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He Won’t Stay

She’s recognized him immediately, stopped breathing, frozen. He’s having a drink next to the speakers, a restrained swaying of the head, the bored smile of a guy who hasn’t hung around this sort of place for a long time.

What the hell is he doing here? Vanda hasn’t seen him for almost seven years. Seven years is a long time, another lifetime – a cliché for a physical reality. The guy isn’t moving, he’s always been like that, it’s only during sex that he’d go into motion, surprisingly unsystematic and eager.

Turning her back to the stage, Vanda walks through the group of dancers, pushes past the sweaty bodies and the jerking, colliding torsos. Glowing orange faces twist in the light, teeth exposed. As the group on the stage gets more and more excited and the mood at the bar goes up a notch, she realizes she’s already a bit plastered. Dizzy from the drink and feeling invaded on her patch. He, there, next to the speakers, is no longer a part of her landscape, but superimposed like an insect on a favourite painting. She’s got to go home, run away from the guy who’s suddenly popped out of the woodwork – fuck, she’d better get a move on before he sees her. She slinks over to the bar and orders a vodka. Last one, she tells the barman, who smiles and doesn’t believe her. He couldn’t care less if she’s lying – he sees worse than her every night. He also often sees her and has done for a long time. Through habit, this bar’s also become a kind of pretend family, people to have a laugh with even if you don’t feel like it, pissheads who become closer than the cousins you used to mess about with or your own kids. It’s the only place where you can still hear punk groups play like they’re smashing a bus shelter or a ticket machine. Slightly dirty rock for partying drink buddies. There are others like her here, damaged goods that forgot to grow old. Vanda downs her vodka in a large, single gulp that barely stings, and puts the glass back down on the counter brusquely.

Because she’s in a rush, she keeps to her word and waves away the barman’s offer as he picks up the bottle again. She seldom refuses the last drink on the house, but she really has to dash now, hasn’t got time to waste, too much to lose and her hands are shaking.

There are guys smoking on the pavement – one of them motions goodbye and giggles as he staggers.

“Bye, Vanda, mind yourself on the coast road.”

She doesn’t reply and lights a cigarette before unlocking her ancient Renault 21 she’ll never be able to afford to replace. She paid an arm and a leg to the mechanic for a new timing belt to replace the last, so now it doesn’t make such a racket when she drives, such a treat. Shaking with a nervous giggle, she slides into the driver’s seat. The giggle of a drunk woman or a girl sneaking out without permission. A quirky, embarrassing giggle. But just as she’s about to start the engine, he’s there, right next to her, so close he makes her jump – he’s put a hand on the door, where the window’s rolled down. He says nothing, just smiles. She can see he’s aged, it suits him. As she keeps shtum, stunned, he pulls his face away, feeling awkward perhaps.

“I’m in the area for a few days. Be nice to grab a drink.”

So she doesn’t have to answer, she grunts, drools a yeah that means the opposite and starts the car. She has to leave. He won’t stay.

She steps on the accelerator to drive off as fast as possible, so he has to let go of the door.

Vanda cuts across the city centre and drives alongside the sea, her head leaning towards the open window, because it feels good and for the slap of coolness that allows her to stay awake. She thinks about Simon – time to call the guy she bumped into at the bar by name, the guy from a long time ago. The mate of a mate of a mate, many of them used to hang around in a gang back then, go to all the private views so they could drink the free aperitifs and fill their pockets with peanuts. All artists, more or less, some more than others, all more or less crazy, some more than others. They had good fun. Their relationship lasted a few months, then he left and she didn’t think he’d come back, she really didn’t.

Grimacing in the night, Vanda tries to push the memory away and hums to herself while rolling her shoulders for an invisible audience. It’s only when she takes the shortcut to the beach that she falls silent and calms down. Here, there’s the sound of the waves and the animal in-breath of the backwash. She doesn’t lock her car. Nobody’d want it. She always parks it in the same spot, right up against the parapet that looks down on the beach; the neighbours, those in the villas, don’t say anything – she’s been living here a long time, even if she’s not really allowed to. There’s sand stuck on the radiator grille and in the grooves of the practically smooth tyres. There’s also sand everywhere inside, under her buttocks and on the floor, a bloody mess in the rear, seats tilted back. Tins of paint, turpentine, white spirit, bits of wood and a plastic spade. And the unrolled sleeping bag with a hump.

