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			Anyone who has ever loved bears a scar.

			—ALFRED DE MUSSET

		

	
		
			
				Numidian, adj. & n. (XVI c.; lat. Numide, gr. Nomas, Nomados, lit. “nomad”)

				Of or relating to Numidia, an ancient kingdom in North Africa; (zool.; rare) the demoiselle crane

				cicatrice, n. (XV c; lat. cicatrix, fr. cicatrice)

				The scar of a healed wound;

				(bot.) a scar on the bark of a tree
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			In this ancient land of Numidia, Nouar, the plural of “flower,” is how we refer to syphilis, a disease that has long inhabited men’s bodies and haunted their minds.

			Could this strange and poetic designation be explained by the fact that in the Numidian tongue, many female names are also the names of flowers? Femme-flowers who, after the fleeting bloom of love, leave their paramours with petals embedded in their flesh, both badge of honor and mark of shame: Nouar, flowers of syphilis?

			Note how that last word whistles from start to finish, like a rattlesnake darting out (to then abruptly coil up). Whereas the word Nouar evokes a bed of flowers, an orchard whose most verdant tree, its sexual organ, is attacked by a canker, or rather chancre; the syphilitic chancre.

			Imagining that these femme-flowers are indeed to blame for these syphilitic flowers, some, seemingly in response, see blossom on their own bodies—the cheeks generally, sometimes the forehead, rarely the breasts or vagina, though those vital parts, when afflicted, only become even more splendid and tragic—another strange flower, no less simultaneously glorious and shameful: a cicatrice.

			(A kind of revenge, if you will; a twin to the masculine syphilis, when this elegantly named scar appears between a woman’s legs.)

			Given the options—wound, scar, cut, mark, cicatrice—I barely hesitated, and you’ll see why, before settling on the last one, though I should have considered the weighty word “stigmata” first, I think. The miraculous stigmata that appeared on the hands of saints, but also those branded in red iron on the bodies of galley slaves, the stigmas of hysteria, or those that designate the orifices of certain insects and of pistils.

			That resonant, polysemic word, transporting (in its veins) pus, pollen, sap and blood, decay and miracle, might have been the most appropriate way to designate the scars that emblazon the bodies of the yet to bloom girl-flowers who are the pretext for this narrative and its heroines.

			If I resigned myself to keeping the word “cicatrice,” it’s because this term, while retaining its meaning as a scar left in the flesh by a wound, has also come to qualify, in Numidia, a condition, a state, an order.

			And so, if you happen to hear someone say one of the girl-flower names—Massc Allil, Yasmine, Warda, Zahra—followed by the word “cicatrice,” like a suffix or appellative (Warda Cicatrice, for example), then you’ll know that Warda (Rose) is a fille de joie. A whore. A whore who works for a pimp.

			The cicatrice that ornaments Rose’s body, as well as her name, is the mark (because we also say that these girls are “marked”), both visible and audible, of her condition.

			Before continuing this semantic digression, having only just begun, I realize that some of these words, whether I chose them or they forced their way in, starting with the one that prompted this detour—Nouar (flowers)—the manner in which they arranged themselves, summoning others like the first birds to perch call the rest of the migrating flight, the clandestine links they’ve already begun to establish between themselves, the troubling emotions that some create, or resuscitate, in my heart (and body), all that is giving me a vague but powerful and joyful premonition. That is to say the womb and the skeleton of the story I plan to tell are already formed, almost unbeknownst to me. All that’s required of me is to journey through a few words, all the way to the end, like reaching the end of a tunnel, or a night.

			For you must have guessed that it was their pimps, those magnificent, young brutes, who marked these girl-flowers, these cicatrixes, as I call them.

			But from this violence, from this night, from a few mysterious, elemental words—flowers, girls, chancre, pollen, stigma—and a few enchanted names, Yasmine, Zoumourrod, will I be able to pull forth a song? Create order? Poetry.

			The only acceptable order.
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			Warda. Do I need to clarify for the reader what this name spontaneously evokes—Rose—when referring to a woman?

			In this case (that of a young girl), a rose in all the splendor of its first bloom.

			The “rosy-fingered Dawn!,” as sang so many poets, starting with that sublime Greek aoidos. So shall I simply say that Rose is of the dawn? A woman who sleeps all day and only begins her work, performs her rites—she’s a prostitute in a bar—at the fateful hour of midnight? It’s at this hour, which divides day from night, millennia, reality and dream, that Rose truly begins her reign. Like a midnight sun.

			If Rose is an auroral flower, then the rays emitted by the deep décolleté of her bodice, when she leans over a customer, are those of the aurora borealis. A white Finnish plain, a herd of invisible reindeer running for cover once she makes her entrance into the miserable, semi-clandestine troquet (rhymes with “cabaret”) where she is forced to work by her man. Her pimp.

			I use the word “troquet,” popular in France, instead of the more common “bar” or even “joint,” deliberately. For me, it’s a magical word because I encountered it at the same time as the true love of my life. Have I tossed it into these beautiful and cruel stories of the night out of masochism? Or rather to show my tenderness for these cicatrixes, who, though very real, still strike me as more my own invention, born of my indignation and my love?

			Rose’s friend Massc Allil (Night Jasmine) works in this same troquet. But though she is named for the fragrant, musky night, her rites are performed during the day. A diurnal predator and prey (predator-prey).

			A year younger than her friend Rose, she already has a child; she also works for a man. The previous one, to whom she had been married, is dead. When she happens to mention him, infrequently, she simply says al marhum, the deceased.

			Rose and Night Jasmine kiss each other on the cheek; their men exchange a silent, virile handshake. Night Jasmine’s man will drive her home, and on the way relieve her of most of her spoils—her spoils of war: nectar gathered by an increasingly drunk, increasingly frenzied bee in the course of a day.

			Rose’s man, her esteemed pimp, who has the night watch, settles into the red moleskin booth. He lights a cigar. His gold lighter and his gold ring, its signet engraved with a single initial (“S”), gleam at the same time. The cicatrixes, a cloud of panicked butterflies seemingly driven by a sudden, strange phototropism, swarm to the pimp (but will they burn?).

			This sequence of events—a chaste kiss between two friends, tender words of complicity whispered in each other’s ears; a virile handshake, without a word, between their men, the switching of roles concluded: sleep for Night Jasmine, and for Rose, the continuation of the rites her friend had been performing; as for the two pimps: one would return the first lamb to her pen, while the other kept watch over the second as she was released among the wild beasts—barely lasted the blink of an eye, as if taking place in some timeless, unreal dimension. It went unnoticed in the same way the earth revolving around the sun goes unnoticed.

			A rigorous, immutable order, of the kind that governs the movement of the planets, must continue to govern the functioning of the troquet, of this white city of Numidia, of this vast universe. If Night Jasmine were to cease her diurnal duties, or if Rose began to sleep at night—no longer an aurora borealis—it would be akin to tearing apart the boundaries that separate raptors from their prey, diurnal from nocturnal, an upending of the order of birds, flowers, and planets.

			Two school-aged prostitutes and their pimps, equally young, carry on their shoulders, in their genitals, in their bosoms, on their knives, in their bags—Night Jasmine’s is made of crocodile skin and when she mentions it, she of course proudly announces, “It’s croc!”—the very order of the world.
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			The grand taxi carrying Night Jasmine and her man stops. Zapata—that’s the young pimp’s nom de guerre—remains seated and makes a slight hand gesture to his ward, indicating that he won’t be sleeping with her this evening. Night Jasmine doesn’t ask any questions. Lately Zapata has barely allowed her to share his bed once a week, if that, in his modest bachelor pad, all “luxury, calm, and voluptuousness.” Night Jasmine heads home to the humble studio that she, the “great-hearted servant,” shares with her mother and child.

			“International Airport!”

			That’s why Zapata took a grand taxi. The petits taxis, red ladybugs with black stripes, don’t leave the city limits. Though now, Zapata’s gotten into the habit of taking grand taxis even within the city. This pimp named for the legendary Mexican revolutionary has the soul of a Rockefeller. His dreams are populated by all the magnificent beasts he’s seen in Hollywood movies: white Cadillacs, silent black limousines, and elite purple Rolls-Royces. For that matter, it was after seeing the movie Viva Zapata—whose euphonic title and exotic name had aroused their curiosity—that a few of his friends gave him the nickname. Those closest to him simply call him Zapa for short.

			(This diminutive, if incorrectly labialized while pronouncing the second-to-last letter, acquires a completely different meaning in conversational Numidian: “dick.” A massive dick.)

			Likewise, it was during a screening of Spartacus, and also because he had a chin dimple like the actor in the starring role, that Rose’s pimp was nicknamed Spartacus.

			As Zapata heads to the international airport—to send marijuana flowers abroad, or tulips? to welcome the Danish fag whom he met, and whose lover he became, last summer in a well-known seaside town in the South? or simply to enjoy a beer in peace in the airport bar on the terrace overlooking the runway, which bears the lovely name Porte du Ciel (Heaven’s Gate)?—Spartacus, surrounded by the cicatrixes, is enjoying the latest gossip.

			“Zahra? Poor thing got ‘picked up!”

			That means that Zahra got taken in a sweep, that she was put in the back of a prowl car. So rather than a fall, the term used suggests an elevation. Like that of a bride onto a round table on her wedding night.

			“Why is Yasmine wearing her djellaba?”

			“Oh, the dear thing is paying the moon her tribute, that’s all.”

			The girls do in fact wear a djellaba of pale green, or saffron, or quite simply black, in any case an understated color (like that chosen by a widow on her way to lay flowers on her deceased husband’s grave come Friday), when they’re on their periods. The serious demeanor that results only makes them more enticing. The clients start sniffing around like dogs, hoping to detect the acrid, foul, and troubling smell of menstrual blood, whiffs of which are exuded each time the girl moves slightly too vigorously. Some appear so dignified, so serious in their sober-colored djellabas that a tipsy client will jokingly call them “Hajja!” (a woman who’s made the pilgrimage to Mecca).

			“Ugh! Don’t mention that rotten trash to me!”

			One girl has just mentioned Chahdia (Nectarine), a prostitute who allows men to sodomize her; worse, who conceives of sex, and practices it, only in that way. The kind of girl, as we say, who gets “saddled.”

			Speaking of girls’ names, apart from those designating flowers, some come from the names of fruit: Nectarine, for example, whom I’ve just mentioned and related her charming vice. There’s also Louisa (Little Almond), one of the moving heroines of this story. Other girls are named after aromatic substances: ‘Anbar (Amber), Krounfoul (Clove); gemstones: Yacout (Pearl), Zoumourrod (Emerald). If I add that the most flattering homage you can pay one of these girls is to call her gazelle, or rose, or diamond (we say diamanda), you’ll note that the most beautiful names refer to kingdoms and orders that predate man. These girls are gemstones, flowers, spices from fragrant islands, or forest does. School-aged though they may be, they nonetheless belong to a time before the emergence of the woman-mammal (and the “milk of human kindness,” as would later be written).

			They are connected to—but also excluded from—the social order, as if by an umbilical cord, by the word that is both a scar in the flesh and the sign of affiliation to an order: cicatrice.

			Tonight, Rose is lucky. A prostitute couldn’t dream of a better kind of client than the one entrusted her by Night Jasmine during the transfer of power. One of the filthy-rich clients whom the girls call “well-men” in their jargon. They come from distant lands where the gulfs are pushing their way inland beneath the burning desert wind. They travel thousands of miles by plane, changing continents, for these girl-flowers, these cicatrixes, their sultanas, like Rose tonight.

			Before even sitting down on the still-warm spot previously occupied by her friend Night Jasmine, she yells to the waiter: “Champagne!”

			The client from distant, parched gulfs immediately assents with a nod. He doesn’t care about money. All that interests him is re-creating the ambience of The Thousand and One Nights on his trips. At least, that’s what he tells himself. How shocked this generous and pious prince would be if someone were to tell him that certain fruits of his imagination appear to have fallen straight out of Sade’s garden.

			(The newspapers had reported the incident, along with others, where a woman’s lips were bitten until they bled, so violently that a scrap of flesh came off, and of the orgy where the buttocks of barely nubile girls were used as candelabras.)

			The bottle of champagne had been uncorked with the necessary pomp by the waiter wearing a burgundy-colored vest, an immaculate button-up with a bow tie around the collar, and velvet pants with black ribbing.

			When rejected by the waves that carry them to shore, small crustaceans take on the same color as the sand upon which they’ve been cast and curl up, motionless. Conversely, the tide of champagne prompts the girls to partially open, oysters offering the glistening pearls of their flesh, and scatters them around the table where Rose and her illustrious companion are sitting. The well-man smiles, but Rose looks annoyed. She thinks her colleagues lack scruples and doesn’t mince words when telling them so:

			“Sluts! Skanks! Lepers! He’s mine!”

			Making her entrance, Louisa, or Little Almond, the youngest of the girls (she hasn’t been marked yet, but her older, closest friend Rose is already preparing her for the ritual), says to none other than Rose, in a beseeching, almost childlike voice:

			“Rose! Don’t block the sun (don’t be selfish). There’s enough to go around!”

			Rose skittishly lights a cigarette, shakes out her hair, and delivers her verdict:

			“You’re fine, Louisa! But not these sluts who claim to be marked and can’t even defend themselves.”

			Moving closer to the man from the gulfs, Rose makes some room for Louisa, who slips in like a kitten (who encrusts herself, for Louisa is also a gemstone).

			“Come here!”

			The well-man pats the spot on his right. He wants to be surrounded by the two young girls. Rose, knowing that, signals the little doe to curl up on the other side of the prince.

			Spartacus, watching everything, gives Rose a coded sign (a quick wink, head slightly tilted to the side). This begins the inexorable game of seduction.

			“My prince! My splendid emir!”

			For the first time in her life, Louisa tastes champagne, which dampens the blond down above her lips, as delicate and light as that of a newborn fawn. The headwaiter puts a tape in the player, from which spouts, like a fountain, a Damascan muwashshaḥ. The miserable troquet is transformed. The prince asks Louisa if she knows how to belly dance.

