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For Lucile


You will know me, I am
the one who passes by …


RENÉ-PAUL ENTREMONT





A NOTE ON PREVERT



Jacques Prévert was born on 4 February, 1900, at Neuilly-sur-Seine on the outskirts of Paris, and died of cancer at Omonville-la-Petite on 11 April, 1977. Associated with Surrealists like André Breton and Louis Aragon in the 1920s, he made his name with humorous anarchic “song-poems” about street life in Paris, collected in Paroles (1946), Spectacles (1951) and Imaginaires (1970). Many of his poems, such as Les Feuilles Mortes, were set to music and sung by French singers including Yves Montand, Juliette Gréco and Edith Piaf. He was also well known as a screen-writer, his most celebrated films being Les Enfants du Paradis and Le Jour Se Lève. He was described in 1959 as “a short, white-haired man with blue eyes, blunt expressive fingers, cigarette dangling from his lips like a corny Apache dancer”. With Paul Grimault and others, he adapted fairy stories by Hans Christian Andersen as animated films, including Le Roi et l’Oiseau, on which he was working when he died and which was dedicated to him. At the opening night Grimault kept the seat beside him empty for Prévert.
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I



The first time I saw Lambert was on the day of the big storm. The sky was black, and very low, and you could already hear the waves pounding out to sea.


He got there just after me, and sat down outside, at a table in the wind. He was facing the sun, and wincing, as if he were crying.


I looked at him, not because he had taken the worst table, nor because of the face he was making. I looked at him because he was smoking the way you used to, with his eyes staring off into space, and rubbing his thumb over his lips. Dry lips, perhaps even drier than yours.


I thought he must be a journalist, a storm at equinox, you can get some pretty good photographs. Beyond the breakwater the wind was ploughing the waves, driving the currents over by the Raz Blanchard, black rivers that had come a long way, from seas to the north or from the depths of the Atlantic.


Morgane came out of the auberge. She saw Lambert.


“You’re not from around here,” she said, when she had asked him what he would like.


She was sullen, the way she could be when she had to serve the customers in bad weather.


“Are you here for the storm?”


He shook his head.


“For Prévert, then? Everyone comes here for Prévert.”


“I’m looking for a bed for the night,” he said.


She shrugged.


“We don’t do rooms.”


“Where can I find one?”


“There’s a hotel in the village, opposite the church … or in La Rogue. Inland. My boss has a friend, an Irishwoman, who has a pension. Would you like her number?”


He nodded.


“And can I get something to eat?”


“It’s three o’clock …”


“So what?”


“Well, at three, all we’ve got is ham sandwiches.”


She pointed to the sky, to the bar of clouds rolling in. Below them, a few rays of sun filtered through. In ten minutes it would be dark as night.


“It’s going to chuck it down!” she said.


“That won’t change anything. Six oysters and a glass of wine?”


Morgane smiled. Lambert was on the handsome side. She felt like giving him a hard time.


“On the terrace we serve only drinks.”


I was drinking a black coffee, two tables behind him. There were no other customers. Even inside it was empty.


Tiny plants with grey leaves had taken root in the cracks in the stone. With the wind, they seemed to be crawling.


Morgane sighed.


“I have to ask the patron.”


She stopped at my table, her red fingernails drumming on the wooden edge.


“They all come here for Prévert … Why else would anyone come here?”


She glanced over her shoulder and then disappeared inside. I thought she might not come back, but a moment later she was there with a glass of wine, some bread on a saucer, and the oysters on a bed of seaweed, and she set it all down in front of him.


Along with the Irishwoman’s telephone number.


“The patron said, alright for the oysters, but outside, no tablecloths… and you’ll have to hurry because it’s going to pour.”


I ordered a second coffee.


He drank his wine. He held his glass awkwardly, but he was a chewer of oysters.


Morgane piled up the chairs, pushed them all against the wall, and enclosed them with a chain. She waved to me.


From where I sat, I could see the entire harbour. La Griffue, that’s where we lived, Morgane with her brother Raphaël on the ground floor, and me on my own in the flat above. It was a hundred metres beyond the auberge, you only had to cross the quay, a house built on the edge of the road, almost in the sea. Nothing else around. When there were storms, it was absolutely deluged. The local people said you would have to be mad to live in such a place. They had given it the name La Griffue because of the fingernail sound the tamarisk branches make when they scrape against the shutters.


It used to be a hotel, before.


When was before?


In the 1970s.


It was not a big harbour. An end-of-the-world sort of place, with a handful of men and only a few boats.


La Hague.


To the west of Cherbourg.


East and west, I always mix them up.


I came here in the autumn, with the wild ducks, so I had been here a little over six months. I worked for the Centre ornithologique in Caen. I observed the birds, counted them, I had spent the two winter months studying the behaviour of cormorants on days of deep frost. Their sense of smell, their eyesight … Hours outdoors in the wind. When spring came, I studied the migrating birds, counted their eggs, their nests. It was repetitive work, it was what I needed. I was also trying to find out why their population was declining in the region of La Hague.


I was not well paid.


But I had a roof over my head.


And I had yet to see a true storm.
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Two huge gulls came to shriek by the boats, their necks outstretched, their wings slightly spread, their whole bodies yearning towards the sky. Suddenly they fell silent. The sky grew even thicker, it got very dark, but it was not night.


It was something else.


Something ominous.


That is what silenced the birds.


I had been warned. When it starts, best not be outdoors.


The fishermen checked the moorings on their boats one last time and then they left, one after the other. A quick glance over our way.


Men are strong when the sea rises, that is what they say round here. The women make the most of such moments to cling to them. They grab them wherever they happen to be, at the back of the stables or in the hold of a boat. They let themselves be taken.


The wind was already howling. Perhaps that was what was most violent, even more than the waves. That wind, driving the men away.


Only our two tables left on the terrace, and no-one else about.


Lambert turned. He looked at me.


“Bloody weather!” he said.


Morgane came back out. “Have you finished?”


She picked up his plate, the bread, my cup.


The patron had got out his reinforcing rods, and was bolting the door already.


“We’re in for it!” he said.


Morgane turned to me.


“Are you staying?”


“Two more minutes, yes …”


I wanted to see, while I still could. See, hear, feel. She shrugged. A first drop of rain splattered on to the tabletop.


“Put your chairs away when you leave!”


I nodded. Lambert didn’t reply. She went off at a run, her arms wrapped around her waist, she crossed the space from the auberge to La Griffue, ran up to the door and disappeared inside.


A first bolt of lightning clapped somewhere above the island of Alderney, a second one closer in. And then the wind came to smash against the breakwater, a first gust, like a battering ram. Boards of wood began to rattle under the shelter where Max was repairing his boat. Somewhere a poorly closed shutter was banging.


