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        One

        This strange new feeling of mine, obsessing
            me by its sweet languor, is such that I am reluctant to dignify it with the fine, solemn
            name of ‘sadness’. It is a feeling so self-indulgent and complete in itself that I am
            almost ashamed of it, whereas I had always looked upon sadness as being a worthy
            emotion. Before, I did not know what sadness was, though I knew what it was to be
            languorous, to have regrets and, more rarely, to feel remorse. Today it is as if I am
            enfolded in some silken thing, soft and enervating, that sets me apart from others.

        In the summer in question I was seventeen
            and perfectly happy. The ‘others’ were my father and Elsa, his mistress. I should
            explain the situation right away, as it could give the wrong impression. My father was
            forty and had been a widower for fifteen years. He was a youthful man, full of life and
            possibilities, and two years previously, when I had left boarding school, I could not
            have failed to realize that he was living with a woman, though it took me longer to
            accept that it would be a different one every six months! But soon his charm, my
            easy-going new life and my own disposition brought me round to the idea. He was a
            light-hearted individual, a good businessman, someone who was always curious but who
            quickly tired of things, and he was attractive to women. I found him an easy person to
            love, and I loved him dearly, for he was kind, generous, lively and full of affection
            for me. I cannot imagine a better or more amusing friend. At the start of the summer he
            was even good enough to ask me whether it would be a nuisance to me during the holidays
            to have the company of Elsa, his current mistress. I could not but give him an
            encouraging reply because I knew his need for women and I also knew that having Elsa
            would not be a problem for us. She was a tall,
            red-headed girl, a mixture of playmate and sophisticate, who hung out in the cinemas and
            bars of the Champs-Élysées. She was very sweet, rather dim and quite unpretentious.
            Besides, my father and I were so pleased just to be going away that we had no objection
            to anything. He had rented a large white villa on the Mediterranean, a gorgeous,
            secluded house that we had been dreaming of since the beginning of the warm weather in
            June. It stood on a promontory overlooking the sea and was hidden from the road by a
            pine wood. A goat-track led down to a little sun-drenched inlet edged with rust-coloured
            rocks where the sea swayed back and forth.

        The first few days were glorious. We spent
            hours on the beach, overwhelmed by the heat and gradually acquiring a healthy golden
            tan, except for Elsa, who was having a terrible time, going red and peeling. My father
            worked through various complicated leg exercises with the aim of getting rid of a small
            paunch that did not suit his image as a lady-killer. I was in the water from dawn. It
            was cool, clear water and I would get thoroughly immersed in it and tire myself out with
            uncoordinated exertions in an attempt to wash away all the murk and dust of Paris. I
            would stretch out on the sand, take up a handful and then let it trickle through my
            fingers in a gentle yellow stream. I told myself that it was trickling away like time,
            and that it was facile to think like that and that it was pleasant having facile
            thoughts. It was summertime.

        On the sixth day I saw Cyril for the first
            time. He was hugging the coast in a little sailing boat and he capsized at the mouth of
            our inlet. I helped him rescue his belongings and, as we laughed together, I learnt that
            he was called Cyril, that he was a law student and that he was spending his holidays
            with his mother in a neighbouring villa. He had a typically Latin face, very brown, very
            open, and he had a sensible, reliable look about him that I immediately liked. Yet I
            normally avoided university students, whom I considered to be coarse and preoccupied
            with themselves and, above all, preoccupied with their own youth: to them just being
            young was a drama in itself, or an excuse for being bored. I did not like young people.
            I much preferred my father’s friends, men of forty, who spoke to me with courtesy and
            affection, and treated me with the gentleness of a father or lover. But I liked Cyril. He was tall and could sometimes appear
            handsome, with a type of handsomeness that inspired confidence. I did not share my
            father’s aversion to ugliness, which often led us to associate with stupid people. Even
            so, whenever I was faced with people who were without any physical charm, I experienced
            a sort of uneasiness, a sense of remoteness; the fact that they were resigned to being
            unattractive struck me as being an unseemly failing on their part. For, after all, what
            was our aim in life, if not to be attractive to others? I still do not know today
            whether this desire to captivate stems from a surfeit of energy, or whether what lies
            behind it is a desire to control, or a covert, unacknowledged need to feel reassured and
            confirmed in oneself.