At the noise of the hatch opening, something stirs in the sleeping bag. The child wakes up, but not completely, just enough to extricate himself from the bag and cling to his mother, who lifts him onto her hip and half carries him – he doesn’t weigh much, even though he’s six. In her state, going down the steps to the hut is an acrobatic feat, but she’s used to it because she often takes him along and comes back home with him at night. But it’s harder on the sand, so she almost collapses and her foot knocks against an abandoned beer can. It makes her snigger feebly, though she doesn’t feel quite as drunk any more – it’s the road, the wind, and now the smell of the sea and its motion. And the child’s body, his head rolling against her.

As gently as she can, she opens the thin shutter, then the door, and closes it behind them and on the only room, unable to see anything. She takes the child to the large bed, he slinks under the duvet, an arm over the sheet, and immediately falls back to sleep, his mouth half open, his temples still moist with night sweat. Vanda crouches next to him, sinks her face into his neck to smell him, his night scents. She devours him with kisses at the risk of waking him again.

“My baby, my Limpet, I love you, I love you.”

A litany, a gentle, demented song – her boy is fast asleep and doesn’t wake up.


Limpet

“Mummy, come back!” the child yells at the waves.

Vanda’s guessing that he put on his red anorak and wrapped a scarf around his neck before coming out on the beach. A little spot wriggling on the sand. It’s a bitter January cold and the sea is glassy, but runs deep. Vanda dives again and braces her body for another breaststroke in the icy water. She’s gone for a swim, as she often does all year round. Especially on hangover mornings. She avoids very windy days, when the waves get bad, even in the Mediterranean. The water sometimes comes all the way up to the door of the hut and you have to be clever to reach the steps. As a matter of fact, they sometimes get stuck indoors because of it, and then the house becomes a cage for Vanda and a boat or a pirate hideaway for the child. Limpet loves getting stuck with his mother. Limpet’s not his real name, of course, he’s really Noé, but Limpet has stuck since he was tiny. He doesn’t know if he likes his nickname, doesn’t really question it. If his mother uses it, then it must be all right. But there’s also the fact a friend of Vanda’s told him about the limpets that eat drowned people’s eyes. When he heard that, he naturally pictured swollen, white bodies, eyes open to the sky or turned towards the seabed, and the little shells munching at their eyeballs. Sometimes, he has nightmares about it.

Noé is fidgeting outside the hut, grimacing and making noises with his mouth for reassurance and to erase the distance. Vanda’s an excellent swimmer but the sea is so deep, and her pin-sized head above the water makes something hurt in the middle of his tummy, a vague anxiety that bites him harder when the sky is grey.

She’s heard his cry and dives back under. She feels her mass of hair pull her head back and stick to her neck when she emerges. The blood’s flowing better in her body and the cold gives her a boost of energy. Salt water goes up her nostrils and she coughs on the surface, spits in the light. Where she is, the bottom has vanished. She sometimes imagines things beneath, real things like moray eels with chiselled teeth or stuff that doesn’t exist – vengeful drowned people who could grab her ankle, underwater monsters or film sharks. There are only catsharks here, but great whites have been seen close to Mediterranean coasts, in Mahdia, Tangier and even the Balearic Islands. So why not here?

She feels guilty about earlier. When they woke up, the child tried to make her some coffee, using the bottle from the mineral water cut in half, and a filter made of toilet paper. They have an electric coffee maker, but it doesn’t work any more and Vanda keeps saying she’s going to buy another one, except that she remembers only when she wants a coffee. Then she forgets. He heated the water on the gas stove. He’s good at it – he’s a careful, observant kid. He likes the smell of coffee and to suck his mother’s teaspoon, scrape the sugar from the bottom of the cup. When she gets up before him or if she comes back before he’s awake, the smell of coffee’s like a caress.

The child poured the boiling water into the bottle amazingly delicately and patiently for a child of six. Only, the weight of the liquid toppled the bottle, some of the filtered coffee spilled on the floor, all over the place, on the fridge, the armchair and even his sweater, and that suddenly made her lose her temper. She slapped him, called him an idiot and even a little shit.

“You’re not the one who has to clean it up. Damn it, I’ve had it up to here with your nonsense.”

She was clenching her teeth.

The little boy had placed around the gas stove figurines he likes, plastic Pokémon and realistic animals, dinosaurs and two dragons. The bottle was almost full, the coffee was dark.

As she insulted him, Vanda, dishevelled, punched the soft mattress. She suddenly got up and swept the animals off with the back of her hand. Then she started to cry, sobbing like a lost puppy, took him in her arms and held him too tight.

