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“If you’re reading these pages,
then I kept my promise.” 


David Malet










February 1986



Paul Vermont listened attentively as his accountant shared his calculations.


Though he knew what they would say, he never could have imagined it would all happen so fast. In only five months, his factory had lost more than thirty per cent of its customers. The information the accountant shared was hardly reassuring. The metal industry crisis had hit the region hard. No one had seen the surge in supply from Eastern Europe coming. The order book was nearly empty, and his attempts to quietly sell the factory had yet to attract any interest.


“How long?” asked the director, his face pale.


“Six months, maybe eight. There are even more obstacles now. The banks won’t be able to keep helping us for much longer.”


Paul stood up without a word and walked over to the crackling fireplace. He was only thirty-six, but he looked at least twenty years older at that moment. He had inherited the company from his father ten years earlier. At the time, business had been booming, and on his deathbed, the old man had thought he was providing a bright future for both his son and his employees, almost all of whom he knew by name. If he’d only known …


Six months. The sentence seemed unfair. Paul had put so much effort into the factory. Since the beginning of the crisis, he had always managed to keep the company afloat and had made important sacrifices: money, time, his family. He had spent so many sleepless nights refusing to accept the inevitable, hoping against hope for new contracts … But now, the cruel reality was before him. The figures had spoken.


Six months.


“There’s no other way?”


“I’m sorry, but bankruptcy is the best solution. You’ll need to explain things to your staff as soon as possible, so they can make plans for the future.”


“Two hundred and eighteen people out of work …”


“It’s not your fault, it’s the economic climate,” offered the accountant.


“Right, the economic climate …”


The bureaucrat stood up, gathered his documents, and put them away in his briefcase. He only broke the silence to mumble hesitantly, “See you in two weeks?” which sounded more like a plea than a question. He knew that Paul Vermont was made of strong stuff, but given the news he’d just received, even the most resilient of men was likely to throw in the towel. And maybe do something stupid.


“Yes,” replied Paul, eventually looking away from the flames. “I’ll see you in two weeks.”


“Good. Don’t stay cooped up in this office, Paul. Get some fresh air. It’s never healthy to lock yourself up alone with your worries.”


As he stepped through the door, the Vermont Steelworks accountant heard a final number. 


“Seven months,” Paul said gravely.


“I’m sorry?”


“We’ll close in seven months. Don’t tell anyone for now. I want my employees to enjoy their final summer at our holiday village. They and their families have some dark days ahead, so we’ll let them bask in the sun one last time. Actually, make that eight months. That takes us through to September.”


“Very well, sir.”


Paul Vermont remained silent for a moment. He was unable to think clearly, he felt groggy, like a boxer after receiving an unexpected uppercut. His mind was floating aimlessly, with no lifeline in sight. He closed his eyes for a second and briefly lost his balance. He placed his hand on the mantelpiece to steady himself.


“One last summer,” he whispered.


Let them stroll on the warm tarmac of Avenue des Mouettes.


Let the children laugh in the waves.


Let the adults talk into the night, beer in hand, watching the sun set over the ocean.


Suddenly, in his mind’s eye, he saw a woman hanging from a beam. A feeling of loneliness washed over him. He glanced furtively at the framed picture on his desk. Nine years already.


Then Paul pulled himself together. He pushed away the image of the body dangling in the air for all eternity, grabbed his keys and left. He made his way down the metal stairs to the workshop. He could already imagine the imploring looks from his employees when he told them the news. Shock, fear, anger. Losing your job in a rural region like the Limousin often meant years of unemployment. And most of the staff didn’t even have degrees. Finding a decent job would be difficult, and many of them never would.


Opening the workshop door, Paul was welcomed by the familiar sounds of the factory: creaking machines, the clang of metal on metal, and crackling welding sparks. He crossed the huge room and walked down the corridor. He ran into several employees who greeted him respectfully. He wondered how many of them would spit in his face in a few months’ time. How many would demand explanations he wouldn’t have to give? The economic climate? Just a shield to hide behind. No one would believe it. Even he had a hard time accepting the empty excuse. Vermont Steelworks was a family company. All of the family trees in the region had at least one branch that worked in it. Everyone had a family member or two on staff. In every street, at least one person could be seen leaving early in the morning wearing grey coveralls and a security badge.


