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Mein Vater, mein Vater, und siehst du nicht dort


Erlkönigs Töchter am düstern Ort?


Mein Sohn, mein Sohn, ich seh es genau: 


Es scheinen die alten Weiden so grau.


Goethe, “Erlkönig”


My father, my father, ah! canst thou not see


The Erlking’s daughters beguiling me?


My son, I see, be calm now, I pray,


It is but the willows, trembling and grey.


Goethe, “The Erlking”











September 2019



François Villemin opened the door to the lecture theatre assigned to his class by the University of Tours and invited the students to come in and sit down.


“Welcome everyone,” he began as he placed his laptop on the desk and connected it to the digital blackboard.


His beige wool suit, thin frame, bald spot, and carefully groomed white beard made him look a lot like a certain famous Scottish actor. Of course, given their age, few of the people in the room knew who Sean Connery was. But the professor cultivated the resemblance nonetheless, delighting in their youthful ignorance.


He waited for them all to get settled and, once he had everyone’s attention, turned down the lights and began his lecture. “For our second session, we’re going to discuss a case from the 1980s. A case I’m calling ‘Sandrine’s Refuge’. Like last time, I’ll lay out all the facts first, and then there will be time for questions. Just a word of warning: don’t bother looking it up on your smartphones or wracking your young brains for any memory of this case. You’ll find no trace of it anywhere. And at the end of class, you’ll understand why …”










“Keep your mind busy …


Recite your poem, for example …


It’ll make things easier …


Tomorrow, when your teacher has you


stand up in front of the class,


you’ll have me to thank …


Come here …


Come closer …


It’ll make things easier …” 
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The Island
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1949


Valery threw the stick determinedly. It flew up into the air, climbing steeply and defying the grey clouds for a moment, before falling back onto the sand with a thud. The yellow Labrador immediately ran over, picked it up in his mouth, and wagged his tail happily as he trotted back to his owner, who was walking along the beach at a leisurely pace.


“Come on, bring it here!”


Valery bent down, congratulated her companion, and threw the piece of driftwood again. The early autumn wind was cool and gentle. The smell of salt and seaweed battered by the surf wafted through the coastal air and the wan light of the recently risen sun filtered laboriously through the low clouds.


Every morning, come rain or shine, Valery and Gus, her two-year-old dog, walked along the beach beside the ocean. And it had now become something of a ritual. But these daily walks didn’t just hold the promise of some precious time spent with her faithful friend. Even more importantly, they gave Valery a taste of the freedom that she had been deprived of for so many years. 


Valery turned away from Gus to contemplate the waves as they rolled over the sand at her feet.


She closed her eyes and listened.


Nothing.


Nothing but the beating of the surf and the seagulls’ cries.


No German Stuka screeching through the clouds.


No heavy silence announcing the deadly descent of a destructive bomb.


No anti-aircraft sirens urging people to take cover in their cellars.


No mumbles of resignation from people gathering in makeshift shelters, people who dared not look up for fear their gaze—heavy with the weight of terror and death—might somehow attract the enemy.


Valery sighed and a smile played on her lips. She opened her eyes and caught sight of an island, just a tiny silhouette out at sea, its outline blurred by the mist. Then she turned back towards the port and its buildings and her face darkened. The weight of painful memories etched lines into her forehead, but she had promised herself before leaving on her walk that she wouldn’t cry. The scars left by the war had not immediately healed on the day that France had been liberated. Broken windows, collapsed buildings, caved-in roofs … It will take time, a long time, to repair it all, she thought as she took in the ruins.


A bark pulled her from her thoughts and from the ball of sadness growing in her throat. A few metres away, Gus was lying still on the sand, apparently cowed by an ominous flock of seagulls hovering over the beach. Every so often one of the birds would dive down towards the sand not far from him.


Valery came over, knelt by his side, and stroked his fur. “Afraid of a few birds, eh?” she teased.


But there were an awful lot of them. She was intrigued to see so many birds plunging towards the beach and then climbing back up into the sky. Usually gulls gathered in small groups of ten, maybe twenty individuals, rarely more. At least from what she could remember. But here she was certain at least a hundred of them had flocked together, filling the air with the sound of fluttering wings and snapping beaks. 


I wonder what’s over there. 


She stood up. “You stay here, you scaredy-cat. I’m going to get a closer look.”


The dog whined as Valery walked away, but the laughing gulls drowned him out. She approached the spot with the densest concentration of birds, which was about fifty metres away, right at the water’s edge. Out of habit, just as when she had walked through her neighbourhood with her ration book in hand to get food for her mother and brothers, she looked all around her to make sure there was no hidden danger.


The beach was empty.


