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Those who hear the water never sleep peacefully again.
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Foreword

There are places, it is said, that forget nothing. Houses that keep the scent of those who have left them; roads that remember the footsteps once counted along their length; and, above all, waters that close their surface over what has been dropped into them without ever quite managing to digest it.

Rivesombre is one of those places. A village of grey stone huddled around a bell tower, a handful of streets that all end, sooner or later, by winding back down to the lake. People live well there, or so it is said. They die peacefully there, most of the time. But there are nights, on the shore of that water they call Black Lake without quite knowing why, when the silence stops being an ordinary silence — when it becomes a presence, a listening, something waiting its turn to speak.

It was in that silence that Thomas Aubert would have to learn to tell the wind apart from the voices, memory from the trap, and the truth from what one sometimes prefers never to know.




Chapter 1 — Return

The road that ran alongside the lake hadn’t changed — except that the poplars that used to line it had finally finished dying. Thomas recognised them one by one, the way you recognise faces at a funeral: grey skeletons standing against a low sky, their bark peeling away in patches, silhouettes that the dusk made almost human. Twenty-two years earlier, those trees had still worn leaves, and his father used to drive this same road whistling, one hand on the wheel, the other holding a cigarette he never finished.

He cut the engine at the edge of Rivesombre and sat for a moment without moving, hands resting on the wheel, listening to that particular silence of villages that live beside water — a silence that isn’t really one at all, made up of lapping water, wind in the reeds, doors closing somewhere in the distance. The village hadn’t grown: about twenty slate roofs clustered around the bell tower, a grocer-tobacconist whose sign had changed colour without changing its name, and, at the end of the main street, the square where the Saturday market used to be held. Behind all of it, invisible from the car but present like a smell, the lake.

It had always been called Black Lake, though no one in the village really knew why. Some blamed the peat that stained the bottom; others, a depth that no sounding line had ever managed to reach. As a child, Thomas had long believed it was simpler than that — that the water there was darker than anywhere else, as though the sky itself refused to be reflected in it.

He had left Rivesombre at twelve, in the months following his mother’s accident, without anyone ever really explaining why his father had decided, overnight, to sell the small surveying practice he ran in the village for a quieter post at an agency in Lyon. For a long time, Thomas had taken that departure for the plain grief of a man fleeing the places where he had once been happy, because he could no longer bear to be unhappy in them. It was only as an adult, thinking back on certain silences of his father’s — that way he had of cutting short any conversation about the village — that he had begun to suspect something else had been at play back then, something that went beyond the simple mourning of a wife. He had never asked the question directly. You don’t ask certain questions of a father who already carries, in the set of his shoulders, more weight than he can show.

They had seen little of each other after that: Christmas visits growing further and further apart, brief phone calls in which Henri asked politely after Thomas’s work without ever dwelling on his own. Then, six years ago, without warning anyone, Henri had moved back to Rivesombre, into the house at the Chênaie that had stood empty since they’d left, explaining simply that a man on his own had every right to choose where he grew old. At the time, Thomas had put it down to the whim of a nostalgic retiree, nothing more. He understood now, retracing a journey he hadn’t made in twenty-two years, that this nostalgia must have come with something else besides — an unpaid debt to the place, perhaps, or a question left unanswered for too long for a reasonable man to give up returning, one last time, to find what he needed to close it.

He got out of the car with the strange sensation of stepping back into clothes grown too small. The air smelled of mud, of wet wood, of an old rain that seemed to have worked its way into the stones and never quite left. From the boot, he took out his father’s toolbox — the one he’d collected from the notary’s office, along with the spare keys — and a suitcase far too light for everything he hoped to settle in a week.

The family house stood at the end of Chênaie Lane, five minutes’ walk from the shore, tucked into a hollow that tall ash trees sheltered from the wind. Shutters closed, garden overrun with brambles, letterbox stuffed with sodden flyers. No one had lived there since Henri’s death, three weeks earlier. The notary had offered to have it cleaned before Thomas arrived; Thomas had refused, without quite knowing why, except that he needed to see things exactly as his father had left them — as if the disorder itself might have something to say.

