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For Umugwaneza, 
Isimbi and Ikirezi




STELLA RUSHES INTO THE GARDEN. SHE HAS just witnessed her friend, her childhood, her entire world collapse to the ground. The men with machetes are dirty and glistening with sweat, full of themselves and the job done. She lets out a shriek of terror before crumpling to her knees on the grass, hands pressed to belly, face on fire.

Since that day, Stella has been interned at the psychiatric hospital.

The doctor talks it over with her mother in the corridor. He mentions post-traumatic stress. Her mother laughs nervously. ‘This child hasn’t experienced anything serious, and she’s lacked for nothing, so what can you mean, doctor?’ The medic enquires if Stella is a survivor. No sooner are the words out of his mouth than he notices her date of birth on the form. She is twenty-one. Her mother lets out a peal of laughter, a laugh which Stella has always loved, clear and cascading. Not wishing to annoy the doctor, she pulls herself together and confirms calmly that, yes, her daughter was born after the disaster.

During the nights that follow, Stella scarcely closes her eyes. Protracted sobbing, incessant groanings and screams criss-cross the building. In the next-door room, she detects a troubling restlessness. Scratching. Creaking. Squeaking. Come the morning, the duty nurse informs her that the neighbour is a man of indeterminate age who has been confined to the hospital for years. In the daytime, he is slumped on a chair facing the window. By night, he crawls across the floor and clutches the walls of his room. Stella can’t sleep, her panic attacks are keenly, vividly back. She stares at the ceiling in the dark, on the lookout for the jerky movements of geckos, attuned to the sounds of the cockroach-man climbing the walls. The hospital is a night ship rescuing humanity from the depths of the abyss: those burnt out by the reconstruction effort, or worn down by family pressures, or done with social conventions, in short, all the deserters of the great human comedy. Above all, it shelters the numb shadows who feel guilty for being alive; these wandering souls who inhabit lightless lands, human shells filled with torments and nightmares beyond cure.

The doctor starts up again with his line of questioning. He wants Stella to talk, he wants to understand what has triggered her current state. She doesn’t dare say anything. She comes from a history which has taught her to choke back her emotions, to let her tears flow only in her belly. The doctor is insistent, but Stella is closed off, her heart a secret. How can she confide in him that all this is because of the tree? Her tree.

Her friend, her childhood, her whole world.

Her jacaranda.
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THE WAR! I HAVE NO IDEA WHY I SAID ‘THE WAR’, when Sophie, our class representative, asked about my disastrous end-of-term results. She was preparing my defence for the meeting where the teachers would decide if I had to repeat the school year. ‘The war?’ she pressed me. ‘Yes, the war.’ I was hardly going to fess up to doing jack-shit, to being a wasteman who spent his time daydreaming and listening to rock. I needed a convincing explanation, one that couldn’t be checked out but would win Sophie’s sympathy. I could have volunteered a life-threatening disease, like cancer or heart failure, but that would’ve meant providing medical proof; or I could have told her that my parents had recently separated, except this was the case for half the students in our school and it didn’t stop them from making the grade. So, without thinking, I said it was because of the war in my mother’s country. I couldn’t believe I’d just lied like that! But the more I reflected on it, the more I reckoned my story sounded plausible. On the news, they’d been covering the conflict for weeks, broadcasting devastating images that lingered long in the mind. Yes, it involved distant events in an unknown country, but by then everybody had a rough idea what it was all about. I played my A-game and made the whole thing up: war atrocities, my mother’s grief, my father’s nightmares, how hard it was to concentrate and carry on with my studies. I knew my lie was working because Sophie listened with tears in her eyes. During the meeting with the teachers, she made my case powerfully, repeating my arguments with such emotion that the teachers, visibly taken aback, elected to press pause before determining my fate.

It hadn’t occurred to me that the school would summon my parents. I was caught in my own trap. In the principal’s office, sitting between my father and my mother, eyes down as my form tutor read out Sophie’s arguments, I stared at my foot which was jiggling like crazy under the table. When we emerged from the meeting, and while we were still on school premises, my father gave me a roasting in front of a group of smirking students. But it was my mother’s silence that proved harder to deal with. Her customary silence. She stared at me for some interminable seconds, her gaze so scorn-filled it made me want to disappear forever. She didn’t speak to me for several days afterwards. My school report arrived the following week. In the comments box, the principal had written a caustic: ‘When lies rise to the surface, trust ebbs away.’ I was going to have to repeat my first year of secondary school. No surprises there.

