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BOOK SUMMARY

In the red open pits of Kolwezi, in the south of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, eleven-year-old Amani climbs each morning into tunnels too narrow for grown men, digging the blue stone, cobalt, that powers the bright machines of the wider world. He cannot afford school, so he has taught himself to read from the company’s discarded papers, and at night, by the light of a failing torch, he writes letters in a battered notebook: letters to the unknown stranger, somewhere far to the north, who will one day hold the very thing his hands have pulled from the dark.

Two thousand kilometres away, in Brussels, fifteen-year-old Margot Vermeulen unwraps a new phone on a birthday that has come too soon after her mother’s funeral. Her father is the man whose job, at one of the world’s most admired technology companies, is to promise the world that no child’s hands ever touch its products. Margot is half Belgian and half Congolese, grieving a mother she is only beginning to understand, and rooted in a country she has n ever seen.

When a journalist’s footage from a Congolese mine is broadcast across the planet, a single image, a boy, a notebook, a name, sets two lives on a collision course neither could have imagined. The Blue Between Us is a novel about the things we hold and the people who hold them for us; about a continent’s stolen past and a planet’s borrowed future; and about whether a girl and a boy who were never meant to meet can close the unbearable, electric blue that both connects and divides us all.

Told in two braided voices and spanning Kolwezi, Kinshasa, and Brussels, this is a story for everyone who has ever held the world in the palm of their hand.
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TWO WORLDS

CHAPTER ONE

Amani

The earth has a heartbeat. You only hear it if you go down far enough, past the daylight, past the place where the air turns thick as soup, to where the tunnel narrows to the size of a coffin made for someone smaller than a man. Down there, with the rock pressing close on both shoulders, you put your cheek against the cool stone and you wait, and after a while you hear it: a slow knocking, deep and patient, like a giant turning over in his sleep. My father told me it was the heart of the mountain. My friend Trésor says it is only the pumps far away, throwing water out of the deep pits so the big company machines do not drown. I have decided that they are both right. The mountain has a heart, and we are killing it slowly, one bucket at a time.

I was the first one down that morning because I am the smallest, and the smallest is worth the most. This is the only place in the world where being small and being eleven years old makes you valuable. Kabongo, who weighs our sacks and decides what our lives are worth before lunch, calls me le rat, the rat, and he does not mean it kindly, but I have stopped minding. A rat can go where a man cannot. A rat survives. I have seen what happens to the men who are too big to fit and too proud to admit it; I have helped pull them out by the ankles, grey-faced, when the rock decides it has finished holding its breath. So when Trésor calls me a rat I bare my teeth at him and squeak, and he laughs, and for a moment the tunnel does not feel like a grave.

The shaft we were digging that week went down at an angle, the way a man leans into the wind. There were no beams holding the roof, beams cost money, and money is for the company pits behind the high fence, with the lights and the white trucks and the men in clean shirts who photograph the ground but never touch it. Our roof was held up by luck and by prayer and by the small wooden props Trésor’s uncle wedged in when he remembered. I went down on a rope made from a cargo strap, hand over hand, with the headlamp Espé had bought me, my one beautiful thing, a little plastic torch on an elastic band, its beam the colour of weak tea. The dark swallowed the daylight above me in three breaths. Four. Then there was only the circle of weak tea and the wall sliding past, red and then grey and then, when I reached the seam, blue.

Cobalt is blue. People who have never seen it think it must be dull, the colour of dirt, because they imagine the men who write about it in offices very far away never thought it could be beautiful. But it is beautiful. Heterogenite, the engineers call it, I learned that word and I keep it the way Koko keeps her one good brooch, taking it out sometimes just to look at it. The seam in our tunnel ran like a river of frozen sky through the grey rock, blue-black where it was thick, and where my torch caught it just right it threw back a colour I have no word for, a colour like the inside of a wave the second before it breaks. I am the only person I know who thinks the blue is beautiful. Everyone else only thinks of what it weighs.

