up late. In fact, she didn’t seem to notice the time.

‘C’mon,’ she would say, in English, dragging me away from my album or comic very late at night, ‘let’s hit the road.’

Sometimes I went to sleep on the floor cushions, and then we just stayed put. I’d wake up with a blanket over me not knowing where I was and find her in another room, having had to share a bed with one of her friends because there weren’t enough beds to go round.

One evening we met an American tourist about the age of my uncle. He saw Carole’s badge about Vietnam and agreed with it. She was the first person he’d met in France who cared about Vietnam, he said. He bought us both drinks on the terrace of a café called the Deux Magots, which he said was famous. Carole couldn’t really speak English, I realised. All she had were phrases, like a parrot, which sounded nothing like the man’s English. The man called me ‘Gavroche’ and seemed to find it funny that I was up late, though it was not yet night-time.

I was proud to be friends with an American. He was wearing a thin rubbery raincoat with a belt like a stretch of tape on a packing-case, and was a fan of Baudelaire. He told us his name was Charlie, like in Chaplin. His French was good, so that after a while he stopped breaking into English with Carole.

Because we were not too far from the islands, he showed us where Baudelaire had lived on the Île St-Louis. The whole way there Charlie murmured in a low voice to my sister, who kept breaking into giggles. We had learned a few of Baudelaire’s poems by heart at school, and I nodded when he repeated some lines about the Seine flowing past. The house was on the Quai d’Anjou. The twilight made blue shapes on the river that kept wobbling and changing like intelligent globs from outer space.

I sat on the quay’s low wall. The stone was cold. Charlie put his arm around my sister’s waist. My heart started to thud. Although I was quite used to the sight of my sister kissing and cuddling her boyfriends, Charlie wasn’t a boyfriend. She let out a burst of giggles, his voice murmuring on and on. He had a voice almost as deep as my uncle’s and had drunk several cognacs in the café. I suddenly thought of him as dark, although he was very pale, with pale eyelashes and a thin, blond moustache like a scar.

I slipped off the wall and started to walk away, wanting to break whatever was happening. Another couple were kissing on the quay below. Their heads weren’t moving, they just had their faces glued together. I turned round where the street curved out of sight and realised that neither Charlie nor Carole had noticed.

I went all the way back to them and coughed loudly. My sister looked down at me over Charlie’s arm.

‘Are you OK?’ she said. She sounded annoyed.

The American glanced round, his neck folding as if it was made of the same rubber as his raincoat.

‘Something wrong, Gavroche?’

‘I think I’m ill,’ I said. ‘I feel funny.’

My sister tutted. ‘What do you mean, you feel funny?

‘What I said, I feel funny.’

A little girl skipped past. She leapt the gutter and skipped back again.

‘Funny sick, or just funny funny?’

Charlie wasn’t looking at me, now. His free hand was scratching in his moustache.

‘Funny sick. I feel really sick. I’m going to puke up.’

I hadn’t felt sick at all, but now I was beginning to. My sister pushed Charlie’s arm off her waist and I was bent over by her as if about to be beaten. The little girl had stopped and was staring at us from behind the bonnet of a parked van. She had a white skirt and white socks and I wanted her to go away. Charlie was asking whether I was ill. I was bent over a gutter, which was wet and stinky. Bits of paper were wrapped against the grille. On the kerb next to it lay a torn page from a magazine showing a woman dancing over a bottle of perfume. Carole sighed, her hand on my neck. I sicked up some sour fluid, spitting it out onto the woman dancing over the perfume.

My sister gave me her hankie from her sleeve and we walked back in silence. Charlie the American walked a bit in front of us, as if suddenly embarrassed. The hankie was warmly sweet, smelling of my sister’s cotton top and her skin; I held it over my mouth, breathing in the scent and thinking how this was what Charlie had smelt, his face pressed against her bare throat.

‘Is he generally sick?’ he asked, as we got to the main quay.

‘Oh no, he’s never ill,’ said my sister. She seemed to have lost interest in Charlie.

‘I am,’ I said. ‘I get migraine.’