        On departing, Cyril offered to teach me to
            sail. I went back in for dinner quite absorbed in thinking about him, and I took little
            or no part in the conversation; indeed I barely noticed that my father was agitated.
            After dinner we stretched out on reclining chairs on the terrace, as we did every
            evening. The sky was studded with stars. I gazed up at them, vaguely hoping that they
            would be in advance of the season and would begin to fall, streaking through the sky.
            But it was only the beginning of July, too early for shooting stars. In the gravel of
            the terrace the cicadas were singing. There must have been thousands of them, drunk with
            the heat and the moonlight, uttering that strange cry of theirs all night long. I had
            had it explained to me that all they were doing was rubbing one outer wing against the
            other, but I preferred to believe in a song coming from their throats, as guttural and
            instinctive as the call of cats in the mating season. We were completely at ease; all
            that prevented me from succumbing to the gentle onslaught of sleep were the tiny grains
            of sand between my skin and my blouse. It was at that point that my father gave a little
            cough and sat up on his recliner.

        ‘I’ve news for you,’ he said. ‘Someone is
            coming to stay.’

        I closed my eyes in despair. We were having
            too peaceful a time of it, it just couldn’t last!

        ‘Quick, tell us who it is!’ exclaimed Elsa,
            who was always keen to hear about what was going on socially.

        ‘It’s Anne Larsen,’ said my father, and he
            turned to face me.

        I just looked at him, too astonished to
            react.

        ‘I told her to come if
            her season’s collections left her exhausted and, well, she’s coming.’

        I would never have thought it. Anne Larsen
            had been an old friend of my mother’s and had had very little to do with my father. Even
            so, when I had left boarding school two years previously, my father, having no idea what
            to do with me, had packed me off to her. Within a week she had dressed me tastefully and
            had given me some lessons in life. As a result I had become imbued with a passionate
            admiration for her, which she had skilfully deflected on to a young man of her
            acquaintance. So it was to her that I owed my introduction to elegance and my first
            flirtation, and I was most grateful to her for that. At forty-two she was a very
            attractive woman, much sought-after, with a beautiful face that was proud, world-weary
            and aloof. This aloofness was the only thing that could be held against her. She was
            pleasant yet distant. Everything about her denoted an unwavering will and a serenity
            that was actually intimidating. Although she was divorced and, in that sense, free, she
            was not known to have lovers. In any case, we did not move in the same circles: she
            spent her time with people who were sharp, intelligent and discreet, whereas the people
            we spent time with were noisy and insatiable – all that my father asked of them was that
            they be either good-looking or amusing. I think she rather despised us – my father and
            me – because of our fondness for entertainment and frivolity, in the same way that she
            despised anything taken to extremes. The only things that connected us were business
            dinners (she worked in fashion and my father in advertising), the memory of my mother
            and my own efforts to keep in touch, for, even though she intimidated me, I greatly
            admired her. In short, her sudden arrival seemed somewhat inconvenient, bearing in mind
            Elsa’s presence and Anne’s views on education. 

        After asking a host of questions about
            Anne’s social standing, Elsa went up to bed. I remained alone with my father and came
            and sat on the steps, at his feet. He leant forward and placed his hands on my
            shoulders. 

        ‘Why are you so skinny, my pet? You look
            like a little wildcat. I’d rather have a beautiful, blonde-haired daughter, quite buxom,
            with china-blue eyes and …’

        ‘That’s not the issue,’
            I said. ‘Why have you invited Anne? And why has she accepted?’

        ‘Maybe she wants to see your old father. You
            never know.’

        ‘You’re not the type of man that Anne is
            interested in,’ I said. ‘She’s too intelligent, she has too much self-respect. And what
            about Elsa? Have you thought of her? Can you imagine the conversations Anne and Elsa
            would have? I can’t!’