The surroundings hadn’t changed: on one side, the silent ruins, on the other, the cold, apathetic sea and the barely visible island—little more than a small rock. The menacing shadows that had once haunted the dark corners of the town had long since disappeared with the arrival of the Americans. The stares that had followed her as she walked through the streets—at the time it was hard to tell if the observers were hostile or simply frightened—forcing her to hunch down and take up as little space as possible, no longer weighed on her shoulders.


The freedom she now had meant she could stand up straight and walk along the beach without fear. But fear was still her natural reflex.


Valery was now only about ten metres from the gulls.


They took flight suddenly, surprised by her unexpected presence. Then, judging that their business was worth the risk, they carried on diving noisily yet gracefully towards the sand, clearly determined not to be disturbed. As soon as they landed on their mysterious treasure (Valery had thought it might be a tree trunk when the birds had briefly abandoned their perch), the gulls began to squabble, pecking one another with their beaks, opening their wings wide, and screeching their discontent. Watching them, Valery couldn’t help but wonder if their intent was to kill each other rather than survive. Maybe the seagulls had learned to war like humans, like the children she often saw playing soldiers in the devastated streets.


Have the birds lost their minds too?


Lying on the sand, his frightened eyes glued to his owner, Gus remained perfectly still and observed the frenzy from afar. Suddenly, a fleeting glimpse caused a chill to settle at the bottom of Valery’s spine. The numbness climbed all the way to her lips, which gasped instinctively, paralysed by the horror she couldn’t yet name. It can’t be.


“It can’t be. That’s impossible.”


Her words had lost all meaning. The notion of impossibility had been violated, mutilated by human nature. Bombs dropped on civilians. Women’s bodies abandoned by German soldiers in the wreckage of their sexual urges. Children holding out gaunt arms through the slats of a train carriage …


Nothing was impossible any more. Words, too, had been destroyed by the war. 


Nevertheless, she said it again, without realizing it. A Pavlovian reflex sparked by primitive distress.


The stick she had been throwing lay at her feet. Trembling, she picked it up and stepped closer. The smell barrelled into her senses so hard that she had no choice but to double over and let her stomach expel its contents. But the spasms brought up nothing but bile. Once the pain had passed, Valery stood up, wiped away her tears with the back of her hand, and stared angrily at the army across from her. They’re just birds, she told herself, working up the courage to keep going. You’ve faced worse and survived. Go on, you have to find out …


She brandished the stick in the air and ran towards the gulls, screaming at the top of her lungs.


Dozens of pairs of wings flapped furiously as the birds took flight, taking refuge on the nearby waves and squawking with envy. A few braver individuals, fidgeting on their skinny legs and staring curiously at Valery, only backed up a few steps and then waited a mere two or three metres from the body that the shroud of feathers had finally unveiled.


“My God,” she whispered when she finally saw the maimed corpse.


An arm was missing, as was the bottom half of a leg. The face looked down into the sand. Long, slimy clumps of hair were spread out around the head. The body’s translucent skin was dotted with wounds inflicted by hungry scavengers.


Valery stepped back slowly. She glanced to her left, towards the buildings, hoping to see someone. She wanted to shout for help, but she couldn’t. Her brain was struggling to convey to her legs even the most basic instruction: to get away from the child’s body.


Suddenly, a rapid movement on her right attracted her attention. A movement that had come from the sky.


A gull dived towards the ocean.


Then climbed again.


Valery did not want to find out what was causing this new dance of death. She wanted to flee the beach and block out the hoarse cries that were drawing her gaze out over the water. But she couldn’t. Her eyes brimming with new tears, she turned slowly towards the rocky outline of the island and watched the birds.


The flock of gulls had dispersed into several groups and each of them was performing the same dance at various points along the beach. The birds were diving down at intervals to feed, doing their best to enjoy the feast despite the seemingly random movements of the surf, which constantly ferried their prey away from them.


And this was how Valery first realized that there were other bodies floating towards the beach, some more visible than others among the waves, as the birds pecked furiously at the flesh with their hungry beaks. Five, six, nine … A dozen bundles of skin and bone finally appeared at the surface of the cold water, all of them swollen from the gas produced by their decomposing organs and half devoured by the scavengers.


“My God …”


When a second body—a limbless trunk—washed up on the sand and a spectral face stared up at her with its empty eye sockets, Valery ran back to the port with Gus at her heels. 


And behind her, dozens of ravenous beaks broke the silence with their mocking shrieks, echoing the screams in her head.
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Sandrine


November 1986


In deep shit, that’s where I am.


Sandrine regretfully studied her trainers, which had sunk down into a mixture of mud and cow manure. They had been an immaculate white colour when she had put them on that morning. Now, stood in the middle of this field, she could barely make out the brand logo printed on the sides.


“You know, I didn’t hear a thing. Nothing at all. They did it at night.”


Sandrine turned to listen to the farmer standing a few metres ahead of her (who had cleverly chosen to wear high-topped wellington boots) as he pointed with his thick finger at the herd of cows gathered behind a barbed wire fence.