“My baby, my darling, forgive me, my Limpet, forgive me, forgive me.”

She hates it when she does this. It’s so overwhelming and afterwards she wants to die or rewind or learn to keep her mouth shut and be a gentle mother like the others. She went swimming.

Noé’s lived in the hut since he was born, it’s his home. Some people tell Vanda she should leave. That she and Noé could move into an apartment in the city centre, higher up and with light flooding the floor tiles, curtains at the windows and a room each. Also a washing machine; that would be useful. At the moment, she has to sneak around at work and do their washing in the laundrette. Vanda always shakes her head and says no, this is our home and besides, there’s the sea. She does think about it sometimes, when it’s cold despite the oil heater and the kid’s doing his homework in his anorak, or if she brings a guy home. I can’t afford it anyway, she says. It’s less expensive than a two-bed in the city centre. And besides, there’s the sea.

It’s Sunday, so no school, and his mother’s going to drag her feet all day. Noé smiles. He’s a bit tense because she’s taking her time coming back, but he loves Sundays with no constraints. What they find difficult on Sundays is that people come to the beach, even if they don’t swim. There’s some on other days, too, but they’re not so much in the way.

Slowly, Noé repeats the procedure, boils the water and filters it into the bottle. This time, he doesn’t spill anything. He puts the pan on the worktop and decants the coffee into the flask, screws the top back on and takes it outside the hut with him, holding it tight against his stomach. She sees him sitting on the concrete step between the beach and the hut, his eyes searching the horizon and finding her. She’s nearer now, swimming to the shore with powerful strokes, towards him, and that gives her a feeling of warmth swirling in her belly. Vanda wishes she could erase her shouting from earlier, and her vile words. She stares at the little red dot that grows as she gets closer to the shore and swims faster, harder. All it takes is a little distance for her to want to go back to him so desperately it hurts.


Hangover

He recognized her straight away, as soon as she walked into the bar. He even wonders if he didn’t pick that very place in the hope of bumping into her. And yet he’d sworn to himself he wouldn’t try and see her. She’s a nutcase, is what he’d told himself, how could I have fallen in love with such a nutcase, but deep down he knew it hadn’t just been about her but about them, about the times, and that’s what they liked about it – the fact that they weren’t like the others, that they went down to the wire. Still, he felt weird seeing her again, she hasn’t changed much – or rather she has, but he doesn’t realize it. Glued to the speakers, drowning in the noise, he remembered odds and ends: her broad laughter, excessive and exhilarating to the point of causing embarrassment; her breasts, always perky, with their pink halos; her tattoos, which he’d trace with his fingertips; her indifference. Simon wasn’t sure he wanted to renew his contact with her. Too borderline for him, too insane – Simon likes reassuring things, unambiguous laughter, and he observes the speed limit. After she left the bar, he breathed more easily and drained his glass in a single gulp. But then seeing her closer, talking to her. Her presence did make him feel uncomfortable and he hates this weakness of his. Afterwards, he stood on the pavement, upset, the wind in his face – he’d forgotten how these gusts can drive you insane. He had a lot to drink, bumped into an old pal and drank some more.

This morning his head’s about to explode. His tongue’s so dry it’s like it doesn’t belong to him. He staggers to the kitchen and drinks from the tap, his head cocked in the sink, until he’s breathless.

Simon hasn’t been back here for seven years and these few days are like a self-commemoration. He’s not here just for the sake of it – he wouldn’t have come back, of course, if his mother hadn’t died.

The bars are still the same and in every place, he sees himself as he was seven years ago. Seven years ago: it gives one gravitas and the status of a mature man. It’s a lot and something of a landmark, it means a guy who’s lived. I haven’t been here for seven years, he’s been thinking for two days, every time he comes across a bistro, a street or a square, or a place where memories catch up with him, like a mate from his previous life. And, soon, it makes him feel like he’s simply grown older.

He opens the fridge and takes out a piece of ham which he stuffs into his mouth, hardly chewing it, the kind of thing you do when you’re on your own.

His head feels heavy, his eyes bloated. He should go back to bed but doesn’t want to sacrifice the sunlight hours to another coma. Still, what he really needs is someone to stroke his neck and take care of him. He grabs his mobile and goes back to bed with it.

Chloé answers at the second ring – the phone must be grafted to her hand. “Just woken up?”

