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What has become of those

slow, idle summer evenings,

stretched out to the last glimmer,

even to the giddiness of love,

to its tears, to its sobs?

—Marguerite Duras,

Summer 80







TODAY






This morning, as I turned onto a street in the city where I live now, I thought I recognized his face, his walk.

An absurd idea, of course: So many years have passed since that fateful summer that he would be greatly changed. And it would have required an unlikely combination of circumstances for me to bump into him here.

And yet, like some strange detective, I couldn’t help following that figure simply because it struck me as familiar, trailing after a stranger based purely on his resemblance to the man that he might have become.

I found myself shoving my way through crowds on busy sidewalks, crossing roads amid the blare of car horns. I would slow down whenever he stopped, cursing the stoplights that turned green at the wrong moment, then hurrying after him again. At last, unable to bear it any longer, I sped up so I could pass him and turn to face him.

Because I needed to see. To be sure.

If you want to know the truth, I have never managed to rid myself of that story. It has never left me. It’s still there, somewhere, lurking in the depths of my memory, and now and then it surfaces. In fact, this was not the first time I had been suddenly drawn to a shadow, a shape, a fleeting apparition.

Nostalgia? Perhaps. A longing for our lost carefree youth.

A sort of absence? Probably. As if this particular void could never be filled.

Guilt? Yes… The guilt of not having seen it coming.

Tell me, reader, do you know why the most beautiful stories must always end badly?





1985






I am eighteen, and it’s summer. The beginning of summer.

From the deck of the ferry that connects the mainland to the island, I look down at the rows of vehicles below me, in the belly of the ship. Some of these families, including ours, have had to wait hours before boarding. Some children running between the lines of cars catch my eye; I was one of them, not so long ago. Then my gaze lingers on the sailors who are steering the boat, their white uniforms dazzling in the sunlight. Soon they won’t be needed anymore; a bridge will be built, because important people have decided so. Finally I look up at the seagulls, aloft on the wind. You would swear that they are motionless in flight.

And I close my eyes.

I breathe in the mingled scents of diesel and salt, I listen to the crash of waves against the ferry’s hull, I feel the steady swaying. I don’t know if I am sad or happy. Probably a bit of both. I think about the academic year that has just ended—twelve months spent cramming for exams at prep school—and I imagine the future that awaits me, in Rouen. It’s far away, Rouen, far from my native Charente, and I have a feeling that nothing will ever be the same again, that my adolescence is over, even if I would like to cling to it a little longer. I think about the classmates I have known since middle school or high school and whom I will no longer see as often, if at all. It’s a heartbreaking feeling. Already, at such a young age, I find it unbearable to lose people. And yet I am smiling a little. Or, even if I’m not smiling, I can sense that my expression is calm. Not only because of my closed eyes. Nor because of the warm sunlight on my skin. No, this sweetness is from the knowledge that I will soon be on the island again.

When I open my eyes, there’s a little boy, about six years old, standing in front of me. He’s watching me—examining me—with an odd look on his face. To be more precise, it’s my T-shirt that he’s staring at. The T-shirt is faded, with a low neckline, emblazoned with an image of Mickey Mouse. Presumably he thinks I’m too old to be wearing a T-shirt like this. Or maybe he’s a Disney fan and he imagines we might be friends. I let him observe me in silence. I don’t know how to speak to children. I always feel awkward around them. I look down.

My brother wasn’t with us that summer, I can’t remember why. Maybe he was working at Venthenat, the plastics factory in Barbezieux, to earn some money. In July and August they would hire students to replace the workers who had gone away on vacation. Anyway, my brother has never really liked the island. I think it was the islanders that he didn’t like. He couldn’t understand their mentality—what he saw as their isolationism and their prejudices, even if he never phrased it like that. So this summer it’s just my parents and me. They signal to me that I should head back to the car because we’re approaching the wharf.

When we dock in Sablanceaux, it all comes back to me in an instant: the road with all its potholes from the thousands of tourists who drive along it, the shapes of the stone pines, the reassuring presence of the beach, the smell of seaweed at low tide. And, soon after this, the campground where I have spent so many days, and where Christian—my father’s best friend, whom he met during his military service—runs a popular stall selling French fries. A little farther on, there’s a square with a carousel and a pétanque court, some low dark stone walls, some houses with bottle-green shutters, a bend in the road, and we’re headed to La Noue. This is where Christian lives, with his wife and two children. This is where we will stay.