        ‘I didn’t think of that,’ he confessed. ‘I
            admit it’s a horrifying thought. Cécile, my pet, what if we just went back to
            Paris?’

        He was laughing softly and rubbing the back
            of my neck. I turned to look at him. His dark eyes were gleaming. They had funny little
            wrinkles round the edges and his mouth turned up slightly. He looked like a faun. I
            began to laugh along with him, as I always did when he created complications for
            himself.

        ‘My old accomplice,’ he said. ‘What would I
            do without you?’

        And I knew, from the conviction and
            tenderness in his voice, that without me he would have been unhappy. Late into the night
            we talked of love and its complications. In my father’s eyes these were purely
            imaginary. He categorically rejected all notions of fidelity, earnestness or commitment,
            explaining to me that they were arbitrary and sterile. Coming from anyone else, these
            views would have shocked me. But I knew that, in his case, they did not rule out either
            tenderness or devotion, these being feelings which he entertained all the more readily
            because he believed them to be, indeed knew they were, transient. I was greatly
            attracted to the concept of love affairs that were rapidly embarked upon, intensely
            experienced and quickly over. At the age I was, fidelity held no attraction. I knew
            little of love, apart from its trysts, its kisses and its lethargies. 


    
        Two

        Anne was not due to arrive for another
            week. I made the most of those last few days of real holiday. We had rented the villa
            for two months but I knew that, as soon as Anne arrived, complete relaxation would no
            longer be possible. Anne gave things a certain shape and words a certain sense that my
            father and I preferred to disregard. She set the standards for good taste and discretion
            and you couldn’t help detecting what these were in her sudden withdrawals, her lapses
            into pained silence or her use of particular expressions. It was both energizing and
            exhausting, and ultimately it was humiliating, because I sensed that she was right.

        On the day of her arrival it was decided
            that my father and Elsa would go to meet her at the station in Fréjus.2 I categorically refused to take part in the expedition. In
            desperation my father picked all the gladioli in the garden to be able to present them
            to her as she got off the train. I merely advised him not to get Elsa to carry the
            bouquet. Once they had gone, at three o’clock, I went down to the beach. It was
            oppressively hot. I stretched out on the sand and fell half asleep, only to be woken by
            the sound of Cyril’s voice. I opened my eyes: in the heat, the sky was a white blur. I
            made no reply to Cyril; I did not want to talk to him or anyone else. The strength of
            that summer heat kept me pinioned to the sand, with arms that felt heavy and a dry
            mouth.

        ‘Are you dead?’ he asked. ‘From a distance
            you looked abandoned, like a piece of flotsam.’

        I smiled. He sat down beside me and my heart
            began to beat with a dull thud because, in sitting down, he had brushed my shoulder with
            his hand. A dozen times in the previous week my brilliant maritime manoeuvres had thrown us entwined together right
            into the water without my feeling remotely disturbed. But today all it took was that
            heat and my drowsiness and his clumsy movement for something within me to come gently
            adrift. I turned to face him. He was looking at me. I was beginning to get to know him:
            he was sensible and more virtuous than perhaps was usual for someone of his age. That
            was why our family situation – I mean, the odd threesome that we formed – was shocking
            to him. He was either too kind or too shy to tell me so, but I sensed it in the
            resentful sidelong glances he cast at my father. He would have liked me to be tormented
            by the situation. But I wasn’t; the only things tormenting me just then were his looking
            at me and the thumping of my heart. He leant towards me. I had a vision of the last few
            days of the week just gone, recalling the sense of trust and the serenity I had
            experienced in his company, and I felt a pang of regret as his wide, rather full mouth
            came close.

        ‘Cyril,’ I said, ‘we were so happy …’

        He kissed me gently. I looked up at the sky.
            Then, eyes tight shut, I saw under my lids only bursts of red light. Long minutes
            passed, filled with heat, giddiness, the taste of our first kisses and our amorous
            sighs. The sound of a car horn caused us to separate as if we were being caught
            red-handed. I left Cyril without a word and went back up towards the house. I was
            astonished at the thought of their having got back so soon, since Anne’s train was not
            due to have arrived yet. But I found her on the terrace just getting out of her own
            car.