The sea hardened, turned black as if something intolerable were knotting it up inside. The deafening howl of the wind mingled with that of the waves. It was oppressive. I pulled up my collar. I put my chair away.


Lambert had not moved. He took a packet of cigarettes from his pocket. He seemed calm, indifferent.


“Are you leaving?”


I nodded.


The winds that blow when there is a storm are like the whirlwinds of the damned. It is said they are evil souls who sweep into people’s homes to take what they are owed. What we owe them, that is, we who have stayed behind, the living.


“Can you sometimes see the stars?” he asked, pointing to the sky above us.


“Sometimes, yes.”


“Because in town, you can’t see them any more.”


The wind tore at his voice.


He had a slow voice.


“In town, it’s because of the street-lamps,” he explained.


He had kept his packet of cigarettes in his hand. He was turning it over and over, a mechanical gesture. His presence made the imminent arrival of the gale even more oppressive.


“But it’s fairly rare, right?”


“What’s rare?”


He hesitated for a few seconds, then ran his thumb over his lip. I looked at him, his face, his eyes, him.


That gesture he had just made.


It was right after that, that I heard something whistling. I had time to step back. The shadow that slapped me was red. I felt something bite my cheek. It was a sheet of metal, as big as two hands. It flew over a dozen metres then the wind slammed it to the ground. It scurried it further along. I heard it scrape over the gravel. Like teeth against sand.


I put my fingers to my face; there was blood.


“What’s rare?” I heard myself say for the second time, my gaze still held by the metal sheet.


He lit his cigarette.


“The stars,” he replied.


Then he repeated, “It’s rare, to see stars in the sky in town …”


And then he pointed to my cheek. “You’d better do something about that.”


In my room, later, with my palms flat against the windowpane, I saw my face, the red mark the metal sheet had left.


It was hot where it was swollen. You can die from a scratch of loose sheet metal.


Sheet metal, rust.


He had talked about cities. He had said, There are places where you no longer see the stars.


My bare feet on the floor. My fingerprints on the windowpane. I disinfected the scratch with a last drop of alcohol.


I stayed at the window. My room looked out over the waves. A big bed with a quilt. Two sagging armchairs. On the table was a box with my binoculars, my chronometer, and books about birds. Detailed maps, with photocopies, charts.


At the bottom of the box, a handful of pens. A logbook. I had been keeping the log for six months. I did not know how long I would be there. Before, I had been a biology professor at the University of Avignon. I taught ornithology. With my students we would go observing the birds in the Camargue. We would spend entire nights inside huts on piles.


After you, I applied for two years of sabbatical. I thought I would die. I came here.


The previous tenant had left everything one morning. Apparently he could no longer take the solitude. He had left tins of food in the cupboards, and packets of biscuits. Sugar in a box. Powdered milk, and coffee in little brown sachets. With a green tree on the packet, Fair Trade. Books.


An old radio. A television. There was no picture, only sound.


Two bottles beneath the sink. Undrinkable wine, the taste of plastic. And yet I did drink it, alone, one day when the weather was fine.


I went from one window to the other. I had never seen such a black sky. The clouds formed a leaden cloak above the hills. The boats were rocking. Lambert had left his table, but he was still on the quay. He had buttoned his jacket, and had his hands in his pockets. He was pacing back and forth.


It was not raining, but the rain was gathering, a frightening mass zigzagged with lightning, still above the sea, but it was coming closer. A first rumbling of thunder. Lambert took a few steps towards the breakwater, but the wind was too strong, it was impossible to go forward. I took my binoculars and focused on his face. Raindrops were lashing his cheeks.


He stayed there for a long while, then there was a crash of lightning and the rain poured down.


There were no other cars on the quay, only his. Not another living soul, only the three of us in La Griffue.


The three of us, and him there, outside.


He was in the rain.


A first wave came over the breakwater. Then others. At the same time, an ungodly roar. A bird, caught unawares by the violence of the wind, came and crashed against my window, a huge gull. He stayed there, unable to move for a few seconds, his gaze astonished, and then the wind claimed him, lifted him up, took him away.


The storm broke. Breakers crashed against the house. My face glued to the window, I tried to see outside. The street-lamps were not lit. There was no more light. In the bursts of lightning, the rocks circling the lighthouse seemed to be shattering in all directions. I had never seen it like this. I do not know if I would have liked to have been anywhere else.


When I looked down on the quay, I saw that Lambert’s car was no longer there. It was heading towards the village. Tail-lights in the distance. And then nothing.
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It lasted two hours, a terrible deluge. To the point you could no longer tell earth from water. La Griffue was reeling. I could not tell whether it was the rain that was lashing the windows or the waves that had reached this far. It made me feel sick. I stood there with my eyelashes against the windowpane, my breath burning. I clung to the walls.


In the violence, black waves were entwined like bodies. They became walls of water, propelled, driven forward, I saw them coming, fear in my gut, walls smashing against the rocks and coming to dissolve beneath my window.


These waves, the breakers.


I loved them.


They frightened me.


It was so dark. Several times I thought the wind was going to tear the roof off. I could hear the beams cracking.


I lit some candles. They melted, white wax dripping on to the wooden table. A strange burning film. In a flash of lightning I could see the quay, flooded as if the sea had risen over the land and swallowed everything. There were other flashes. Bolts of lightning like bars. I thought it would never end.


Raphaël was in his studio, a huge room just below mine. Wooden floorboards separated us. I could hear him. I could see him, too, all I had to do was lie on the floor and look through a little space between the boards, beneath the carpet, a few millimetres.


Everyone said it was impossible to live here, so close to the sea. So close, it was as if you were in the sea.


Was it daytime? Night-time? I tried to sleep. It was too warm under the quilt. Too cold without it. I closed my eyes. I saw the piece of metal. Its shadow. I heard Lambert’s voice mingling with the night, the horrid scraping sound of the metal. The ticking of my watch on my wrist, it all got mixed up. I woke up, I was sweating.


The stovepipe ran through my room, heated the air and went back out through the roof. It was a tin stovepipe. The heat caused the pipe to vibrate.


Raphaël was walking, his steps like those of a wild beast in a cage, he was afraid for his sculptures. Mere plaster, clay. He said all it would take was for one window to explode and everything would be under water.


He was stuffing his stove with logs as if fire could hold back the sea.


I could hear him shouting.


“This house has held out before, it will hold out this time!”


I went and peered through the crack. He had lit huge candelabras. With the statues, it made his studio look like a church.


I looked at my wound in the light of a candle. The scratch had gone dark, almost purple.


People called me La Griffue, and they called me the horsain, the stranger, someone who was not born round here, the way they had called everyone who had come to live here before me. And all those who would follow. And they would follow.


Raphaël called me Princess.


For Lili, I was Miss.