“What did the police say?” she asked as she took pictures of the animals.


“That it was probably kids. That they were just having fun … But what am I going to do about the fair now?”


“The fair?”


“The livestock fair a week from today,” he explained with a slight accent. “They’re dairy cows. If they were for meat, I might still have sold them, though for less of course … But now, no one will want them. Not with that on their hides … Who’s going to compensate me?”


Not with that on their hides …


Crosses.


Hastily scrawled in spray paint on a dozen cows’ flanks. 


Hakenkreuze.


Swastikas.


The journalist felt her wrist burn. The stripes on her skin felt like they were on fire. Luckily, they were carefully hidden beneath her thick leather cuff bracelet. She swallowed hard to get rid of the bitter taste the memory had left in her mouth.


“I don’t know, Mr Wernst. Your insurance company?” she suggested.


“Right … They won’t give me even a tenth of their value. Come inside, the clouds are getting low. You’ve got in quite a mess now, haven’t you!”


Sandrine turned her ankles from side to side and rubbed her shoes against a tuft of grass to remove as much of the excrement as possible. She promised herself she would think to leave a pair of wellies in her boot for the next time the newspaper had a scoop for her … 


To think that just three weeks ago I was wandering the streets of Paris dreaming of becoming a reporter for a national daily …


The old man (in his sixties, maybe more, though it was hard to pinpoint the age of a face so weathered by hard work) uncorked a bottle of white wine, pulled a plate of charcuterie from the refrigerator, and placed it all on the solid oak table. The room smelled of sweat and wet clothes, partially masked by the odour of the woodfire from the hearth. Sandrine left her trainers on the doormat as if they were a dog too dirty to be allowed inside. She went and stood in front of the fire to warm up.


“My article will be published tomorrow,” she said, listening to dishes clinking in the kitchen. Are you a subscriber?”


“No. And I never have time to go into town,” he replied.


“I’ll drop it by for you then,” she promised. “I hope it will help get people talking.”


“Do you really think it will?” Frank Wernst asked doubtfully as he came back into the room with plates, glasses, knives and a loaf of bread.


No, of course not. Not way out here in the sticks. Nothing could get the ruins and corpses here to talk, Sandrine admitted to herself.


“Let’s sit,” offered Mr Wernst. “This is a good bottle.”


She sat down in turn and accepted the glass he held out. She had a strange feeling. The feeling that she had met this man before. Which was impossible since she had only been in Normandy for two weeks. Maybe at the bakery in town or … at the butcher’s, she guessed as she studied the plate of sausages and pâtés.


“You’ll need a full stomach to get the cogs turning,” he explained when she hesitated.


“It’s not even ten o’clock in the morning,” Sandrine pointed out.


“Time is relative. For you, it’s not even ten o’clock. But I’ve been in the fields since five, so I’m halfway through my workday. It’s time for a bite to eat.”


Sandrine nodded. She spread a thin layer of pâté on a piece of bread and took a sip of wine, not attempting to conceal her pleasure. Frank chewed ceremoniously. He poured himself a second glass, offered to serve her one too, then put down the bottle with a serious look on his face.


“You know, the war has never really left us. It’s still here,” he said, pointing to his right temple. “I don’t need those little shits to remind me of it by painting swastikas on my cows. It’s with me every night. There is no more faithful companion than war. When war crosses your path, you’re scarred for life …”


“I’m sorry, Mr Wernst.”


“I know, I know. We’re all sorry.”


“How … How did you end up here?” she asked hesitantly.


“That’s easy. I came to France for the worst possible reason: war. And I stayed for the best: love.”


“Really?”


“Yes. A year before the Liberation, I fell for a Parisian woman. But we had to keep our relationship a secret. It was frowned upon—a French woman with a German soldier. We moved around a lot. Then, once the past was in the past and people started to forget, we moved here. That was about ten years ago.”


“Do you live alone?”


“Yes,” he replied, offering no further explanation. 


Sandrine scanned the room: an old sofa, dark wood furniture, a painting, a worn rug, old, framed photographs. No television and no telephone. A few books from the 1920s shelved in a makeshift bookcase. The farm seemed to be in limbo, frozen in time. Like a soldier waiting for a ceasefire, it was scared stiff, afraid to move forwards or backwards, refusing to embrace the present day—contemporary music, Sunday night television, more recent and less bellicose literature—and afraid of the impending destruction foreshadowed by the swastikas on the cows.


Ten minutes later, Sandrine thanked Frank and promised to write him a sensitive article, which would inspire only sympathy in the paper’s readers. She wanted to add something more personal, say a few words to him about the importance of memory, the horror of war, and the forbidden love between a soldier and a civilian. But she couldn’t work up the courage. Firstly, because she didn’t feel she had the right to bring up these topics, which she had only ever encountered second-hand in history class. Secondly, because she still couldn’t shake the strange feeling that she had met this farmer before. She didn’t know why, but she was certain that the discomforting sensation would only pass once she had left his house.