        ‘This is like the house of Sleeping Beauty!’
            she exclaimed. ‘How brown you are, Cécile! I’m so pleased to see you.’

        ‘Me too,’ I said. ‘But have you just come
            all the way from Paris?’

        ‘I decided to drive here and now I’m
            exhausted.’

        I showed her to her room. I opened the
            window in the hope of catching sight of Cyril’s boat but it had disappeared. Anne had
            sat down on the bed. I noticed the little shadows round her eyes.

        ‘This is a gorgeous villa,’ she said,
            breathing a sigh. ‘Where is the master of the house?’

        ‘He’s gone to fetch you at the station with
            Elsa.’

        I had put her case
            down on a chair and, turning back in her direction, I received a shock. Her face had
            suddenly crumpled and her mouth was trembling.

        ‘Elsa Mackenbourg? He’s brought Elsa
            Mackenbourg here?’

        I could think of nothing to say by way of
            reply. I looked at her, dumbfounded. That face of hers, which I had only ever seen so
            calm and controlled, now lay open to my astonished scrutiny. She was staring at me
            through the fog of images that my words had conjured up for her. At length she actually
            saw me and she turned her head away.

        ‘I should have let you know in advance,’ she
            said, ‘but I was in such a hurry to get away, I was so tired …’

        ‘And now …’ I continued mechanically.

        ‘Now what?’ she said. 

        She was looking at me in a disdainful,
            interrogatory way, as if nothing had happened.

        ‘Now you’ve arrived,’ I said lamely, rubbing
            my hands together, ‘I’m very pleased you’re here, I really am. I’ll wait for you
            downstairs; if you’d like a drink, the bar has everything.’ 

        I stammered my way out of the room and went
            down the stairs with my thoughts in a whirl. Why had she looked like that? Why that
            troubled voice and that faltering of hers? I sat down on a recliner and closed my eyes.
            I tried to remember Anne’s many faces, faces that had looked severe or reassuring, that
            had expressed irony, effortlessness or authority. I was both touched and irritated at
            having, for the first time, seen her appear vulnerable. Could it be that she loved my
            father? Was it even possible for her to love him? There was nothing about him that
            matched her tastes. He was weak-willed, frivolous, at times supine. But perhaps she was
            simply tired after her journey or filled with moral indignation. I spent an hour
            surmising. 

        At five o’clock my father arrived back with
            Elsa. I watched him get out of the car. I tried to work out whether Anne could ever love
            him. He walked briskly towards me with his head tilted back a little. He was smiling. I
            decided that it was quite possible for Anne to love him, indeed for anyone to love him. 

        ‘Anne wasn’t there,’
            he called to me. ‘I hope she hasn’t fallen out of the train.’

        ‘She’s in her room,’ I said. ‘She came by
            car.’

        ‘Really? But that’s wonderful! Would you
            mind just taking the bouquet up to her?’

        ‘Did you buy me flowers?’ called Anne’s
            voice. ‘That’s too kind of you!’

        She was making her way downstairs to meet
            him, relaxed and smiling, in a dress that gave no appearance of having just been
            unpacked. I was sad to think that she had come down only on hearing the car, when she
            might have done so a little sooner to talk to me, even if it had only been about my
            exam, which, as it happened, I had failed. I drew some comfort from that last
            consideration.

        My father, having rushed forward, was
            kissing her hand.

        ‘I spent a quarter of an hour on the station
            platform clutching this bunch of flowers with a silly smile on my face. Thank heavens
            you’re here! Do you know Elsa Mackenbourg?’

        I looked away.

        ‘We must have met somewhere,’ said Anne, all
            charm. ‘My room is lovely. It’s extremely kind of you to have invited me here, Raymond.
            I was very tired.’