What it weighs is money. Not for us, for Kabongo, and for the man above Kabongo, and the man above him, all the way up to the men in the clean shirts, and past them, out of the country, across the sea, to the people who will hold the blue at the very end and never know it is blue at all, because by then it will be hidden inside something bright and thin and beautiful in their warm clean hands.

I think about those people a great deal. I have decided that I am writing to one of them.

I will explain. But first I have to tell you about the morning, because that was the morning everything began, although I did not know it, the way you never know the first day of anything until it is too late to go back and live it more carefully.

I filled my sack the way I always do: kneeling, because there is no room to stand, swinging the short pick that was my father’s, working the blue free of the grey, my breath loud in the small space. The dust gets into everything. It is fine as flour and it tastes of metal and after a while you stop coughing because coughing wastes air, and you simply breathe it, and it builds up inside you the way silt builds up at the bottom of a slow river. Koko coughs at night now, a sound like a door that will not open. Espé pretends not to hear it. I pretend too. We are a family of excellent pretenders.

I will tell you what the work is, exactly, so that you can see it, because if you cannot see it you will go on holding the blue lightly, and I have decided you will not. You kneel. There is never room to stand; the seam runs low and you follow it on your knees and then on your belly, and you swing the short pick, my father’s pick, the handle worn smooth and dark by his hands before mine, and you do not swing it hard, because hard is how the rock above you remembers it is rock and lets go. You swing it small. You work the blue out of the grey the way you work a loose tooth out of a gum, patiently, listening. That is the secret no one teaches you and you learn it or you die: you work with your ears. The rock talks before it falls. It ticks, a small dry sound, like a beetle in a wall, and when you hear the ticking you stop, and you go still, and you wait, and either the rock settles back into its long sleep or it does not, and if it does not you have one breath, perhaps two, to choose which way is out, and there is only ever one way out, the way you came, the coffin-sized way, and a boy who panics fills it with his own body and dies in the door.

My father taught me the ticking before he taught me my letters. He would press my small hand flat against the wall and say, Listen with your hand, Amani, the hand hears what the ear is too proud to hear, and then the roof took him in a different shaft, on a different morning, and the rock did not tick that day, it only breathed, all at once, the way it does sometimes with no warning at all, and so the ticking did not save him, and I have never decided whether the lesson was true or whether my father simply needed it to be true, the way I need you to be not cruel. I keep his pick. I keep his lesson. I listen with my hand. I am, so far, alive, which proves nothing, because the hill is full of careful boys in the ground and careless boys above it, and the rock keeps its own arithmetic and does not show its work.

When the sack was full I dragged it back up the slope of the tunnel, hand over hand on the strap, the dead weight of it tearing at my shoulder, until the circle of daylight grew from a coin to a plate to a door, and I came up into the world. The light hit me like a slap. It always does. For a moment you are blind and the heat lands on you all at once, the real heat, the African sun that does not knock before it enters, and the noise rushes in: the picks, the shouting, the radios, somebody’s baby crying, the generator coughing, a man singing a hymn very badly and very happily, two hundred people clawing at a hillside that used to be a forest where my grandmother says leopards lived when she was a girl. There are no leopards now. There is no forest. There is only the red hill, gnawed down to the bone, and us, the small animals that gnaw it.

Trésor was at the top of my shaft, where he had been keeping the rope and keeping watch and, I knew without looking, keeping my radio. He is two years older than me and a head taller and he has the kind of face that makes grown men trust him with money, which is a dangerous gift in a place like this. He took the strap from me and helped me heave the sack over the lip.

“The rat returns,” he said. “Did you find the cheese?”

“I found the sky,” I said, and tipped the sack so the blue caught the sun, and even Trésor, who pretends nothing is beautiful, went quiet for a second.

Then he said, “Kabongo will give you nothing for poetry,” which was true, and we carried the sack between us down to the scale.

I should tell you about Kabongo while you are still able to dislike him cleanly, before the part where I have to admit he is also a man with a sick wife and three daughters and a debt to someone worse than himself, because the truth is that almost no one in this story is allowed to be only a villain or only a saint; that is a luxury, like beams in a tunnel, that we cannot afford. But on that morning I had not yet learned to be fair to Kabongo, and so I will let you meet him the way I saw him then: a fat man in a clean polo shirt with a phone in each hand and sunglasses he never takes off, sitting under a tarpaulin in the only shade for a kilometre, with a hanging scale and a notebook of his own, though his notebook is full of numbers, and mine is full of you.