That spring, Rwanda had invited itself into our lives for the first time. My mother had never spoken about it. For her, life began in 1973, when she arrived in France. She never mentioned her family, never talked about her childhood, possessed no photos from her youth there. When I was little, I must have asked her where her country was, and where her parents – my grandparents, who I didn’t know – lived. I don’t recall her answers. My mother’s past was a closed door. She didn’t listen to Rwandan music, didn’t cook any dishes from back home and never sang me lullabies in her mother tongue. There wasn’t a single foreign object in our house, and no Rwandan friends ever paid us a visit. In my mind, we were just an ordinary French family. Of course, my mother couldn’t hide the colour of her skin, and so probing questions, offhand remarks and loaded insinuations regularly sent her back to the distant country she neither referenced nor defended. But she didn’t react, brushing them off as trivial. I don’t remember once hearing her complain or call out any sort of racism. What surprised people most was that she spoke French without any hint of an accent. They couldn’t get over it, congratulating her when they learned she hadn’t been born in France. Occasionally, she muddled masculine and feminine, or, when she was tired, she pronounced her l’s as r’s, but these were her only mistakes. My father claimed their difference in skin tone was never an issue for him. ‘Love has no colour,’ he often repeated. He said it proudly, maintaining he didn’t see my mother’s colour. And, given she was altogether silent about her origins, I almost forgot she was born and grew up under different skies. So, when I caught her speaking Kinyarwanda on the phone, it stopped me in my tracks to hear her fluency in this unfamiliar language. I never found out who she was talking to. She remained evasive when I asked her about it, mentioning ‘old acquaintances’ and her ‘distant family in Brussels’. These phone calls were my opportunity to spy on her. Her mannerisms, the way she modulated her voice, her body language, even her hand gestures, they all turned her into somebody else, imbuing her with a mysterious aura which I found deeply unsettling. To watch her in this new incarnation provoked a fleeting but unpleasant sensation in me: that of not knowing the first thing about the person I had lived with all my life. I had the terrible feeling I was a stranger to this woman. My own mother.

Rwanda came into my life via television, which we watched religiously during our evening meal. The first time the presenter talked about it, I turned instinctively to my mother, excited, elated almost, that her birth country should have made it onto the news. But she didn’t react, lost as she was in the pictures on the screen. Noticing my feverishness, my father threw me an awkward look in an attempt to discourage me. When the programme ended, I waited for my mother’s reaction, which never came. The same scene played out every evening. For months, a magma of images depicting death, violence and exodus flowed onto our plates. Before the report, the presenter was careful to advise us that viewers might find some of the content distressing. We sat there in silence, staring at the screen, our forks in the air, frozen like statues before this spectacle of faraway barbarity. Then the presenter returned to our screen to introduce another news item. There would be an awkward silence before the normal routine resumed: my father pouring himself a glass of wine, my mother sprinkling pepper energetically onto her potato purée, me struggling to cut up my steak and erase the scenes of horror which had just crashed into my world. In our household, we swallowed distressing content in mouthfuls of silence. And I ended up with terrible stomach ache.

I can picture myself now, balled up on my bed for hours, sweaty forehead, forearms pressed against painful guts, hoping for the burning sensation to subside; I can picture myself in my bedroom, the afternoon drawing to a close as I stare at the passing shadow on one wall, a shadow that grows, flickers, shape-shifts and vanishes to the rhythm of the sinking sun and the impending darkness; I can picture all the hours I lay there, somehow understanding the need to be patient, that I didn’t yet know what life intended for me, that the flipside of not knowing is waiting: a long, cool, determined wait.




2

I WAS HOLDING OUT FOR THE SUMMER holidays, the season of luscious letting go. Every year we headed west, to the Atlantic Ocean, with its long beaches and the little white house with pastel green shutters at the end of the island. Summer meant the Île de Ré with my parents and paternal grandparents. My father didn’t have any brothers or sisters, and nor did his father; ours was a line of only sons. I turned twelve that summer and would be spending it, as always, in grown-up company. My grandfather owned a sailing boat, and we would set off in the mornings – three generations of men – to go mackerel fishing and get in training for the Feast of the Assumption boat race. In the evening, we ate supper in the garden under the cypress trees, the grown-ups drinking chilled rosé while I glugged litres of sparkling lemony water. A gentle breeze offered a reprieve from the oppressive summer heat. The sounds of inebriated laughter and distant conversations wafted around the relaxed atmosphere of the village, together with the clinking of plates and cutlery from nearby gardens, while somewhere in the neighbourhood a saxophonist laboured breathlessly over John Coltrane’s version of ‘My Favourite Things’, and the bells of dynamo bicycles rang out behind the low stone wall at the foot of our garden. By coffee time, as the last of the light lingered over the table, I was safe in the knowledge that, at the far end of the beach, where the Phare des Baleines rose up at the westernmost point, an amber sun would be preparing to dive headfirst into the ocean, ready to wake the other half of the world. This was the time of day when, every fourteenth of July, the five of us would wander slowly over the saltmarshes to see the traditional fireworks, on one of the rare occasions when the holidaymakers from the municipal campsite mixed with middle-class families from the village.