As she closed the front door behind her, Sandrine bent down to put on her trainers. She stopped short when she saw that the old man had cleaned them, most likely when he had been in the kitchen. His kindness made her smile. She wanted to go back in to thank him.


But suddenly, the feeling of déjà vu exploded in her brain again, like a piece of popcorn in boiling oil. And, although she knew that it was silly and that her fears were unfounded, she forgot all about her laces and ran to take refuge inside her Peugeot 104.
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Sandrine


November 1986


Sandrine stepped inside the tiny local newspaper office, which was located in the centre of town, not far from the market square. The bell on the door alerted Vincent to her presence. He looked up from his typewriter and took a drag on his cig-arette before stubbing it out in the ashtray and standing up to welcome his colleague.


“So, was it a scoop?” he asked with a smile, well aware that driving out to the countryside on an anonymous lead was more likely to be a prank than the story of the year.


Sandrine had taken the time to check it out with the local police station before heading out. “Very funny,” she sighed as she took off her coat. “At least I got a real breakfast out of it! And a shoeshine!” 


When he had seen her walk into the office for the first time two weeks earlier, holding a suitcase and a piece of paper bearing the address, Vincent had felt something detonate deep in his stomach. He had lived in the village all his life and now this woman’s presence had dealt him a brutal blow, a seismic tremor whose shockwaves rumbled towards his heart. His first words had been a jumble of fragments and unrelated thoughts because the shockwaves had also affected his brain. He smiled (at least, he thought he was smiling, but standing paralyzed across from her, he couldn’t be absolutely certain his facial muscles were following orders) and held out a hand, concentrating hard on pronouncing his own name without faltering. Sandrine was flattered by Vincent’s awkwardness and blushing cheeks.


In Paris, no one would have ever welcomed her with such enthusiasm.


From then on, Vincent was constantly but discreetly doing nice things for Sandrine to try to attract the attention of the new arrival from Paris (an exotic location for those who had spent their entire lives in this isolated part of the world).


First, he enthusiastically explained how the paper worked (which didn’t take long since there were only two employees—Vincent and Pierre, who was in charge). Then he carried on presenting the village and its residents. Vincent shared all the details of daily life: the people it was best to listen to, those to avoid, the best restaurants and food shops, the best bars and cafés …


His bachelor’s routine suddenly began to change as well. In the morning, he took a bit more time to get ready. Standing in front of the mirror in the bathroom, Vincent now paid more attention to his appearance. The tiny flat he rented above a yarn shop watched silently as he underwent this metamorphosis. He shaved carefully, combed his hair, and the scent of cologne lingered in the air long after he had left for work. He had begun singing regularly and smiling for no apparent reason.


The dirty clothes that usually lay in a heap on the floor now found their way to the laundry basket. The beer bottles that had previously dotted every surface disappeared as if they had been a mirage, though admittedly a rather long-lasting one since Vincent hadn’t invited a soul up to his one-bedroom flat for the past year. The iron emerged from the cupboard and the hoover came out of hibernation to suck up the crisp crumbs and long-forgotten bits of loose tobacco that littered the carpet.


At the office, the new Vincent was always watching Sandrine. He would pretend to be typing or pondering a headline for the article he was working on, but he was secretly contemplating the deus ex machina that had come to deliver a happy ending to his tragic love life. This morning, as he watched her leave for Wernst’s farm, he realized he still didn’t know much about her. They had engaged in pleasantries and small talk, but nothing more. He hadn’t yet dared invite her to his flat. Why don’t you come over? We can kiss and then make love on the nice, clean carpet. He fantasized about saying those words every night before falling asleep.


The little he knew about her could be summed up in a few sentences. She was from Paris, where it was hard to find a job as a journalist. She was an only child. She liked to be alone. The leather cuff bracelet she wore on her left wrist was a reminder (of what? She had carefully evaded the question), and yes, maybe one night once she was settled, she would have a drink with him after work. 


The rest was the fruit of his careful observation: she was rather tall, about five foot seven, with fine, light-brown hair cut in a bob. Her features were sharp yet harmonious, her eyes were a hypnotic shade of hazel, and her breasts—which he could just make out despite the thick jumpers she wore—were as firm and round as Normandy apples. He had also noticed her lips. From his desk, he often saw them moving, though no sound escaped them. Sandrine spent her time mumbling silent sentences, as though her mind was unable to accommodate her thoughts, which fled their confinement through the silent and barely visible movements of her mouth. And every time (and this turned out to be rather often), this instinctive dance kindled in Vincent the desire to move closer and kiss them.


“And? The story?” he continued, after realizing he was gazing at Sandrine’s mouth like a child lusting after a sweets display.