When we arrive, we are greeted with hugs. There is nothing bourgeois or affected about this; it’s a sincere, spontaneous expression of how much we’ve missed each other since last summer, how happy we are to see each other, to be together again. I am the kind of teenager who can sometimes be a little surly or rude—or so people tell me, anyway—but with them I am never that way. It’s impossible.

Christian and Anne-Marie, his wife, are the only adults with whom I can show affection in this way. I keep my uncles and aunts at a distance, seeing them as little as possible, because I don’t have anything in common with them. I do not subscribe to the convenient myth about the kinship of blood; I have already learned that we choose the people we love, that we should not let anyone else make that choice for us. I am not particularly interested in my parents’ other friends either. When they come to our house for dinner, I barely speak to them, often getting up and leaving the table. Nobody takes offense at this, and nobody misses me when I’m gone. With Christian and Anne-Marie, things are different. Not because they’ve seen me grow up—this is also true for my relatives—but because I have always been happy in their company. With them, I’ve never been moody or bored or crabby or whatever. It’s always been easy. And, with them, there is always the summer, always the sun.

François, though, is not there to welcome me. His mother explains his absence: “He’s gone into town. He probably went to buy cigarettes. He thinks I don’t know that he’s started smoking. He thinks I’m a fool.” She says fool, not idiot. Anne-Marie doesn’t use words like that.

I go upstairs to leave my bag in François’s room, which I will share with him during the vacation. He and I are almost exactly the same age; I’m a few weeks older. We haven’t grown up together, but we’ve grown up in parallel. We meet up every summer and we’re used to each other. He could get annoyed at having to share his room with me, but he doesn’t. I notice that he’s tidied up a bit, hiding the usual chaos, and he’s already put my mattress on the floor at the foot of his bed. In the evenings we always talk for a long time before falling asleep, even after it’s dark outside and we can hardly keep our eyes open. During the first few days, we like to catch up on each other’s lives. After that, we chat about anything and everything. That’s what awaits me—awaits both of us—this summer. I take comfort in the unchanging nature of these habits. After dropping my bag on the mattress, I go back down to the yard. The grown-ups are sitting around the table and Anne-Marie is serving drinks; I can see a bottle of Pernod, another of Martini Rosso. I don’t hang around. I’m eager to go off in search of my friend.

I walk up Rue de la Cailletière. The sidewalk is so narrow that I am constantly brushing against the walls of houses, the hooks that hold shutters open, the branches of hollyhocks. Then Place des Tilleuls opens out in front of me. I look at the café and see François sitting on the front steps, a cigarette dangling from his lips. He is wearing his usual black tank top, jeans, and flip-flops. Beside him, standing against the wall and also smoking, is a boy I have never seen before. I approach without a word. Suddenly, sensing my presence, François looks up. Sunlight glares in his face, forcing him to squint, but despite the dazzling light, despite his half-closed eyes, he recognizes me instantly and jumps up to give me a bear hug. Unlike most boys our age, he doesn’t coolly shake hands, but wraps his arms around me. (Has he caught this craze from some American TV show?) The other boy watches us, looking vaguely surprised, so François introduces us: “Philippe, Nicolas. Nicolas, Philippe.” This is all he says. First names are enough, for now. We can fill in the blanks later.

Then, squeezing my shoulder and smiling with genuine pleasure at seeing me again, he asks: “When did you get here?”






We walk toward Grenettes Beach. None of us really decides this, it’s more like a reflex. Our footsteps take us there on their own. It’s far from being the prettiest beach on the island: the pebbles tend to put off sunbathers, and there are weeds growing on the dunes. It’s mostly used by surfers, since the waves are big, but François and I have been coming here since we were kids. We have spent so many afternoons here, leaning against the split-rail fence, sheltered from the wind.

While we’re walking, I ask this Nicolas kid some questions, more out of politeness than curiosity. François answers for him: He’s from the mainland but he and his mother came to live in La Noue last winter; she got a job at the mayor’s office, and a place to live. There’s no mention of a father, so I imagine his parents must be separated, maybe divorced; you see this kind of thing more and more these days. Nicolas hardly even seems to be listening, as if we were talking about someone else. He takes a drag on his Marlboro, and the smoke curls around his lowered face. The three of us are side by side, walking in step, with François in the middle, so I’m able to observe Nicolas without his knowing. He’s skinny in the way of boys who’ve just had a growth spurt, and his long blond hair hangs down over his cheeks. His entire being radiates a sort of languor. I want the summer to darken his skin and teach him our impish nonchalance. It’ll come, I tell myself. François must have chosen him for a reason.