That evening, despite the crowds, we secured a spot on the rocks, with squeals from excited children swelling around us in a joyous hubbub. My grandmother, who couldn’t stay still, kept turning around and staring at the crowd, determined to communicate her sense of exasperation.

‘It’s mobbed! Will you look at that! All the way to over there.’

Like a family of meerkats standing sentinel, we all turned our heads in sync.

‘How else would you have it, Geneviève?’ my grandfather said in a level voice. ‘Don’t tell me you’re harking back to the days when we had to put the car on the ferry? The bridge means more people on the island. That’s progress for you …’

‘So speaks the retired engineer defending his baby!’ chuckled my grandmother. ‘We know you’re proud of your bridge, my dear. But traffic jams everywhere – is that what you call progress?’

My grandparents were feisty as bickering teenagers with their affectionate style of teasing. By comparison, my parents seemed easy-going to me. They never raised their voices and agreed on everything, from my education to their political beliefs, via what to watch on telly in the evening, or which colour of armchair to opt for at Ikea on a Sunday afternoon. Should a rare disagreement arise, they resolved their differences in hushed restraint. It was as if they took care to make as few waves as possible, never rubbing the other person up the wrong way for fear of breaking the charm of a gentle dream. But behind this harmonious exterior, their relationship was deathly dull.

My parents looked haggard and had been yawning on repeat since the beginning of the day. We had arrived the previous evening, deadbeat after seven hours of tarmac and traffic jams in the July furnace. Because of the sales, my mother had kept her clothing boutique open until late the night before, while my father, in his job as a banking executive, had upped his overtime hours these past three months, thanks to a promotion he now seemed to bitterly regret. As for me, I was nervy because my grandparents had yet to ask about my school year, and I was hoping to avoid the conversation in front of my parents. But my mother turned out to be the one who piqued my grandmother’s curiosity.

‘Tell me, Venancia, it’s just dreadful what’s happening in your country. I mean the massacres. And now with those poor people on the roads trying to escape when they’re dying of cholera and typhus. I was thinking … I mean … I was wondering, how are you coping with all of this?’

I couldn’t believe my ears. My grandmother was putting a direct question to my mother about Rwanda! She and my grandfather never did that. It had been a shock when my father had first introduced my mother to his parents. Their son with an African woman! No, they weren’t racist, but … from there to a Black daughter-in-law. When they’d understood the relationship was serious and non-negotiable, they’d had to roll with it, and over the years they’d grown to accept my mother, eventually loving her as if she were their own daughter. But they’d never shown any interest in her life before France – out of shyness, perhaps, or more likely indifference. It had taken thousands of deaths, millions of refugees, countless newspaper articles and heaps of television reports for them to voice such a simple question. I could feel my pulse racing. Flushed, I waited on my mother’s response.

‘Oh, you see, the thing is this didn’t start yesterday. The massacres have been going on for quite some time. Let’s just say it’s a long story …’

‘Yes, I can well imagine. But all the same, it’s on such a scale this time … I mean … er … this war between the tribes … I can never remember, what are they called again? The Toutous and the Tsitsis?’

‘The Hutu and the Tutsi, Geneviève!’ corrected my grandfather, embarrassed by his wife’s lack of tact. ‘We’ve been hearing about it every day for the past three months. It’s hardly complicated. The Hutu and the Tutsi! And anyway, they’re not tribes, they’re ethnic groups.’

‘Oh yes, that’s it, the Hutu and the Tutsi,’ she said breezily. ‘First of all, we’re not too clear who are the nice ones, and who are the baddies. And as for the barbarity. I mean, using machetes on … women, children … It’s unimaginable …’

My grandmother looked overwhelmed, faltering, awkward, as she scrabbled for words to express her feelings when faced with a situation that was beyond her.