For you, I was Blue. That name on your lips; that was what you called me. You said it was because of my eyes, everything that haunted them.


I warmed the palm of my hand by the candle flame and placed it against my wound. I planted matches in the wax.


For months I had been without you. Absence absorbed everything. It even absorbed time. Absorbed your very image. I sat there with my eyes staring at the rusty window frame. I planted more matches.


The candle, in the end, looked like a voodoo doll.


In the morning, the moorland seemed dead in the light of day. It was still raining and the wind was howling. It hurried over the surface of the water, tearing up long strips of oily foam that it splashed down again further along. Desolate packets. In the harbour, the boats struggled not to sink.


A car came down from the village then stopped. It turned around before reaching the quay.


This was the time of the turn, the moment of silence when the sea lifts up the waves and turns them over.


I slept. A few hours to catch up on my long sleepless nights. Nights gone by. Nights to come.


I drank some coffee. I rummaged in the cupboard, my arms full of piles of Paris Match, old issues, Grace Kelly’s wedding and Jacques Brel’s death. Black-and-white photographs. Old magazines. With them came dust, scraps of paper nibbled by rats. A bird skeleton. In one magazine I found a photo of Demi Moore. I put it aside to give to Raphaël.


I found a biography of Saint Teresa of Avila, and the diary of Etty Hillesum. Between the pages of a book, a postcard of a Hopper painting, a girl sitting at a table in a café. The walls painted green. I put the book away, kept the card. I went out into the hall. The wall on the north side was damp. Wetness was seeping all along the skirting boards, on the steps. There were white streaks on the walls, salt.


The light switch on the right. The wall was peeling away. The wall-paper was coming unstuck, entire strips of it, like curtains. Other doors opened on to empty rooms. An old telephone with a grey dial was on the wall at the very bottom of the stairs. It had been out of order for a long time. When we needed to make a call, we used the telephone box on the quay, you had to have a card. Otherwise, we could go to Lili’s or to the auberge in the port. Raphaël said that in an emergency you had to get down on your knees and pray. It made him laugh.


There was an entire row of wooden letter boxes nailed up in the entry. Raphaël’s name was on one of them: R. Delmate, Sculpteur. There were other names, labels that had been sellotaped, peeling off. An enamel plaque: Please close the door. It dated back to before, to the time when the house had been a hotel.


Then it was furnished rooms, afterwards.


Everyone had left.


The labels had stayed. A stuffed dog sat enthroned on a shelf above the door. It was Raphaël’s dog. His name was Diogenes. Apparently he died of fear one stormy night, a long time ago. Fear had turned his stomach inside out. It happens sometimes, with dogs.


I went downstairs, step by step cautiously, my hand on the railing.


Raphaël was in the hall. He had opened the door slightly, he wanted to look outside, to see the façade of La Griffue. It was too dark out, there was too much wind. You could not even see the courtyard.


He closed the door.


He said, “We have to wait.” Then, when he saw my cheek, “What happened to you?”


I reached up with my hand.


“A flying sheet of metal …”


“Was it rusty?”


“A little bit …”


“Did you disinfect it?”


“Yes.”


He looked at my wound, wincing. He had spent two years in the slums of Kolkata. From time to time he would talk about what he had seen there.


“Are your vaccinations up to date?”


“I cleaned it with alcohol.”


He shrugged.


The television was on. Morgane was sleeping, curled up on the sofa, one hand closed over her mouth. With her round hips and heavy breasts she looked like a Botero sculpture. The rat was sleeping next to her, tucked against the thick folds of her belly.


Raphaël went over to his sister.


“I wonder how she can possibly sleep through such an infernal racket.”


He lifted a strand of hair that was in her face and tucked it behind her ear. An infinitely tender gesture. The strand slipped down again.


He turned away.


He made some coffee.


His gestures were slow. He had time. We all did, here.


Morgane smelled the coffee and yawned. She dragged herself over to us, her eyes half closed.


“Morning, you two.”


Her hair dishevelled. Her skirt too short on her big thighs. She snuggled up to her brother.


“Bit of a racket last night,” she said.


“A bit, yes …”


I looked at them. I was just past forty. Raphaël a bit younger. Morgane was the youngest, she would turn thirty in July. A late baby, she said, the loveliest ones.


She took a sip from Raphaël’s cup. She often did that. I used to do it with you, too. Before. In the morning. I would press myself against you. I needed your warmth. Afterwards, you got so cold, you could not take it any more.
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Raphaël opened the door. We looked at each other and advanced, all three of us, strange survivors, our feet in boots. There were branches everywhere. Deep puddles. The wind was still howling, but it was not as strong. Max’s boat had held up, there it was, firmly in place under its shelter, wedged on its blocks.


We went round the house.


We went into the garden. On the ocean side. It smelled of salt.


I found the broken body of the huge gull that had crashed against my window. There were pieces of beams, remnants of crates.


The waves had subsided. The shore was covered with a fringe of thick yellow foam, and wherever you looked, there were clumps of seaweed like long tresses of hair flung down in disgust.


Old Nan was on the breakwater, her arms folded across her waist. She stood there, before anyone else, motionless, her crucifix in her hand, looking out to sea. She wore her storm clothing, a long black dress of thick cloth. Those who knew her said that in the cloth you could read words sewn with black thread. A thread of words. And that the words told her story.


Nan’s story.


People said too that she had had another name, but that the name had been taken away by her loved ones. Her dead, an entire family lost at sea. She was there because she believed that some day the sea would bring them back to her.


The first cars arrived. People from the village. A fisherman said that a cargo ship headed north had lost its shipment of planks, and that the wind was pushing them this way. The news spread. A tractor had parked by the side of the road, as near as possible to the beach. A few delivery vans. Max arrived. He kissed us all, because his boat had made it. He waited for the timber, next to a group of men, his hands in his pockets, his body somewhat lost in his big blue canvas jacket.


The men talked amongst themselves, never taking their eyes from the sea. I stared at the place where they were looking. The light hurt my eyes. Before, I used to live in the south. There had been too much light. My eyes were too blue. My skin too white. It burned, even in winter.


I was still burning. We all burn. From something else.


They arrived by the dozens, planks like bodies. Clear shadows lifted up on waves that were almost black, pitching shadows. Carried. Brought back, all of them, to men. Old Nan stepped forward. She was looking into the sea, into the troughs between the waves. She did not care about the planks.


The men stopped talking. Or hardly at all. A few words, just the most important things. There were a few women with them. A handful of children.


The gendarmes were there too, writing down names. Number plates.