‘There are not many fish in this river,’ Charlie said. ‘The poet Verlaine lived over there, on the corner.’

He pointed towards a street on the other side of the wide road.

My sister didn’t reply. I mumbled something about learning Verlaine at school. Then Charlie went on about Verlaine taking hashish and shooting Arthur Rimbaud with a pistol.

‘People knew how to be artists in those days,’ he said.

My sister started to hum and flap her hand about as if swatting flies.

‘I’m painting a picture out of air,’ she said. ‘No frames. Only pictures in air.’

Charlie turned to her and nodded.

‘Yeah, no pictures. But what do you do about the pictures in your head? My head’s full of pictures. It’s full right up.’

He propped himself on the low wall of the quay and told us in a soft mumble that was still loud, because he was American, how he had fought in the war, in Normandy. He had gone to college afterwards and found in Rimbaud’s poems exactly what he had felt with all his friends getting shot up around him in the fields and hedges of Normandy. I kept trying to remember the poem by Rimbaud I’d learnt last term, about a dead soldier and crows, but couldn’t. He seemed to grow older as he was telling us, all bent over with his hands on his knees, talking to the ground. The river went on sliding along behind him, wobbling the reflections of the curved streetlamps and windows and the lights on the boats. The water in between was dark blue but still brighter than the sky overhead.

‘Everything begins and ends with the laughter of children, that’s what the guy said. Rimbaud. You know? Everything. In the laughter of children. So much shit.’

Charlie went on a bit more about his own kids, his accent getting stronger and stronger so that I hardly understood his French. He rubbed his eyes with his palms. A bus swept past, its tyres flickering over the cobbles, and someone shouted at us from the open platform at the back.

‘Well,’ said my sister, ‘if you miss it you can go to Vietnam. Right?’

Charlie looked up at her, a sad smile on his face.

‘Gavroche’d best go home,’ he said, looking at me. ‘Where’s home? That’s the question. That’s the big question. Very very big.’

He held his hands out like a fisherman boasting of his catch, then sighed. He twisted his neck round to stare down at the water behind him, his nose looking small and flat against Notre Dame, which was all lit up.

‘There are not many fish in this river,’ he said.

He straightened up and turned his back to us. He leaned on one of the green boxes that were used for selling books in the day, and looked out at the water.

‘I’m a little deaf. From the noise of war.’

His fingers started to drum on the box. I wondered if there were books inside it. My sister was looking down at her shoes. I was cold.

‘It’s so quiet after the heat of the day,’ he said.

And then only one of his fingers tapped, on and on, like our leaking gutter at home.

‘You go home,’ he said, over his shoulder. ‘To your family, to your family connections. Don’t forget your family connections, however painful. I’m going, now. I think I’m going to go off now and kill myself by walking and walking.’

He walked away, without saying goodbye or looking at us, his hands deep in his pockets. He slipped off the kerb and stopped for a moment, head down, and then carried on. Carole and I watched him go and then walked off in the other direction. She had a bed for a month in an attic above a nightclub.

‘So much for Charlie,’ she said, as we walked slowly back. ‘Thanks a lot, Gilles.’

‘Why, were you going to marry him?’

She laughed, but not nicely. ‘You know he was an oil man? He said he worked for Texaco. He was rich. He was staying in a hotel on the Champs-Elysées.’

‘So?’

‘Well, it’s like the films. But he was really drunk, really sad. He was so drunk you couldn’t tell.’

‘He was going to kill himself.’

Carole snorted.

‘They often say that,’ she said.

And then she laughed, and put her arm around my shoulder and squeezed. She waved her free arm around in the air and started to dance, letting go of my shoulder and dancing next to me as if the ground was burning hot, turning and hopping and jumping on her toes with her hands floating around her like slow fish. People stared. She often did things that made people stare.

Each time, on my return from these visits, my mother would question me, especially about what time I had gone to bed. I invented films with simple titles, describing what happened. She would sniff my hair and screw up her face.

‘You smell peculiar,’ she would say. ‘All sweet and oriental. Not like cinemas. Cinemas smell of feet and smoke.’

Then she would sit down opposite me with her cup of Caro and ask me about Carole.