A fleeting ray of sunshine streamed through the factory windows, bathing the steel beams, dusty, oil-stained floor, and memories of the good old days in golden light. Paul closed his eyes and let the warmth flood his face. The coming months would be painful. He had tried to sell the company without going through official channels to prevent the unfortunate reality reaching the ears of his employees, but he knew it wouldn’t be long before bankruptcy became the topic on everyone’s lips.


“Hello, Mr Vermont. You all right?”


When he opened his eyes, Paul found himself standing across from Franck, one of his employees, whom the others had nicknamed “Red” because of his hair. He was a stocky man whose sharp features and penetrating gaze rarely went unnoticed. But the thing most people remembered after meeting him for the first time was the long scar across his right cheek.


“Yes, Franck. I’m fine, thanks. I just needed a little air.”


Paul watched as his employee went on his way. Red had joined the company two years before Paul took over from his father. A bond had formed between them the very first time they spoke. A discreet friendship based on mutual respect, a friendship neither of the men could have explained.


Often, at the end of the day, after the cooling machines had let out a final rattle, which echoed throughout the building, and the factory went quiet, the two men would meet in the director’s office for a drink.


They always talked about work first, but then they would visit more personal topics, confiding in one another.


During these intimate moments, Paul occasionally spoke of Eléonore. The few times he did, Franck offered the same advice he whispered to himself every morning when he got up and every night before bed, as he tried to combat his own melancholy: “It’s never a good idea to bring ghosts back to life, Mr Vermont.”


*


No, it’s never a good idea.


And yet, that’s what happened.


In the summer of 1986.


The last summer for the factory.


The last summer of my childhood.










PART ONE



Whispers from the deep


“I have to kill you. You understand, don’t you?”


“Yes,” replied the girl.


“Are you scared?”


“No. Will I become a ghost?” she asked, as a sudden spark of light appeared in her eyes.


“Yes. And you’ll whisper in the ears of the living for many long years. Come now. It’s time.” 
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Monday, 14th August 2017



“You’re so lucky to be a writer! Your days must be so exciting!”


That’s what I read.


That’s what I hear.


And that’s what I sometimes see in the incredulous, envious eyes of people who have just learned what I do for a living.


And every time, I bite my tongue to keep from saying, “If you only knew, there’s nothing more boring and repetitive.”


No, a writer’s days are only exciting in the imaginations of those who fantasize about them. Writers are bored out of their minds. That’s why they make up stories. The drab, soporific routine is in fact a necessity for the profession. For a writer, “exciting” days are the leading cause of blank pages. For publishers, they are synonymous with missed deadlines and late manuscripts.


I tried to explain that to my wife for many years.


She would retort that Hemingway fought in wars, went fishing in Cuba, and got drunk in Paris. And that he still found time to write. By way of a response, I would cite a seemingly endless list of illustrious authors who cloistered themselves in monastic solitude to write their masterpieces.


But then I gave up. Much like she abandoned the idea of me ever coming to parties or going shopping with her.


That’s just the way it is.


Our personal routines have shaped our routine as a married couple. Not enough to tear us apart, but just enough to keep us distant, without either one of us putting up a fuss.


Occasionally, one of us emerges from his or her bubble to get closer to the other, restoring our relationship to its former glory. I’ll find myself sitting next to her at the cinema, holding her hand as we walk down the beach, or eating across from her at one of the ridiculously expensive restaurants she loves. Or sometimes it’s Sarah who slips into my world for a short while. I’ll discover her sitting in the room upstairs where I write most of my novels and proofread my galleys. She’ll be there, as quiet and respectful as a widow sitting vigil for her dearly departed husband.


But, while routine is necessary, beneficial, and comforting, it does have a major drawback: its precariousness.


A single grain of sand is enough to knock things out of kilter.


And that’s exactly what happened on that Monday, 14th August 2017.


The calm sea of my routine suddenly grew rough and stormy.


Except that …


Except that it wasn’t just my daily routine that would be destroyed by the grain of sand. But my week. My sleep. My French windows …


Oh, and my past.


And yet, everything had begun as usual: Sarah had set her alarm for seven o’clock as she did every morning, even at the weekend.


She was as regular and unchanging as the waves.