‘Oh, I’m sorry, Venancia. I shouldn’t be talking about such tragic events, my dear, when the whole point of us being here is to relax. I just wanted you to know that I do think about you and often, with all these dreadful stories reaching us from your country. Lord be praised, you no longer have any family over there, if my memory serves me correctly.’

‘No, no, I do still have family there,’ my mother stated coolly.

My grandmother seemed embarrassed, as if she had just put her foot in it. She looked away. I was gobsmacked to learn my mother still had family in Rwanda – that, and the fact she wasn’t volunteering any more information.

‘Maman, perhaps we won’t bother Venancia with these matters this evening,’ said my father.

‘Philippe’s right,’ agreed my grandfather, declaring the subject closed.

Then he turned towards me.

‘What about you, young Milan, why don’t you tell us about your end of year report?’

My body stiffened and I detected mounting tension from my parents. Fortunately, I was saved by the music starting up and the first rockets blasting off. We fell silent, hypnotised by the spectacle. The music swelled dramatically, the explosions battering our eardrums as the crowd gasped in raptures at the shower of pyrotechnics. The smell of gunpowder mingled with the odour of mud and iodine. The marshes were lit up by multicoloured bursts of fireworks which kept changing shape and varying in intensity. During the final display, my father noticed the flames on the bank opposite. Sparks landing in the dry grass had started a blaze and this was becoming increasingly voracious, whipped up by the rising onshore wind. As the fire services arrived, the holidaymakers were hastily evacuated.

Much later, in the middle of the night, I was woken by the acrid stench of smoke and the firemen shouting a few metres from our house, just beyond the low stone wall at the bottom of our garden. I clambered out of bed, coughing, and went to close a window that had been left ajar. From my bedroom, I had a view of the high flames on the salt marshes in a display that was mesmerising and terrifying. Then I saw her. Standing in the middle of the garden, barefoot on the grass, a white nightie, motionless, alone. An enigmatic silhouette against a flickering backdrop.

It was July 1994. At the same time as I was watching my mother witnessing the night on fire, a genocide was coming to an end in the country where she was born. And I knew nothing about it.
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SUMMER WAS DRAWING TO A CLOSE AND THE autumn term would soon be underway. My parents had given me zero warning. There was a child standing in the middle of our living room. A small sickly boy with fear in his eyes. Part of his shaved head was covered by a thick bandage. He appeared completely lost, despite my mother speaking to him in Kinyarwanda as she tried to put him at ease. She bent down to his level and pointed at me. I heard my name among all those words I didn’t understand. Then she switched back to French. ‘Milan, I’d like to introduce you to Claude, my nephew.’ This announcement made no sense to me. My father stood in the doorway, arms folded, looking as bewildered as I felt. ‘He’s just been on a long journey and he’s very tired,’ my mother continued. ‘You can help us settle him into your bedroom. We’ll put a mattress on the floor for now.’ She motioned for us to follow her. My father announced he would stay downstairs and get dinner ready.

My bedroom was up in the attic, making it scorching in summer, freezing in winter. This boy and I watched my mother’s flurry of activity, without joining in. She did a quick tidy-up of my mess, made my bed and bunched up my clothes in the wardrobe to clear some space for Claude’s belongings: two T-shirts, a few items of underwear, one pair of trousers. The little boy stayed close to her, arms dangling, distraught. He was staring at her intensely, clinging to her like a limpet to its rock. I tried to make myself useful by dragging a small mattress from the eaves – the one I used to sleep on when I was younger – and laid it at the foot of my bed. Once everything was set up, my mother turned to us, hands on hips. I could see she was clean out of ideas. ‘Right … Claude doesn’t speak any French, so I’m counting on you to teach him,’ she said, with a wan smile. I think she explained the same thing to Claude. When he didn’t react, she repeated her words, except this time her voice went up at the end, as if she were asking a question. He nodded shyly. ‘I’ll leave you to get to know one another. I’m going to help Papa with dinner. We’ll call you when it’s ready.’