He weighed our sack. He frowned at the scale the way he always frowns, as though the number has personally insulted him, and then he named a figure that was less than half of what the same blue would be worth one fence away, in the company pit, and a thousandth of what it would be worth at the very end, in the warm clean hands. I have done the arithmetic. I do arithmetic in my head all day, in the dark, to keep from going mad. By my arithmetic, the blue I pulled out of the ground that morning, by the time it reached you, was worth more than my whole family will earn in our whole lives, all of us, living and dead. We were paid in coins that did not cover the day’s food.

Let me show you the scale, because the scale is where the arithmetic stops being numbers and becomes a thing done to your face. We carried the sack to the tarpaulin and set it on the hook, and Kabongo did not look at us. He looked at his two phones, and he let us stand in the sun while he finished a thing on one of them, a small game with falling coloured stones; I had seen it before. And that is a thing I want you to hold, you who hold the light: a man playing a game of falling coloured stones on a machine that runs on the blue we had just dug, making us wait, in the sun, with the blue on the hook. When he was ready he glanced at the needle and named the number, and the number was the number, it is always the number, and beside us an old man called Lwamba, with a cough worse than Koko’s, said, quietly, not arguing, only saying, “Patron. Last week the same sack was worth more.”

And Kabongo looked at him then, finally, over the sunglasses, and said, “Last week the price in London was more. You have a complaint, take it to London.” And he went back to his falling stones.

London. A boy near me, younger than me, did not know where London was, and asked, and no one answered, because what is the use, and I knew, because I read the company’s papers; I knew London was a city across the sea where men in clean rooms decide each morning what our blue is worth before they have had their breakfast. I wanted to tell the younger boy, it is a real place, it is not a curse word, it is only very far. But Trésor put his hand on my shoulder, because Trésor knows my mouth gets ahead of my sense, and so I said nothing, and we took the coins, and the younger boy took his fewer coins, and we all walked away from the scale the way you walk away from the scale, which is the same walk everywhere in the world: the walk of a person who has just been told what they are worth by someone who is wrong and cannot be argued with.

I did not argue. You do not argue with the scale. Espé taught me that. Save your arguing, she says, for things you can win. Then she laughs, because she cannot think of any, and then she stops laughing.

I found Espé down at the river, where the women and girls wash the ore. The river is the colour of a wound now, red-brown, slow, and it smells of metal and of other things, and the children play in it because it is the only water there is, and their mothers shout at them and the children do not listen, the way children everywhere do not listen, and some of them get the sores on their skin and some of them get sick in ways the white-shirt men measure with their machines and write down in reports that no one reads, but the river is the only water there is.

Espé was up to her knees in it, swirling a wide flat pan, her back bent, her headscarf gone grey with dust. She is seventeen and she has the most beautiful laugh in the world and I have not heard it as much lately. Our mother named her Esperance, which means hope, because she was born in a year our mother decided to be hopeful, before the year proved her wrong. Espé hates her name. She says hope is a thing rich people keep, like beams, like beautiful blue, like a future. I think she is wrong, but I have learned not to argue with the things she cannot win.

“You’re alive,” she said, not looking up.

“Disappointingly,” I said, and she snorted, which is as close as she comes to laughing these days, and it was enough, it was the best thing that had happened to me all morning, and I sat on the bank and watched her work the pan, the heavier blue settling, the light dirt swirling away downstream toward the next family and the next.

This is the part where I must explain the notebook, and you.

I can read. This is a secret and it is not a secret. It is a secret because the company men and Kabongo and the soldiers who sometimes come do not need to know that the rat in the tunnel understands the words on their reports, can read the labels on their machines, knows the names of the cities the blue is going to. It is not a secret because everyone in my family knows, and they are proud of it the way you are proud of a thing that is also slightly dangerous, like keeping a snake because it kills the rats, though I am the rat, so perhaps that is a poor comparison, and Trésor would tell me so.