I got up with her, poured her a cup of tea—straight from the Tibetan plateau according to the box—while she took her shower, then watched as she got ready for her day at a normal job. According to my wife, a normal job is one where you have to travel to a certain place on a daily basis to complete certain tasks and receive payment in return. She was an estate agent in the neighbouring town.


“You don’t really have a job. You sit there staring at the ocean, trying to find a story worth telling. And once you find it, it’ll keep you holed up in the house for months. You make money off your physical and social stagnation. And no, typing still hasn’t been recognized as an Olympic sport.”


I had tried to dissuade her. To reason with her. To explain that with the money my books made, she and I could go hundreds of years without working.


All to no avail.


So, every day, I watched from the corner of my eye as she put on her make-up and skirt suit. Her need to cling to a social life seemed futile and entirely uninteresting to me. It was like donning a costume for a fancy-dress party that had just been cancelled. But it was her choice.


I walked her out to the courtyard, gazing at her long legs as she folded them into her luxury coupé; a practised manoeuvre which only emphasized their beauty. I stood and watched as the car disappeared behind the gate, which hadn’t closed properly for the past week. An electrical problem, no doubt.


When I stepped back inside, the fruity scent of her presence wafted through the air for several long minutes before disappearing.


Around nine o’clock, I went online to try to keep abreast of the tragedies unfolding in the outside world. I took advantage of being at my desk to check on the sales of my various books and glance at my emails. Then I poured myself a cup of coffee and sat down on the patio overlooking the sea. As I lit a cigarette, I watched the beach and waited for the old woman to walk past with her dog.


For several weeks now, she too had had a routine.


She chose the same route every day. Come rain or wind, she still took the same sandy path.


Every day, I watched her. She walked along the beach, throwing a stick for her golden retriever, who would frolic and shake itself in the waves. Then they would disappear behind the rugged stone wall at the edge of my property. I paid tribute to her ritual in my own way. I watched her pass by, staying silent, abstaining from any brusque movements. Though I was too far away to make out her features, I was certain she was beautiful, her face lined with the wrinkles of a life full of trials and victories. Every morning, I told myself it would be nice to strike up a conversation. After all, sharing the same space so often conveyed a certain intimacy on our relationship, even if she appeared oblivious to it, since I couldn’t remember her ever waving in my direction.


That Monday, as I poured my second cup of coffee (just before the old woman was due to walk past), the landline rang. At that moment, the sound was just a detail and not the least bit worrying (how could I have known?). It only served to remind me that I really should make sure I always connect the answerphone as soon as I get out of bed. 


I reluctantly picked up, staring at the horizon.


“Is it you?” I heard my publisher’s voice ask without so much as a hello.


In addition to making lots of money from my work, Samuel was also a childhood friend. We had known each other since nursery school and had experienced all of life’s milestones—both painful and joyous—together. He was the archetypal bureaucrat nearing fifty who had forgotten to take care of himself in his forties: a bit pudgy around the middle, thinning hair, and breath that reeked of the cigars he chain-smoked. However, he had the charisma of a door-to-door salesman and his business acumen had made me so rich that I was willing to overlook the rest. All that mattered to me was that he had a gift for selling my books. That and our shared memories, of course.


Usually, he only called me to ask me how my new bestseller was coming along or to let me know I had a book signing coming up (including one in Paris the following week). But that morning, his voice was tense, almost aggressive.


“Yes, it’s me. Did you want to talk to Sarah?” I asked sarcastically. I knew he wasn’t a big fan of my wife.


“Christ, I’m not asking if it’s you on the phone, I’m asking if it was you!”


The conversation had taken a strange turn. I didn’t know whether to laugh or take the same anxious, aggressive tone. I was afraid Samuel might be drinking. Because, yes, he was also very into whisky. Come to think of it, he was more than an archetype—he was a full-blown caricature. 


“Was it me who what?” I asked as I opened the French windows to the patio.


A warm breeze brushed against my face.


“You haven’t received one?”


“Received what?”


“Nothing at all?” Samuel insisted.


“Could we use normal sentences, maybe? It might be a bit more constructive, don’t you think? This is like something out of Beckett!” I said, exasperated.


I heard Samuel give a heavy sigh and then there was silence.


The sigh alerted me more than anything else. After a few seconds, he spoke again; he was calm now, but still clearly troubled.