What I said we did had nothing to do with what we actually did, since I was sure that the kind of places and friends we visited were what my mother wouldn’t have thought right for a boy my age. So in her mind we went to innocent films, watched television in my sister’s flat, listened to pop songs and read Tintin albums and went to bed by half past nine at the latest. I made out that I found it a bit boring, which was not really a lie, and her eyes lit up.

‘But Carole really likes me going,’ I said. ‘She says it makes her feel close to me.’

‘I’m so pleased, dear. It’s very important that she feels close to her family.’

So the visits continued. My mother never tried to visit herself, though. Maybe she was too scared to.

Even after Carole had made me do something very naughty, which might have got me arrested in the street, I carried on going.

This very naughty deed took place not long after we’d met Charlie. It was around April or May, 1966. We went along to a friend of hers who lived in an attic in a house somewhere in the Mouffetard. The house was a ‘squat’, the big double door covered in dripping slogans. My sister told me that the attic was a vital cell where protest posters were printed, and that I must never tell anyone about it.

I expected to see big machines surrounded by lots of shouting people in Communist caps; instead there were a couple of old tables, one splashed with different colours and made from a huge piece of board laid on bricks, lots of tins and canisters with paint-dribbles on them, and several rolls of paper the size of rolled-up carpets. The wooden floor around the hardboard table was swept very clean, and there was a white sheet nailed to the beams above it, but the rest of the attic was full of old newspapers and dirty clothes. The stink of turps mixed up with stale smoke made me dizzy. It was quite cold, too.

Leaning against one wall were some stained wooden frames holding what I thought were cloudy sheets of glass. Carole explained that they were screens of nylon gauze, stretched very taut. She said that this was the printing machine, called a silk screen, used by the Chinese for centuries, and now it was the voice of the people. It felt smooth and made a far-off shrieking sound when I stroked it, like a car skidding or a saw in the metal workshop next to our house.

Her friend appeared through a wall made of cloth. He wore baggy trousers, broken tennis shoes completely grey with age, an old jacket smeared with the colours of the rainbow and a floppy green hat. He had long hair, covering his ears. He told us, as if we were being naughty, not to touch the screens. His round gold-rimmed glasses were spotted with paint, so you couldn’t see his eyes properly. So was his cleft chin.

‘This is Van,’ said my sister, without apologising. ‘He’s Dutch. His real name’s too difficult for the French.’

‘No,’ said Van, without smiling, ‘it’s not difficult. The French are too stupid, that’s all.’

I didn’t like Van, I decided. His gruffness and funny accent slightly scared me. And he’d called us stupid. The turps smell was making me dizzy. He and my sister didn’t kiss each other hello, they just raised their hands slightly.

‘At any rate, let’s make posters, comrades,’ he said.

He took one of the screens, laid it on the proper table and copied some words onto it from a piece of paper, using a long brush. He kept dipping the brush into a white liquid he called drawing gum. It made me want to do what he was doing, watching him stroke each letter with curvy movements of his left hand. He finished with a quickly scribbled shape at the bottom.

Then he sat on a big cushion with my sister and shared a cigarette with her, but otherwise they didn’t touch. The gum had to dry, he said. He told us that the poster had been passed by the committee after three hours of debate, but I wasn’t sure whether he was happy about that or not.

Then he said, out of the blue, in just the same voice, ‘My wife left me. I lost my house, my kids, my money, my country, my language. All in one day, because my wife ran off with this rich bourgeois filth.’

‘I hope they ran off to somewhere nice like the Pas de Calais,’ my sister joked.

‘You know to where, in fact? Katmandu. At any rate, fuck, let’s make posters like they are making sex right this minute, I suppose.’

He took a squeegee, like our window-cleaner’s squeegee, and spread some special varnish over the screen in a single sweep, the varnish smelling even stronger than the turps. He went back to the cushion and had two more cigarettes, because the varnish took longer to dry. He made jokes without laughing, snorting noisily through his nose, but his accent was too strong for me. He swore in English – at least, my sister said it was English, and he said, ‘The French don’t know how to swear.’ My sister protested and gave some examples which would have made my mother faint.