Her voice is amused, or perhaps concerned. Simon almost smiles, tells her about the night, the booze and the old pal. He’s already feeling guilty. Simon always feels guilty and Chloé triggers that in him even more, even if she doesn’t do it on purpose. It was the same with his mother. And now he’s wondering if it was right to go out after his mother’s just died, so shame comes on top of guilt.

“Did you see her?”

“Yes.”

“Was it tough?”

He hesitates, finding the question idiotic but at the same time considerate. He wonders why he called her.

“It’s not exactly fun. But the nurses got her dressed. My aunt chose the clothes.”

“I’m sorry I’m not there.”

“Never mind. You’ll be here for the funeral. I think that’s better, actually. I’m going to have to put up with my family and that’s going to be bloody awful.”

“Honestly, if I’d been able to take time off work—”

“Chloé, it really doesn’t matter.”

Chloé sighs. He wants to cut the conversation short and mentions a shower and a cousin to see. When they hang up, Simon buries his head in a pillow, moaning. Images of his mother in the hospital bed take over and remind him that he wasn’t there.

Simon looks for excuses: his life, the distance, that son-of-a-bitch stepfather of his. He sinks deeper under the duvet with violet gentian patterns. He’s gone for the sofa bed in the lounge: no way is he sleeping in the bed where his mother and stepfather treated themselves to a new life. He’d sooner drop dead.

He doesn’t know if his own life is the first or is unique or one of a multitude. He’s from a different era than the old folks even though he’s getting on, given his wrinkles and the white hairs in his three-day-old beard. He thinks he’s free because he still enjoys rock ’n’ roll, fancies himself daring because he’s self-employed. As for his insincerity, his averting his eyes so he doesn’t get bogged down with problem-solving and untying knots, that’s something he’s not aware of. He finds it hard to be alive and make choices. He’s aged so fast, the speed of it is unfair. In his mind he has no white hairs. He’s a bit of a coward and mildly unhappy. A starchy, almost aesthetic unhappiness. His mother’s just died, so he tells himself he’s got an excuse. He’s not sure he wants Chloé to join him. But he’s incapable of telling her.

On the wall, there are pictures of him from over the years, not everywhere but, still, there are quite a few of them. It’s fun to see himself as a kid, holding his mother’s arm, she’s so feminine in her A-line dress. When he saw her at the hospital, she was so grey and so dried up. It’s true that she didn’t often visit him. You’d think she preferred him in photos. Simon swallows this small bitterness with some spite – he didn’t often visit either, that is, never. Even for Christmas, they’d tend to gather at his uncle’s in the Cévennes. He couldn’t bear family Christmases. Now he’ll no longer be obliged to go, he wonders if he’s going to miss them.

In another photo, he’s almost an adult and smiling at the camera. It’s either the day he passed his Baccalauréat or a birthday, he can’t remember. His downturned eyes give him a meek expression despite the fire driving him in this late adolescence he remembers well.

The apartment is his now, so he’ll have to empty it. He’s thinking of selling it, that would be better. He doesn’t want to live here any more anyway. Here, it’s his previous life. Maybe, after all, he’s had several lives.


Next Time

And yet she’d promised herself it wouldn’t happen again. Only, it always does. She came straight from the psychiatric ward to the school, but it took ages to find a spot because the traffic warden wouldn’t let her double-park. She wanted to tell him where to get off, but kept it in and refrained from showing the stubborn bastard the finger. She’s making progress. When she arrives at the gates, out of breath, Noé is all alone, or almost: a teacher is holding him by the hand. Her expression leaves nothing to the imagination: it’s brimming with anxiety and anger – and you can see contempt just beneath.

“I had trouble parking.”

The teacher doesn’t answer. She has a red fringe cut straight across her forehead and Vanda can see that under her multicoloured dress she’s freezing her arse off. The woollen cardigan she’s pulling tighter over her doesn’t seem enough. Vanda thinks she looks like an advert for eco-conscious jam. Noé rushes to bury himself in his mother’s body, arms open: there’s no resentment in him. He gently tugs at her arm to let her know he wants to go, that he wants to get away from school as soon as possible. But the young woman gives Vanda a look that holds her back.

“I must speak to you. These delays can’t go on. And I haven’t seen anything in the book about his absence last week.”

“Excuse me?”

“The parent–teacher contact book. You have to justify Noé’s absences, you know that?”