“Have you checked your letterbox?” he asked.


“Uh, no, not yet. What’s going on, Samuel?”


Silence again. But no sigh this time. It was like he was holding his breath. The way you do before announcing bad news. 


“I received a brown manilla envelope this morning. It was left in my letterbox and was clearly hand-delivered. I thought it was you, who—”


“No, I didn’t send you anything.”


“I don’t know whether I should feel relieved or more worried,” he mumbled.


“You’re freaking me out now. What’s in the envelope?”


“It’s a novel. Well, several chapters of one.”


“And?”


“I don’t know how to explain it. You must have received a copy. Go and check and call me back. I hope you don’t find anything and that this is all just a stupid prank.”


I hung up and left the patio and the beach, the waves, and the safety of my daily routine behind me as I went to confront the grain of sand that had just lodged itself in my life. I walked through the lounge, cursing Samuel aloud. “Bloody hell, if this is a joke … Can’t he just use normal sentences like everyone else? I should ask for damages for the lost creative time …”


I decided to open the heavy wooden door and make my way across the tropical garden to reach the letterbox located at the entrance to our villa. But before I could do so, my feet encountered an object that would undoubtedly have sent me stumbling down the marble porch steps if it had been any heavier. 


But it was just a manilla envelope.


Despite the warm breeze and the protective rhythmic sound of the waves behind me, a chilling electrical sensation pulsed through me, giving me goosebumps.


Though I didn’t know it yet, by bending down to retrieve that seemingly innocent envelope, I was grabbing hold of my most precious misfortunes.









You’re in for a strange surprise!


After all these years …


Three of you will receive this tale. Three characters who are all guilty, though each in his own way.


The first did not hear Love’s song: he is the deaf man.


The second saw but was too scared to speak: he is the silent man.


And the third gave up when the solution was right before his eyes: he is the blind man.


As you read these chapters from your life, you’ll probably think it’s all just a bad joke.


But as you continue, you’ll realize that there are too many truths buried in these lines for them to be fiction.


Each of you will receive a text without knowing the identity of the two other recipients. I won’t do your work for you—you’ll have to figure out who the other guilty parties are on your own.


Maybe you’ll try to locate the sender, but your efforts will be in vain.


So, get comfortable.


It will be painful at times, but I hope in the end it will have been constructive.


Let me take you back in time, back to that sad summer of 1986.


And you, the deaf man, will lead us there.
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Monday, 21st August



Seven days after finding the envelope


I can imagine you sitting in your armchair looking out at the sea. It’s your favourite place, I know. You like to read there. Sometimes you write, but mostly you just study the horizon, lost in the contemplation of your success.


I suspect your analytical gaze often studies the coffee cup in front of you. You examine the porcelain, looking for a stray drop that would make the entire cup undrinkable. Your strange obsession. 


Don’t try to understand how I know all these intimate details. You’ve written so many books that anyone who wants to need only read between the lines and guess at the rest.


But the real question is this: what really happened in the summer of 1986?


So, are you ready to hear the voices from the past narrate the real story? Are you ready to listen, deaf man?


If you are, let me be the writer, let me slip into your shoes and use your “character”.


*


Let me slip into your shoes and use your “character”.


I was trying yet again to make sense of those final words when I heard Sarah coming down the stairs. Her heels clicked violently against the wooden steps. I wondered if the Louboutins, newly purchased in Paris, would hold up to my wife’s fury or if the heels might break off before she reached the bottom.


“I’m leaving,” she said simply at the foot of the stairs. 


She was dignified and elegant. As always.


Even when faced with tragedy.


Her Prada sheath dress—the one I bought her during a trip to Rome—hugged her curves like a second skin. Her silky brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail and formed a halo above her angular features.


But she was cruel, too. Especially when faced with tragedy.


Forcing this image of perfection on me was not the most discreet way to show me everything I’d be missing out on until her anger faded. Until she and her suitcase decided to come back and accept my apologies.


“Sarah, wait, we can talk and—” I tried to protest.


She cocked her head to one side and raised her eyebrows. “Talk?”


“Yes, there’s no point leaving. Let’s discuss this,” I implored.


“I’ve been trying to talk to you for a week, or at least to get you to listen. And for a week all my attempts have fallen on deaf ears.”