			“No…I only know the Ahwash.”

			Rose blasts Louisa with a murderous stare. Her young friend has so many things to learn. She’s newly arrived from her mountain valley, where the springs are always cool and young, and the Ahwash dance time-honored. Standing up, Rose loftily hands Louisa a multicolored scarf, which she wraps around the girl’s ass herself, knotting it at her pubic bone.

			“Look, all you have to do is louz around like a chikhata,” she quickly whispers in Louisa’s ear. (When a woman shakes her ass as she walks, we say that she’s louzing; louz is also another word for “almond.”)

			Louisa can’t help from bursting out laughing. Her name means “little louz” (little almond) and here she’s being told to louz around. Rose gives her a gentle smile, pats her on the cheek in encouragement, and softly pushes her toward the main aisle of the bar, which is covered in artichoke leaves, sole bones, olive pits, and shrimp peelings. The prince is in heaven. Better versed in the philosophy of hedonism than his peers, he’s discovered that it’s not in a Sheraton or a Hilton luxury hotel where one finds the ultimate, the quintessence of pleasure, but in sad, secret little troquets like this one, floor strewn with trash—and often drunkards’ vomit, quickly covered up by sawdust—and from which, like on a fertile patch of manure, the bodies of girl-flowers open and bloom. Where a thousand unknown Scheherazades keep you company until dawn. Like keeping a tyrant company, or a frightened child, if he were to find himself sleeping alone, trapped in a bottomless well of nightmares.

			One of the brightest memories of my dazzling, indelible childhood is one in which I see myself next to my grandmother (MMu-Lalla, Mère-Dame), reading to her, together discovering the marvelous world—the unpredictable, bountiful, and fantastical world—that was magically nestled among the minuscule feet of small black ants pattering across the yellowing pages of an extraordinary book: The Thousand and One Nights.

			We were never happier than during the long twilights of winter. It would be pouring down, endlessly. We knew it was cold outside, gray and nasty, whereas the two of us, sitting cross-legged beneath a thick woolen blanket, were bathing in the warmth and light of love.

			My grandmother was named Oum-Al-Ghaït: mother of the rain.

			For me, she wasn’t the mother only of the rain but also of the sun, plants, and small hunted animals. She was the mother of bread and salt, the mother of pain and joy, of infinite understanding, of serenity. Still, and despite all her powers, she was firstly MMu-Lalla, Mère-Dame to me, exclusively.

			Whenever I reached the recurring, fateful passage with its unbearable formulaic sentence “And Shahrazad perceived the dawn of day and ceased saying her permitted say,” Mère-Dame would squirm, unhappy, and grumble a “Hm! Hm!”

			Using her thumbnail, she would unfold the turned-down corner of the small yellow cube that held her Tenfiha, her snuff, place a pinch of it in the hollow of her curved thumb, and inhale deeply. I’d have already skipped the fateful, menacing passage—that coming of dawn was like a death each time, of the story and the dream, each more tangible and certain than reality—Mère-Dame would sneeze, and we would return to that luxurious island, which revealed itself to be nothing other than a monstrous whale dozing for so long that upon its immense back trees had sprouted, rivers were flowing, and birds, gazelles, and vipers, everything, fauna and flora, had proliferated, living in peace and harmony.

			I reread what J. L. Borges wrote about The Thousand and One Nights:

			
				At home I have the seventeen volumes of Burton’s version. I know I’ll never read all of them, but I know that there the nights are waiting for me; that my life may be wretched but the seventeen volumes will be there; there will be that species of eternity, The Thousand and One Nights of the Orient.

			

			I didn’t have the seventeen volumes but, as I remember it now, at most three. A cheap Arabic edition.

			If I’ve known eternity, it was forever frozen in my mind in those gray, luminous winter twilights, the child and his Mère-Dame blanketed by the same flesh, the same love, the same amazement.

			Will that baffling innocence, that enthralled eternity, in the way of long-dead stars whose light continues to reach us millions of years later, cast a halo around the girl-flowers, unbeknownst to me, their gentle, invisible, and impalpable glow adorning the brows of the cicatrixes whose ode I sing today?
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			Zapata went to the airport to meet the Dane after all.

			He didn’t tell anyone, for this was to be a decisive rendezvous for him, a rendezvous that could completely change his destiny. The Dane had promised to bring him a Danish work and residency permit, which would finally enable Zapata to obtain the miraculous document that obsesses every Numidian youth: the Pass.

			Though “the Pass” isn’t shorthand for “passepartout,” it serves the same function. It opens an immense door—nothing more and nothing less than the door to every country on the planet, allowing its holder to achieve the dream, expressed so beautifully by Colette, that “borders [be] made of flowers.” “The Pass” is shorthand for “passport.”

			The Dane was beside himself when Zapata uttered this magic word, when they met the year before in a small, well-known seaside town in the South. He had spontaneously declared to Zapata (his first declaration of love):

			“Pass, ass, anything you want, my dear.”

			And with that deliberate wordplay, Zapata’s hunch was confirmed. The lighter the Dane had asked for was just a pretext, the spark he hoped would ignite the great blaze he’d come to the scorching land of Numidia to find. The Dane’s uncertain, often comical French had amused Zapata, who had gotten as far as ninth grade. But the loving words used by the Dane, especially when Zapata “saddled” him, had been a revelation for the pimp. He never would have believed that a faggot—and he had known faggots, domestic and foreign—could be so loving and submissive. To the point of adoration, of abjection. When Zapata told him, pinching his cheek, “You’re worse than a kahba, you know,” and then explained what the word meant (whore), the Dane, at the height of his rapture, had kissed the hollow of his lover’s wrist, and whispered:

			“Darling, I’ll be your kahba forever, if you like!”

			At that, without thinking, Zapata had slapped him as hard as he could. The Dane, like all Christians, was unable to correctly pharyngealize the consonant that divides, right down the middle, the whorish word: kahba. (Given that I myself can’t scientifically and thoroughly explain the positioning of the glottis, the vocal cords, and the tongue required for the ejection of this pharyngeal, I’ll simply note, to give you an idea, that certain Numidian women, at their orgasmic peak, illustrate this ejection perfectly.) The result being that the Dane’s impassioned declaration of love in fact has to be transcribed as follows:

			“Darling, I’ll be your kaba forever, if you like!”

			Except that this sentence, to a Muslim’s ear, even that of a pimp, is blasphemous to an unheard-of degree.

			(I wrote “unheard-of,” but I’ve just remembered the wording of a trial by ordeal—just as terrible and blasphemous, if not more so—that in this case prompted a Muslim man abruptly transported to the Jahiliya, the age of pre-Islamic barbarism, to take the Kaaba (Mecca) itself as witness, and state that he “would fuck his mother there” if he didn’t do as he had pledged. Which leaves one perplexed and reflective about the gravity of dispossession, the depth of the insult that drove, for the first time, a desperate Numidian to formulate his ordeal in such a terrible way.)

			The Dane didn’t understand the reason for his lover’s sudden, savage violence, but his rapture only grew. This was the first time Zapata had made love to him, and he hadn’t yet dared reveal all the paths of the garden of tortures and delights down which he wanted his lover to take him. But then the pimp, uncoaxed, took the initiative himself. Zapata didn’t understand when the Dane, gaze wild, panted:

			“Again! Again, darling.”

			Slaps rained down, leaving fiery stripes on those pink cheeks, imperceptibly veined in blue, which would soon take on a crimson hue. An even more violent slap knocked the Dane to the rug, where, stretched out, stark naked, a she-boxer down for the count and happy for it, he begged:

			“Now with the belt! The belt!”

			The slumped-over pink athlete’s voice was shrill, peremptory. Zapata had never seen the pornographic films recorded on videocassettes and sold under the table in which some of the Numidian bourgeoisie were beginning to indulge. Nonetheless the pimp was lustfully enjoying himself, not with a video, but with flesh and bone. Though there wasn’t the slightest hint of bone, vertebrae, or joints in the mass of pink and purple flesh sprawled before him on the sumptuous hotel room rug—a Berber rug in austere tones, with clean, sparse geometric patterns. It was a ball of pure meat, set ablaze and electrified by desire. Overcome by disgust, Zapata suddenly remembered an anecdote.

			A little girl goes to the neighborhood butcher and tells him:

			“My mother wants you to carve us a piece of lamb without bones, fat, or nerves.”

			The butcher scratches his head, thinks for a moment, then responds:

			“My dear girl, tell your mother that the neighborhood butcher doesn’t sell anuses.”

			Night Jasmine had told the story to Zapata, who had laughed uncontrollably. Then, fondling Night Jasmine’s ass (while Zapata was immersed in these pleasant memories, the Dane was on his knees, ass wriggling with impatience), he had asked her, half in earnest, half in jest:

			“What about you, Jasmine? You sell that kind of merchandise?”

			Night Jasmine leapt up like a tigress and, bringing her long, sharpened fingernails near her pimp’s face, responded: “You know exactly how I feel about that.”

			The fact was that the cicatrixes had set an intangible limit to their degradation, a line that no one, including their pimps, could cross with impunity. For them, being sodomized was worse than death. The girls who broke that taboo were treated with the utmost contempt. They were “rotten” (like Nectarine). Zapata didn’t remove his heavy midnight-black studded belt, which was closer to a riding crop than a harmless accessory, as the kneeling Dane had asked. Standing behind him, he got down on his knees, chest straight and thighs rigid, and began to slap his lover’s buttocks, from left to right, right to left. He imagined a nurse giving a patient a quick, precise smack on the buttock, then immediately jabbing them with a shot. “I’m gonna give this fag his shot,” thought Zapata, and instantly he got an erection. After sliding his pants down, he spread his muscular thighs. His enormous member, as if blessed with autonomous life, sprung out and pounced at the nearby, beckoning ass, which it began to fiercely harpoon. The Dane had sensed it coming and, accentuating the curve of his back, placing his forehead against the rug, brought his two hands back, each spreading the corresponding buttock in a synchronized, flawless motion. Face buried in the rug, he then choked out:

			“Now! Do it now, darling, please!”

			Zapata, taking his time instead, aimed for the bleak and provocative wrinkled eye: the borna. This term—which translates literally to “monocular”—is used indiscriminately for the penis and the anus in the Numidian tongue. The word also carries the moral connotation of a thing forbidden, a double meaning that allowed Muslim theologian-anatomists to employ a lapidary metaphor to differentiate the sexes. According to them, while the man is endowed with two bornas, the female body is one vast borna; translation: entirely erogenous. And forbidden to all, apart from her husband.

			Zapata methodically rolled his tongue in his mouth, then spat two heavy, viscous, and whitish gobs at the wrinkled eye silently taunting him. Next, he placed his hands on the Dane’s hips and gently pulled him back, guided by their tactile senses as the two bornas avidly sought one another in the warm, primitive night. Sensing that Zapata’s dick was the only moving, quivering part of his lover’s body, motionless behind him like a bronze statue cast before a gateway (the gateway to his body), the Dane understood it was on him to take the initiative.

			Moving his ass slightly back, still using his hands to spread his buttocks, he began to gently, knowingly undulate, until the orifice—his stigmata—coincided, perfectly matched, with the ophidian head. If Night Jasmine had seen the way that knowing, cavernous, and voracious ass, patiently avid and sure of itself, had shaken and undulated to reach its target, she would have been completely astonished, and surely would have whistled in admiration:

			“Look at that one louz!”

			As paradoxical as it might seem, while Night Jasmine and the other girls had utter disdain for those among them who let themselves be sodomized, they looked indulgently upon gay men. Even though they displayed contempt for them, spitting out the insult zamel (fag) at the first opportunity, deep down they felt an odd indulgence toward these great male specimens whose happiness only bloomed when their bellies, or trembling knees, touched the ground in a posture of fervent prayer and full humility (or humiliation, for their judges).

			When the adder rushed into the semicircle as blazing hot as it was, the Dane let out a brief groan and finally released his buttocks, which closed like two bloody petals of a carnivorous night flower. Then, accentuating the backward motion of his ass, his hands now crossed and palms-down on the rug, he methodically drew the Numidian ophidian inside the dark, welcoming, and warm cavity of his body. Drops of sweat beading on his forehead like lukewarm dew, this son of the fjords was nothing more than a ball of warm wool being spun by a heavy, ancient, and soothing distaff. When he felt climax approaching, to control the trembling that had come over his knees and delay the fall—into joy—he again pushed his hips back but this time all the way, slid one trembling hand along his stomach, down to the furrow that marked the plowshare’s greatest depth. That same hand grazed his sublime testicles, the sole survivors of the submersion, holly (holy?) berries clinging to an oak tree he could feel trembling. At the same instant, the Dane, already satisfied, felt warm sap run through him, spreading like a balm, and he cried out with joy as he collapsed. But Zapata, who took it as a point of honor to always orgasm twice in a row when he had sex, again slapped the Dane on both cheeks, then pressed down against his whole body, still saddling him. Depleted, mouth open like a fish out of water, the Dane was panting, near suffocation.

			“Kahba! Whore! Kahba!”

			Zapata’s tongue, his forked tongue, discharged, after his penis, another sperm, the venom of insult, onto the Dane’s satiated body. Furious, saliva dribbling, Zapata again placed his hands on the Dane’s hips, wordlessly ordering him to slightly raise his ass, and nothing else. The Dane complied. Then, placing his hands flat against the rug, arms tensed, Zapata, as if performing a gymnastics move, began to rhythmically, slowly, lift and lower his body, savoring every movement, every elongation, down to the most minuscule intricacy. He was intent on climaxing twice in a row not only to prove his virility to femme-flowers and fags alike, but because for this hedonist (pessimist?), it was during the elaboration of the second orgasm—no longer a blindly unfurling climax, but conscious pleasure—that sexuality, of which Zapata was merely the docile instrument, reached its purest state, became self-aware, aware of its violence, of its regal indifference to good and evil, of its splendor. And, at the summit of its glory, of its final, terrifying failure.