“Cows grazing in a muddy field with swastikas painted on their sides. The police think it was kids,” she replied.


“Look on the bright side: you wouldn’t have seen that in Paris!” 


This seemed to be his favourite line. He brought it out on every possible occasion: talking about the upcoming livestock fair, the bumpy country roads, the tiny, dilapidated post office in town, and the villagers’ boorish manners. The unique goal of this mantra was of course to convince his new colleague to never leave the region—or rather, to never leave him.


“No, that’s for sure,” she conceded.


“Sandrine?”


Shit, thought Sandrine, he’s going to ask. He’s going to ask me for a drink and now I don’t have a good excuse any more. Why can’t he understand that I just want to be alone? Of course he doesn’t understand, silly. He knows nothing about me. At least not enough to suspect anything. Her wrist burned again, as it had earlier when she photographed the swastikas. She rubbed it discreetly against the pocket of her jeans, as if it were an itchy mosquito bite. 


“Yes?”


“Pierre wants to see you. It seems serious,” announced Vincent.


Pierre, her boss. Pierre who had offered her the job. One of his friends who worked in the capital had mentioned Sandrine. Pierre hadn’t hesitated for a second—real journalists were a rare commodity in these parts. 


Sandrine knocked nervously on the door to his office.


Your writing is great, but for the local readership …


That’s what she expected to hear as she sat down across from Pierre. Her boss was in his fifties with curly hair and round, metallic-blue rimmed glasses, but at that moment he looked grave. She could already imagine herself back in Paris, knocking on doors and hoping for a contract, even as a freelancer …


“How are you, Sandrine?” he asked, cutting to the chase. 


She could smell cinnamon, though she couldn’t work out where the scent was coming from.


“I’m good, thanks.”


“Are you liking it here?” he asked as he pulled a plate of biscuits from his drawer. “I know it’s not exactly Paris, but we put out a serious paper that people here really appreciate. Our customs probably seem strange to you, foreign even, but the people here are simple folk, and that can be comforting. Especially when you’re used to the big city.”


“Things are good. I’m getting used to it all: the onion festivals and Saint John’s Eve,” said Sandrine, though a part of her knew that wasn’t really true. “But I think it will take a few more years before I’m willing to dress up and dance around the sacred fire …”


“Don’t be so sure! You missed it this year, but believe me, it’s rather enchanting!”


Sandrine imagined her boss without his tweed jacket and turtleneck, wearing nothing but traditional knickerbockers and dancing around the fire with a host of fake virgins. 


“Here,” he offered, holding out the plate of biscuits. “My wife has decided baking is the future of humanity. Every day she makes a new recipe. My blood sugar has reached record highs. I feel like I’m urinating glucose syrup these days.”


“Thank you, but I already got to sample some regional delicacies at Mr Wernst’s house. Maybe later.”


Pierre put the plate down and sighed. He looked Sandrine steadily in the eye as he worked up the courage to speak. “Sandrine, I … I don’t know how to go about this. The subject is … difficult.”


Here they were at last. The temporal rift where the present collapses and she is forced back to the past. She’d have to move yet again. Leave this place to seek refuge somewhere else. Flee, again, beneath the unstable grey sky. Feel the burn of the scars on her wrist. Recite an old poem to forget.


“What is it?” Sandrine asked, already imagining his next words. Words she’d heard so many times before.


You’re too distant. This job isn’t the right fit for you. You should open up. Your colleagues are worried about you. Your work is good, but … That was one of the reasons she’d never felt at home in the big city. Too often, her acquaintances couldn’t understand why she refused to go out with them in the evenings, why she preferred to be alone. Some of them saw it as disdain. Others as social ineptitude or even misanthropy. She had tried to explain that she was happier nestled comfortably in her solitude reading a book than in bars and nightclubs, but very few people understood. So Sandrine had finally acknowledged that moving somewhere more isolated might be the best solution.


“I’m sorry if I’m going about this all wrong,” Pierre said apologetically, “but I got a call from a solicitor this morning.”


“A solicitor?”


“Yes, a solicitor who sent you a letter a few weeks ago which was returned to him because the recipient no longer lived at that address. He managed to find out you worked here and sent it again. He also called me this morning to let me know it was urgent.”


“What’s urgent?”


“Your grandmother.”


Sandrine sat back in her chair and went quiet.


Your grandmother. Did he mean “Granny Suzanne”? Her maternal grandmother whom she had never met? According to her mother, the crazy old woman lived on an island and had always refused to leave.


Pierre stood up, walked around his desk, and sat down next to Sandrine as he handed her the envelope. “Here’s the letter,” he said. “I’m afraid it’s bad news. I’ll leave you alone for a moment so you can … well, you know. I’ll be next door if you need me.”


Sandrine waited for the door to close, then opened the envelope.