The cargo ship had dropped anchor, you could see it in the distance, it had stopped in the very place where its cargo had slipped off. A police launch had been sent from Cherbourg. Lambert was on the quay. Alone, off to one side, in his leather jacket. I wondered what he was doing there. I focused on his face through my binoculars. Square jaw, stubble. Thick skin, with a few deep wrinkles. His trousers were rumpled. I wondered whether he had slept at the Irishwoman’s place, or in his car.


On the beach the movement continued, of planks, of men. Smells of the seabed mingled with that of skin, and the stronger sweat gleaming on a horse’s chest.


I followed the men.


A car arrived. We all stopped together for a moment, captured in the yellow light of the headlamps. Lambert came over. The car’s headlamps lit up his face. Then the car moved on, and it was as if his face had been swallowed by the night.


I heard his voice.


He said, “This is what the end of the world must be like.”


Perhaps because of the noise, and these men, almost in the sea.


“Yes, like this … only worse,” I replied.


Old Nan turned away from the planks. She was walking from one man to another, peering at faces. Even the children’s faces, that she would squeeze between her hands, her gaze greedy, desperate, until she shoved them away and moved on to another. Even Max’s face. The children let her, they had been told, Don’t be afraid, she’s looking for someone. Here, everyone was afraid of her. Those who were not afraid avoided her.


The hem of her skirt had dragged in the water, and now it was dragging in the sand. When she saw Lambert, she forgot all the others. She grasped her heavy skirt with her hand. She came towards us, until she was right up against him. She looked at him, her eyes suddenly adrift beneath her too-white hair. With her hand she touched his face. She did it very quickly, and he did not have time to step back. She had warts on her fingers. She could have burned them off, there were a million ways to get rid of them, everyone knew them here, they called them apples, spit, piss … I think she had got used to her warts. Sometimes she would caress them. I have seen her lick them.


Lambert pushed her away.


“Fish eat eyes,” she said, in her cavernous voice.


She cocked her head to one side.


“On a moonlit night, blood rises to the surface. You can hear the cries …”


She gave a strange smile then turned away, as she had from the others, she took a few steps and then she came back, more troubled than mad, and she stared into his face again, going over it all, his forehead, his eyes, that is what she did.


She opened her mouth. “Michel …” She smiled, a smile both very brief and very fierce. “You’ve come back …”


Around us, the men went on with their work, indifferent.


“My name is Lambert.”


She gave her terrible smile again and shook her head, no, several times, a long swaying motion.


“You are Michel …”


She said it again, through the chalky creases of her lips.


Normally, she would cling to a face and then move on to the next one. With Lambert, it was different. A desire to touch him, a need. She caressed his cheek, again, and her smile, for a moment almost peaceful.


It was sickening to see her hand on his face, that contact, cold surely, with a stranger’s skin.


Lambert pushed her away, too roughly, and the men turned round. Nan said nothing, she nodded as if there were a secret between them. She turned away.


The wrinkled texture of her dress, the hem damp with sand.


Lambert stepped back. He was embarrassed by what he had done, and also because the men had stopped and were speaking in low voices.


Nan moved away, pulling her big shawl around her shoulders. She went to the water’s edge. At one point she stopped and turned round. I thought I could still see her smile.


“She’s like that sometimes,” I said.


“What do you mean, like what?”


“A bit mad.”


Lambert did not take his eyes off her.


“Her entire family was lost at sea, a shipwreck, on a wedding day. She was seven. When there are storms, she thinks that every stranger’s face is someone given back by the sea.”


Lambert nodded.


He was still looking Nan’s way.


“I think I know her story …”


He looked at me.


“I used to spend holidays here, a very long time ago … Can you tell me more?”


“The two families set off in a rowing boat for an outing. The weather was fine. Nan was too little to go with them. When the boat began to rock, the people who saw them from the shore thought they were messing about. First a woman fell overboard, then another. They were all seafaring people. The boat sank. Nan was on the quay, she saw everything, heard everything. Her hair turned white overnight.”


“Wasn’t there a dog on the boat?”


“A dog? Yes, there was.”


“My mother told me that story.”


He looked at the sea.


I looked at him. It was as if his features had been sketched hastily, almost at random.


Irregular lines in thick skin.


“It was a little dog,” I said. “It managed to swim to a rock. It clung to it … After that, I don’t know. They found the bridegroom’s body. Not the wife’s. Some say it was the other way round.”


We took a few steps along the shore. He wanted to know the end of the story. I told him that the dog had held on as long as it could, and that it had eventually been swept out to sea.


He nodded his head again and said, “They rang the bells. They always ring the bells for the dead.”


His face went strange when he said that.


“The sea swallowed them all, the way it swallowed the rowboat and the dog. And let them go again, one after the other … It lasted for weeks. There were the bodies it kept, neither the most beautiful ones nor the youngest. Others that it gave back.”


We continued to walk. The wind was cold, damp with spray. Max walked by us. He was carrying a long plank. Lambert’s gaze followed him for a long while, and he turned again towards the place on the shore where Nan was standing. The black of her dress merged with the black of the sea. From a distance, all you could see of her was the thick mass of her long white hair.


“Why did she call me Michel?”


“She confused you with someone. An uncle, a brother, who knows … ?”


He nodded. He stopped. He took a packet of cigarettes from his pocket.


“And you, are you from round here?”


“No, but everyone will tell you that story, if you hang about long enough.”


He struck a match between his hands and lit his cigarette.


“Her white hair, it’s because of the melanin …” he said, letting out a first puff. “When you’ve had a fright, the melanin, the colour goes away.”


His hair was greying on the sides and I wondered if he had ever been frightened.


At noon, I sat at my usual table, next to the aquarium. The lobster guardian! That is what the patron called me the first time I came. He had seated me there. The table for loners. Not the best one. Nor the worst. I had a view on the room and on the harbour.


Because of the storm, there was no daily menu. The patron had put up a sign: MINIMUM SERVICE TODAY.


He showed me the meat, some lamb chops cooking on the grill in the fireplace.


The gendarmes were leaning against the bar.


“Wrecks are providential for people round here!” said the patron.


The gendarmes did not reply. They were accustomed, and besides they had been born round here, their sector somewhere between Cherbourg and Beaumont. They knew everyone.


The patron brought me a few shrimps while I waited. A glass of wine.


I looked out the window, the planks kept on coming, the men were waiting.


Lambert was still on the quay.


Old Nan had vanished.
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That evening, the sea took the planks back out, and we all met up at Lili’s. For a few hours, the men pressed against the bar, newcomers joining those who were already there. Kids bought handfuls of peanuts and went to eat them at the back of the room, leaning against the pinball machine. There was a smell of wool, and damp clothes steaming in the warmth.


Max was at the bar. Lili entrenched behind her counter. She was wearing her nylon dress with pink and white diamonds, and an apron tied over it.


When she saw me come in, she motioned, You alright? I nodded. I wove a way between the tables. It was full everywhere except at the back, where Old Mother sat. I made my way over there.