Vanda squints under the weight of the reproach. Everything inside her rebels against this humiliation, this tone of voice, and the abyss the young woman is digging between them. Noé squeezes his mother’s hand. They’re allies, that’s nice. She decides to smile thanks to the cool pressure of his little fingers.

“Yes, I’ll remember next time.”

“It’s not enough to remember, this mustn’t happen again. And I can’t stay an extra twenty minutes with Noé every evening. Surely, you can make arrangements with another mum, can’t you?”

Vanda doesn’t feel like making any more effort. She thinks of Magalie, with her Coke and her cigarette, in the garden of the hospital. She suddenly envies her right to insult people without consequences. It would be great to tell the teacher to shut her mouth, but not a clever move. So Vanda doesn’t respond, leaves without a word and walks off with Noé at the end of her arm. But, behind her, the teacher doesn’t relent. She had trouble starting, but now she won’t stop.

“I know it’s hard for you and that you and Noé live on the beach, but I’m warning you, next time I’ll have to inform social services.”

Vanda closes her eyes, clasps her son’s hand hard and picks up the pace.

“Right, you do that, bitch.”

She doesn’t say it loud enough for the teacher to hear her, but almost.

There are people on the beach when they get there. Not tourists, no, but mates. Ten or so of them, with packs of beer, cheering them as they arrive.

“Vanda, we’ve been waiting for you!”

“Hi, kid.”

“Hi, Limpet.”

“Hi, Noé.”

The child smiles and runs to the door of the hut. He doesn’t like kissing people, except his mother. He says hello, waves and waits for Vanda to open the door so he can dive home. Impromptu drink parties with mates take place on the beach even in the winter. In any case, spring’s on the way. Vanda doesn’t let the gang into their den. It’s too small and, besides, it’s their lair. But it allows her to put the beer in the fridge and switch on the loudspeakers. And the girls can at least pee indoors. The guys go to the rocks or the water’s edge. Sometimes, one of them stays behind after the others have gone: that one’s allowed in but, with a kid, it’s complicated.

Jimmy’s trying to roll a joint under his jacket. It’s tricky in the wind, he hurls insults at every gust and that makes the others laugh. Vanda fetches a blanket and puts it over his shoulders, so Jimmy can have a shelter to roll his joint more easily and because it’s cold this evening. When she plays the Pixies a bit loud to drown out the wind and the waves, they all give a happy groan as they recognize the opening chords. They stand still and love it. Later, she’ll play The Clash. Or Bowie. Or Rammstein. Classics that warm them up and make them nod in time with the music. Jimmy lights the joint and takes the first drag with glee. His name isn’t really Jimmy, of course, and he isn’t American. No one remembers how this nickname started, not even him. The joint circulates and the fat smoke flies away with bits of burning ash. Everyone shields their eyes with their hands, fingers curled around their bottles. They talk about the roadworks on Jean-Jaurès and about the millions spent on gentrifying the La Plaine area. They consider action, something to screw things up and scare the security men guarding the building site. Isabelle sighs, says they’re too old for that, and tells them they’re threatening to take her unemployment allowance from her, because she declined a job offer as a warehouse worker as she’s a visual artist; Sam gets all het up about his casual work and the fact he hasn’t clocked in enough days this month. It’s stressful for everybody except Fred, who teaches computing classes at the recently opened institute and even landed a real contract. Vanda doesn’t really know them. They’re straight out of a student past that’s been drifting further and further away every year, or out of the various drinking sessions that stud their lives. They’re losers and she shares some of their marginality, which has become the norm around her, what with the general decline. But she’s always kept her distance, maintained the small screen that needs to melt away before mates can become friends. She’s not good at that.

Noé emerges from the hut with a handful of dinosaurs. Without looking at anyone, he places them facing the sea, their legs firmly in the sand, calls his mother so she can come and see, explains the conflicts between the various species and whispers the names of some of them. She loves it but isn’t listening to a word. All she cares about is Noé’s focused little face, her world.

Vanda has a lot of recollections from her own childhood that she doesn’t tell anyone about. She’s one of those people you think were born adults, just as they are now, even if they’re immature. She has palpable flaws, evident vulnerability, but she gives away very little. They know she arrived here just over ten years ago and some of them met her back then. Before that, it’s a blank. She immersed herself in the city until she became a part of it, as though devoid of any past. And now she belongs here. From the white cliffs of Les Goudes to the
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‘A mother's love for her child is like nothing else in the world.
It knows no law, no pity. It dares all things.’ AGATHA CHRISTIE
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