“You’re right, but I—”


“You won’t stop, and we both know it. You’re the famous writer, but you’ll keep trying to decipher these pages as if they were a sacred palimpsest, and you’ll forget all about the reality around you in the process. Jesus, David, don’t you understand that it’s just a bad joke? Look at yourself! You get out of bed every night, you barely sleep, and in the morning, you look more dead than alive!”


I stood up, leaving my armchair, but she stopped me with a sweeping wave of her hand.


“No, don’t bother. Stay there watching the sea, looking for ghosts. I’ll come back when you’ve found them. Just try not to drown.”


Then she pulled out the telescopic handle on her suitcase and walked through the door without another word. A few seconds later, I heard the powerful engine of her coupé roar angrily to life and retreat from the house. It quickly became a distant murmur, barely perceptible.


She’s gone.


I stood there for a while, my arms at my sides, staring at the solid wood door. The waves breaking beneath me and the echo of her final words filled the otherwise silent house.


She’ll be back.


This was just like every other time our marriage had been through a storm. I didn’t know what she did when she holed up at her parents’ house. The important thing was that she always came back. She was smart enough to prefer retreat to confrontation. Though it was painful to watch her go, I knew that it was the best way for us to love one another without tearing each other to pieces. Usually, she came back after about a week. I would make sure to have an apology ready.


A bad joke.


That’s what I had thought when I first opened the envelope. A bad joke.


Then, I continued to hope that that was all it was.


I read so many truths that I hoped with all my heart that it was just a prank, maybe a reader who wanted to pull one over on his or her favourite (or most hated) author.


But the facts in the text were much too serious and painful for it to be a joke.


So, I had to read it, again and again.


To try to understand, to unearth the truth.


For a week, I did nothing but that. And I was so absorbed in it that I forgot about Sarah …


Last Monday, after reading the first pages, I called Samuel. And this time, my voice was the one that sounded nervous and slightly unfamiliar.


“What the hell is this?” I asked.


“I … haven’t … the foggiest!” replied my publisher.


“Have you been drinking?”


“Yes, and you should too,” he advised.


“Three people?”


“I have no idea who the third is, and I have no bloody idea who is messing with us! How much have you read?”


“Just the first two chapters. I don’t know if I want to keep going,” I said.


“You will, even if it disgusts you. I’m on the sixth, now. I’ve just stopped and I’m going to drink until all the letters blur together.”


“Are our copies identical?”


“No idea. Read a few sentences from the first chapter.”


I read five sentences at random. Each time, Samuel assured me he had the same thing. So, our versions were twins. And I seemed to be the main character.


“There must be a reason for all this,” I mumbled, like a child thinking out loud.


“There’d better be one, because if I get my hands on the bastard who sent us this text, believe me, he’ll regret it! Read it or get rid of it. Personally, I’m going with the second option. I’m going to pretend like nothing happened.”


“But Samuel, it did happen. We were young, we pushed it to the back of our minds, but this story is real.”


“You’re a pain in the arse! Don’t forget your book signing on Saturday.”


I hadn’t heard from him since that phone call.


Knowing my friend as well as I did, I wasn’t surprised. He could disappear for two weeks, then turn up at my door with croissants. “I needed a break!” was the concise excuse he would offer, despite his usual talkativeness.


I stepped onto the patio and looked out at the ocean.


Our house had a panoramic view of the beach. If you stood on the patio at high tide, it almost felt like you were walking on the water. When the estate agent had brought us to visit, I had just received the advance for my first book. It was a big investment, but if I published just one book a year, it would be affordable. And that’s what happened. Then my two first books were turned into films, and after that into two eponymous series. We paid off the mortgage quickly. Two hundred and fifty square metres of metal and glass. Three bathrooms, six bedrooms, a jacuzzi, and several lounges, each one as big as a studio. Exotic wood, marble, and no neighbours except for the waves, the maritime pines, and the dunes and their grasses. “A real writer’s house!” the agent had said in his closing argument. And now here I was, alone in this huge “writer’s house” staring at the horizon wondering when my wife would be back.


I scanned the beach, but it was deserted. The old woman and her dog hadn’t walked past yet. No footprints in the pristine sand. In the distance, I observed the long clouds heavy with rain, which seemed to stroke the surface of the water. A storm had been forecast for the afternoon.