        My father was in high spirits. As he saw it,
            everything was going well. He was talking extravagantly and opening bottles. But I kept
            seeing Cyril’s passionate face alternating with that of Anne’s, both faces marked by
            intense emotion, and I wondered if the holidays would be as straightforward as my father
            had said they would be.

        That first dinner was very lively. My father
            and Anne talked about their mutual acquaintances who, although few in number, were
            colourful characters. I was enjoying it all very much until Anne declared that my
            father’s business partner had the brain of a flea. This was someone who drank a lot, but
            he was kind, and my father and I had had some memorable dinners with him.

        I protested, saying: ‘Lombard is funny,
            Anne. I’ve seen him be very amusing.’

        ‘Even so, you must admit that he’s
            inadequate, and even his humour …’

        ‘His type of
            intelligence isn’t perhaps very common but …’

        She interrupted me patronizingly:

        ‘What you call types of intelligence quite
            simply amounts to normal intelligence at different ages.’

        I was very taken by the elegant finality of
            her formulation. Certain phrases strike me as having a subtle, intellectual resonance
            that I find captivating, even if I cannot entirely fathom their meaning. What Anne had
            just stated made me want to have a little notebook and pencil to hand. I told her so. My
            father burst out laughing.

        ‘At least you don’t bear grudges.’

        I couldn’t possibly do that, for Anne was
            not malicious. I felt that she was too utterly aloof to be malicious; the judgements she
            passed did not have the precise, cutting edge of spite. But they were all the more
            crushing for it.

        That first evening Anne did not seem to
            notice Elsa’s absent-mindedness, whether feigned or not, in going straight to my
            father’s bedroom. She had brought me a sweater from her collection but would hear no
            word of thanks. She was bored by expressions of thanks, and as mine were never equal to
            my actual enthusiasm for a particular gift, I did not waste my breath.

        ‘I think Elsa is very sweet,’ she said, as I
            was about to leave.

        She was looking straight at me, without
            smiling; she was seeking out some thought of mine that she wanted at all costs to
            eradicate. I was to forget her earlier reaction.

        ‘Yes, yes, she’s – um – a charming girl,
            really nice,’ I stammered.

        She broke into a laugh and I went off to bed
            feeling very irritated. I fell asleep thinking of Cyril, who was perhaps in Cannes
            dancing with girls who were anything but nice.

        I realize that I have been forgetting –
            indeed, that I have had to forget – the most important things: the ever-present sea with
            its incessant rhythm, and the sun. Nor can I bear to recall the four linden trees in the
            courtyard of a provincial boarding school and their scent, or my father’s smile as he
            stood on the station platform two years earlier when I left boarding school – a smile of
            embarrassment because I had plaits and was wearing a horrid dark-coloured dress. Then,
            once we were in the car, there had been his burst of sudden, triumphant joy because I had his eyes and his mouth
            and because I was going to be for him the dearest, most marvellous of toys. I knew
            nothing, and he was going to show me Paris and introduce me to a life of luxury and
            indulgence. I do believe that most of the things I took pleasure in during that period
            simply came down to money – the pleasure of fast driving, of having a new dress, of
            buying records and books and flowers. I am still not ashamed of enjoying those shallow
            pleasures, and anyway I only call them shallow because I’ve heard people say they are.
            It would come more naturally to me to regret or disown any distress or fits of mysticism
            I may have had. My love of pleasure and happiness constitutes the only consistent aspect
            of my character. Perhaps I haven’t read enough. At boarding school you don’t read, apart
            from ‘improving’ books. In Paris I didn’t have time to read: when my classes were over,
            friends would drag me off to the cinema; they were astonished that I didn’t know the
            names of the actors in the films. Or they would whisk me off to sit in the sun on café
            terraces; I revelled in the pleasure of being part of the crowd and having a drink and
            being with someone who would look into your eyes, take your hand and then lead you away
            from that same crowd. We would walk through the streets as far as my house. There he
            would draw me into a doorway and kiss me. I discovered the pleasure to be had from
            kissing. I am not able to put a specific boy’s name to these memories – whether it was
            Jean or Hubert or Jacques, which are names familiar to all nice young girls. In the
            evening I would advance in years and would accompany my father to parties that I had no
            business being at, all sorts of parties that I found entertaining and at which, being so
            young, I was myself a source of entertainment. When we got home my father would drop me
            off and, more often than not, would drive his girlfriend back to her place. I wouldn’t
            hear him come back in. 

