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“It is entirely possible to win the favor of
every girl, without exception. But it isn’t always easy. The
important thing is to set about it the right way.”

The rest of the gentlemen of the circle of
close friends listened in eager expectation.

“It was the fifteenth of July of 18. . . ,”
went on the speaker, “as I was paying Aunt Mathilde a visit; she
let me know her daughter Melanie had come back from Brussels the
day before. We had talked no more than a quarter of an hour when
Melanie, with a resolute gait, without appearing surprised by my
presence, stepped into the room, blushing slightly. With respect to
her body, she had really gained since I had last seen her. Her
waist was still slender, as were her shoulders, but her hips and
most of all the shape of her corset struck me for their magnificent
curves. With an expression of cold dignity and an icy smile about
her lips, she gave me her small, pliant hand and took a narrow
hassock she sat on as if on an insulating stool and from which she
cast sharp glances at me that made me feel as if I were being
peppered with small-caliber shot. I looked down and addressed my
remarks about Brussels and big cities in general almost exclusively
to Aunt Matilde, who, after having chatted pleasantly with me for
another ten minutes or so, left me alone with her daughter.

“‘Shall we take a stroll in the garden, Herr
Doktor?’ said Melanie to break the embarrassing silence that fell
over us after Aunt Matilde’s withdrawal.

“I offered her my arm and led her out to the
pitch-black garden, lighting a match every three paces for fear of
running into a tree or getting into the currant bushes, until my
cousin, with a careless gesture, knocked the matchbox from my hand
and drew me into one of the arbors on either side of the path.

“After we felt our way with a bit of trouble
to the wide, wooden bench, she took my hand in hers, she leaned her
upper body over me—her lips near my face, so I felt her breath—and
asked me what I was thinking about.

“‘About the Greek inscriptions on the
monuments in western Asia Minor,’ I replied, at which she said I
had a very markedly sensuous tone in my voice. But I explained to
her that, though classical Greek may not be a proto-language, it is
nonetheless a language of culture and thus has the greatest of
influences on our modern languages, above all on the one we are
speaking, as it exerts influence through the historic monuments
covered with inscriptions in classical Greek. We chatted that way
for a bit longer, then I got a bit chilly and, afraid that the two
of us might get cold, I led Melanie back into the living room.

“The following days I thought more about her
than I had expected to and finally decided, since the thought of
her classically modeled body was leaving me no peace, to win her
for myself.

“Three days later I met her again at Aunt
Matilde’s. It was three in the afternoon and my aunt was asleep.
With violence or brutality, I already knew, I would provoke only
indignation; I thus had to be careful. Melanie was wearing a
light-green silk dress as light as anyone could ever wear in the
hot part of the year and so loose it fluttered around her like a
shift. It was held over her shoulders by two narrow straps. She
stretched out on the chaise longue and invited me to take a seat at
her feet. Then she undid the top two clasps, to breathe better, so
she said. She did in fact seem to be suffering from the heat, since
her cheeks were deeply flushed and she could lie still for no more
than an instant.

“I tried everything humanly possible. I
brought our conversation around to Cleopatra, to the spring, to
dancing, without getting anything more from the girl than a
wordless, superior smile. Finally, I went so far as to take a
slipper that had happened to fall from her foot and raise it to my
lips. At that, she caressed my hands and then my face with her
feet. If only she had known what an infernal torment that was
putting me through, what a storm of passions was raging and
breaking in me! But she lay there, utterly trusting, as if she had
a newborn by her side. Her lips opened and closed; her fine red
tongue was visible between her white teeth, but there was no sign
of an understanding of my tactics. On my narrow seat I felt like
Napoleon on Saint Helena; and as I, love’s labor’s lost, exerted
myself with the magnificent girl for two hours, I asked myself,
without hope and downcast, how nature could create such a creature
without giving it a sign of human feeling.

“The next day she surprised me with a sudden
question about whether I had ever been in love. I had reorganized
my battle plan from the ground up and didn’t know whether I should
answer with a yes or with a no. I had resolved not to look at her
and in that way to excite her vanity to humiliate her and make
myself more desirable. Aunt Matilde had gone with friends for a
coffee. We sought out the coolest spot in the house and ended up in
a small, round, high-arched conservatory in which, besides an old,
red velvet sofa, there was nothing but a wide fan palm. Here, cut
off from the world, I told her my story. Never in my life have I
found a more attentive listener. When I got to the part about the
disaster, about how the girl I loved with all my heart ran off to
America with a
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