			That day, for the first time in his life as a queer, the Dane too climaxed twice in a row, all while being “saddled.” He fell hopelessly in love with Zapata, and promised that he would do everything necessary to obtain him a Pass—a true one—and bring him to live in Denmark. “Together even, if you want,” he had added.

			Zapata, of course, was in shock.

			“I didn’t realize that your country, this Denmark, was a republic rotten to that extent.”

			The Dane had laughed and explained to Zapata that Denmark wasn’t a republic, but a kingdom. He added: “You know what, before you, Hamlet said the same thing! But it’s not true. My country is very beautiful.”

			Zapata didn’t know who Hamlet was, but when the Dane explained that he was the hero of a Shakespearian play, he exclaimed:

			“I know the name Shakespeare! At school, the French teacher told us about him, but we never studied any of his works.”

			Then, after a moment of hesitation, Zapata added: “Is it true that Shakespeare was an Arab?”

			Zapata had read that in a newspaper. In fact, he thought, though he was no longer sure, that it had been the head of an Arab state who made the claim. Zapata’s question prompted a fit of laughter from the Dane. But seeing his lover’s sullen look, he said, conciliatory:

			“Why not, after all? There are even learned scholars who have gone so far as to cast doubt on Shakespeare’s existence. In any case, even if he was Arab…”

			The Dane paused, staring at Zapata and smiling mischievously.

			“In any case what?” asked his lover, with a nasty air.

			“He couldn’t have fucked as tragically as you do.”

			The Dane continued pensively, lovingly, to himself: “You my Othello!” He shivered. “Am I fated to be your Desdemona?” he mused, silently addressing his brutish lover. But a sudden, prosaic reflection from Zapata—something like: “I want to buy myself some leather ankle boots,” or maybe “Do you have any sunscreen?”—interrupted the Dane’s deliciously troubled musings. And also, he hadn’t flown from one kingdom to another that summer to discuss the works of Shakespeare.

			And now he had returned, exactly one year later, faithful as a migratory bird, to the nest where he had found warmth and love. For the moment, the nest was this airport café, Heaven’s Gate, where he was seated.

			He was watching the entrance through which ought to appear, any moment now, his Numidian angel, his Othello, his love: Zapa.

			From the day they met, the Dane had called his lover by the shortened version of his nickname. Which Zapata had taught him how to spell, how to labialize and bi-labialize the ending, with increasingly loving lips, repeatedly, and patiently, so he would understand all its intonations, all its inflections, all its eruptions.

			The Dane was sitting alone at a table. To quiet his distress, he was chanting his lover’s name, as if in a prayer of thanksgiving.

			Letter by letter, syllable by syllable, ring by ring, the name, an invisible snake, noiselessly emerged from his mouth, coiled around his neck and torso, continued to descend, coiling, as the Dane stared at the door, frozen in place like prey fascinated by an implacable predator, which it alone can see.

			The Dane waited.
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			Night Jasmine was awakened by a terrible dream that night, her heart racing, forehead covered in sweat, and palms damp. When she left Zapata, as usual she’d gone up the spiral staircase, pitchblack and narrow as a mine shaft. She didn’t need to use her flashlight. Ultimately, the narrowness of the stairs, and her body, was a blessing. Since she generally arrived wrecked by all the drinks she’d consumed with clients during the day—though she slipped most of them to other, less fortunate friends—she would lean against the walls along the staircase, alternating right and left. It seemed to her that it wasn’t her feet making her climb the steps, at her command and under her guidance, but the two walls, passing her back and forth like a ball, drawing her to the top. When she reached the second-floor landing, all she had to do was reach for the handle on the first door. It was never locked. Her mother and her child, who would soon turn one, were asleep in the bedroom. The mother, a fitful sleeper, would nimbly rise and light a candle she always kept within reach. She didn’t want to turn on the lamp and wake the baby. Depending on her daughter’s state, which she would judge by the candle’s weak glow, she either helped her into bed and beneath a blanket, or let her get changed and lie down herself. The mother and daughter never said anything to each other. The mother would simply bob her head from side to side, a silent, molted owl. That meant nothing of note had happened, that despite the neighbors’ daily insults, insisting that she and her whore daughter get out already, she was still there, like an ineradicable bat, keeping watch over the little bastard, her flesh and blood.

			In the candlelight, Night Jasmine cast a grim glance at the small creature who was growing fatter by the day, like an unrelenting tumor. She still couldn’t believe that her own flesh had created and then expulsed this tumor into the cesspool of life. She’d wanted to suffocate it as soon as she felt it invade her young belly, then, even easier, when it was born. Friends to whom the same mishap had occurred had gotten rid of their tumors the simplest way possible. They had placed them in plastic bags—one so cynical and defiant as to choose a transparent white bag—which they abandoned at night in a dimly lit alley, or at dawn in some empty lot. It was Night Jasmine’s mother—the witch, as her daughter called her, or else, the old madam—who had violently opposed the idea of infanticide. With all the sins on my conscience, she had said, I’m not adding this one. To which Night Jasmine spitefully retorted:

			“Listen, you old witch, you’re the one who pushed me into prostitution when my husband died. You know perfectly well he was sterile, and that this child is a bastard—your bastard. Do what you like with it. I’m never going to take care of it.”

			The old woman had withstood the insults and agreed to take care of the child. She would tell herself, “My only hope for redemption is to raise these ‘little angels’”—that’s how babies are referred to, malaïkas (angels), the plural term used even for a single child—“to give it all the love it so badly needs, since it doesn’t have a father or, from what I’m seeing and hearing, a mother.” For a long time, the old woman tried to get her daughter to reveal the identity of the child’s father, but Night Jasmine invariably replied that it was “a well-man” with whom she had spent only one night, except that she hadn’t worn the talisman created for her by a renowned fqih, at her mother’s behest, to ward off pregnancy. Night Jasmine didn’t believe in the talisman’s powers whatsoever, and knew perfectly well who the child’s father was, but she’d hidden the truth even from him. It was this secret, known to her alone, that had triggered her nightmare.

			She was with Zapata in a sporty convertible heading toward a port town where they were planning to take a ferry across the strait. Zapata had always talked about making this trip, and now, chest swelling with joy, driving with one hand, he held out the other, showing her the two Passes he had managed to obtain, for her and him, by corrupting, he didn’t say how, someone with influence in the passport issuance department.

			Night Jasmine, breasts tremendously swollen, laughed in delight, her wild locks dangling over the face of the “little angels,” who was also hooting with laughter. Though the car was practically racing, it made no noise, as though splitting a single swathe of silk. The weather was perfect and the fields overflowing with still-green wheat, poppies, daisies, and sunflowers. For the first time in a long time, the first time ever it seemed to her, Night Jasmine was seeing the world in a different light, a world a thousand leagues away from the vile troquet—it pains me to add that adjective to a word whose discovery, as I already said, was magical for me—where her life was being consumed.

			Tears rose to her eyes and at that very moment, she felt Zapata’s gentle hand, full of tenderness, caressing hers, as he affectionately said:

			“My sweet Jasmine, you’re ravishing! I’m so lucky to have you, to love you.”

			The secret weighing on Night Jasmine, like a second child, and which she had so long suppressed, submerged her like a wave. She raised the baby, and, turning a radiant face toward the only man she had ever loved, she began:

			“Look, Zapata! It’s…”

			The rest of the sentence remained trapped in her throat. The branch of a tree bowing over the curve the car had just taken struck the raised child’s tender chest like a whip and flung it far into the distance, back to where Night Jasmine had earlier noticed a herd of cows peacefully grazing. Screaming hysterically, Night Jasmine shouted at Zapata to brake, but it took him a moment to realize what had just happened. When he backed up the car, and they found themselves alongside the herd they had passed earlier, a bizarre sight unfolded before them. The baby had climbed onto a cow’s back and was braiding multicolored flowers into its horns. It was like a frail and strange deity, perched atop this animal sacred in other lands and other times. Seeing the car stop at the edge of the field, the frail and graceful deity looked at the couple, and what Night Jasmine saw then froze her with fright and glued her to her seat. The child’s eyes were a blinding, sharp, and metallic blue, nearly liquid. The gaze of certain SS officers in Hitler’s Gestapo, a thousand specimens of whom World War II films have offered us, would have been tender, kind even, in comparison to that of the metamorphosed child. It was the gaze of an extraterrestrial or an exterminating angel. When the angel (or the demon) spoke, Night Jasmine felt all her blood run cold and surge back into her heart, where it formed a compact ball of ice. The child said to her:

			“You renounced me, but I’m going to grow up, on my own, far away from you. And the day will soon come when I’ll kill you, you bitch, and your swaggering pimp, not to mention that old witch who put rat poison in my bottles.”

			After these clear and cold threats, the child stopped talking and smiled again. Two rays of light shot out from its eyes, rays that beamed like toxic liquid ozone. When they penetrated Night Jasmine’s heart, the ball of ice melted as if beneath a blazing sun, a sudden, intense heat ran through her veins, her heart began to beat wildly, and she jerked awake, her nightgown drenched in sweat, as if she was emerging from the deepest room in a hammam. It took her a long time to collect herself. She dried her cold, damp right hand on the side of the bed, and grabbed the pack of blond cigarettes that she always left on the small nightstand. The flame of the lighter illuminated the baby’s face. It was sound asleep, pink lips parted slightly, allowing tiny breaths to escape and swell its small chest at regular intervals. For a second time, as at the beginning of her dream, before it turned into a nightmare, Night Jasmine, now completely awake, was shaken by a feeling of love. But this time, she sensed that it was a love that surpassed her, that couldn’t be expressed in words, that she was prey to a sea swell, to an impetuous flood that she had thought forever dried up and which was springing up from the underground depths of her body, submerging and swelling her breasts.

			Trembling like a leaf shaken by a sudden, unseasonal storm, Night Jasmine unfastened the front of her dress. Her right breast leapt out, a ball on an elastic string, warm and twitchy like a bird. In the darkness, she saw a tiny, unbelievable white firefly glowing atop the dark mauve areola ringing her nipple. Shaken like a tree, but acquiescent like the tree to the rising sap, Night Jasmine went to the child, sleepwalking almost, and lay down on the ground beside it. Lips painfully tensed, a savage expression on her face, though moving as gentle as could be, she extended the tip of her breast, swollen as a spring bud, toward the child’s parted lips.

			The tears gushed forth at the same time as the milk, pouring down her face, reaching the child’s cheeks, blending with the milk, with the saliva of the child whose gluttonous lips had instantly recalled the atavistic motion from which they had been so prematurely weaned.

			In her short life—for Night Jasmine’s life would end in tragedy—this was indisputably the night when she grazed, close enough to feel, the mysterious face of happiness. Or was it pity? Despair?

			Hers was a confusing and asymptotic state in which tears of joy and pain, while perfectly distinct and tangible, were all the same indiscernible.
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			As the night went on, Rose’s auroral quality grew. Her arum-body radiated, in her white dress with its plunging neckline. The other girls, like a spray of colorful flowers, had fanned out around the table over which Rose reigned, drawing further attention to the immaculate bride.

			The gulf prince was now just a drunk man, in intense conversation with another man, Spartacus. When the pimp saw that the prince was ripe, he took things in hand and signaled Rose. With a discreet gesture, Rose conveyed to the prince that she needed to momentarily excuse herself and left the table, leading young Louisa behind her. With her cropped hair and a face both impish and innocent, Louisa brought to mind, rather than a lady’s companion, a favored young page following her suzerain. The two girls pretended to head to the bathroom, but Rose was in fact guiding her young friend to her loge (I use the term “loge” to refer to Rose’s boudoir because she and the other girl-flowers use these rooms to give private “performances” in the backroom brothel).

			In theory, each loge is meant to evoke the color of the flower after which its host is named. Not the flower’s true color—does noting a flower’s “objective” color have any meaning, apart from physical?—but that imagined by the room’s mistress. And so, in Rose’s loge, the mauvish, almost dusky pink of the ceiling contrasts with the pale purple of the walls. Rose entered this cramped room, wearing her spotless dress, like a white butterfly entering the bloody mouth of a rose mallow.

			An acrid smell of incense, hash, sperm, lavender, and soiled undergarments caught in Louisa’s throat; the girl, ill at ease, hesitated at the door. But seeing Rose, who had simultaneously turned on the lamp, lighting the room with its filtered glow, and unzipped the back of her dress, she overcame her revulsion, forced a smile, and timidly said:

			“That’s some smell, Rose…”

			“Just say it stinks like a shithole!”

			Taking off her bra and tossing it onto a suede ottoman, Rose placed her palms on Louisa’s cheeks and gently told her:

			“Don’t worry about it, little Louisa. When you get your own loge, you’ll love it as if it were a little palace. Because we are sultanas of the night, and these loges are our palaces.”

			Now wearing nothing but an exquisite pair of underpants the color of her namesake, Rose lay down like an odalisque on the canopy bed and ordered a drink:

			“Get me a whiskey, little Louisa.”

			Rose treated her young friend as was permitted by her rank as a cicatrice, a marked girl. Her own mark was located where her left breast began to swell, in the precise spot where two nourishing (vital) rivers of the female valley—red and white—surged forth and diverged. A person would have had to wield a knife with diabolical dexterity to leave a scar in such a delicate (vital) spot without causing death. Louisa, fascinated, handed the glass of whiskey to Rose, her gaze fixed on the line running along the bottom contour of her friend’s breast, like the zigzag pattern of a crystal goblet. Rose had undressed in order to show off her scar. She took the glass from Louisa, and with her other hand, ran one finger over the fine, blond, damp, and almost imperceptible down that bordered the girl’s upper lip.

			“Does it scare you?”

			Wide-eyed, lips parted, Louisa looked up and nodded yes. Rose snorted on the bed, robustly, loudly, friendly. She pulled the frightened young doe next to her, wrapped an arm around her neck, and slid her lustful, soft, and warm hand beneath the girl’s dress to her small, firm, tense breasts, hard as stone.