The key turned with that particular resistance of locks that haven’t been oiled in years. Inside, the air was cold and still, heavy with that smell so particular to closed-up houses — dust, ageing paper, a trace of cold tobacco that must have dated from before the ban his father had imposed on himself after his heart attack, ten years earlier. Thomas switched on the hallway light. The bulb crackled, hesitated, then steadied, casting a tired, yellowish glow across the walls.

Nothing had moved. His father’s armchair in front of the fireplace, the stack of regional newspapers on the side table, the map of the lake pinned to the study wall — a map Thomas remembered seeing throughout his childhood, but which now bore, he noticed as he drew closer, annotations he didn’t recognise: red-ink crosses scattered along the north shore, a thick circle around a point that no legend explained, and, scrawled in the margin in a slanted, hurried hand that bore little resemblance to the neat one his father used for letters: do not go back there at night.

He stood before the map for a moment, uncomprehending, before telling himself that the fatigue of the journey was surely enough to explain the unease he felt. He set the toolbox on the desk and began sorting through the papers piled there: bills, correspondence with a regional publishing house about a book on “the lake’s oral heritage” that Henri had apparently never finished, scattered notes on squared paper. Many of them returned to the same themes — old legends of drowned men, dates underlined twice, the names of village families he knew only vaguely.

Further down the pile, he came across a cardboard folder in which his father had gathered photocopies of cadastral plans, some clearly old, judging by the yellowed paper and the half-faded official stamps. One of them showed the north shore as it had looked before the building of what the legend, in barely legible lettering, called a “pleasure jetty” — an installation that, on the more recent plans in the same folder, simply no longer appeared, as though erased from the village’s official record as thoroughly as from its collective memory. Thomas didn’t grasp, at the time, the significance of the detail; he put it away carefully all the same, the way one puts away something one senses will be needed again soon.

He had been working for a little over an hour, night long since fallen behind shutters he hadn’t reopened, when he heard the voice.

It came from outside, distinct, carried on the evening silence the way a sentence spoken in the next room would be, the door left ajar. It said his name.

Thomas.

He froze, one hand still resting on a bundle of papers, and listened. Nothing, for a long moment, but the light wind in the ash trees of the garden and, further off, the lazy lapping of water he couldn’t see from here. The wind, he told himself — a reasonable hypothesis, a phrase he would repeat to himself several times over the following days, the way one repeats a prayer one already knows won’t be enough to ward off what it claims to deny.

Then it came again, closer this time, or perhaps simply clearer because he was waiting for it: the same voice, deep and slow, his father’s voice exactly as he remembered it — not an approximation, not a memory blurred by twenty-two years of absence, but the voice itself, with that faint northern accent Henri had never quite lost, with that way he had of drawing out the last syllable of proper names.

Thomas. Come back.

He got up so abruptly that his chair scraped the floor with a noise that startled him. He crossed the hall, opened the front door with an almost violent gesture, and stood on the threshold, motionless, scanning the darkness of the garden and, beyond it, the still darker mass of the lake, barely visible in the faint light of a crescent moon veiled in cloud.

Nothing moved. No shape on the shore, no light at the nearest neighbours’ — whose houses, he remembered then, had always been kept at a careful distance from his own, separated by thick hedges and overgrown plots. Below, the lake lay perfectly calm: a sheet of ink stretched between the reeds, without a breath to disturb its surface.

He stood there a long while, bare feet on the cold stone of the porch, until the cold finally overcame his stillness. He went back in, locked the door — a gesture he hadn’t made in this house since childhood — and told himself, walking back down the hall, that the fatigue of the road, the recent grief, the emotion of going through his father’s things, were more than enough to explain an auditory hallucination. Grieving people believe they hear their dead; he’d read that somewhere once, in an article about mourning he’d skimmed without much attention, back when his father’s death had still been nothing more than an administrative abstraction — a file to be settled.

He didn’t sleep that night, or barely, lying on the sitting-room sofa for lack of the courage to go up to his father’s room. Around four in the morning, as the day was just beginning to grey the edges of the shutters, he finally sank into a restless sleep, crossed by incoherent images in which the lake merged with his father’s face, in which a voice repeated the same syllable endlessly, like a word that becomes unrecognisable the more you say it.

He woke late, his back stiff from the too-short sofa, his mouth dry, with the confused certainty of having dreamed something important he could no longer put into words. The daylight, plain and almost ordinary behind the windows he opened one by one, was
