Ms Sandrine Vaudrier,


I regret to inform you that Mrs Suzanne Vaudrier, née Hurteau, born 10th December 1912, wife of Jean Vaudrier and mother of Monique Vaudrier, has died at the age of seventy-three.


The death certificate was recorded on 27th October 1986 by the doctor and police officer present. They asked me to inform you and send you the death certificate at your last known address: 56 rue des Halles in Paris.


When my original letter was returned to me, I conducted some research and found your new employer. 


I hereby inform you that the deceased registered a handwritten will at my office on 25th October 1986. I thus invite you to come to the address in the letterhead to learn more about your grandmother’s last wishes.


In the meantime, I offer my sincerest condolences.


Best regards,


Jean-Baptiste Béguenau


Sandrine read the letter a second time.


She still didn’t register any real emotion.


She muttered a quote aloud: “Mother died today. Or, maybe, yesterday; I can’t be sure.” The Stranger by Albert Camus was her favourite novel. When her friends criticized her need for solitude and her lack of interest in the city’s nightlife, she had often identified with Meursault. And it was often in his presence, alone in her bed turning the pages of the book, that she refuted their disapproval. And now that Pierre had announced the death of one of her family members, she was, like Meursault, a stranger to the grief she should have felt. Nevertheless, guilt urged her to scan her memory for something to bring her closer to her grandmother. But there was nothing to be found. Not a single image of Suzanne. The only time she had ever spoken to her mother about her, her curiosity had been quashed with easy explanations that were as surprising as they were definitive. “She’s crazy. She’d rather stay on her tiny island than get to know you, her only grandchild. You’ve never met her and, trust me, you never will.” 


End of discussion. Nothing more to say.


Suzanne’s existence had been erased from collective memory. She had been removed from the family tree and her name barred from the family dictionary. With just a few words, she had become a taboo subject, and Sandrine had completely forgotten about her until now.


“Shit,” she mumbled.


She read the letter a third time, trying to persuade herself that it was in fact addressed to her, that there had been no mistake. Monique was definitely her mother’s name.


I couldn’t care less, she decided as she left Pierre’s office. Her boss was standing just outside the door. Vincent’s fingers stopped typing when she appeared.


“It’s nothing important,” she said.


“But the solicitor seemed to think it was …” Pierre replied, his voice full of concern.


“I … I never knew her. People can’t just turn up in our lives all of a sudden. Especially when they’re already dead.”


Sandrine didn’t realize it, but her voice had taken on a different tone, almost childlike, and her eyes were glazed. Her hands trembled slightly as she raised the letter in a rebellious gesture.


“I think you need to go,” urged Pierre. “Take a week off.”


“But … A day or two would be more than enough,” she objected. “I just have to collect a stranger’s things, nothing more.”


“Well, you wouldn’t exist without that ‘stranger’, Sandrine,” Pierre reminded her. “Nothing else matters. I don’t know anything about your family, but I do know that there is a little of her in you; you can’t deny that. Some civilizations believed that when an ancestor died, their descendants lost a part of themselves. Not only in emotional terms, but also physically. That the atoms that come to us from our parents stopped living when they did, resulting in a physical sadness. They argued this was why grief makes people so tired.”


“I don’t think that—”


“Take a week,” insisted her boss. “Nothing interesting will happen here before the livestock fair anyway. Maybe another cow or a pig will be spray-painted by bored teenagers … We’ll make do without you. Go to that island, take care of your affairs, and come back rested. That’s all I ask.”
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So the child recited the poem.


Who rides forth to-night, through storms so wild?


Hesitantly at first.


A father, bearing his tender child;


Then determinedly.


He fondly clasps the boy in his arm,


To escape, to get away.


From danger shields him and keeps him warm.


To be alone on their faraway island.
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Suzanne


1949


“There it is. It’s almost here.”


Suzanne saw the boat draw slowly up alongside the island. It bobbed from side to side in the waves like a drunk sailor for a few more minutes. Then its bright green hull grew steady as it moored to the dock. Its noisy motor coughed up a thick cloud of black smoke, then went silent.


Someone took her hand: Françoise, the other governess.


Suzanne studied her friend’s face, which was red from the freezing wind. Her woollen hood covered her hair, but a few wavy blonde strands had escaped and danced against her temples. She was wearing make-up. This was a special day. The gardener, Maurice, was there too, standing straight as an arrow. And Claude, the mysterious monocled doctor, and Simon, the handyman. The rest of the staff were already at the site, getting everything ready.


They were all certain they were helping to make the world a better place. That’s how the director—who was standing as close as possible to the boat dressed only in his suit despite the cold—had framed their work here on the island. Working to make the world a better place. They had all smiled upon hearing that phrase. It might seem exaggerated, slightly pompous and pretentious, but it was so full of hope. 