			“Louisa, they’re so hard!”

			“I’m dirty,” Louisa responded sadly. “They get really hard around now.”

			(“Dirty” has the same meaning as paying one’s tribute to the moon.)

			Normally Louisa should have been wearing a dark-colored djellaba, to modestly indicate (she would later learn that it was in fact to glorify and proclaim) her impure state and thereby inform her customers that she was exuding the smell that so agitated them, as pollen in the month of May agitates and attracts bees from distant hives. But Louisa was at the very beginning of her initiation. Long is the way—from crib to grave—that leads to the Science.

			Rose, friendly, tender, and sensual Rose, played with the tips of Louisa’s painful breasts as she whispered in her ear the rudiments of the difficult Science. Louisa had undressed as well and was now wearing only black underpants (tiny ones, as all the underpants revealed to us on this night will systematically be).

			A sanitary pad of white rabbit fur, now bloodied, comically extended its two ears on either side of the low-cut underpants. Rose buried her head in this fresh, flowery, burning snow. Then she sat up abruptly, shook out her hair, and again holding Louisa’s delicate, oval face between her hands, whispered:

			“Stinkweed! Stinkweed! Little Stinkweed!”

			This was a sign of affection (“stinkweed” is the name of a plant used in traditional Numidian pharmacology).

			Rose kissed Louisa on her forehead, cheeks, and mouth: light, enthusiastic, winged kisses. Pecks. She was a demoiselle of Numidia, a crane giving beakfuls of food to her younger, clumsy sister, who didn’t yet know the art of the subtle caress, or how to produce these winged kisses, light but endlessly nourishing meals. The canopy sky of lavish lamé silk cast its shadow over the two birds (the two demoiselles) chirping below.

			Rose abruptly stood, and commanded:

			“Let’s go! We need to get back to our prince. I’m sure he misses us.”

			“Uh! I hate him.”

			Louisa hadn’t expected Rose to end their chaste caresses so suddenly. She told her: “I’m crazy about you, Rose! I wish we could stay together a little longer.”

			It hadn’t taken long for the lair’s enchantments to have an effect on young Louisa. Though she’d felt revulsion when she entered the loge, she now had the impression that she had always aspired to what Rose called her “little palace.” Rose, transfigured, was radiating joy. The plan she had devised with Spartacus augured well. Spartacus had set one condition in exchange for her freedom (the “exit fee,” as pimps in other countries, your country perhaps, would say): that Rose find a replacement, an heir princess, a still-budding flower he would pluck. And Rose had spontaneously thought of Louisa. She couldn’t have found a more appropriate victim. She decided to make Louisa fall in love with her, and once the girl’s submission was total and unconditional, she would offer her, a slave whose body was ripe for the initiatory scarification, to the avenging, unyielding pimp. But before she carried out this plan, Rose would first undergo a great fall from grace. The Great Fall!

			When Spartacus asked Rose how long her project would take, she had responded, without hesitation and with surprising self-confidence:

			“Until the night before Ramadan starts.”

			But barely two weeks remained, when this conversation was taking place, until the sacred month of fasting and penitence. Spartacus couldn’t help telling Rose in admiration:

			“Damn! You’re as clever as a pimp! If you’d been born with balls, I don’t know what would have become of us.”

			Spartacus was speaking on behalf of all his peers, but Rose tailored her response to him, speaking in a gentle, dulcet tone, a voluptuous whisper:

			“To start, I’d have cut off your balls.”

			A glimmer of hate lit up the insulted pimp’s eyes. Since the discussion was taking place in the troquet, he merely told Rose, also in a voluptuously hateful whisper:

			“We’ll settle this in the morning, sweetheart.”

			Rose felt chilled to the bone after her show of recklessness. She didn’t want to think about all the things that a pimp’s imagination, fertile in its cruelty, could invent. She decided to drink herself stupid so that whatever the torture that awaited her, she would confront it with unwavering calm, regal indifference, and, why not, even some glee. Rose had already known bitter defeats. Aware that they were inevitable, she’d steeled herself, body stiffening, to welcome them as if they were victories.

			At dawn, their nocturnal rites concluded, Spartacus lifted Rose like a lamb in his arms and tossed her into the back seat of the taxi that was already waiting, door open. He got in next, using his foot to shove away her legs dangling in the way. Rose was dead drunk, but she still had the strength to hiccup her way through the obscenest songs she knew. Her eyes were dilated, as during sex, and magnificently crazed. A thread of whitish saliva hung from the corners of her lips, and the pimp was as hard as a centaur before this disheveled body. He was awaiting the moment the taxi would stop with feverish, almost painful excitement.

			Once they were in the room, Spartacus warmed up with two magisterial slaps, so she would be aware of what he was going to do to her. She had barely recovered from those two slaps when he opened a bottle of whiskey and poured half of its contents over her head. Rose shook out her hair, blinked, and through burning tears found the strength to laugh and further defy the pimp:

			“Oh my! So you take yourself for a well-man now. You water your princess’s hair with whiskey.”

			Spartacus laughed loudly and agreed:

			“Oh yes, my beautiful princess. I’ve become a well-man, too. Tell me, sweetheart, do you know the story about the candelabras?”

			It was then that Rose understood what her pimp wanted to do to her, and she screamed, abruptly sober:

			“No, Spartacus! No! You know I’ll kill you if you do me like that.”

			His only response was to slap her as hard as he could, before kicking his heel against the floor. A knife blade, long as an ear of wheat in springtime, but with a cold, mean gleam, sprung from the tip of his shoe, like a deadly sword. Spartacus nimbly bent over (the individual who created this special shoe, this miraculous, secret weapon, remains a mystery of which he never spoke to anyone), grabbed the blade, and ordered Rose, in the same gentle and voluptuous voice she’d used that night while defying him:

			“You wanted to rip off my balls, isn’t that right? How about I rip you a new one instead? Go on! Into bed, sweetheart. On your stomach.”

			Rose tried to run toward the door but collided with the pimp’s rock-hard torso, bouncing off it like a ball. The pimp sliced the air with his crisp, cruel blade.

			“Do you know what I can do with this?” he said, face pale. “If I give you a new scar, you’ll have to hide away for the rest of your life so that nobody sees what I did to that pretty little face.”

			Rose knelt on the ground and clutched the pimp’s feet, preparing to kiss them. He sent her flying to the foot of the bed. Then, jaws clenched, he again lifted her like a shepherd would a newborn lamb and threw her, not gently, onto the bed. With his deadly blade, he split the dress of orange silk she wore that fateful night down the back. The beautiful orange dress split in half like a fruit, then it was time for her slip, her bra, and her underwear, all of which, docile beneath the adroit blade’s caress, fell like leaves on the floor.

			That morning, the uncrossable line was crossed.

			When the sun was at its peak, Rose awoke, body aching, temples violently pounding, soul weary, indifferent to anything that might happen beneath the sun. The room was buried in shadow; if Rose had risen to close the shutters, the jeering sun would have screamed at her: “So the rotten flower is sleeping in, huh?”

			It wasn’t the sun who announced her new condition, but the man who had plowed and profaned her body while the rising sun, as the immortal poet sang, “leapt up into the sky of bronze, to shine his light for gods and mortals on the fertile earth.”

			Spartacus was seated in a rocking chair, amusing himself by chiseling curls of smoke, which he expertly directed toward Rose’s bed, progressively increasing the radius of their circumference.

			“Morning, Rose,” he said as soon as he saw she was awake. “Would my rotten little flower like a cup of coffee?”

			“Yes,” answered Rose.

			She seemed to have aged ten years between the previous night and this new sunrise. Her face was pallid, and nausea was rising to her throat.

			“Get me a lemon juice, too.”

			She knew that today she could ask her pimp for anything she wanted. She was like a pregnant woman after giving birth, or a long-bedridden invalid who has just turned the corner, or the evening’s young bride who, in the morning, realizes with astonishment and delight that she’s waking as a woman. Except that she was waking up rotten. At that thought, she felt her borna, that bleak, purplish wrinkled eye, tremble. And from that dark cavity of her body, she felt a liquid fire flowing, damp and burning between her buttocks. The sensation was fleeting, painful but brief. She thought to herself, “Rotten Rose,” and a strange smile shone on her lips. The kind when all of you has been consumed.

			“You liked it?”

			Incredulous, Spartacus had noticed the smile reflecting off Rose’s face like a fugitive ray of light.

			“Come here, next to me,” Rose said softly, making room for the pimp at the edge of the bed.

			A glass of lemon juice in one hand, a cup of coffee in the other, the pimp approached, obliging but hesitant. He feared a trap and Rose, seeing his hesitation, reassured him: “Don’t be scared, Spartacus. What could a rotten rose do to a pimp as tough as you?”

			Spartacus didn’t react. Rose had never used the word “pimp” when addressing him, or even in his absence. When she talked about him, she would simply say, in a voice that may have expressed either humility or pride, or both at once, “my man.”

			Spartacus handed Rose the glass of lemon juice, set the cup of coffee on the dresser near the bed, and sat beside the young convalescent (the freshly stemmed rose).

			“So, my little rosebud isn’t mad?”

			Rose took a sip of lemon juice and grimaced.

			“It’s too bitter! Didn’t you add any sugar?”

			“You know it’s better like that, after the bender you went on last night.”

			“True.”

			Rose drank the whole glass in one gulp, grimaced again, wiped her lips, then calmly said:

			“Spartacus, you know I don’t have anything left to lose. You’re going to grant me my freedom today, or else…”

			She didn’t finish her sentence. Her hard eyes stayed on the pimp without blinking.

			“Or else what?”

			Rose’s only response was to slide one finger across her throat.

			“Tough girl, huh!”

			But the pimp wasn’t as sure of himself as he wanted to appear. He knew that some girls sodomized by force, especially cicatrixes like Rose, had actually killed their rapists, or else taken their own lives. Rose confirmed what Spartacus already knew:

			“You know I’ll do it.”

			Then Spartacus reminded Rose of their arrangement. What had happened, he explained, was in the end just an accident brought about by her vicious tongue. Between lovers like them, it had no importance. It was even, if you thought about it without anger, a kind of crowning, an apotheosis to their relationship. Later, in the calm, Rose would remember this and realize that there had been another, ultimate proof of love, besides this night when he had so utterly and deeply plowed the most secret valley, mountains, and springs of her body. After these lyrical digressions, Spartacus spoke reason. It would be incredibly stupid to end her life when she was still so young and beautiful. And if she killed him, Spartacus, it would simply be another sort of death for her, a slower, crueler death, for she would spend the rest of her life in prison. Whereas the solution was so simple, obvious even, since as Rose herself had said, Louisa, her replacement, would be ready in less than two weeks.

			Rose had coolly listened to this long speech, to which she responded with a simple question: “So you’re really that bloodthirsty for young girls, you vampire? What a piece of shit.”

			After what had happened to her (the other girls would say, in reference to someone forcefully sodomized, that she was “broken”—a broken flowerpot), Rose was no longer afraid to use insults when addressing her pimp. The very fact that she was deciding the fate of another girl with him endowed her with new power, which enabled her to talk to him almost as an equal.

			To Rose’s surprise, Spartacus didn’t seem bothered by the insult. The opposite; he poetically replied:

			“You’re right, my dear. We are the shit on top of which you, the girl-flowers, blossom.”

			After that response, again on behalf of all his peers (in frequently using that word, “peers,” which evokes an ancient, feudal hierarchy—the twelve peers of France—I wonder if Demoiselles of Numidia could have just as easily been titled “Peers of Numidia”), Spartacus added, this time on his own behalf:

			“I’m both the shit that helps you grow and the gardener protecting you, my splendid Rose.”

			Rose wanted to spit in his face. “Dear God,” she thought, “why did you make such a bastard so handsome?” The dimple in his chin, like the famous movie star’s, added a hint of tenderness to the intersection of his tight, hard jawbones. His Roman nose was flawless, delicate and solid at the same time. His blue-green eyes were rare among Numidian men, conferring upon him the preciousness of an emerald; their light sheen contrasted with his jet-black hair, which was always impeccably cut (in a style with a name of Spanish origin, which also designated a suit of cards used in the game Ronda: the copas). As for Spartacus’s body, when he was undressed, it was simply a splendor. It resembled both a bronze statue and a tree: smooth on the surface but on the inside, veins filled with sap and blood that converged, in the crowning moment, in an eruption of white fire. Rose had been set ablaze by this volcano. Now she knew that she had reached the icy shores of indifference. To remain on these shores, finally free, alone, she agreed to carry out the plan she’d devised with Spartacus.

			Despite this Night of the Great Fall.
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			Rose and her young page Louisa left the brothel loge and went back to the noisy, smoky cocoon of the troquet. At their return, the drunk, wilting girl-flowers again fanned out around them.

			The prince and the pimp were discussing the merits of a joint. Spartacus had elegantly and artfully hollowed out a blond cigarette, then stuffed it with the finest hash humidified in honey, ground with musk, wrung and dried. Never had a minuscule work of art, lovingly prepared and chiseled, so deserved the name of “joint.” Continents and status notwithstanding, it allowed the prince and the pimp to be joined (jointed is what I mean: Spartacus’s body clear in my mind, as solid as a block of carved stone against which the prince leans slightly, taking a drag on the magical cigarette).

			Rose grabbed the joint from the prince, took one deep drag, eyes closed, then told Louisa to put her favorite cassette, the one on which songs by the famous Lebanese singer Fairuz had been recorded, in the player. She asked the girl she’d chosen for immolation to play the songs that contained all the nostalgia in the world.

			O flower among cities…

			The magical voice soared, harrowing, soothing, heartrending; sovereign in the sudden silence. The gulf prince, the Numidian pimp, the headwaiter, the flowers, the cicatrixes listened.

			“That’s Rose’s song!”