My father could read, a little, and he taught me my letters in the dust with a stick before the roof fell on him. After that there was no money for school, school costs money here, you must buy a uniform and books and pay the teacher, and we needed every coin for food and for Koko’s medicine, and so I taught myself. I taught myself from a French primer Espé found in a rubbish heap, half its pages gone. I taught myself from the labels on machines. I taught myself from the company’s discarded papers, which I gathered the way other boys gather scrap metal, and which I hid under a stone behind our house, and which taught me the most important thing I know: that there is a whole world up there, past the end of the seam, and that it is connected to me by a thread of blue.

Because the blue does not stay here. I followed it in the papers, the way you follow a road on a map. It goes from our hands to Kabongo’s scale, and from his scale into sacks, and the sacks onto trucks, and the trucks to a depot, and from the depot to a smelter where the blue is cooked into something else, and from there across the sea to a country I have never seen, where it is made into a battery, and the battery is put inside a beautiful bright machine, and the machine is sold for more money than my street will ever hold, to a person in a clean warm place who picks it up and holds it and never thinks of the river, or of Espé‘s bent back, or of the rat in the dark, or of the blue that is the inside of a wave the second before it breaks.

So one night, by the light of my weak-tea torch, under the stone behind our house, I began to write to that person.

I do not know who you are. I have to imagine you, and so I will tell you what I have decided: you are not cruel. You did not know. If you had known, you would not have been able to hold the blue so lightly, because no one who knew could. I have decided this because the alternative is unbearable, and I have enough unbearable things, and I would like, please, to keep one corner of the world soft. So in the notebook I write to you. I tell you about the seam that is the colour of a wave. I tell you about Espé‘s laugh and Koko’s cough and Trésor calling me the cheese-finder. I tell you the arithmetic, because somebody up there should know the arithmetic. And at the top of the first page, the page I wrote that first night, I wrote the line I have written at the top of every page since, the line that this whole notebook is, the line I am saying to you now, across the sea, across the years, across the unbearable blue:

To you who will hold this, I was the hands in the dark. Remember me.

That morning, the morning everything began, I did not yet know that anyone would ever read it. I thought I was writing to no one, which is a kind of prayer, and prayers to no one are the loneliest and the bravest, and I had said a great many of them.

I sat on the red bank and watched my sister wash the blue out of the wound of the river, and the sun climbed, and the heart of the mountain knocked far below, slow and patient, and somewhere two thousand miles to the north, though I did not know her name and she did not know mine, a girl was about to be given the very thing my hands had touched, wrapped in bright paper, on a day that had come too soon after a grave.

But I am getting ahead of myself. That is her story, and she must tell it her own way. I only know my part: I was the hands in the dark.

Remember me.

CHAPTER TWO

Margot

The phone came wrapped in silver paper, which was the first thing wrong with it, because silver paper was her mother’s. Her mother had wrapped everything in silver, birthdays, Christmases, the small unbirthday presents she produced from her handbag on grey Tuesdays just because the day looked like it needed rescuing, and she had kept the rolls of it in the bottom drawer of the dresser in the hall, and after the funeral nobody had thought to throw them away, and now here was Margot’s father holding out a box wrapped in her dead mother’s silver paper, smiling the careful smile of a man walking across ice.

“Happy birthday,” Henri Vermeulen said.

It was the second of March. Margot was fifteen. Her mother had been in the ground for eleven months and nine days, and Margot counted them the way you press a bruise to check it is still there.

They were in the kitchen, which was the size of some people’s houses, all pale stone and brushed steel, with the tall windows looking out over the back garden where the magnolia her mother had planted was about to flower and would do it whether anyone watched or not. The housekeeper, Fatima, had laid the table for two and then withdrawn with the tact of someone who had worked for a great deal of money for a long time and knew when to become furniture. There was a cake. Henri had ordered it from the good pâtisserie on the Avenue Louise, the one Béatrice had liked, and that was wrong too, because it was the pâtisserie her mother had liked, not the cake her mother would have made, the lopsided one with
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