I took a deep breath of ocean air and expelled the grime from my lungs. I knew I had to go back to it. I had to start from the beginning and read the entire manuscript again, despite Samuel’s advice and Sarah’s anger.


I went back inside, sat down, and reached for the pile of pages waiting on the coffee table. Right next to them was a lukewarm cup of coffee. I picked it up, studied the rim and noticed a brown droplet that had dried on the edge. As usual, the stain prevented me from drinking the coffee.


Your strange obsession …


I put down the cup as I reread the opening sentence.


The first time David saw Julie was on 12th August 1986. It was so hot that Friday that the grains of sand stuck to his skin.










Chapter 1



Friday


The first time David saw Julie was on 12th August 1986. It was so hot that Friday that the grains of sand stuck to his skin.


The boy had arrived that morning, with his mother and stepfather, and had already got settled in to bungalow 18 of the holiday village in Saint-Hilaire-de-Riez on the Atlantic coast. The same one they occupied every year. In his refreshingly cool room, he had unpacked all his toys and set them up on the Formica table, then put away his clothes in the wardrobe and prepared his beach bag. This small level of activity had left a fine layer of sweat on his forehead, which he wiped away with the back of his hand. It was looking to be a very hot summer. When he’d climbed out of the car, David had noticed that the tarmac was already melting. Now, he quickly put on his swimming trunks, thinking of the roaring waves he had heard as soon as they had parked on Avenue des Mouettes.


The adults immediately opened the shutters in the different rooms, chasing away the peaceful darkness that had been slumbering inside. The light seemed to irritate the dusty sofa, pale walls, and dull linoleum, which the previous occupants had abandoned just an hour before. His stepfather’s seasoned eye noticed that the toaster was missing, most likely taken by the previous renters.


“It’s not a big deal,” said David’s mother soothingly. “We’ll make the toast in the oven.”


“If I say it’s a big deal, it’s a big deal, okay?” replied her husband.


“Okay.”


The holiday bungalow they were renting for the fifth consecutive year was part of a village the factory had acquired in the late 1930s, when paid holidays became the norm. The father of the current owner—the “old man” as the employees still called him—had seized an opportunity to buy the former navy barracks to create a holiday village for his workers. At the time, in 1937, there were nearly four hundred people working at the factory, and the figure had doubled during the dark years that followed. The employees—mostly women during the war—stopped making the usual sheet metal to weld, hammer, and mould shell casings. Those were the factory’s golden years. After the war, the old man thanked his employees by giving them a week at the Avenue des Mouettes holiday village in addition to their usual annual leave. It became a tradition: for one week every summer, each family could enjoy one of the identical little bungalows (comprising a kitchen, lounge, bathroom, two bedrooms and a small patio) located just a few metres from the beach. Only one building was different from the others: the boss’s house. Located at the centre of the village, it was taller than the bungalows, with two additional storeys, and its pointed roof resembled a church steeple. It was also surrounded by a luxuriant garden, which often played host to huge barbecues during the summer, when the old man would toast his employees, whom he considered to be friends or even family.


David helped his stepfather unload the car—a beige Renault 5 which the man worshipped. Then he carried in the bags of food and boxes filled with bottles of alcohol. The glass made a low clinking noise as he walked; it was a foreboding sound, like a death knell. 


“That should last the week. Have to have something to help me put up with you!” muttered his stepfather as he gently shut the boot of his beloved Renault.


One week.


One whole week away from their dingy tower block.


One week to go out at night, go to bed late, run in the sand, eat ice cream, and hang out with Samuel.


One week of sitting on the beach with something other than the tired walls of cheap high-rises to look at.


“I remembered your holiday workbook!” his mother called out from the kitchen.


Great.


One week of dodging the holiday workbook.


Fair enough, thought David as he put on his backpack.


He left his room and went into the lounge where his stepfather was already slouched on the sofa with his feet resting carelessly on the coffee table. He gave David a blank stare and then concentrated on the bottle of Kronenbourg in his hand. David went to look for his mother.


“Mum, can I go to Samuel’s?” he asked.


“Yes, go ahead. Do you remember which house it is?” she replied with her back to him as she checked the dishes.


“27,” he said proudly.