        I don’t want to give the impression that he
            made any great show of pursuing his love affairs. All he did was simply not conceal them
            from me, or, to be more precise, he refrained from telling me things that, although they
            might have sounded acceptable, would have been untrue and would have been said merely to
            justify the frequency with which such-and-such
            a girlfriend had breakfast at our house or to justify her moving in with us – albeit,
            I’m glad to say, temporarily! In any case, I could not have remained in the dark for
            long as to the nature of his relationship with his lady ‘guests’, so-called, and he was
            no doubt anxious to retain my trust, especially since, by doing so, he avoided having to
            go to troublesome lengths to concoct stories. His calculation was excellent. Its only
            flaw was that for a time it gave rise in me to a certain disillusioned cynicism where
            love was concerned, which, in view of my age and experience, must have appeared rather
            more amusing than impressive. I liked to repeat to myself elegant formulations,
            including Oscar Wilde’s: ‘Sin is the only real colour-element left in modern life.’3 I made this dictum my own with total conviction, and much more
            firmly, I believe, than if I had put it into practice. I thought that my life could be
            modelled on it, that it could draw inspiration from it, that it could blossom out from
            it like a kind of morality tale in reverse. I forgot that there are times in life when
            nothing happens and when things don’t cohere. I forgot about everyday goodness. Ideally
            I envisaged a life of baseness and moral turpitude.

    
        Three

        Next morning I was woken by a warm,
            slanting ray of sunshine that flooded my bed with light and brought to an end the
            strange, somewhat confused dreams that I had been wrestling with. Still half asleep, I
            tried to brush the implacable heat away from my face, then gave up. It was ten o’clock.
            I went down to the terrace in my pyjamas and found Anne there, glancing through
            magazines. I noticed that she was lightly but immaculately made-up. It seemed she never
            allowed herself to be really on holiday. She paid no attention to me so I settled down
            quietly on a step with a cup of coffee and an orange and started into this delicious
            morning fare: I bit into the orange and its sweet juice spurted into my mouth. That was
            followed straight away by a gulp of scalding black coffee and then again came the
            coolness of the fruit. The morning sun was warming my hair and smoothing out the marks
            that the sheet had left on my skin. In five minutes I would be going for a swim. Anne’s
            voice made me jump.

        ‘Cécile, are you not eating?’

        ‘I prefer just a drink in the morning
            because …’

        ‘You need to gain three kilos to be
            presentable. Your cheeks are hollow and your ribs are showing. Go and get yourself some
            bread and butter.’

        I begged her not to force me to eat bread
            and butter, and she was about to explain to me why it was essential that I do when my
            father appeared in his luxurious polka-dot dressing gown.

        ‘What a charming scene!’ he joked. ‘Two
            little brown girls in the sun chatting away about bread-and-butter matters.’

        ‘Alas, there’s only one little girl,’ said
            Anne, laughing. ‘I’m the same age as you, my dear Raymond.’

        My father leant
            forward and took her hand.

        ‘As severe as ever,’ he said tenderly, and I
            saw Anne’s eyelids flutter as if they had been unexpectedly caressed.

        I took the opportunity to make myself
            scarce. On the stairs I met Elsa. It was obvious that she had just got out of bed. Her
            eyelids were swollen and her lips were pale against the crimson of her sunburnt face. I
            nearly stopped her, I nearly told her that Anne was downstairs with a flawless,
            well-cared-for face and that she was going to tan prudently, with no ill
            effects. I nearly warned her to be on her guard. But she would no doubt have taken it
            badly. She was twenty-nine, thirteen years younger than Anne, and, as she saw it, that
            gave her a major advantage.