Lili has always said tu to me, even when she knew I was the woman staying at La Griffue. That I had come to observe the birds, that I had taken her father’s job. She did not talk about her father.


When she heard about the wreck, she had cooked up some vegetables, an entire stewpot, with bits of bacon and sausage fat. It was something she liked, the communion of men, there in her bistro. Sharing. A particular atmosphere of warmth, when tiredness was creeping on, and the men grew drowsy and went on talking to keep from falling asleep.


“Evening, Old Mother …”


That was what everyone called her, Old Mother. She did not look at me. She was lapping up her soup like a famished animal, hunched over, her eyes in her plate. She was so old, to me she was ageless.


You must not ask anything complicated of Lili when the bistro is full. If you wanted soup, you got two ladlefuls. Two euros a bowl. If you did not like soup, there was mulled wine or a little green liqueur that she poured into stemless glasses. If you did not like what she had, she would show you the door.


It was crowded. It was hot. I took off my jumper.


When Lambert came in, the men looked round. A stranger in the café. Lili looked up. I saw the moment their eyes met. For a few seconds they stared at each other, then looked away almost at the same time, and I sensed that they knew one another.


Lambert made his way through the tables, he found a perch and Lili went on serving.


Conversations resumed. All anyone talked about was the wreck, this one, and others, from the past. Women who would climb to the top of the cliff in the middle of the night, lighting fires, dancing all around, their skirts swinging. Old stories with strange names – Mylène, the lovely Béatrix, names that mingled with others, I listened to them, they talked about witches and toads, in the hubbub voices ran together, I heard talk of goublins and fairies, marsh harriers, newts in fountains, old oaks, red maples …


The men told other stories, where women’s skirts caused boats to founder. The children eventually fell asleep, one after the other, they drifted off with their heads in their arms, or curled up on their mother’s lap. Even as they slept, their eyelids quivered. They had dreams of fire and treasures.


Old Mother dipped her spoon into her bowl. She gave me a shifty look, her mouth slightly open.


“And the old man?” she croaked.


Lili said you must not ever answer her when she mentioned Théo.


I said nothing.


She insisted, “Where’s the old man?”


“It’s night-time …” I said.


I turned and pointed to the window.


“At night, old people don’t go out, they’re not cats.”


She resumed her lapping.


The little Stork slipped among the tables and came to press up against me. She was a strange little thing, a wild child with a fingerprint above her lip. A poorly operated harelip. She lived on a farm just below. She did not talk a lot. I had grown attached to her.


“Shouldn’t you be in bed?”


She rummaged in her pockets and pulled out a handful of little yellow coins that she showed me, then she went to put her coins on the bar in front of Lili. Lili said a few words and the Stork nodded.


People said that the mark on her lip was the fingerprint a goublin had made when she was only a few days old. Goublins are funny little creatures, in the same family as trolls and imps. People said the one who had marked the Stork came out of the rock at Câtet one night, and he had taken advantage of the fact that her mother was away to mark the little waif in her cradle.


Children who have been marked in this way are ugly, but the fairies protect them.


I turned my head. Lambert was smoking, listening to what the men were saying. He spoke to no-one and no-one seemed to notice him. Only Lili. Several times I caught her looking at his face. A lingering look.


Here, everyone knew everyone else.


She was not looking at Lambert as if he were a stranger.


The Stork came back. She slipped between my chair and the wall. She opened her hand and showed me what she had bought, barley sugar, some boiled sweets and three little caramels wrapped in transparent paper.


It was almost midnight when the men went away again, one after the other, their steps slow, and they scattered throughout the village.


The Stork’s father was one of the last to leave. His soles seemed heavy. I met him on the path. He was holding the horse by the bridle, an enormous beast with a broad chest, the corpulence of an ox. The horse’s shoes scraped against the road.


The father’s boots.


The dog, following.


And to the rear, the child, the Stork, walking with her hand on the cart. Her eyes almost closed. Staggering. On her feet, boots with laces that were too short and did not make it through all the holes.


Lambert had left, too, alone in his car. He had headed down the road towards Omonville.


I went down to La Griffue. On the way I met a man going the other way, pushing a cart, and farther along was a car, planks sticking out of its boot.


Old Nan was no longer there.


I walked along the quay. I saw the sheet of metal floating on the water, among the boats. A square of yellow light shone on the hillside, it was the kitchen window, where Théo lived.
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There was a light still in Raphaël’s studio. All I had to do was open the door. He was there, sitting at his table, his back to the wood stove. Five plaster heads were hanging from a beam just behind him by means of sturdy hemp ropes.


“Why aren’t you asleep?”


He turned and looked up at me, his eyes red with fatigue. Around him the floor was strewn with rubble, bits of plaster that had been crushed beneath his feet; it looked like chalk.


He showed me the sculpture he was working on. A naked woman with a hollow torso, made more vulnerable still by the presence of a thin strip of rag which Raphaël had draped over her shoulders.


“It’s just a maquette for now,” he said, as if to apologize for what he had done.


The light gave the sculpture a deathly pallor. I looked away. Everywhere on the tables there were fragments of hands, heads. Faces with gaping mouths and hands with outstretched fingers.


“Do you want some coffee?” he said.


I shook my head.


He did not give a damn about the storm and life outside. Only his work was important.


“So what happened with the storm and all?” he said eventually, all the same.


“Nothing … The cops came. Max managed to get some planks. Old Nan was there.”


I told him that there was this man hanging about at the harbour, and Nan thought she had recognized him, that he had the face of one of her loved ones.


He shrugged. “There are always men hanging about, lots of them, because of the sea.”


“What are you going to do with all this paper?” I said.


“Drawings …”


“For Hermann?”


“Yes …” He rubbed his eyes. “He wants them by the end of the month. A series in black and white … I’ll never get them done in time.”


He drank his coffee standing up, and came over to smoke, walking round his sculpture.


The night was not yet over. He was going to work some more.


“I’m going to bed,” I said. I looked at him. “You should go to bed, too.”


“You can sleep for me, Princess …” He smiled. “Can you do that?”


I could sleep for two. For a long time, I slept for two. For your sleepless nights, your long nights of pain.


I went up to my room. I was cold. I had stayed too long outside, in the wind. I climbed blindly, one hand against the wall. Insects came out from the skirting boards. They were huge black beetles. I could hear them without seeing them, their legs. I could hear their shells crunching beneath my shoes.


During the night, I thought I heard someone knock on the door, footsteps echoing, I opened, there was no-one. It was the wind, haunting lamentations.


I slept for a few hours.


In the morning, the sky was white again, almost calm.


I turned on the radio. No reception for France Inter. Or for R.T.L. I managed to get a crackling news update on a local station, but though I waited, they did not talk about the cargo ship.