Men tightened the thick ropes around the mooring posts and carefully let down a wooden gangway between the boat and the dock. The director stepped nearer. He had been waiting for this moment—they all had—for weeks. He already knew the children. He had met all of them on the mainland, but Suzanne could tell he was nervous from the way he was puffing on his cigarette. There was no reason to worry. The camp was ready. Over the next three months, the children would be able to forget about the bombs. The deprivation. The fear. The smell of dead bodies. They would be able to heal.


Making the world a better place.


He’s right, it does feel that way.


First one head emerged from the hold and came into view. Then another. Before long, a flock of children had crossed the gangway.


Suzanne counted them.


Ten.


None were missing.


She already knew their names, though she had never met any of them. The staff had received files on the children a week before their arrival, to save precious time. The director had thought of everything.


Now he was hugging the first camper. Each of them would get a hug. 


The children had taken their first steps on the island and were now approaching Suzanne, their eyes on the ground. They didn’t return her smile, but she didn’t mind. The war had taught them to keep their heads down and be suspicious of smiling adults. But she was hopeful that would change.


The staff and children began their walk to the camp with the director leading the way. He talked the whole time, trying to reassure and comfort his young charges with his words as they took the path that led away from the dock and into the forest. The children kept quiet. But one bit of information did get their attention.


“There will be hot chocolate when we arrive!” exclaimed the director.


Suzanne saw the surprise in their eyes. Their lips parted gently. Now they stared at the director, hoping to learn more. It was possible that some of them had never tasted hot chocolate before. But the word was enough to make them feel safe, especially when one of the older children, Fabian, asked, “Really?”


“Oh yes, Fabian, really. Unless our dear cook has drunk it all!”


“Thank you, sir!”


“No need to thank me. None of you need to. You’re my guests. The war is over, children. It’s time to stop growing up too quickly.”


Less than ten minutes later, they left the small forest behind them and the concrete walls of the former blockhouse came into view. A few of the children chattered excitedly when they saw the sports field Simon had prepared. He had cut the grass very short and built two goals using old pillars from the dock. He had even managed to mount a basketball hoop on a mast he had salvaged from the mainland. But best of all was undoubtedly the garden Maurice had created. He had planted a bit of everything: vegetables, fruit trees, herbs … Everything the cook, Victor, needed. And enough to feed the chickens and pigs, which were housed a bit further down the path, as well. The director had planned it all out. There were dairy cows and a few donkeys for rides around the island. Suzanne smiled when it occurred to her that some of the children were probably seeing these animals for the first time.


As they neared the first building, they were gently enveloped by the sweet aroma of hot chocolate.


Soon they’ll see their rooms, Suzanne thought happily. They’ll be able to get back to being children and the simple pleasure of blowing on a warm cup of hot chocolate … 


Making the world a better place.










6


Sandrine


November 1986


Sandrine exited the station at two thirty and took a taxi to the centre of town.


She had hesitated for a long time. Her grandmother had never tried to contact her only grandchild, had never tried to find out how she was doing. She had never sent Sandrine a card or even picked up the phone to call her. So why should she go? What could she possibly hope to find on that island? Her mother would have forbidden her to go, she was certain of it. Monique would have tried to convince her, told her again and again that the past is the past. But Monique had never been able to follow her own advice—she had never had the strength to free herself from the anger and disgust she felt for Sandrine’s father. So why should she listen to her?


Sandrine realized that her trip to the island would be her last chance to learn a bit more about her grandmother and carve words other than crazy on Suzanne’s tombstone. And Pierre had insisted. He had told her not to come in for a week …


The apathetic grey sky watched impassively as she made her way through the streets, and the seagulls seemed no more inclined to acknowledge her presence. The ocean’s muffled roar was the acoustic background to the cacophony of cars and conversations. Halliards bounced off masts as sporadic gusts of wind filled the sails of the pleasure crafts in the harbour. Sandrine was delighted by the din. Noise was what she missed the most since moving to her small village. More than the people. She was used to the tumult of the capital and had never been in a place where cars passed at intervals of many minutes rather than seconds. When she walked to work in the morning, she rarely crossed paths with anyone, and her breath was the only sound that reached her ears. So this walk through the centre of Villers-sur-Mer filled her with happiness. The cheerful bustle soothed her. 


After ten minutes of wandering aimlessly, Sandrine decided to ask for directions. A woman pointed her towards a street across from the beach, near the marina.


Minutes later, she stepped into the solicitor’s office.


“Ms Vaudrier!” exclaimed Jean-Baptiste Béguenau. He was short and stout and nearly bald. He welcomed her inside with a grave look on his face, as though all wars past and present were his responsibility. Sandrine accepted his condolences and followed him into his office, noticing as she did so that he was slightly cross-eyed—a fact she immediately tried, and failed, to ignore. The place smelled of order and turpentine. A large bookcase full of carefully arranged files occupied an entire wall across from a window that looked out over the ocean. There was no clutter: no family photographs, no cup of cold coffee, and no documents scattered around. The most exotic element in the room was the large green plant sitting on the floor in a corner, as if forgotten. Sandrine had the uncomfortable feeling that she was visiting a show home.