        I fetched my swimsuit and ran to the inlet.
            To my surprise Cyril was there already, sitting on his boat. He came towards me looking
            serious and took my hands.

        ‘I would like to apologize for yesterday,’
            he said.

        ‘It was my fault,’ I replied.

        I did not feel in any way embarrassed by
            what had happened and I was astonished by his air of solemnity.

        ‘I feel very bad about it,’ he went on,
            pushing the boat into the water.

        ‘There’s really nothing to apologize for,’ I
            said cheerfully.

        ‘Yes, there is.’

        I was already in the little boat. He was
            standing up to his knees in the water, leaning with both hands on its gunwale as if he
            were making a plea in court. I realized that he would not climb in until he had had his
            say, so I paid him the attention required. I knew his face well, I could make sense of
            it. It occurred to me that, being twenty-five, he perhaps saw himself as a seducer of
            minors, and that made me laugh.

        ‘Don’t laugh,’ he said. ‘I felt bad about it
            yesterday evening, you know. You have no protection against me, not in your father, nor
            in that woman. You have no example to go by. For all you know I could be a complete
            bastard, and you would be just as likely to trust me.’ 

        There wasn’t even anything ridiculous about
            him. I felt that he was kind, and ready to love me, and that I would love to love him. I
                put my arms around his neck and laid my
            cheek against his. He had broad shoulders and his body felt hard against mine.

        ‘You’re very nice, Cyril,’ I murmured.
            ‘You’ll be like a brother to me.’

        He put his arms round me with an angry
            little exclamation and gently pulled me out of the boat. He held me close to him, raised
            up so that my head was on his shoulder. At that moment I loved him. In the morning light
            he was as golden-skinned, as kind and gentle as I was myself. He was protecting me. When
            his mouth sought mine I began to tremble with pleasure, as he did, and we kissed without
            remorse or shame, simply searching each other out and murmuring from time to time. I
            broke free and swam towards the boat, which was drifting away. I plunged my face into
            the water to cool it down and regain my composure. The water was emerald. I was filled
            with a sense of perfect happiness and freedom from care.

        At half past eleven Cyril went off and my
            father and his women appeared along the goat-track. He was walking between the two of
            them, supporting them, proffering a hand to each in turn with an unaffected graciousness
            that was all his own. Anne was still wearing her towelling robe. She removed it in
            leisurely fashion before our watching eyes and lay down on it. She had a slim waist and
            perfect legs, and was virtually without a blemish. This was no doubt the result of years
            of care and attention. I automatically shot my father a look, my eyebrow raised in
            approval. To my great surprise he did not return my look, but closed his eyes. Poor Elsa
            was in a terrible way and was plastering herself with oil. I reckoned it would take my
            father less than a week to … Anne turned her head towards me: 

        ‘Cécile, why do you get up so early here? In
            Paris you would lie in bed till noon.’

        ‘I had studying to do there,’ I said. ‘It
            wore me out.’

        She didn’t smile. She only ever smiled when
            she wanted to, never out of politeness like everyone else.

        ‘And what about that exam of yours?’

        ‘I flunked it!’ I said brightly. ‘I totally
            flunked it!’

        ‘You absolutely must pass it in October.’ 

        ‘Why must she?’ broke
            in my father. ‘I never had any qualifications myself and I live a life of luxury.’

        ‘You had some private means to begin with,’
            Anne reminded him.

        ‘My daughter will always find a man to keep
            her,’ said my father gallantly.

        Elsa started to laugh, then stopped when she
            saw the three of us looking at her.

        ‘She has got to study during these
            holidays,’ said Anne, closing her eyes to shut off further conversation.

        I cast a despairing look in my father’s
            direction. He responded by giving me an embarrassed little smile. I had a sudden vision
            of myself faced with pages of Bergson,4 with those lines of
            black print jumping out at me and the sound of Cyril’s laughter drifting up. The very
            thought horrified me. I dragged myself over to Anne and called out to her softly. She
            opened her eyes. I leant over her with an anxious, pleading face, sucking in my cheeks
            even more to give myself the look of an overworked intellectual.