			One of the girls, a “rotten” one at that, was stating what all the regulars knew: Rose always put on this cassette when she wanted to forget the troquet where she found herself, to imagine herself in a city, captive like her, queen and bride of all cities, a city that she would never see…

			O city of prayer…

			The prince and the pimp took turns smoking the joint, in silence. Without a word, one of the girls signaled the waiter to bring over another round. As he made his way to the bar (on tiptoe), Rose reached onto the tray he was carrying and grabbed a glass half-full of red wine, the kind called “monkey blood.” Barely parting her lips, Rose took a sip, then downed it in one gulp. Her eyes shone and turned clear, as though she had drunk the strongest of liquors. She hated champagne, pimps, princes, gold, oil, jewels, slums, high schools, bars. She wanted to drink red wine like blood, the pure, thick wine of pagan antiquity, Greek and Arab, the wine of shepherds, and sailors, and poets cast out, cursed, by their tribe. She wanted her soul to enter into communion with this red wine, this monkey blood, this nectar of the gods. She wanted to be young again, once more a child throwing stones at innocent birds, tough, furtive lizards, adults with murderous intentions on all sides.

			O city of peace…

			In her mind, she was singing along with the diva, her cheeks on fire from that half glass of miraculous red wine, from her burning hatred, which was the true flower of her youth, the flower that didn’t want to wilt, wither, die. She sang with Fairuz of the captive city: her young friend Louisa, whom she would betray and deliver defenseless. She sang with the magical Lebanese voice of her pain and her rebellion.

			Thunderous rage looms…

			Fairuz’s voice rang out, “a bottle of red wine, Chinoui” (that’s the nickname—“Chinoui” meaning Chinese—given the young waiter, who does indeed have Asian eyes).

			We will erase the barbarians’ footprints…

			Rose served the well-man a glass, shouting, “This goes amazing with the joint.”

			The surprised prince hesitated, but his new friend Spartacus confirmed it.

			“It’s incredible, brother. With the monkey blood, the joint, and Fairuz, you’ll reach seventh heaven.”

			The prince finally let himself be convinced, though with difficulty. It took Rose and Spartacus collectively lifting the glass to his lips before he would agree, but at the first sip, he pulled back and spat on the ground:

			“Ugh! Why do you drink this shit? Champagne, my boy!”

			“Champagne for everyone,” he clarified to the waiter, whom he had paternally called “my boy.” Chinoui responded that the order had already been placed, and that it would arrive shortly (“fast as a sparrow,” to translate his response literally, meaning: double quick).

			With the arrival of the champagne, the troquet shattered into pieces, and with it the city of prayer, the stones, the peace, the bellicose, bloody order of the world. It was no longer midnight, but the hour that splits the night precisely down the middle, when the orgiastic curve reaches its peak, before the comedown begins. It’s at this precise hour that the loges transform into little palaces and the girls into sultanas. It’s when Rose decided to send Louisa to her loge with the prince.

			“Listen, Louisa, you’re not allowed yet, but I can force them into it. I’m going to lend you my loge, and you’re going to go with that well-man.”

			Louisa hesitated, but Spartacus, whom nothing escaped, signaled his okay. Then, turning toward the prince: “Prince, would you like this little lamb to show you what she can do?”

			The prince’s eyes widened as he stared at the lamb, before bursting out laughing.

			“Can you at least suckle, little lamb?”

			Louisa blushed and said nothing. Rose jumped in: “Prince, she knows perfectly well how to suckle, if you’re kind and generous with her. And most importantly, you can only give her the teat because her mouth is still the size of a child’s.”

			Louisa blushed even harder. From the moment they had started talking, jokingly, about fellatio in the guise of suckling, she’d felt the urge to vomit. A bleak story had come back to her, and now she was visualizing the whole thing in her mind in revolting detail.

			The baby of a rich bourgeois couple had been inexplicably wasting away, even though its mother left bottles prepared in advance, containing every conceivable vitamin, with the gardener, who also served as a nanny. One afternoon, making an unannounced return to her villa, the mother was surprised not to find the gardener. She went to the child’s room, where a horrific sight awaited her. Seated on the edge of the bed, pants down, the gardener, a fiftysomething-year-old man with a waxy complexion, was slipping the head of his ghastly member into the mouth of the baby he was holding in his arms. In court, this waxen-faced monster explained in a voice burned by hash that he had stolen the contents of the bottles prepared by his employer in order to feed and fortify his youngest child, whose growth was stunted. He “fed” his employers’ baby, twice a day, he added, with his sperm.

			This story had terrified all the local mothers, especially those living in opulent homes. For a time a state of hysteria reigned in any villa that housed an infant. And yet some levelheaded folks, who couldn’t be accused of being imprudent, were unwaveringly skeptical. They claimed the story had been completely fabricated as part of a devious and obscure plan, and brought up other dark tales that had emerged from nowhere and spread like wildfire before eventually being forgotten.

			Louisa, however, was among those who gave credence to the story, and a hideous gardener with a cadaveric complexion superimposed itself over the prince’s delicate and purebred brown face. But when Louisa heard what the prince was now saying, she calmed down somewhat. He was telling Rose:

			“I don’t want to give a little lamb her bottle…I’d rather eat a rose.”

			The prince wrapped his arm around Rose’s waist and kissed her breasts, which swelled like two grenades—a word derived from “pomegranate”; both fruit and weapon. Rose pulled away quickly and told the prince:

			“She’s my dearest friend, the sweetest girl there is. Her name is Louisa. You can have your aperitif with her, and then if you feel like it, bite into her like a louz, like an amuse-bouche.”

			Then Rose took a small, flat silver key from her bodice and continued:

			“Here’s the key to my little palace. Go have your aperitif, my prince, and choose. You can bite into the delicious little louz, or else she’ll bite into your bar of milk chocolate.”

			The prince roared with laughter, and Rose, the young female pimp running the show, clapped her hands. The headwaiter (and head eunuch?) arrived.

			“Take the prince and Louisa to my loge. And bring them a bottle of pastis.”

			The prince, who was also being rushed along by an encouraging Spartacus, stood up, tottering slightly. Flanked by the waiter and the pimp, he headed for the little palace.

			Rose patted Louisa on the cheeks and said:

			“Go on! Hurry up. And don’t ask for less than ten thousand dinars if he asks you to suck him off.”

			“But, Rose…”

			“Not a word! Do you want to become a real whore or stay a girl-flower stuck in junior high? You can let that well-man screw you however he wants; the only thing you can’t agree to, can never agree to, even if you’re offered all the gold in the world, is to let yourself be ass-fucked.”

			Louisa felt like laughing. From hearing her friends say, every time she danced, “Go on, little Louisa, show us how you can louz,” because of her name, she had begun to pay particular attention to that part of her anatomy (her ass). And to her surprise she realized that maybe she’d prefer to be sodomized by the prince than play the game of the little lamb suckling its mother. This idea struck her like a lightning bolt, and she rose, reassured, almost impatient to join the prince. A strange heat, the source of which she was unaware, had suddenly spread between her buttocks, as if they had been coated with a warming liniment. And with that warm, welcoming, and mysterious, almost urgent, balm, she headed to the loge where she had been with Rose earlier. Again, the acrid smell seized at Louisa’s throat, but she entered and closed the door behind her. When she saw the enormous beast dangling between the thighs of the prince—who had slipped off his pants—and given that the beast wasn’t even awake yet, any vague desire to taste the fruits of Sodom disappeared instantly from her mind. Louisa advanced toward the prince with a smile, sat next to him without undressing, and took away his glass of pastis, poured from a cold, milky bottle set on the dresser.

			What a rouina (mixture)! she thought. Champagne, beer, monkey blood, and now Ricard.

			“You’re not going to undress?”

			“What for?” asked Louisa. “Does a mother take off her baby’s diaper when she wants to give it a bottle?”

			The prince burst out laughing.

			“You’re clever, Louisa. Back in the golden age you’d have made an accomplished jariya.”

			“Aren’t I one now, my emir?”

			The prince stroked her hair and admiringly said:

			“Bravo! Very nice! Bravo!”

			And so Louisa became an accomplished jariya, for the brief period of time she was in the loge. She sang the emir the muwashshaḥ, recited him verses by Abu Nuwas and Ibn Rumi, transported him to the golden age as he conceived of it, from Baghdad to Córdoba, across marble courts and enchanting Generalifes. Then the docile demoiselle of Numidia bent before the prince and slaked his thirst, again and again, for it was smoldering, consuming, a thousand years old. Finally cleansed, pure, he could return to the orgy. Louisa slipped the ten thousand dinars, the exact sum for which Rose had told her to ask, into her black underwear, padded by the bloodied snowy tampon. The prince had kept repeating, as Louisa satiated him:

			“You smell so good, Louisa! A true almond! You smell like almonds and walnuts!”

			Rose teased Louisa when the girl returned to her spot.

			“So, what did his milk taste like? Is it true that it tastes like camel milk?”

			“No, more like burnt oil,” retorted Louisa.

			“And did you get some oil money?”

			“Exactly as much as you told me to ask for.”

			“Bravo! Very nice! Bravo!”

			The pair burst into giggles. The prince guessed they were talking about him and elbowed Rose in the side.

			“Ow! Savage!”

			Rose extended one hand, grabbing the prince’s penis through his pants, but quickly drew back as though she had stuck it in a viper’s nest.

			“Looks like you have a python between your legs!”

			The prince, his manhood flattered, roared with laughter. All the girls stood to peek at the wonder. Disappointed not to see anything, they asked Louisa in a competitive flurry:

			“Is it true, Louisa? How’d you manage to swallow that baby camel?”

			Rose yelled out: “Shut it, you whores! Louisa did a good job and the prince is happy.”

			Then, turning to Nectarine, the only one who had remained seated and hadn’t teased Louisa like the other girls, Rose addressed her specifically, with unwarranted hostility:

			“You want me to send him with you? We all know you like it from behind. This one won’t just break you, though, he’ll shatter you into a thousand pieces. Then try to sell your sorry broken flowerpot; it won’t be worth a single dinar.”

			Louisa turned to Rose and grabbed her wrist:

			“Rose! Rose! Why are you being so mean to Nectarine? You know that she’s a good girl.”

			“Yeah, a good girl! A nice piece of fruit…a rotten nectarine.”

			Now that Rose had been sodomized against her will by Spartacus, she hated Nectarine even more. Spartacus told his girl-flower, menacingly:

			“Don’t ruin our night, Rose. You’re always criticizing Nectarine for the way she likes to have sex. But there are plenty who do the same but don’t have the courage to admit it.”

			Rose understood; she paled and stopped speaking. Spartacus, fired up by alcohol, could tell the girls what he’d done to her.

			“Okay, I went too far,” Rose finally choked out in a tiny voice. “I’m sorry, Nectarine, I just don’t like it when people make fun of my friend.”

			Nectarine, who hadn’t made fun of Louisa at all, willingly accepted Rose’s apology, and they kissed each other on the cheek.

			This touching reconciliation was the moment chosen by the girl who went by Sophia to make the treacherous comment: “Rose really is a great girl. She treats Louisa as if she were her own sister. She really likes her; what am I saying, she loves her, isn’t that right, dear Rose? You love our little Louisa to bits?”

			Everyone knew that Sophia, who had chosen this predestined nom de guerre without ever having heard the name of the delectable poet of Lesbos, was a dyke through and through. For a while she’d had her sights set on Louisa, and the tender bond that formed between the newcomer and Rose had planted a dagger of jealousy in her heart. From experience, she knew that Louisa was forever lost to her, and she wanted to poison their relationship. The other girls, ill at ease, understood Sophia’s insinuations and tried to change the subject. But Rose didn’t intend on letting the treacherous insinuation go by without retaliating. She turned to the prince and casually asked him: “Prince, do you own a bitch? A female dog, I mean.”

			Surprised, the prince hesitated a second, then replied:

			“No. I have a kennel but it only has male dogs, several of which belong to a race similar to what you call sloughis here. Though I do have something even better: a falconry.”

			“Too bad,” she responded with a sigh.

			“Why, my gazelle?”

			“Because, the thing is, prince, our dear friend Sophia only likes bitches. Sloughis do nothing for her.”

			Sophia bent over slowly, took off one shoe, and threw the pointed high heel as hard as she could in Rose’s direction. But Rose had guessed Sophia’s intention when she saw her lean over and avoided the projectile’s trajectory, though barely.

			Spartacus, who was maintaining order in the absence of his peers, stood, hands in his pockets, and told Sophia through gritted teeth:

			“Out!”

			Sophia blanched at his peremptory tone, stood up, and told Spartacus:

			“Fine! But hand me my shoe.”

			Spartacus grabbed it from Rose, who was preparing to throw it back at Sophia, whom he escorted to the door. Then he addressed the rest of the girls:

			“If another one of you fucks up, we close up shop. Is that what you want?”

			They all protested in chorus, and then each immediately raised her glass. All the girls began talking at the same time, about such dissimilar topics, each more frivolous than the last, that in the end they formed a joyous cacophony, which was abruptly ripped apart by a burst of laughter, quickly followed by another that spread irresistibly from one girl to the next. They were finally on the right track. One girl was telling a story that was obscene (not smutty, or risqué, or bawdy, but obscene).

			Spartacus, a smile on his lips, nodded his head in contentment. The kind of talk suited to the troquet had reasserted itself, a monstrous fauna of penises, vulvas, and asses unfurled across the bed of girl-flowers.

			Slightly withdrawn from this lewd, intermingled flora and fauna, the two men, Spartacus and the prince, launched into an enthusiastic conversation about the art of falconry.

			Rose had gone back to red wine, but this time without Fairuz’s consoling music to accompany her. She drank the monkey blood that, when imbibed alone, leads to a sad and mournful state of intoxication. From time to time, Rose stared abruptly at Louisa—whose childlike mouth, after the recent suckling, was telling an obscene story in its turn—and her eyebrows would painfully furrow, as though she was trying, through Louisa, to capture the fleeing traits of another girl, another landscape.