She left the room, and Claude gave a slight shudder. Standing in the middle of my bedroom, like a lost soul crying out for help, he kept staring at the door she had closed behind her. Then, ever so slowly, he turned towards the window which offered a square patch of golden sky. I swallowed my awkwardness and said his name for the first time. It didn’t seem to register, he kept gazing outside, not moving. I repeated his name more loudly this time: ‘Claude. Claude.’ Eventually, he came to. I patted my mattress, indicating for him to sit next to me. He approached and sat on the end of the bed, as far away from me as possible. He stared at the window again. To defuse the situation, I decided to put on some music, choosing The Best of Queen from the pile of CDs. I even played the most popular tracks – ‘Another One Bites the Dust’, ‘Don’t Stop Me Now’, ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ – but he didn’t budge. So, I went for a different strategy. I changed CDs and turned the volume to max until an energetic track by Rage Against the Machine boomed from the speakers. When the drums kicked in, I leaped onto my bed, and from there to the chair by my desk, giving him a wild demo of air guitar, which was one of my specialities. I was hoping Claude might lighten up and join in my frenzy, but he just watched blankly. I span round, rolling to the floor, miming the bass riff glide, and then, knees on the carpet, I thrashed forwards and back in a frenetic bout of headbanging. Every so often, I held out my hand, inviting him to join me in this highly charged performance, but he just stared at me, expressionless. I maintained the same level of intensity for the entire song, despite feeling more embarrassed by the minute. Afterwards, I lay on my back, panting noisily on the floor. Then I had a new idea. This time, he was bound to show some interest. I rummaged around in my desk drawers and retrieved my Game Boy. Sitting next to him, I fired up the game. At first, he even looked at the screen: Mario running from left to right, collecting power-ups, crushing his enemies by jumping on their heads … ‘Want a go?’ I asked. By way of reply, his eyes began to roam across my bedroom walls, which were covered in Nirvana, Metallica, Guns N’ Roses and Freddie Mercury posters … only to end up back at the goddam window. I powered down the game and gave up on the idea of finding anything that might appeal to him. I walked over to the window and flung it wide open; I needed air. Claude got to his feet and joined me. We stood there for a long time, side by side in silence, elbows on the windowsill, waiting for my mother to call us. We stood there with nothing moving outside. The city was calm, the streets deserted, the air warm and the clouds pink. It was a late summer’s evening that carried the scent of wisteria.

At dinner, Claude didn’t touch his food. He was gripped by the television. My father stood up briskly after his final mouthful, switched off the TV set and went to smoke a cigarette in the backyard. My mother was adamant Claude should eat something, but he just sat there, not moving.

‘Why’s he got a bandage on his head?’

‘He has a serious injury.’

‘Yes, but why?’

She was pretending not to understand my question, so I pressed my point. Then she sat up, flustered, and cleared her throat.

‘Claude was injured during the war in Rwanda. He’s come to France for medical treatment.’

‘How did it happen?’

‘We don’t know.’

‘What about his parents, where are they?’

‘We don’t know that either.’

‘You said he was your nephew. Does that mean you have a sister, or a brother?’

My father rejoined us at the table. Claude was staring at his plate, mute and still, except for his legs dangling from his chair. My mother seemed irritated by my questions.

‘Nephew is a loose turn of phrase. He’s a child in my family, and since he’s little I refer to him as a nephew.’

‘How old is Claude, anyway?’

‘The same age as you, twelve.’

I burst out laughing.

‘I don’t believe you! Him, my age? He looks about seven. Then again, if he never eats …’

‘That’s enough, Milan!’ my father said curtly.

My mother stood up to clear away the dishes. She brought in some pots of Crème Danette and put one in front of Claude, urging him one last time to eat. ‘Too bad, you don’t know what you’re missing,’ I told him, peeling off the lid. I began to eat the chocolate dessert with my eyes closed, guiding the spoon to my mouth in slo-mo, like in the ads. I glanced sideways at Claude while letting out a series of satisfied mmm-mmms and rubbing my belly. My parents chuckled, but Claude was non-plussed.

At bedtime, I lent him a pair of my old pyjamas. They swamped him, and the effect was comical. As soon as he lay down, he fell into a heavy sleep. When my mother came to say goodnight, she sat beside him and tucked the sheet under his chin.

‘Poor child, he was exhausted.’

‘Maman, is he going to stay with us for a long time?’

There was quite a pause while she watched him sleeping, and then:

‘He’s going to stay with us.’

‘Always?’

My mother smiled at me affectionately.

‘You’d like that, wouldn’t you?’

‘For real!’ I said, sitting up in bed, hardly believing my ears. ‘You know how I’ve always dreamed of having a younger brother!’

Still smiling fondly, my mother stroked my hair with her fingertips. Then she pressed her thumb against my forehead in the sign of the cross, wished me goodnight and turned out the lights.

In the darkness, I stared triumphantly at the ceiling. I had a brother! A brother of my very own! I wasn’t an only child any more. I would never feel alone again. As soon as Claude could speak French, we’d have so much to talk about: music, sports, video games and maybe even
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