“Please, sit down and thank you for coming all the way here, Ms Vaudrier. I won’t keep you long. Just a few signatures and you’ll be on your way,” the solicitor said as he pulled out a brown file.


His leather chair squeaked when he moved. He placed the documents down on the desk in front of him, examined them one last time, nodding and murmuring in approval as he read, then slid them over to Sandrine. 


“Just sign here and here. Do take the time to read every sentence. They’re all there, unless one has escaped,” he joked.


His muffled laugh echoed for a few seconds, then disappeared. Carefully judged to avoid seeming uncouth given the circumstances, thought Sandrine. He probably practises in front of a mirror though it sounds more like a faulty firework falling back down to earth without exploding than a frank and comforting laugh. 


Sandrine quickly scanned the will and signed where necessary. She wanted to get out of there quickly, especially since there wasn’t much to learn. Suzanne had left her some personal affairs in her house and a little money in a bank account, though the amount wasn’t specified. That was it. 


“What now?” she asked, pushing the papers back towards the solicitor. 


“Your boat leaves in half an hour,” he replied. “You’ll need this.”


“What is it?”


“An authorization to visit the island. It’s been a natural wildlife reserve for seabirds since 1971, so visitors are normally prohibited.”


“You mean it’s … deserted?” she asked worriedly.


The idea of wandering an abandoned rock with no company but the birds sounded more like a Hitchcockian nightmare than an opportunity to commemorate her grandmother. It occurred to her that a solitary life surrounded by only the sound of the rolling waves and the cries of gulls could at least partially explain Suzanne’s madness.


“No, not exactly,” he explained. “A handful of people still live there. Your grandmother was one of them. They moved there a few years after the war. And the island’s owner couldn’t bear to evict them. They’re allowed to stay, but no other people are authorized. Except when someone … passes. Then relatives can go over just long enough to gather the deceased’s affairs and pay their final respects.”


Sandrine noticed a slight tremble in Mr Béguenau’s voice. When she looked away to avoid his eyes, she realized that the only clock in the room had stopped. Its hands read 8:37, when she knew it was nearly three thirty. And its pendulum was perfectly still. She couldn’t say why, but the frozen clock bothered her more than it should have. She was surprised that the solicitor, whose office was exceptionally orderly, would tolerate such an anomaly. She thought back to the farmer’s remark the day before: Time is relative.


“Your clock’s broken,” she couldn’t help but say.


“Oh, you’re right. I hadn’t noticed. I always forget to wind it.” He changed the subject smoothly. “So, you’ll need to show this authorization when you board. You can’t make the crossing without it. If the authorities do a spot check and find an unauthorized visitor aboard, the captain would be in serious trouble.”


“What … What will I find there, on the island?”


“I’m afraid I can’t tell you exactly what your grandmother owned. She didn’t specify in her will. The house isn’t hers, in any case. She was renting it. I think it will mostly be personal effects, maybe old photographs, jewellery, who knows really.”


The solicitor spread out a large piece of paper which showed a rudimentary map drawn in black marker. The island was pear-shaped. The dock was located near the bottom. Moving inland, twenty small squares—most likely houses—appeared. The only path from the dock came to a fork. The left-hand branch led to the houses while the right-hand branch led to the forest and then disappeared altogether. Her grandmother’s house, marked with a red X, and an adjoining outbuilding symbolized by a rectangle, were the only constructions on this side of the island, just before the path entered the forest. 


“It’s rather basic, I’ll grant you that,” affirmed Mr Béguenau, “but it should suffice. The island isn’t very big. Only about thirty hectares. But it’s quite steep, particularly the northern part, so be careful if you decide to go for a walk.”


“Did she give you this map?” asked Sandrine.


“Yes, I saw her once, two days before she died. She came to drop off her will.”


“How did she seem?”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean, did she seem ‘normal’? Did she have her wits about her?”


“Ms Vaudrier, if I had had even the slightest doubt as to her mental capacities, I wouldn’t have accepted the will. I would have asked her to come back with a medical certificate proving her good health. There are rules in this profession. There may be a broken clock in this office, but never a client off her rocker.”


“I didn’t mean to cast doubt on your professionalism, I’m sorry. It’s just—”


“Your boat awaits, Ms Vaudrier,” he said, cutting her off as he stood up. “There won’t be any others today.”


He accompanied her to the door and pointed to the boat in question. It was about ten metres long and a pale emerald green colour, clearly faded from years of exposure to the sun and inclement weather. 


“The crossing won’t take more than an hour,” he reassured her. “The sea is calm. I’ll see you soon, Ms Vaudrier. Please feel free to stop by when you get back!”
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