			Then she would shake her head and pick up her glass again, and her misted gaze would cloud over.
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			At the entrance to the bar, to Heaven’s Gate, the Numidian angel, the Othello for whom the Dane was waiting, finally appeared (fell from the sky?).

			A search of the Dane’s luggage had led to a long, ludicrous episode. The Nordic traveler’s suitcase, which was tiny—more a Delilah than a Samsonite—held, apart from one wide black studded belt and two small bags, one of which contained common toiletries and the other varied cosmetics (including tubes of Vaseline, if one can label this oily product reserved for serious ceremonies a cosmetic), only intimate lingerie. Incredibly tiny and low-cut pairs of silk underwear, in pink, sky blue, flesh color, mauve, and scarlet red, see-through or dark, with hooks or slits; in sum, an entire panoply reflecting the traveler’s vast interest in these garments of the utmost intimacy. Then came an equally incredible panoply of women’s nighties, similarly small, light, and see-through, covering the entire spectrum of the rainbow and ranging from the purest, the most austerely voluptuous of cuts, to the wildest and most outlandish. When the customs agent plunged his hand into this secret boudoir, satin and silk swished between his fingers, and a perfume sweeter than all the musk of Asia and Arabia escaped in heady wafts.

			“What the hell is this?”

			The customs agent, who was an experienced old-timer, a sea dog, as they called the sailors of yore who braved the oceans and seas, had never in his life seen suitcase contents so light and so luxurious, so arrogant and explicit. When he automatically stuck his hand in one of the side pockets of the strange “Delilah,” the sensation of something lumpy and smooth beneath his fingertips alerted him to what he had found even before his hand pulled out the condoms—not Danish—that, though still unused, nonetheless seemed to exude an acrid smell of almonds.

			“Zamel!”

			The customs agent had automatically uttered this word, which was the only word to spontaneously come to his lips, despite the dignity of his job and age, and it was impossible to say whether he was addressing the Dane, or himself (to validate something that was quite obvious), or the world, his witness to what was happening to him. He held the word in his mouth, rolling it around and around until finally, unable to hold back any longer, as though a glaucous and irrepressible gob of phlegm had bloomed in his mouth, he violently belched out, three times:

			“Zamel! Zamel! Zamel!”

			The two younger customs agents, who assisted the older one, elbowed each other. The old customs agent glared at them, slammed the suitcase shut, as though it was full of reptiles, and asked the Dane:

			“Nothing else to declare?”

			The Dane, who had noted the customs agent’s horrified recoil, smoothly responded: “No.”

			The disgusted customs agent was going to let him go when he suddenly had a doubt. If this tourist—this zamel (this fag), as he was mentally calling him—was identifying himself with such gall, he was surely hiding something far more serious. Drugs? In which case mightn’t the daring accoutrements he was carting around in his portable boudoir merely be a smokescreen, to hide the truth? The customs agent grabbed the Dane by the arm and told him:

			“Come on. You’re getting a body search.”

			Without the slightest protest, on the contrary giving the customs agent a pleased smile, the Dane followed him with visible pleasure, like the perverse dunce that the schoolteacher sends to the corner of the classroom, and who keeps on smiling. On the way, a new idea, unprecedented and bold, crossed the old-timer’s mind. He didn’t trust the agent who was always amenable to conducting body searches. The man was notoriously corrupt, and a drunk at that, and it wasn’t out of the question that the Dane, in the event that he was transporting drugs, could corrupt him with money or simply his charms. The old-timer’s novel idea, which he never would have imagined would cross his mind before this day, was to task the search of this effeminate tourist, this WOMAN—that’s how he was now definitively and irrevocably referring to him—to the female agent always amenable to conducting body searches.

			She was a young woman, barely nineteen, with a pleasant face, all smiles. But behind this gentle, kind facade hid a ferocious, even sadistic monster. The haughty bourgeois female travelers who roused suspicion and were then placed in this young woman’s hands would emerge unsteadily, heads bowed, pale and defeated faces hidden by sunglasses with enormous tortoiseshell frames. They were hiding their eyes from the shameful sun that had descended upon them in the narrow quarters of the screening room. After forcing these unlucky candidates to undress, speaking in a smooth, tender voice, tirelessly repeating the same two syllables, “And there?,” the monstrous customs agent would explore their hair (buns, ponytails, ringlets, braids), their ears (starting with the lobes, then deep inside the eardrums, in the way of the most punctilious of Muslims performing their ablutions), beneath their eyelids, then their eyelashes if they were excessively lush or sporting too much mascara, their nostrils, their mouths (under the tongue, the back of the throat, say “aaaah”), the armpits (the magnificent armpits of the ripe bourgeois specimen), the pubic bush…

			“And there?”

			Then they’d be cornered. Like a surgeon preparing for an extremely delicate operation, the customs agent, face still pleasant, would pull on white gloves that went halfway up her arms, and order the “patient” to lie down on a table that bore an uncanny resemblance to the kind found in an operating room. Private parts were explored with a meticulousness and conscientiousness with which the most eminent instructor couldn’t have found fault.

			This was how the young customs officer’s reputation for ferocity duped everyone, unduly enveloping her with the prestige of integrity and unfailing incorruptibility. Though recent, her commerce with the hundreds of female bodies that passed through her increasingly expert hands had revealed to her an inclination she never would have suspected if divine fate hadn’t led her to a career as a customs agent. Incredulous at first, she nonetheless finally admitted that she conducted her body searches not only with irreproachable professionalism, but moreover, and more profoundly, with love, when the revelation first came to her, then passion, and now fervor. In short, from day to day, she slipped deeper into the sapphic enchantments, but without ever surrendering entirely.

			The opportunity would present itself when, one day, she cornered a young woman who must have been nearly the same age, without the habitual arrogance of the upper-class girls brought to the customs desk, and in whose artistically styled curls (an Afro for the occasion) she unearthed diamonds. The young woman, like everyone else who found themselves cornered, of course tried to corrupt the hard-nosed customs agent. Even when she realized that her efforts were pointless, she didn’t get discouraged. Approaching the young customs agent, she whispered, as if in confidence, these mysterious words in her ear:

			“Silly me! I can offer you something better than all the diamonds in the world!”

			Amused and incredulous, the customs agent asked:

			“Yeah, right! And what is this amazing treasure?”

			Staring into her eyes, with an irresistible smile acquired (as one acquires wisdom) through an already lengthy initiation, the mysterious young woman simply responded:

			“The love you’ve been seeking for so long.”

			This was the first time the customs agent had heard such an offer, coming from someone of the same sex. The young woman didn’t look anything like a madam (exemplified, in the Numidian mind, by a terribly ugly old woman, very similar to a witch), and the customs agent sensed the significance of the offering. She knew that the moment was grave and solemn, one of those moments that changes the course of an entire life, and she felt a shiver, slight at first, but which abruptly intensified and ran through her body from the tips of her toes to the roots of her hair. This cool wave had barely run though her when a warm wave, just as abrupt, rising, it seemed to her, from her cheeks, ran through her in the opposite direction. Sappho’s emissary, responsible for these sudden climatic changes, was watching her, still smiling. And before the young customs agent could compose herself, the emissary stretched out a steady hand, which gently caressed one of the officer’s cheeks and then the other, descended and grazed her lips, then her neck, with the utmost tenderness, then her two hands, both friendly and imperious, disappeared before reemerging crossed on her trembling prey’s ass. The gentle and relentless emissary, hands still crossed on her prey’s ass, bent over and placed a kiss on the ex–customs agent’s lips that was so gentle, and so fleeting, that when she raised her head, the ex–customs agent didn’t know if their lips had touched or not.

			From then on, the small room in which the customs agent operated became her best hunting ground. We’ll call this young customs agent, for the time being, by the name of the divine huntress: Diana. The difference being that the young, initiated customs agent chases game that is the same sex as her.

			The customs agent with countless experience in customs, like a sea dog with waves and reefs, therefore thought he had come up with a brilliant idea in deciding to entrust the Dane’s body search to Diana. When he explained the situation, she protested: “But, captain, despite everything you’re saying, I have my dignity and modesty as a woman.”

			The captain patiently told her: “Just open his suitcase and look with your own eyes. I’m telling you, he’s a woman.”

			Diana finally gave in. In truth, she had protested only for form’s sake. The absurd idea proposed by the man she called the captain amused her, delighted her even. A dyke strip-searching a fag! You didn’t see something like that every day.

			At first, the Dane didn’t understand when the young woman with the pleasant face told him she would be searching him. He asked: “It’s the women who search men, in this country?”

			“No! But when the man is carrying the suitcase you’re carrying, yes.”

			The Dane understood and smiled: “But I’m not a woman. I like men, but I’m not a woman. Unfortunately! But since you’re going to search me, you’ll see that with your own eyes.”

			Diana blushed, then thought to herself that the Dane surely had a laughable zizi (as the French queens—I mean the French queers—would say, burying their graying heads in the scant genital brush of some barely pubescent boy), or, who knows, perhaps he didn’t have one at all. And so she watched with amused curiosity, looking on like a clement queen, as the chubby-cheeked Dane began to lower his pants even though the door was still open.

			After Diana closed it and turned around, she got quite the shock, and furrowed her brows to convince herself that what she was seeing was real. Regardless of Littré’s verdict—he would have considered the use of “substantial” in the place of “considerable” a barbaric act—we could say that what Diana’s eyes were seeing was in no way a soft and laughable zizi, but a far more substantial organ. This was her first time seeing a Christian man’s penis. The Dane’s was dangling between his thighs like an enormous pink sausage, though it wasn’t even erect, with at its tip, of a more purplish pink, the uncircumcised foreskin that covered and hid the one-eyed snake, the borna.

			Once again, as though she was reliving a past scene, or this new one was occurring in parallel, the cold wave gradually becoming a burning wave that spread through Diana’s entire body. My God, she thought, I can’t believe a Christian, and a faggot on top of that, is troubling me this much! But troubled though she was, the customs officer’s professional reflexes kicked in. She told herself that if the Dane was transporting drugs, they could only be hidden in the folds of the vascular, blue-veined piece of flesh that must function like an octopus’s sucker: the foreskin. For a moment she thought about asking the Dane—a man, indeed! Diana said to herself—to pull back his foreskin from his phallus but was overwhelmed by an indescribable embarrassment. She was facing a real man, who was endowed with a real man’s phallus, and this male creature was looking at her with amusement, but also kindness, generosity even, thought Diana. His member hadn’t gone erect, despite the vassalic and silent homage paid it by a woman.

			Vaguely miffed, still troubled, Diana stated: “You can get dressed now, sir.”

			Surprised, the Dane asked her: “Is that it?”

			He had thought that she would at least give him a rectal inspection, which would not, as the reader has guessed, have bothered him in the least.

			“That’s it.”

			But when the Dane, mildly disappointed, pulled up his pants, Diana abruptly asked him:

			“Is this your first time in Numidia?”

			“No, the second.”

			“Do you have Numidian friends?”

			“Yes. One friend. I’m very fond of him.”

			“Ah! And is he fond of you?”

			“No, I don’t think so. He just wants to use me.”

			“So why do you like him?”

			At this question, which revealed that the dyke still thought very much as a child would, the Dane lifted his arms to the sky and then dropped them.

			“That’s how it is. Love! Nothing for it.”

			Then, Diana, coquettish, pushing back a lock of hair covering her forehead:

			“And you don’t like women?”

			“No, I do. But only as friends.”

			Diana nodded slowly, several times in a row, indicating that she understood perfectly. Even so, she added, aware of being intrusive:

			“And you haven’t befriended any Numidian women?”

			“Sadly, no. I’d have liked to, but it’s hard here.”

			“Have you tried?”

			The Dane, who, during his previous trip to Numidia, had lived in quasi-monastic seclusion with Zapata in a hotel room, barring a few dips in the ocean, answered Diana’s question with an honest “no.”

			Then, without thinking, on an entirely spontaneous impulse, she made him this offering:

			“And if I wanted to be your friend, would you accept?”

			Surprised and delighted—getting to know both of Numidia’s sexes, one of the purest and strictest chastity, the other positioned in the fervent prayer of a fallen angel, a heaven-sent fag—the Dane expressed the utter joy this gracious offering of female friendship brought him.

			“It would be an honor and a joy.”

			“My name is Nadia,” said the young customs agent as she held out her hand.

			When Nadia turned the Dane back over to the captain, the old-timer was light-years away from imagining that the ferocious customs agent had befriended and arranged to meet—immediately after, for her shift was ending—the man he called THE WOMAN.
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			Finally, the pimp breached Heaven’s Gate. The invisible braided thread that had coiled around the Dane’s neck, chest, and stomach, and slid between his buttocks and the chair on which he was seated before falling to the ground in tangles, miraculously unknotted.

			The Dane—though it’s about time I give a name to this character, this “Scandinavian destiny,” who emerged at the very dawn of this story. Since the Dane’s adventure takes place in Numidia, the Near East, as is written, I’ll call him Ingvar. The name comes from an essay (an “investigation”) by J. L. Borges, in fact entitled “The Scandinavian Destiny.” The essay cites a Viking epitaph on a runic stone, which states: “Harald, brother of Ingvar. They departed in search of gold, and went far and sated the eagle in the East. They died in the South, in Arabia.” It’s a dark omen, but I’m keeping the name Ingvar—Ingvar then stood, suddenly feeling weightless, and curled, trembling, beneath the wing of the Numidian eagle that had reached his table. In the same instant, a sudden, brief interruption of light (chance or another omen?) cast a modest veil over the reunion. (Ingvar, whom I’ve only just named, will you satiate the Numidian eagle? These golden fruits must be quite fascinating for you to have come so far, braving every danger.) The couple sat at the table Ingvar was already occupying, and which was located, in a detail that can’t be due to fate, in the exact center of the room, beneath the peak of the glass cupola that protected, like a greenhouse, the bar on the terrace from the incessant noise of airplanes landing and taking off.

