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plaster on the corner of his mouth. The doctor had told
him that it was nothing, but Raymond looked pretty
grim. Masson tried to make him laugh. But he still
wouldn't say anything. When he said he was going
down to the beach, I asked him where he was going.
He said he wanted to get some air. Masson and I said
we'd go with him. But that made him angry and he swore
at us. Masson said not to argue with him. I followed
him anyway.

We walked on the beach for a long time. By now
the sun was overpowering. It shattered into little pieces
on the sand and water. I had the impression that Ray-
mond knew where he was going, but I was probably
wrong. At the far end of the beach we finally came to a
little spring running down through the sand behind a
large rock. There we found our two Arabs. They were
lying down, in their greasy overalls. They seemed per-
fectly calm and almost content. OQur coming changed
nothing. The one who had attacked Raymond was
looking at him without saying anything. The other one
was blowing through a little reed over and over again,
watching us out of the corner of his eye. He kept repeat-
ing the only three notes he could get out of his in-
strument.

The whole time there was nothing but the sun and
the silence, with the low gurgling from the spring and
the three notes. Then Raymond put his hand in his
hip pocket, but the others didn’t move, they just kept
looking at each other. I noticed that the toes on the one
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playing the flute were tensed. But without taking his
eyes off his adversary, Raymond asked me, “Should I
let him have it?” I thought that if I said no he'd get
himself all worked up and shoot for sure. All I said was,
“He hasn't said anything yet. It'd be pretty lousy to
shoot him like that.” You could still hear the sound of
the water and the flute deep within the silence and the
heat. Then Raymond said, “So I'll call him something
and when he answers back, I'll let him have it.” I
answered, “Right. But if he doesn't draw his knife, you
can't shoot.” Raymond started getting worked up. The
other Arab went on playing, and both of them were
watching every move Raymond made. “No,” I said
to Raymond, “take him on man to man and give me your
gun. If the other one moves in, or if he draws his knife,
I'll let him have it.”

The sun glinted off Raymond’s gun as he handed it
to me. But we just stood there motionless, as if every-
thing had closed in around us. We stared at each other
without blinking, and everything came to a stop there
between the sea, the sand, and the sun, and the double
silence of the flute and the water. It was then that I
realized that you could either shoot or not shoot. But
all of a sudden, the Arabs, backing away, slipped be-
hind the rock. So Raymond and I turned and headed
back the way we’d come. He seemed better and talked
about the bus back. |

I went with him as far as the bungalow, and as he
climbed the wooden steps, I just stood there at the
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bottom, my head ringing from the sun, unable to face
the effort it would take to climb the wooden staircase
and face the women again. But the heat was so intense
that it was just as bad standing still in the blinding
stream falling from the sky. To stay or to go, it amounted
to the same thing. A minute later I turned back toward
the beach and started walking.

There was the same dazzling red glare. The sea
gasped for air with each shallow, stifled little wave that
broke on the sand. I was walking slowly toward the
rocks and I could feel my forehead swelling under the
sun. All that heat was pressing down on me and making
it hard for me to go on. And every time I felt a blast of
its hot breath strike my face, I gritted my teeth, clenched
my fists in my trouser pockets, and strained every nerve
in order to overcome the sun and the thick drunkenness
it was spilling over me. With every blade of light that
flashed off the sand, from a bleached shell or a piece of
broken glass, my jaws tightened. I walked for a long
time.

From a distance I could see the small, dark mass of
rock surrounded by a blinding halo of light and sea
spray. I was thinking of the cool spring behind the rock.
I wanted to hear the murmur of its water again, to escape
the sun and the strain and the women'’s tears, and to
find shade and rest again at last. But as I got closer, I
saw that Raymond’s man had come back.

He was alone. He was lying on his back, with his
hands behind his head, his forehead in the shade of the
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rock, the rest of his body in the sun. His blue overalls
seemed to be steaming in the heat. I was a little sur-
prised. As far as I was concerned, the whole thing was
over, and I'd gone there without even thinking about it.

As soon as he saw me, he sat up a little and put his
hand in his pocket. Naturally, I gripped Raymond’s
gun inside my jacket. Then he lay back again, but with-
out taking his hand out of his pocket. I was pretty far
away from him, about ten meters or so. I could tell he was
glancing at me now and then through half-closed eyes.
But most of the time, he was just a form shimmering
before my eyes in the fiery air. The sound of the waves
was even lazier, more drawn out than at noon. It was
the same sun, the same light still shining on the same
sand as before. For two hours the day had stood still;
for two hours it had been anchored in a sea of molten
lead. On the horizon, a tiny steamer went by, and I
made out the black dot from the corner of my eye be-
cause I hadn’t stopped watching the Arab.

It occurred to me that all I had to do was turn
around and that would be the end of it. But the whole
beach, throbbing in the sun, was pressing on my back. I
took a few steps toward the spring. The Arab didn’t
move. Besides, he was still pretty far away. Maybe it
was the shadows on his face, but it looked like he was
laughing. I'waited. The sun was starting to burn my
cheeks, and I could feel drops of sweat gathering in my
eyebrows. The sun was the same as it had been the
day I'd buried Maman, and like then, my forehead
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especially was hurting me, all the veins in it throbbing
under the skin. It was this burning, which I couldn’t
stand anymore, that made me move forward. I knew
that it was stupid, that I wouldn’t get the sun off me
by stepping forward. But I took a step, one step, forward.
And this time, without getting up, the Arab drew his
knife and held it up to me in the sun. The light shot off
the steel and it was like a long flashing blade cutting at
my forehead. At the same instant the sweat in my eye-
brows dripped down over my eyelids all at once and
covered them with a warm, thick film.. My eyes were
blinded behind the curtain of tears and salt. All I could
feel were the cymbals of sunlight crashing on my fore-
head and, indistinctly, the dazzling spear flying up from
the knife in front of me. The scorching blade slashed at
my eyelashes and stabbed at my stinging eyes. That's
when everything began to reel. The sea carried up a
thick, fiery breath. It seemed to me as if the sky split open
from one end to the other to rain down fire. My whole
being tensed and I squeezed my hand around the
revolver. The trigger gave; I felt the smooth underside
of the butt; and there, 'in that noise, sharp and deafen-
ing at the same time, is where it all started. I shook oft
the sweat and sun. I knew that I had shattered the
harmony of the day, the exceptional silence of a beach
where I'd been happy. Then I fired four more times at
the motionless body where the bullets lodged without
leaving a trace. And it was like knocking four quick times
on the door of unhappiness.