“Behave yourselves, all right? And tell that big brother of his that if he tries to get you to smoke again, he’ll be in serious trouble.”


“Okay.”


“We’ll meet you at the beach at eleven thirty. Have you got sun cream in your bag?”


“Yes, Mum! Cream, hat, towel, mask, and flippers. I’m ready for the deep, blue sea!”


“Did you hear me just now?” she asked as she grabbed a tea towel to dry her hands. “I remembered to bring your holiday workbook!”


But when she turned back around, David had disappeared.


As if driven away by an ancient curse.


As soon as he left the bungalow, David took off his sandals to walk barefoot on the pavement, which the coastal breeze had covered in sand. The rough, warm surface beneath his feet made him feel safe and happy. He walked all the way down Avenue des Mouettes with his shoes in one hand, and an intoxicating feeling of freedom in the other. 


Across from him, the dunes, which marked the end of the tarmac’s territory and the beginning of the beach, drew nearer with each step. He could already feel the cool water and hear the thrum of the waves. The air was growing heavier, thickened by the salt and the distinctive smell of seaweed.


Avenue des Mouettes. The only road through the slightly isolated holiday village wound through the bungalows before ending at the beach as abruptly as a flash of lightning disappears from the sky. Its existence became virtual as it vanished beneath the conquering grains of sand, which seemed to be fleeing the beach to make their way inland. David noticed that the ravenous monster had swallowed up even more tarmac than usual this summer.


He promised himself he would check his theory later with Samuel by visiting the “ghost neighbourhood”, the line of houses along the dunes that were no longer occupied. Every year, the beach buried these houses a little more. Its grains weighed heavily on the foundations, rising up to and then breaking the windows before flowing inside to take possession of this territory that had once belonged to people. The adults talked about wind and erosion and how much it would cost to demolish the houses. But the children imagined that the sand was made up of tiny soldiers, disciplined troops advancing towards the positions once held by giants armed with hats, sun cream, and crossword puzzles.


David turned left between two conifer hedges. He enjoyed their cool shade and breathed in their unique scent. He picked up the pace as he neared the church-like house. His heart began to race as he glanced despite himself at the heavy front door with its ogival arch. Dried out plants clung desperately to the building with their brittle claws. The relentless sun had fried all life in the abandoned garden some time ago, and loose piles of sand had formed beneath the windows. The paint on the dark wooden shutters was chipped and the tall gate was covered in rust from the salty breeze. Despite the heat, David felt a chill run down his spine and prayed that Samuel had forgotten the pact they’d made the previous year. Because this was where, according to his best friend’s older brother, Eléonore Vermont, the wife of the current factory owner, had hanged herself from a beam in the entrance hall a few years earlier.


Many people said she hadn’t been all there. They claimed that during the summer barbecues, Mr Vermont Junior’s wife would walk aimlessly among the guests, her expressionless face and jerky movements reminiscent of an automated wax doll. Then she would blink, and her gestures and expressions would return to normal. “Lovely party, don’t you think?” she would say, without really recognizing the people she was talking to. Her madness had a German-sounding name: Alzheimer’s. A kraken trapped in the poor woman’s cerebrospinal sea, where it devoured all of her memories. That’s what the adults told themselves when they came home from the parties and, tired or ashamed of their surreptitious jokes, realized that the disease might someday attack their own minds. The employees felt sorry for Paul Vermont and greeted him with a certain sadness when they returned to the factory.


But the version of the story that Fabien liked to tell his brother and David—especially late at night—was quite different. According to him, several people who were more imaginative, more inebriated, or simply too terrified by the science, which clearly implied that this danger could strike down anyone, clung to a version of events steeped in mysticism and folklore. They claimed that the sea breeze had carried the tortured pleas of drowned pirates trapped in their sunken ship to Mrs Vermont’s ears. From the depths, the unfortunate souls lamented their fate, mistaking Mrs Vermont for the patron goddess who had once graced the bow of their feared ship. Their relentless calls for help had driven her mad, causing her to hang herself. Ever since her suicide, Fabien always added in a spooky voice, whenever there was a full moon, you could see her ghost wandering the garden, as white and bright as the phosphorescent algae in faraway seas.