Max came through the door. That was what he did, he came round to the studio every morning right on nine, he came for a coffee with Raphaël.


When he saw me, he hugged me, he always did, and kissed me with a resounding smack.


Then he went to rub his hands above the wood stove. He lifted up his jumper and let the heat rise along his skin. His skin was white. A thin man’s skin.


“The gendarmes said there were too many profusions of tons on the ship and the waves hit it broadside, that’s why the planks went toppling, as simple as that.”


With the heat, his skin turned red.


“They also warned everyone against transporting planks that still by law belong to the captain of the ship.”


He slapped his stomach with the palm of his hand. He did that, and then pulled down his jumper. He went to get his cup from the shelf. It was a metal cup, full of a dark sludge, the patient accumulation of the innumerable coffees he had drunk since Raphaël had come here.


A cup that he did not wash.


He blew into it to remove the dust.


“Some day, it will be so disgusting in there that you won’t be able to add a single drop,” I said, pointing to the sludge.


He frowned.


“You have to wash it,” I said.


He scratched at the inside of the cup with a fingernail. A dark film came away, a mixture of scale and caffeine. The sound reminded me of the sheet of metal. Raphaël watched him.


“And what did people say to that?”


Max shook his head without taking his eyes from the cup.


“They said it wasn’t theft because there’s no nominal proof.”


“Nominal proof, is that what they called it?”


Max shrugged. He poured coffee into his cup. He said that he too had taken planks from the sea.


“I’m going to use them to reinforce the cabin and sides. And to gain in streamlining in case I need to pick up speed.”


“Be careful all the same, if you make your tub too heavy, you’ll sink it!” said Raphaël.


Max turned his head. He was looking towards the door. He was looking for Morgane. When it rained, she always lent him her dictionary. That was how he learned words. He would have liked to have taken the dictionary home, but she would not let him, so he would sit there reading it, on the floor, in the hall, with his back to the wall.


“Wood doesn’t sink,” he murmured. “It has the faculty of buoyancy.”


He took his watch from his pocket, a chronometer watch with a thick face, held to his belt loop with a length of twine.


“Words are the sentence-invention of man.”


Raphaël and I looked at each other. We nodded. After the nominal proofs, we were thinking that Max was off to a bright start for the day after a storm.


“It’s sow-time,” he said at last, putting his watch away under his handkerchief.


The sow belonged to the Stork’s father, but it was Max who looked after it. He made a little money doing that, and by cleaning out the stables, too.


Max ran his hands through his hair, several times, dancing from one foot to the other, then he shook our hands.


He went out into the hall. On his way, he peered into the kitchen. The television was on. Morgane’s bare feet hung over the end of the sofa. He eyed her stomach, her heavy breasts stretching the cloth of her dress.


“‘Mornin’, Morg!”


She raised a hand without turning her head. “Hey there, Creature!”


Max opened his mouth, no doubt he would have like to have said something, but he hunched over and went out. He crossed the courtyard, his hands rammed deep into his pockets. On the quay, the fishermen watched him go by. One of them was pulling the metal sheet out of the water. Max paused. A sheet like that, even rusty, was something he could use on his boat.


Max liked anything beautiful, that is why he liked Morgane. He also took an interest in stones and trees. He said that he could feel the light pulsing in the body of stones. He believed that the lives taken by the sea were what made the sea alive.


His mother had loved sailors, the fishermen of Cherbourg, when they came home after months at sea. What a thirst there was in their hands! She had been a whore, and she had also worked for a stud farm inland, wanking the stallions. M. Anselme told me that. It was also what they said down in the harbour. Apparently men went crazy over her. She had thrown herself under the Cherbourg–Valognes when Max was ten.


Raphaël sat down at the table again. “It’s the attachment of the depths,” he said, pointing to the door.


I did not understand, so he explained.


“Max, that’s what he calls it, the love he has for Morgane … The attachment of the depths.”


At the end of the morning, I went to Cherbourg to do some shopping.


Raphaël lent me his car, an old Citroën Ami 8, that he always left up on the village square, because of the spray. There was a hole in the floor, as wide across as your hand. He put a rug over it, but when you lifted the rug, you could see the road. The door on the driver’s side did not lock. Raphaël did not care, he left the key on the seat. He would lend his car to anyone who asked, all you had to do was top up the petrol and change the oil when the light came on.
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The village streets were still a quagmire, thanks to the muck tossed up by the storm.


I parked the car in its usual spot. I caught a glimpse of Lambert, he was standing outside the cemetery fence, with a bouquet. Flowers, an entire armful of buttercups. You could not find buttercups here, you had to go to Beaumont, or Cherbourg.


I saw him pull open the gate, go into the cemetery and walk down the path between the crosses. He went off to the left. He stopped near the wall, a plot that had been marked off by a row of flat stones and covered over with gravel. He leaned down and left his bouquet. The priest was standing outside the church. He watched Lambert. Three women were coming up the street along the pavement. They were arm in arm, close together, as if unsteady. They looked alike. They too lifted their heads and looked at Lambert. A stranger in the village, standing over a grave … They leaned their heads together. One of them had white eyes, and she was listening to what the other two were saying.


Lambert stayed a few more minutes, took something from his pocket, and put it down next to the bouquet. After that, he left. He crossed the road and went into the house across from Lili’s place.


It was a house where the shutters were always closed. I had never seen anyone in there. The garden was overrun by weeds.


I remembered the odd look he had exchanged with Lili. I saw that it must be here that he had spent his holidays. I waited until he was out of sight, and then I went into the cemetery.


Max looked after the tombs. He would rake the gravel, and pick up the pots and jugs. Every day, except when it was raining. He also cleaned up around Lili’s house. He did many other things for her, I had already seen him burning brambles, replacing tiles and oiling the hinges when the doors creaked. Lili had fixed up a two-room flat for him in the lower part of her house. She did it because they were cousins.


I walked among the graves. The sun was opening the flowers in their vases. It dried the flagstones. And the gravel on the surface. Underneath, you needed only to scratch a bit with your heel, and you would find all the damp of the earth.


Next winter the snow would cover it all. It would isolate the dead. Grant them a time of silence.


Will I still be here in the winter?


I went as far as the tomb with the buttercups. It was a very simple tomb, with a white wooden cross. A rosebush had been planted in the earth, and its branches were clinging to the wall.


Two names were carved on the cross, Béatrice and Bertrand Perack, 19 October 1967. A plaque, To Paul, lost at sea. The photograph of a child on a medallion, under glass. It was the medallion that Lambert had taken from his pocket. The photograph of a very young child, scarcely two years old; he was wearing a striped polo shirt, embroidered at the top with a row of three little boats. The child was standing in front of a house, and you could just make out the clasp of a shutter behind him. He was staring at the lens. There was a shadow on the gravel, no doubt that of whoever had taken the photograph.
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The last planks that the sea brought in were thick and water-sodden, and nobody wanted them. They stayed on the beach.