			So that the long-separated couple feels at ease, far from the noise and the vain fury of the world, let’s imagine another cupola, below the glass cupola, like an interlocking Russian doll, intended only for them, made of imponderable and translucid sea froth from a distant Scandinavian fjord. Let’s call it, to mark the solemnity and drama it shelters beneath its immaterial vault: the Cupola.

			After ordering everything they needed—cigarettes, various types of alcohol, flowers, grilled almonds, shrimp with delicate gray-rose skin—as though preparing for a long siege, the couple can finally talk in peace, in the rarest of intimacy. The man whose gaze is hidden behind black glasses, with an angular and unlikeable face, ears indiscreetly pricked, can hear nothing of what the lovers are saying. He will only see hazy, surrealistic forms intermittently illuminate the Cupola before they disappear again behind the Nordic mist.

			The reunited lovers’ poignant words have already been whispered, full of nostalgia at first—Oh, it’s been so long!—then bedecked with the radiant wings of the present. Kisses, equally poignant, had preceded the words, hoping to delay them as long as possible. But of course it’s time to move on to the words. It’s time to discuss the steps taken by Ingvar to obtain a work permit for Zapata, as well as a residency permit, there, in the beautiful kingdom of Denmark, and the steps that need to be taken here, in Numidia, to obtain the Pass necessary for one of the members of the couple, the husband. All this to create a nest! The birds in the sky don’t know their luck.

			But Ingvar, fortunately, is a dove. And the news this dove, messenger of peace and love, carries on its wings is quite simply wonderful.

			The fickle face of fortune had smiled upon Ingvar just a few weeks before he began his new migratory flight to Numidia. A distant relative he had never heard of, one of the hundred or two hundred nobles who still remained in Denmark, had died without leaving a direct heir, though he left a will in which he designated Ingvar as heir to his title. Ingvar had been summoned to the assembly of the nobility, and the process of confirming the transmission of the title was well underway at that very moment.

			“So you’re going to be a lord?” asked Zapata.

			“If you like,” answered Ingvar. “And if you agree to what I suggested last year, it’s you who’ll bear the title and be the lord.”

			Zapata wondered if the Dane, in addition to his vice, wasn’t also a compulsive liar. In his experience, most of the inverts he had known had been strange, capricious individuals, some outright paranoid (Zapata didn’t use these elevated terms, but instead a more concise expression: “Those fags are all crazy!”). But Ingvar explained the situation in such a way that, despite its unbelievable, fantastical quality, it nonetheless contained the implacable rigor of a mathematical equation. If Zapata married Ingvar, as was allowed by the Danish constitution, the title of baron would fall to him as the head of the family, and in keeping with the habits and customs of the nobility.

			“You’ll be called Baron Ingvar,” concluded the messenger dove.

			Zapata, who had listened attentively to the explanation, merely asked Ingvar:

			“Have you read The Thousand and One Nights?”

			“No. But we have very beautiful legends, too. We call them sagas. We also have the Eddas.”

			Zapata burst out laughing.

			“And you’re inventing one now at my expense?”

			“No! No, my dear. It’s the honest truth, I swear by…Odin!”

			Zapata figured that this Odin must be a Danish saint, but Ingvar explained that Odin was the god of the ancient Vikings, called upon by those fierce warriors when they left the mists of their fjords to land on other shores upon which they established short-lived kingdoms.

			“So you’re not a Christian?” asked Zapata. “You don’t believe in Isa?”

			“Who’s that?”

			“You Christians call him Jesus.”

			“No, I do!” responded Ingvar. “Of course I believe in Jesus. If someone slaps me on the right cheek, not only do I turn the left one, but better still.”

			Seeing Zapata’s surprise, Ingvar dreamily added, smiling:

			“Do you remember the gift you gave me last year? A sublime bouquet of slaps…”

			Zapata clenched his jaws. So that was it! That was why this perverted man-boy had come back, thinking he could take him, Zapata the pimp, for a ride with his stories, each one more unbelievable than the last. Baron my a—!

			Zapata hadn’t said a single word, but Ingvar, thanks to that mysterious prescience with which homosexuals are endowed (or quite simply because he had noted the shape formed by Zapata’s lips—a pucker—in the instant he internally expressed the interjection whose final word I’ve reduced to its first letter), then corrected him, unequivocally:

			“You should say baroness! Baroness your ass.”

			Zapata, superstitious (this fag is a devil; he’s reading my mind!), raised his hand, but stopped himself from slapping the baroness at the last second. She was liable to ask for more, in the conducive intimacy of that sphere of sea froth.

			“I brought you a surprise.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Yes, darling. Just some lozenges, but lozenges that bring on ecstasy.”

			“How’s that?”

			“You’ll see, once you try them. I hid them, since selling them is banned in this country. The authorities consider them drugs.”

			Zapata went pale. His adventure with the Dane was in danger of ending badly. Worried, he asked:

			“They didn’t search you?”

			“They did! But I hid them somewhere even the most perverted customs agent wouldn’t guess.”

			Zapata instantly thought, “In his ass!” but the Dane chuckled and enigmatically (he had again guessed what Zapata was thinking) said:

			“No, not behind…in front!”

			Nadia’s intuition had been correct. The Dane had hidden the aphrodisiacal lozenges inside his enormous sucker/foreskin, in anticipation of the sublime nights that he intended on spending with his lover. Because they contained the quintessence of ecstasy, the lozenges had of course been given the pretty (English) name: Ecstasy.

			But Zapata had more surprising revelations coming to him, which Ingvar doled out in a light, amused tone, as if they were the most natural things in the world.

			When he shared that it had been a young customs agent named Nadia who had searched him and would soon join them, Zapata was speechless. And before he could say a single word and compose himself, she was there, undeniable as a dream, splitting the frothy veil with her dainty hands, standing at the entrance to the Cupola.

			She kissed Ingvar on the cheeks, as though she’d known him forever, and ordered a Karlsberg, a Danish beer, as soon as she sat down. The blond, fizzy mousse that splashed out when the waiter flipped off the cap was like a new language, a language of flowers, being spoken to Ingvar. Zapata, shocked, studied Nadia, who hadn’t said a single word to him. Could it be, wondered the pimp, that this law enforcement agent was a girl-flower, but unmarked, and who hunted on her own behalf after her official shift?

			The old customs agent, whom Nadia called captain, who had finished his shift as well, passed a few yards away from the Cupola and saw the strange group seated there: his young colleague Nadia, the “woman” he had assigned her, and a handsome Numidian at whom a brief gaze sufficed for him to realize what an odd character he must be.

			“Better sleep with one eye open tonight,” thought the captain.

			Biting his lips, and pulling on the whiskers of his salt-and-pepper mustache, he added, again to himself: “The good one!”
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			White an orgy was held under Spartacus’s supervision, in honor of Rose and a prince who owned sloughis, hunting falcons, and coral islands, another pimp, Zapata, was helping to weave a spider’s web, in Heaven’s Gate, from silver threads that were delicate and indeterminate, though they would become as solid and resistant as the wires of a gears system, once they finally intertwined, interwoven in a shape whose outlines remain, for now, hazy and ever-moving. Like a chess player, Zapata was considering all the conceivable combinations. He sensed that the enemy, the threat, was this young customs agent who had abruptly emerged between him and Ingvar, and who was currently sipping her Karlsberg. “My head needs to be as clear as that blond beer’s,” he thought, “as cold as a diplomat’s.” What needed to be done was to curtail from the start even the possibility of a friendship between the customs agent and the “baroness.” Zapata, whose perspective as a pimp shaped his understanding of the world, gauged the customs officer’s sexual identity, imagining her naked, willing, and surrendering at the moment of great tumult. (“The Day of Great Tumult” is the expression used in Muslim eschatology for the day of the resurrection.) What must Nadia’s face look like at the moment of orgasm? Zapata had always waged his battles on sexual terrain, at first to survive (starting out, he let himself be picked up by the old queers who haunt the public gardens at dusk, get screwed in the nearest thicket, and agree to pay a modest sum, hand trembling, only when threatened), and later to taste the undreamt-of delicacies of luxury, power, and domination. Starting with Night Jasmine, a demoiselle of Numidia, and now this queer from a cold land who, if he wasn’t a compulsive liar, was promising him nothing less than a Nordic lordship. If Nadia cared about the baroness, she needed to pay the price, because it was Zapata who held the power in the marriage.

			“Do you like my friend the baron?” he decided to ask Nadia, who still appeared to be ignoring his presence.

			Nadia deigned to look at Zapata. Though less experienced than the captain, from the first and only glance she gave him, upon entering the Cupola, she had known in which category to place this “pretty boy” with his Roman nose, blue eyes, and flawless copas cut. His gaze, though it contained glints of emerald, was undeniably the black stare of the predator eagle, and it wasn’t hard to guess who was the prey.

			Rose could never have imagined that, in attacking Sophia so meanly, she had unknowingly inserted a thread into the web being woven at Heaven’s Gate—more precisely, inside the Cupola, of whose miraculous emergence she was unaware—and that she was sending Zapata, her pimp’s peer and rival, a decisive ally in the person of the girl she had compared to a female dog.

			Sophia, kicked out of the celebration, swore to herself that she would bring Rose down. Although she had never felt the slightest desire for a man (Sophia is fundamentally lesbian—a kind of fundamentalist, as it were), she devised a plan to rip the rose from her stem (her pimp). She believed that Rose was still madly in love with Spartacus, and swore to herself that she would steal him away. All her expertise and art, until then focused on the female sex, would now be directed toward a man, and one man alone. On the sentimental level, Sophia, who had dedicated herself to worshipping the moon, underwent a sort of Copernican revolution in choosing to “turn” around a sun—a man—to become in a way a sunflower, or Nouar Achchamss, as we call it in the Numidian tongue. And on this cold, foggy night into which Spartacus had cast her, the hatred she felt for Rose lit her up like a sun. She had the sudden, irrefutable intuition that Zapata wasn’t sleeping with Night Jasmine that evening, but was at Heaven’s Gate. Once or twice, he had mentioned the sudden desire that sometimes came over him to enjoy a beer in the airport bar. And it was as if, through some mysterious telepathy, Zapata was now reminding her of that fact, even urgently inviting her to join him. The telepathic telegram that unfolded before Sophia’s eyes read more or less as follows:

			“You’ll pretend to orbit around me. That’s how you’ll get Spartacus.”

			The two pimps had themselves been orbiting around Sophia for a long time, each trying to make her a new girl-flower in his garden. But as with Nectarine, they had realized they were up against an insurmountable obstacle. Sophia and Nectarine were unique girls, and the cults to which they had dedicated themselves were minded by protective and jealous divinities, making them impervious to all the pimps’ devious machinations.

			Face radiant (she was about to start a war: the War of the Pimps), Sophia rushed to the boulevard with the grand taxi station. The driver whose car was first in line, seeing this young prostitute who was asking him to take her to the international airport, demanded triple his normal fare. Sophia opened her purse and handed over three green bills, crinkling as though she had stolen them that very instant from a bank safe.

			“There! Now go. Quickly!”

			The driver started the engine and sped off.

			“Are you catching a plane, miss?” he asked in a polite and friendly voice, as though feeling remorse at having taken advantage of this fille de joie’s haste.

			“Yes! I am! Hurry up.”

			The telepathic message had electrified Sophia.

			“France?”

			“No, Egypt.”

			Sophia hated chatty taxi drivers, like this one. Every night, she jumped into one of the red ladybugs with their black stripes, and she knew that many of their drivers were police informers. She also knew that some of them played the role of go-between, particularly for the well-men. She had no desire to talk, and had tossed out the made-up destination of Egypt to get some peace. But the taxi driver, trying to sound smart, asked her:

			“For a concert?”

			“Exactly! For the new opera that’s just opened. And now that you have your three ‘greens,’ shut it and drive without busting my b—”

			The taxi driver, a stand-up family man even if he was overly chatty, burst out laughing. He admired these prostitutes with guts, some of whom held their own better than men. He pushed on the accelerator and set his old but still sturdy vehicle (a Plymouth) on a mad dash, and less than half an hour later, Sophia found herself before the airport’s lit-up glass entrance. Its doors opened to welcome her—she didn’t even hear the “Good luck, kid” tossed out by the stand-up, chatty, and profiteering family man—and as she climbed the steps, her shoes clinked gaily like bells (that herd of goats in the Pyrenees! I can see it now, its music coming back to me as Sophia reaches Heaven’s Gate).

			She stopped, frozen, like an actress waiting for the curtain to rise, overcome by stage fright, except that it was her heart striking the trois coups like a gong. She was surprised that the travelers of diverse nationalities seated inside Heaven’s Gate didn’t appear to have heard the signal to raise the curtain, and went on chatting as if nothing had happened.

			Firstly, her blinding intuition, the telepathic message she had received and obeyed, proved to be justified: Zapata was indeed there. Secondly, he was sitting with a handsome blond stranger whose identity was immediately clear, but more importantly, with a very beautiful and young woman. A beautiful young woman who was none other than a customs agent whom Sophia knew very well; better, whom she had been the first to initiate into the Sapphic cult and spells. Indeed, the young woman who lacked the arrogance of the usual bourgeois female traveler and who, cornered by the hard-nosed customs agent, had offered her something worth more than all the diamonds in the world, was none other than Sophia.

			Sophia had succeeded where Zapata had struggled thus far. Thanks to a French tourist whose trip to Numidia had been brightened by her encounter with the young prostitute—“Oh, those southern oases!” she had written her after returning to France, “those blue springs! But it’s you, my dear Sophie, who offered me asylum and refuge, who was the miraculous spring from which I quenched my thirst,” so on and so forth—Sophia had succeeded in obtaining…a Pass! The French tourist, the wife of a high-ranked military dignitary, had sent her, as promised, a work permit in which she pledged to hire her as a nanny—the woman didn’t have any children, but she was reluctant to write that she was hiring her magnificent lover from one magical summer month as a servant—and that consequently, the aforementioned Sophia would reside in her home. Imagine Sophia’s excitement the first time she held this…But how to describe the magic the Pass represents? So many desires, dreams, and almost painful hopes are wrapped within this document that it can only be compared to a sacred papyrus scroll of Egyptian antiquity, guarded by a fierce, closed-off, inaccessible sacerdotal caste.