When we get to the beach, it’s packed. It’s early afternoon and nobody wants to miss out on a single iota of sunshine. It’s high tide too, so the kids can go swimming once they’ve digested their lunch. I contemplate this accumulation of colorful towels, shapeless bags, coolers and parasols, this heap of still-white or newly reddening bodies (because it’s still early in the season), this mix of couples, kids, babies, and wrinklies (very few people are here on their own). It’s a sight that’s familiar to me.

The island has not yet become bourgeois. People come here with their caravans, their canvas tents. Nobody has a second home—second homes barely even exist, let alone the kind of villas that get full-color spreads in design magazines now. It’s a place for cheap vacations. Having booked their spot under a pine tree months in advance, the tourists at the campground settle in for three or four weeks, cooking quick meals on a gas stove under the awning, eating from paper plates at a folding table, drinking aperitifs from plastic glasses in the cool of evening. Nobody bothers with fancy restaurants and everybody watches their pennies (although they don’t mind paying a bit extra to treat the little ones to a waffle or an ice cream), and they all sleep in the same tent, bodies packed close like sardines. And, every afternoon, religiously, they go to the beach to lie in the sun and take a dip in the sea. The days pass without you noticing. As a child, I never noticed the days passing.

“We should have brought our trunks,” says François.

I see that he’s watching a girl. She’s about our age, maybe a bit younger, but really pretty, with plump little breasts. She pulls at the elastic of her bikini bottoms before turning over to tan her back. Beside her are two adults who must be her parents, along with a guy of about twenty. I can tell François is wondering about who this guy is, and when he wonders something and doesn’t get an answer, he asks me: “You think that’s her boyfriend?”

“It could be her brother,” I speculate, before adding: “Better for you if it’s her brother.”

He smiles, then explains: “I saw her at the market earlier.”

In the mornings, François works at the market with his father, who parks his butcher van by the side of the Cours des Écoles every morning. When he was younger, he would just wrap up the meat and take the customers’ money, but now that he’s passed the CAP certification, he really works with his dad. Not as equals, of course, because Christian has twenty-five years of experience, so what he says goes. But gradually François is finding his feet.

“She looked right through me,” he says. I can’t tell if he’s disappointed or relieved. Sometimes he believes that the beautiful girls of summer could never be interested in the butcher’s son in his van, that they’re repelled, kept at a distance. Other times, he remembers that he’s good-looking, that girls’ eyes are drawn to him, and that in the light, unreal atmosphere of vacations seduction comes more easily, because nothing is serious, everything inconsequential.

I whisper: “You could always talk to her tomorrow, if you see her again.”

He waves my suggestion away. “Tomorrow never comes.” He has learned that there is no time to lose, that tourists never stay for long, that he must seize the day or end up empty-handed.

To our surprise, Nicolas sighs impatiently and says: “You want me to go and talk to her?”

François turns to him, wide-eyed. “You’d do that? But how would you go about it?”

Nicolas shrugs. “I’d just wait until she gets up to go in the water, then I’d walk over there and say that you’re into her but you don’t know I’m telling her that… something like that, you know?”

François doesn’t even bother concealing his pessimism. “Nah, forget it.”

The three of us sit down, vaguely despondent, with our backs to a fence. François kicks off his flip-flops and digs his feet into the sand.

I think about his desire. It’s the same desire felt by every eighteen-year-old boy since the dawn of time: the desire to make use of their brand-new body and to touch, caress, embrace, to take and then abandon a girl’s body. The desire is there: obvious, visible. It doesn’t hide. It has no shame. Far from covering itself up, it is eager to be seen, to be carted around like a pack of cigarettes in the pocket of your jeans, like a fanny pack on your waist, an earring dangling from your lobe. It champs at the bit, inseparable from a kind of frustration. The less it is satiated, the bigger it grows. It is at once highly focused (on girls’ vaginas, their breasts) and general (almost any girl will do). It would be even more explosive if the boys knew that they would not always be eighteen, if they knew that what awaited them was a life of offices and tax returns. The desire is innocent of its future diminishment.

My desire is aimed at boys, but essentially it’s identical. It is simply tinged with uncertainty because probability is not on its side, and a feeling of transgression because it is less popular, more original.