The gendarmes were still there on the quay. A journalist came from Saint-Lô. He filmed Lili. We saw her on the screen on the local evening news. She had taken off her apron, but she still held it in her hand, rolled up like an old rag. She stared at the camera and answered his questions.


When the journalist spoke to her about the men who had gone off with the timber, her face clouded over.


“The sea, giving back, in exchange for all the times it has taken away!” she said.


The journalist seemed not to have heard.


“Well, don’t these planks belong to someone?”


“They belong to whoever finds them.”


“Sometimes taking what you find can be stealing.”


When she heard that, Lili no longer looked at the camera, but looked at the journalist, straight in the eyes.


“What are you insinuating?” she said.


The journalist was caught unawares.


“What is in the sea, belongs to the sea,” Lili said. “And what belongs to the sea, belongs to man!”


She tossed her apron on the counter. A glance at the camera. “Such a kerfuffle over a pile of bloody planks!”


She left the journalist right there, and walked out of the field of vision. For a few seconds, on screen, all you could see were the bottles, the mirror, and the little blue Virgin with her holy water.


Immediately afterwards, they showed us the lighthouse with the planks floating, with some gentle music they had dug up playing in the background. It made you wonder why they had not just left the real sound of the waves.


I went to the cliffs, taking the path along the shore. On the path, on the banks, everywhere, there was the same thick mud, a mixture of sodden earth and mushy plants. Seaweed had been wrenched from the seabed in great clumps, then washed in and torn up and scattered along the beach. It would take days for all of it to dry.


I walked quickly. As it was the day after a storm, I wanted to check the nests, to see if they had held and how the birds were behaving. It was a wild place, certainly one of the most beautiful on the coast. In the summer, when the heather was in bloom, the moor would take on the colours of Ireland. I had not yet seen the summer here. Apparently there are days you can see horses in the meadows overlooking the beach at Écalgrain. Morgane said this was her beach, that it belonged to her. When she saw hikers, she would toss pebbles at them from up on the rocks.


I continued along the path in the direction of the Nez de Jobourg. Colonies of birds went there to nest and mate, in complete freedom. Access to the property was forbidden. There were fences, signs. It did not stop the hikers from squeezing under the fences.


In six months I had already chased a few of them off.


The nests had held, all but one, that of a young pair of cormorants. The nest had been poorly built, impatiently put together, and the wind had ripped it away with the three chicks that were inside.


I sat down on the top of a huge rock overlooking the sea.


A longclaw had taken up its position a few metres away. I drew it. I made note of its colours. Afterwards I lay down, my back against the rock, and closed my eyes. I had been looking at the sun too much. Spots of colour danced behind my eyelids, like fiery little sea horses.
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Raphaël had been there for eight years. Morgane a bit less. Their parents lived over near Rennes. They were shopkeepers. Morgane told me that they sold bags, briefcases. They saw each other from time to time. Not often.


In the studio, the walls, the brick, everything was crumbling. Because of the salt. It was rising. It ate into the stone the way it ate into the trees, and the bones inside bodies.


I opened the door. “May I?”


Raphaël was working on a sculpture. A woman with long hair of stone, a Madonna’s face. The pallor of plaster imposed a closed silence upon her face. For weeks he had been working on it. Every one of his sculptures had a history. This one had greatly moved me.


The day he told me the story, he said, Listen carefully, because I’ll never talk to you about it again.


The story was from the time when he was living in Kolkata. One morning he left his place and came upon a woman in the street, a very beautiful woman. She was walking, one arm folded over her belly, she was carrying a dead child in her arms. A baby, a few days old, wrapped in rags. She was singing and rocking it the way she would have rocked a living child. She was begging, too. When she saw Raphaël, she pulled a breast out of her dress, went over to him and held out her hand. She was laughing. Her laugh as loud as she was beautiful. Raphaël gave her a few coins. She went into a shop and came back out with some milk. She sat down on the kerb and fed the infant the milk. It was an unbearable sight. In the evening, when she had fallen asleep, women took her child away. When they tugged at it, the child’s arm came away from its body.


I stepped back and looked at the emaciated figure of the woman who seemed to be laughing, yet unsteady on her feet.


What had become of her?


Raphaël told me that in the days which followed he saw her wandering through the streets looking for her child. She tried to steal someone else’s, and the neighbourhood women beat her. For a long time she walked around with a rag pressed up against her breasts, a sort of doll soaked in milk. One day he looked for her and she had disappeared.


I turned away. I looked at Raphaël’s hands, the bags of plaster against the walls. All that mysterious work. It is said that a sculpture already exists in the block of marble, before the sculptor carves into it. What future sculptures were still held prisoner in all those bags?


“That woman’s eyes haunt me …” He said this in a muffled voice.


I heard the rustling of the thick cloth of his shirt when it rubbed against the table top. The sound of a match scraping on the side of the box.


He never mentioned that story again. Ever. Even when he was able to cast “The Wandering Woman of the Slums” in bronze.


The weather was clear, then suddenly the fog came in, heavy slabs of it. Compact. You could no longer see the island of Alderney or even the village of La Roche, not a thing. Even the coastguard station had vanished. Along with the pebbles on the beach, the trees along the path. There was not a sound. The birds had flocked together.


The lighthouse was lit, a long blue beam piercing the fog, lighting in turn the shore, the rocks, the open sea.


I went back to La Griffue.


Raphaël had put the red stone outside his door. A stone wrapped in a thick hemp rope. When the stone was there, no-one was allowed in the studio. Not even Morgane.


Raphaël could stay shut in for days with that stone, without seeing anyone.
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The bouquet of buttercups was on the bar. In a vase. I saw it the moment I came in. I knew that Max was in the habit of taking flowers from the graves, but never entire bouquets. They were lovely buttercups, he must have really wanted them. More than usual. Besides, it was a grave where no-one ever went. Lili must have scolded, she always scolded when he brought flowers, but she would accept them all the same.


When he found roses, Max removed the thorns and gave them to Morgane. Morgane did not want his flowers. She did not even look at them. Max placed them in the hall, outside her door. The roses would stay there for a day or two. They wilted. Over time they ended up rotting, or else they dried and the wind carried them away.


Lambert’s Audi was parked a bit further down the street. Everyone had noticed his car, as well as the fact that the shutters of the house were open. No-one spoke about it, or if they did, it was in a low voice.