‘OK,’ he went on, ‘I speak French like a Spanish cow. At any rate, I don’t care.’

While he and my sister talked on in this strange way, I explored the attic. It was huge, although some of it was cut off by the brightly patterned cloth wall which didn’t seem to have a way in. Two tall windows, jutting out like thin little rooms from the sloping roof, gave a good view of other roofs and their rows and rows of chimney-pots and television aerials and heating pipes: Paris seemed to be without anybody in it, seen like that.

There were beds at one end of the attic. I was surprised to discover people sleeping in them. One of them opened his eyes, looked at me, groaned, and went back to sleep, smacking his lips with a noise like water going down a plug.

Above the beds were huge, round beams with crooked nails hammered in and smaller beams running the other way against old planks; I could hear a rumbling sound through the planks, and weird scraping noises. Dirty ashtrays were scattered about, along with old clothes, torn-up posters and magazines, empty bottles of wine, a plastic bowl with a brownish liquid in it, a guitar with a broken string, the chrome bumper of a car and, for some reason, the warning sign for a skiddy road.

When I looked back at the other end of the attic, I saw that my sister and Van had disappeared. I hadn’t heard them go.

A blown-up photograph of a girl burning the American flag, the flames almost touching her hand, decorated the crumbly end wall. There was a portrait of Che Guevara, rays of light pouring from the star in his cap. Lots of posters in Van’s curvy writing were stuck up: some of them showed naked women with large pointed bosoms standing in a kind of flame, others the face of Chairman Mao or a silhouette of General de Gaulle hanging somebody.

I wandered back to the silk-screen table and heard funny little cries through the cloth wall, as if somebody was being beaten. It went on and on.

I thought at first it was Carole, and that she was in trouble, but then I heard her laugh.

‘Yes yes yes yes,’ she cried, which reminded me of the song that my mother liked to sing to herself, half under her breath.

Oui oui oui, oui oui oui, ouiiiiiii

Nous ferons le tour du monde

Avec mon trois-mâts joli

Oui oui oui, oui oui oui, ouiiiiiii

It kept going through my head as if my head was a jukebox. About ten minutes later Carole and Van came out through a split in the cloth wall. Probably, I thought, they had been drinking wine together.

‘OK, let’s go, at any rate,’ said Van.

He didn’t seem much happier, although his cheeks were rosy and his shirt had a big dark patch of sweat on the front.

He picked up a wine cork and started rubbing the painted letters with it while Carole watched, her eyes all shiny. The gum came away in little white balls, so that the letters and the funny scribble became the gauze of the screen. I didn’t understand. He placed the screen on the printing table, went over to the window and opened it. Then he walked up to one of the beds, kicked at the blanket, told the person inside that we were printing and came back to the table. The person in the bed called out something rude and said he was ill.

‘You’re not ill,’ said Van, ‘you had too many bloody drugs.’ He turned to me. ‘OK, kid,’ he said, ‘you take it over from that overdone slob.’

He took one of the huge, heavy rolls of paper, with our help, and lowered it on the far side of the printing table. Then he unrolled the paper so that it passed under the screen on the table and dangled over the other side. Carole held the paper so that it was stretched taut, looking at him the whole time like a goody-goody looks at a teacher. He never once looked at her, though.

‘Take the end, kid. Don’t let it roll up. What they left after they printed Le Figaro two nights back. The fascists throw it out, you know? They get to the end of the print-run, and they throw out all the fucking newsprint what’s left. It’s called feeding the revolution. Better than paper table cloths from Maxim’s, hey?’

He laughed. It sounded like an old car starting. I took the end of the roll of paper from Le Figaro, wondering why he was being so rude about my uncle’s newspaper.

‘OK, at any rate, we can begin for the revolution. Let’s go.’

He dribbled some ink near the top of the screen. It was bright red, just like blood. Then, with the squeegee, he dragged the ink down across the gauze in a shiny film, pressing hard with both hands. When he lifted up the screen, there was a poster in red. The poster said:

La VICTOIRE

au Peuple Vietnamien

TOUS contre

les Bombardements U
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