François says: “So what about you? Have you spotted a guy you like?”






We stay at the beach for quite a while, leaning against the barrier, not speaking. I can feel the sun on my face, like a balm. I pick up handfuls of sand and watch the grains trickle slowly between my fingers. I feel my muscles relaxing, as if I’m siphoning away the tension I’ve accumulated during these weeks of being a trained monkey: the long days in prep school hell and the restless nights in my noisy dorm, cramming my head full of superficial knowledge intended to offer the illusion of learning when the moment came, suffering test after humiliating test so I could be in the best possible shape for the national exams, the ones that would offer me a pathway to the most prestigious universities—the grandes écoles in Paris. Little by little, I let go of the stress that gnawed at me when, in vast exam rooms filled with clones, I had to swallow the shock of finding myself faced with questions on subjects I knew almost nothing about, straining to remember instead of really thinking, scrawling my answers as fast as possible so I could finish before the gong that signaled the end of the exam, never feeling satisfied afterward, then waiting for the results that would decide if my future ended here or if it went on. I breathe out the dread that took hold of me every time I passed through the door separating me from my examiners, my judges, and the anger that filled me when I failed, and the fragile hope I felt when I thought I’d done reasonably well. I wash away the residue of my pessimism and my exhaustion. After all, I succeeded in the end. I passed those damn exams. Maybe it’s time to come back to the light, to tranquility.

I ask Nicolas: “Are you a student?”

Before he has time to reply, François tells him: “Oh, yeah, I forgot to say: Philippe’s the brainiac of the gang. Our boy genius. He’ll go far. Just ask my dad—he says it all the time: ‘He’ll go far, Philippe.’ Which is his way of telling me that I’m a loser. Although he forgets that I passed the CAP on the first try, and that it works out for him perfectly to have me as his hired help.”

I must admit that François has it bad: it’s true that his father is always praising me, which is embarrassing because it’s like he never had the opportunity to feel proud of his own child so he had to invest his pride in someone else’s instead. I have tried to get out of it by explaining that there are far more prestigious academic paths than the one I’m on, but it makes no difference. I also thought that the revelation of my homosexuality might dampen his enthusiasm, but it really didn’t. Sure, Christian is still baffled by it—it’s so far from his frame of reference, a boy who likes boys. It’s the kind of thing the market vendors make dirty jokes about. But in the end his admiration overcame his discomfort. He’s fine as long as we don’t talk about it. And I’m happy to go along with that. And when the vendors start up with their smutty innuendos, I just pretend I don’t hear them.

Finally, Nicolas answers my question: “I failed my bac, so I’ll have to retake the final year of high school.”

I console him, even though he wasn’t asking for sympathy: “Don’t worry, you’ll get it next time.” And even as the words leave my mouth, I realize that they make me sound like a straight-A student talking down to his inferior. (I may as well have said: “People like you often have to take it twice.”) My words have the same clunking sonority as a coin tossed in the plastic cup of a homeless person crouching in a doorway. Nicolas’s vaguely annoyed scowl tells me I am right to suspect all this.

“So you’re queer?” he says. I might easily see this abrupt change of subject as a ploy to throw that coin of condescension back in my face, but it is nothing of the kind. Nicolas simply has nothing else to say about his educational failures. It’s not something he really cares about, or at least, not something he feels like discussing. He adds: “I mean, I don’t care if you’re queer or not, it’s just that I don’t think I’ve ever met one before.”

“Well, there you go,” I reply with forced levity. “Your terrible oversight has now been rectified.”

He smiles back. It’s the first time I’ve seen him smile. It lights up his whole face, emphasizing the fineness of his almost-feminine features. It also suggests that Nicolas’s listlessness is not necessarily his destiny.

After that, we keep on talking about anything and everything.

I ask them if they have any plans for Bastille Day. François mentions the inevitable fireworks display at the Saint-Martin port, then pokes fun at the public dance party advertised by posters all over the island: “It’ll just be a bunch of old people.” We are like all boys our age: we have no desire to mix with adults. We don’t listen to the same music as them. In fact, they don’t really listen to music at all anymore. For us, everyone over forty is old, and we feel sure that we will never be forty. We’ll be dead before then.

François talks about his Honda 100 cc, becoming annoyed as he says: “The engine’s stopped working. Stupid piece of shit…” Not only do I know nothing about machinery, but high speeds scare me and the noise of motorcycles gets on my nerves. So I don
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