        ‘Anne,’ I said, ‘you can’t do this to me.
            You can’t make me work in this heat and in the holidays – they could do me so much
            good.’

        She looked at me intently for a moment, then
            smiled enigmatically and turned her head away.

        ‘It’s my duty to do “this” to you, even in
            this heat, as you say. I know you – you’ll only hold it against me for a couple of days
            and you’ll pass your exam.’

        ‘There are some things there’s no getting
            used to,’ I said, no hint of laughter in my voice. 

        She responded with a look of amused
            arrogance and I lay back down on the sand, feeling very worried. Elsa was holding forth
            about the various festivities taking place along the Riviera, but my father was not
            listening to her. From his position at the apex of the triangle formed by their bodies,
            he kept looking at Anne’s upturned profile and her shoulders with that rather fixed,
            unruffled gaze of his, one that I recognized. His hand was opening and closing on the
            sand in a gentle, regular, tireless movement. I ran down to the sea and plunged in,
            lamenting the holidays that we might have had and were now not going to have. We had all the makings of a
            drama: there was a seducer, a vamp and a woman who knew her own mind. I caught sight of
            a beautiful shell-like object on the sea bed, a pink and blue stone. I dived down to get
            it. It was worn all smooth and I kept it in my hand until lunch. I decided it was a
            lucky charm and that I would hang on to it all summer. I don’t know why I haven’t lost
            it, because I lose everything. I am holding it today; it is pink and warm and it makes
            me want to weep.

    
        Four

        What surprised me most during the days that
            followed was how extremely nice Anne was to Elsa. Elsa’s conversation was sprinkled with
            numerous idiotic remarks but Anne never responded to them by uttering any of those curt
            phrases that she had such a knack for, and that would have made poor Elsa look
            ridiculous. I inwardly commended her for her patience and generosity, without realizing
            how much shrewdness was involved. My father would quickly have tired of any such savage
            little game. Instead, he was grateful to her and could not do enough to express his
            appreciation. In any case, this gratitude of his was only a cover. There was no doubt
            that, when he spoke to her, it was as to a highly respected woman, a second mother to
            his daughter. He even played that card by seeming constantly to put Anne in charge of
            me, making her to a certain extent responsible for the kind of person I was, as if to
            bring her closer and bind her to us more tightly. But he would look at her and motion to
            her as to a woman he did not know but whom he desired to know – to know, that is, in an
            intimate way. It was the same kind of considerateness as that I sometimes detected in
            Cyril, which made me want simultaneously to run from him and to lead him on. I must have
            been more impressionable than Anne. She responded to my father with an indifference and
            a serene good grace that put my mind at rest. I reached the stage of thinking that I had
            been mistaken that first day. I failed to see that this sheer good grace of hers was
            hugely appealing to my father. And above all there were her silences … silences that
            seemed so natural and so elegant. They formed a sort of antithesis to Elsa’s constant
            chirruping, like the contrast between sun and shade. Poor Elsa, she really did not suspect anything. She went on being loud and
            over-excited and still just as wilted-looking from the sun.

        One day, however, she must have realized.
            She must have intercepted a glance from my father. I saw her murmur something in his ear
            before lunch. For a moment he looked surprised and put out, but then he nodded with a
            smile. At coffee, Elsa stood up, walked over to the door, turned towards us in a
            languorous way – greatly inspired, it seemed to me, by American movies – and, injecting
            into her intonation ten years’ worth of French amorousness, said:

        ‘Are you coming, Raymond?’

        My father stood up, blushing almost, and
            followed her out, extolling the virtues of the siesta. Anne had not moved. Smoke curled
            up from the cigarette she held between her fingers. I felt obliged to say something.

        ‘People maintain that a siesta is very
            restful but I don’t think that’s true …’

        I stopped myself immediately, conscious of
            the ambiguity of what I was saying. 

        ‘Please
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