Morgane was smoking, her elbows on the bar. Her trousers low on her hips and her rat on her shoulder. Next to her were two employees from the public works in fluorescent green overalls. Old Mother was dozing, slumped in her armchair, her hands folded over her lap. Her chin was in her neck. Woollen slippers and very thick stockings. You could hear her grinding her jaw. Apparently it was the medication that made her do that.


In the room there was a stink of stale tobacco. Lili emptied the ashtrays but the smell clung to the walls.


Lili was complaining.


The fishermen rolled their cigarettes in corn paper. Over time it made the ceiling go black. It burned their lungs and turned their teeth yellow.


It was the afternoon lull, Lili was wiping tables when Max arrived.


“The stained glass windows at the church are clean and it’s not yet sow-time,” he said, shaking my hand.


He sat down across from me. He had managed to repair the rudder on his boat.


“It’s gestation,” he explained, making a drawing to show me how he would go about doing the soldering. He scratched his head to give weight to his explanations. His boat was recycled. Rescued from the scrap yard. Two years he had been working on it.


At the table behind us, four old fellows were playing cards, some sort of belote with a card turned over. They called it “the turnover” or “the cow”. One of them went out, every ten minutes. Some problem with his prostate. He went outside to piss against a wall. The neighbours complained. Lili scattered soda crystals. You’ll see, when you’re his age! That was what she would shout, brandishing her bucket.


Morgane went to press her belly against the pinball machine. Her eyes were riveted on the ball. She thrust her hips against the machine. The rat clinging to her shoulder. The old men eased up on their cards to watch her moving hips.


Max was drooling at the sight.


“Keep your mouth shut,” I said, in a low voice.


I put my hand on his, “Your mouth …”


He wiped his face with the back of his sleeve. Max never touched Morgane. He knew it was not possible. But look at her, that he could do.


He chewed on a few peanuts, mechanically. The peanuts absorbed his drool, obliged him to swallow. He sniffed his fingers, he did that a lot. He finally forgot about Morgane and talked to me again about his boat. With his pencil he drew another diagram on the corner of the newspaper. An outline of the mast and the hull. He added a few arrows.


“This is the exact positioning for each part, to ensure the proper launch of the vessel.”


He said that, then got up. It was more than he could bear, he had to go near her.


“You stink, Creature!” Morgane said, pushing him away with her hand.


He began to giggle. The smell was because of the sow. He touched it, caressed it.


Lili saw him. “Out you go, cousin …”


Max grumbled.


Lili did not care, she was used to it.


“At the end of the month, he’ll be forty,” she said, going up to Morgane.


“So what?”


“We’ll have a little party. You’ll join us?”


“I don’t think so.”


“It would make Max happy.”


“It’s not my business to make him happy.”


Lili ran her hand through Morgane’s hair.


“Don’t be mean …” She made a face, because of the rat. “You know I don’t like you coming round here with that thing!”


Morgane shrugged. She had found the rat under the sheets of metal near the boat shed. It was being attacked by three other beasts that were just as thin, but there were three of them. She put it in a box, it was not hurt but it was in bad shape. The rat would not eat or drink for two days. Morgane thought it was going to die, but one evening she heard a noise. She got up. The rat had got out of his box and was drinking from the sink, drop by drop.


Lili went back to the bar. She opened the drawer of the till. She pulled out a note, and placed it on the table in front of Morgane.


“You should go to the hairdresser’s,” she said. “And then you should come and live here, at least for the winter. It’s too cold on your island.”


“It’s not an island.”


The village was built at the very top of the hill. Between the village and the harbour there was a little over a kilometre, a road without houses, and yet that distance seemed like a wilderness separating two worlds.


Lili turned away.


“La Griffue is no place for a girl.”


“What do you know?”


She shrugged.


Old Mother tried to sit up straight. Against her waist she clutched the little fake crocodile handbag she always kept within reach.


She was waiting for the old man. It was his time. The handbag was just in case he came for her.


Lili knew, and she tried not to pay any attention. She picked up the glasses left here and there on the tables.


“And how’s your brother doing?”


“He’s doing.”


“We haven’t seen him much these days.”


“… working.”


“You’ll tell him about Max’s birthday, in case he’d like to come.”


Morgane held the rat close.


“You bet he’ll want to come.”


She came back to lean against the bar.


“There’s this bloke hanging about,” she said.


“There have always been blokes hanging about,” said Lili.


“He was at the harbour. He spoke to me.”


“What did he want?”


Morgane shrugged. She fed a peanut to the rat.


“I don’t know. He was looking at the sea.”


With one finger she caressed the rat, the smooth fur between his eyes. “I asked him what he was doing here. I talked to him about your father.”


“Why did you talk about him?”


“Because he was looking at his house.”


“You just said he was looking at the sea!”


“Yes, but at one point he turned round and looked at his house. He wanted to know if the lighthouse keeper still lived there.”


“And what did you say?”


“I told him he did.”


Lili began drying her glasses.


“If he’s a drifter, you’d best not go walking alone on the moor.”


“He’s not a drifter.”


“How can you tell?”


“I don’t know … He’s looking round, that’s all.”


“They’re all looking round, it’s like some disease in these parts.” She turned her head. She did not want to talk about it any more.


Morgane insisted. “He’s not the same … The things he looks at, it’s as if it’s not the first time he’s seen them.”


The old men had stopped playing, and were listening.


“It’s as if he were from here in some way,” Morgane said.


“You’re either from here or you’re not.”


“His name’s Lambert.”


Lili stood still for a moment, staring at the bar.


“You know his name already … ?” She paused for a moment, then said, “Maybe he’s here for Prévert? You ought to tell Anselme.”


“Monsieur Anselme.”


We all turned our heads because M. Anselme had just come in.


“Well, talk of the devil …” said Lili.


[image: image]


M. Anselme made his way through the tables. With his little blue silk pocket handkerchief and his bow tie, he looked like a doctor on a house call.


“And what is it you ought to tell M. Anselme?” he said, allowing his gaze to slide over Morgane’s generous curves.


“There’s a tourist for you.”


“The bloke with the Audi.”


“Yes.”


He took off his jacket and hung it carefully on the back of a chair.


“He’s not a tourist and he’s not here for Prévert,” Morgane said.


“How can you tell?”


“An impression … He stares at the sea.”


Lili shrugged. “Everyone stares at the sea.”


“Everyone, maybe … but he’s not everyone. May I?” he asked, pointing to the empty chair across from me.


I nodded.


The church bell began to ring. Max pulled out his watch and said it was time for him to go and look after his sow.


Morgane emptied the saucer of peanuts. She licked the salt, and put the banknote Lili had given her into her pocket. As she turned round, she bumped into Max.


“What, you still here, Creature?”


Max said nothing.


He was looking at her throat, the damp line of sweat trickling between her breasts.


At that time of day, it was tea with milk for M. Anselme. Lili knew. She took down a cup.
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