David was afraid of Fabien. Not only because—he had to admit it—this story he told them terrified him (he always felt unsteady when he neared the boss’s house), but also because of the violence he could sometimes see in the older boy’s eyes. Not often, not for long. But his eyes sometimes burned with a ravaging fire that seemed to come to life inside him, especially when he’d been drinking. His words became brutal, full of an anger their whole town knew all too well.


David’s mother was very fond of Samuel, but she was also wary of his elder brother. In her opinion, he was just another hoodlum. His stepfather, however, liked him a lot and back at home he occasionally invited him over for a drink. After all, they both worked at the factory. They had that in common. And they both had that same violence within. Enough to come up with a plan and convince other men from the factory to follow them. But David only realized that a few days later.


Samuel opened the door. He was already wearing his backpack. He was slightly taller than David. His ears stuck out a bit, which had resulted in some teasing at school, but his scrappy fists had quickly silenced all those who dared mock him, even the older children. 


The two boys greeted one another with a high five and immediately set out back the way David had come. He was relieved when Samuel said nothing as they passed by the haunted house. Maybe his best friend had forgotten their pact …


“Isn’t your brother here?” asked David as Mrs Vermont’s house and madness disappeared behind them.


“He is, he’s in his room. He’s unpacking and didn’t want to be disturbed. He’s been acting strange lately.”


“Fabien, strange? What’s new?!” teased David.


“Yeah, well, let’s just say stranger than usual then. He may be a real dick, but he’s my brother, and he really has been weird lately.”


They took a shortcut along Rue des Galées and the first grains of sand appeared underfoot. 


“Did your parents get you a holiday workbook too?” asked David.


“Only your mum would think of that!” laughed Samuel. “My parents don’t give a shit. They say I’ll just end up working at the factory anyway. Like my dad and brother.”


“Did you bring a ball?” David interrupted as they crossed the car park at the end of Avenue des Mouettes. 


“Yeah, in my bag. How’s your idiot stepdad?”


“Same as usual.”


“Do you ever dream of being as strong as him and giving him a beating for a change?” 


“Pretty much every night!”


They reached the beach, which seemed wider than the year before. Their feet sunk into the white dune and the reeds brushed against their legs. The boys had been waiting for this all year. They scrunched up their toes in the sand, as if trying to grab on tighter, testing the reality of their happiness. At that moment, the classroom and their bushy-browed teacher, Mr Deleporte, seemed very far away. As did their tower block and the smell of stale piss in the lobby. And the fear of being shut up in one of the flats with a violent adult.


The only thing they felt was immortality. It bubbled through their veins. 


There weren’t many people at the beach that early in the day. The two friends chose a spot near a rocky outcrop and headed towards it, walking past a woman who was reading a story to a girl about their age. The girl turned around to wave at them. Samuel and David looked down in unison and hurried on, ignoring the small, blonde girl. 


When they reached their destination, they sat down on the rocks and stared at the unchanging dance of the sea that stretched out before them.


David glanced back furtively at the girl, who now seemed completely absorbed in the old woman’s words.


He didn’t know it yet, but that glance would change his life forever.


*


I decided to take a break from reading.


I dragged myself to the kitchen, where I put a capsule into the espresso machine and prepared a cup. Although the sky was grey, and the clouds were reaching down towards the ocean on the horizon, I could feel the sweat on my back.


The pages had been burning my eyes for a week. It was like staring at the sun without any protection. Eventually the reality around me became nothing but abstract shapes and dark spots.


Was I trying to avoid the inevitable? This was the fourth time I’d read this far, but I still hadn’t got past chapter seven. 


I picked up my cup, checked to make sure a drop of coffee hadn’t sullied the porcelain rim, and returned to my armchair to get back to my reading. I now knew the beginning of the story by heart. But I still felt like I had to dig deeper between the words to learn the truth. The old woman still hadn’t walked past. Maybe I’d been too absorbed to notice. Or maybe I’d fallen asleep. Sometimes I felt like reality was slipping through my fingers. I stopped combing my hair in the morning. All day I would pace the house looking for something to tie me to reality, smoking cigarette after cigarette. I was unsure when the decay had begun to set in. Monday? Tuesday? More recently?


A slew of questions ran wild through my brain, but not a single answer appeared to ease my uncertainty.


So, I dived back into the manuscript, willing to risk drowning in it as Sarah had predicted.


Little did I know how right she would turn out to be. 
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