			Sophia had used her newly acquired Pass, not to join her benefactor in France, but to go to Las Palmas, from where she smuggled back the diamonds that allowed her to discover another, hitherto unknown, gem, a sublime solitaire: Nadia.

			When Sophia stepped into the Cupola, kissed Zapata on the cheeks, and said hello to the blonde stranger, Nadia, who hadn’t recognized her immediately—Sophia was sporting her sumptuous garments of a dyke prostitute—went pale upon seeing her smile and address her.

			“So, my darling Nadia, you don’t recognize your old friend?”

			After her initiation of the ferocious customs agent, Sophia had abruptly disappeared, never to be heard from again. They had made plans to meet again, but Sophia, who had an ingrained revulsion for anything that remotely resembled the forces of law and order, didn’t want to continue a relationship that could bring her near those shores.

			At Sophia’s extended hand and her smile, Nadia—a name that evokes the dew, nada, and the call, nidaa, in Numidian; and it pleases me that at this new appearance of the girl-flower Sophia, Nadia’s pale cheeks were already covered with imperceptible dew, and that, unknowingly, she had responded to the call, placed one foot inside the murky, poignant, and cruel universe of the Demoiselles of Numidia—and so Nadia also forced a smile, and the two women who had been lovers for a single, fleeting moment affectionately kissed one another on the cheek.

			Zapata was in heaven! Seeing how well-acquainted Sophia appeared to be with the young customs agent, that acquaintance could only have been guided, illuminated by the unrelenting light of the celestial bodies that govern human fate: desire and sex. That pale face already beaded with dawn’s dew, that chaste kiss, were merely the visible tip of an iceberg whose submerged mass was surely made not of ice but of burning lava and fire.

			The initiator chatted up her onetime lover, or rather the trembling prey that Nadia had been during their first encounter. “I’m the one who deflowered her,” marveled Sophia to herself, again casting her unyielding gaze at Nadia. Then, with winged words, and even more by the intonation of her voice, going from confident whisper to high-pitched laugh, with a caress disguised by a “So you let your bangs grow out again?” and finally, the ruse of grabbing the wrong glass:

			“Oh! I drank from your glass, sweetheart! How silly of me. No, I’m going to order some gin.” (Translation: I’d have liked for us to drink from the same glass, but sadly we’re not alone! And Nadia heard those unuttered words.) Then:

			“Waiter! A gin for me and…what’s that? Oh, yeah! A Karlsberg. I haven’t had that beer in forever. The same for our two friends.”

			Sophia had said “our two friends.” Ingvar was delighted. In a single night, he had been offered two female friendships, like two daisies (a word that comes from “day’s eye,” and we all know, by now, what the eye stands for, in Numidia).

			The city, with its red ladybugs striped in black and its grand taxis, its boulevards, its airport, its customs desk, its pimps, had slyly adorned itself so that when its night fell, two girl-flowers could light up and reign: Rose, the midnight sun, at its center, and Sophia, the sunflower, at its periphery. For it was now Sophia presiding, from the Cupola, in this biblically named bar: Heaven’s Gate.

			Nadia, as you would imagine, was already at her mercy, and Zapata, thanks to her odd, unhabitual behavior—attentive, admiring, nearly servile—equally so. Sophia sensed this and knew that she wouldn’t find a more opportune moment. Visibly, the pimp was caught in a trap, and she had come, she being the huntress, to free him, like the stag hunter does the frail bird that falls into a trap not intended for it.

			Still performing, Sophia melted the ice that had prevailed from the start between Nadia and Zapata.

			“My dear Nadia, allow me to introduce Zapata, the friend of a very good friend of mine.”

			And to Zapata: “Allow me to introduce Nadia, a friend very dear to my heart. She works in airport customs. If you need her, she can help you out, isn’t that right, sweetheart?”

			Ingvar interrupted at that moment:

			“It’s true. Your friend is very kind. She’s the one who searched me.”

			Sophia’s eyes grew wide as saucers. Zapata burst out laughing and Nadia turned crawfish-red.

			“What’s he talking about, Nadia?” asked Sophia, intrigued. “Is this handsome Swede we’re sitting with a woman?”

			Nadia dodged the question.

			“He’s Danish,” she responded pitifully.

			“Swedish or Danish, he’s a man, best I can tell.”

			Then Sophia added with a smile:

			“That is, in appearance, at least.”

			Zapata, utterly at ease with Ingvar, pinched his cheek (as old homosexuals do to the children they lust after) and told Sophia:

			“Just before your friend Nadia joined us, this naughty boy was telling me he got searched by a charming young woman.”

			Nadia, annoyed with the Dane, blushed even harder. Then she exploded, furious:

			“Hey! No need to make fun! We’re all in the same boat. Two dykes, one fag, and a pimp!”

			She released this phrase in a single breath, like it was one entity. It was as though the following hybrid and fantastical word (being) had emerged from her mouth:

			TWODYKESONEFAGANDAPIMP

			Liberated by the ejection of this drooling, writhing, menacing being, Nadia let out a sigh of relief and felt immensely satisfied. That satisfaction, apart from its provenance in the fact that for the first time in her life, Nadia was stating her individuality loud and clear, was also, as it were, esthetical, stemming from the abrupt contiguity of those supposedly ignoble words, which were thereby transformed.

			Nadia repeated each pearl of the necklace, this time isolating every word:

			“Yes! Two dykes! One fag! And a pimp!”

			This three-part expression—what’s the word: ternary? triune?—fascinated her. The three ignoble terms fit together like the flowers of a nuptial bouquet, the machmoum, that mothers send to the parents of a young virgin to ask for her hand on their son’s behalf. And so this drooling, writhing word revealed itself, and will further reveal itself, once we know the outcome of Nadia’s joyful outburst, as an inaugural machmoum. Everyone was delighted by Nadia’s audacity, which knocked down barriers like an advancing tank or, just as effectively, a pair of charming pink underwear being dropped, allowing a first view of long-defended and suddenly accessible terrain.

			All four entered that terrain and celebrated the event. The audacious customs agent, Nadia, was radiant. She ordered a round worthy of her rank, a mix of whiskey, cognac, champagne, and…

			“Make sure you don’t forget the gin, the best you have.”

			It was now Nadia’s turn to speak the language of flowers, to Sophia, who since sitting down had already drank three glasses of that liqueur.

			Sophia tenderly arranged Nadia’s rebellious bangs, and placed on her cheek that same kiss of long ago, a kiss that like a rising phoenix again joyfully fluttered across Nadia’s face, its trills reminding her of the taste of forbidden pleasure she had discovered for the first time with this woman who had initiated her. Moved by what he was seeing, Zapata pulled the handsome blond from a cold land toward him, as if to warm him, and placed a kiss on a vein protruding from his neck: one of the four jugulars. The chosen vein tightened like a bow at the influx of wild blood that rose, and happiness kept Ingvar from saying a single word. The world order over which a threat had loomed for a brief lapse of time was restored. Sophia and Nadia were again in love, and the two men were holding one another, like two brothers who looked nothing alike—one dark-haired, chiseled at angles, the other blond, “a mass of shadow and abandon”—but communicating like twins. Rarely had a spontaneous gathering of friends been so extravagant, so debauched, so simultaneously orgiastic and chaste as this one, which brought together these pathetic destinies.

			J. L. Borges also wrote: “Like transgression, life conceals itself, and we have no way of knowing what the important moments are in God’s eyes. Besides, details are always poignant.” Life that conceals itself like transgression. The poignant in the details!

			Perhaps these lines are meant to suggest just that. Between Ingvar and Zapata, between Rose, Sophia, Nadia, and Night Jasmine, whose fate will have been the most poignant?

			To me, even the girl the others consider as “rotten” as they come, Nectarine, is, by merit of her unique, transformative name, a golden fruit, a garden of the Hesperides. And she holds a special place in my heart.

			When Rose nastily told her she’d end up “broken,” alluding to the prince’s enormous penis, Nectarine didn’t lash out. And when Rose, filled with remorse, or more precisely with fear that Spartacus would reveal that he had sodomized her, asked for her forgiveness, Nectarine graciously agreed and kissed Rose without the slightest trace of resentment.

			All this because Nectarine bore her sodomy with pride, with love. She’d have liked to tell the girls, tell Rose, to shout it at them, that there wasn’t a penis in the world yet that could break her into pieces. Nectarine had been relentlessly and savagely sodomized since the age of six. Everywhere she’d worked as a maid, up until the age of fourteen, the young masters—and in some houses, the fathers first of all—had sodomized her (to avoid committing the crime of raping a minor, the only irrefutable proof of which was the loss of one’s virginity, if that). Because that was the only kind of sex she knew, Nectarine was eventually no longer able to even imagine that other kinds existed, and came to enjoy this kind of sex, the sole—she had tried the others—to bring her pleasure, to make her climax and gasp from joy. Now, she wanted to rehabilitate her endured pain, violence, and humiliation, all the powerless refusals, to magnify and relive her experience with voluntary, total, and all-consuming abandon. If she had ever gone to middle school, she would have shouted at the other girls: “My ass is a nectarine, a fruit of Andalucía, an ancient city cursed by heaven and set ablaze. I’m the priestess of the ass-fucked, I’m the Great Sodom, men lose themselves—penis, chest, head, soul—inside of me. I’m the Great Black Hole that imprisons all light that draws near. Inside my hole, my cave, like in the maternal belly, you’ll find the warm womb from which man was expulsed, the paradise he was chased out of. I’m the Black Womb, the sterile womb, where the only flower that has ever blossomed, and always will blossom, is the dark, blazing rose of pleasure.”

			Nectarine, who until puberty had been raped from behind, now wanted to seize hold of the world and bury it alive in the very same spot where it had assaulted and humiliated her. She was aware of this desire; she reveled in it. Within the furthest limits of violence and destitution, she had built herself a kingdom whose gates she left wide open, generously inviting those tempted by the enchantments of the shadowy, immemorial night to enter.

			She didn’t know how to express her rage, generosity, and dark passion with the words used here. She was a maid who had been abruptly transformed into a girl-flower. Those were the two halves of her life, neatly and distinctly sliced in two.

			When a client at the troquet settled on her, having listened in delight to Rose’s comments, Nectarine, upon entering her loge, didn’t even take the time to remove all her clothes. She kicked off her shoes and slid her underwear—black as night, a night without a single star—down her thighs and then her calves, and lay belly down on the bed, hiking up her dress to reveal the sun and the moon. (I’ll note for Nectarine, the long-humiliated maid—to Nectarine, in fact—what Tolstoy wrote about Anna Karenina: “She was enchanting in her simple black dress.” Nectarine’s beauty, however, is a secret beauty, which reveals itself and radiates only when her dress is hiked up in the way it was in that instant.)

			The dazzled client contemplated the splendor of these celestial bodies offered so generously, completely, and imperatively. Before catapulting into the fortress, the night sanctuary, he gave each of the entry doors (the gates) an admiring kiss. Nectarine, the despised girl, the rotten fruit, was saddled by a royal penis, one worthy of her. And despite its vigor and rigor, she was nonetheless the true rider and used her buttocks to alternately whip and stroke her steed, tightening the reins to the point of strangulation, or else allowing it to prance about as it pleased. When the horse, that sublime steed, had reached the deepest of gorges and neighed with joy, the rider was compelled to cry out: “You’re a goddess, Nectarine!”

			Unknowingly, unintentionally, the client had evoked an exclamation from the Jahiliya, the pre-Islamic era when the Arab heavens were still inhabited by goddesses.

			Nectarine wept with joy at such an unrivaled appointment, followed by a declaration of worship. Her tears, mixed with sperm, sweat, and traces of shit, formed a small lake of happiness.

			(The Queen of Sheba, in The Temptation of Saint Anthony, tells the hermit: “And at last my tears made two little holes in the mosaic, like two pools of water among the rocks;—for I love thee!—oh! how I love thee!”)

			Nectarine.
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			Rose had every chance of winning her gamble, meaning that Louisa would be ready before the end of the current lunar month.

			She ordered the younger girl to quench Spartacus’s thirst, in the same way she’d done earlier for the prince. When Louisa, in surprise, said, “But he’s your pimp!” Rose, eyes widening, claws out, responded: “And I’m yours! So are you going to obey me or not?”

			This was said in a tone of feigned harshness, and accompanied by an affectionate wink intended to let Louisa know that the proposition was in fact the best proof of friendship Rose could offer.

			When Nectarine emerged from her loge, accompanied by the valiant client, who placed an appreciative hand on her ass, she saw, without surprise, Louisa heading toward Rose’s loge with Spartacus.

			“You’ve made progress, little Louisa,” she told her, patting her on the butt (coming from Nectarine, that light pat was like a gesture of benediction, blessing the fate still unknown to Louisa and toward which she was heading).

			That night, for the third time, Louisa entered the loge. This number already gives us a hint (the Three Graces! the Three Fates! the Three Muses!) that this new entrance will be far more serious than the previous one.

			Louisa, already accustomed to the loge’s appearance, to its substance and soul, thought, “Soon, I’ll have one of my own too.”

			She couldn’t help but feel a chill when the pimp, as though reading her mind, took her hand and said, “Soon, you’ll have your own loge too, little Louisa. Exactly like this one.”

			Then, abruptly, summoning the deadly ear of wheat from the soil, as he had done before sodomizing Rose against her will, he added, “And I’ll defend your loge, your little palace, with this.”

			Louisa saw the blinding, terrible speed with which the knife blade swept through the air and shivered again. The pimp, removing his shirt, came toward her, chest bare, knife in one hand, and with the other he brushed her lips, fondled her two small breasts, hard as rocks (an experienced connoisseur, he asked, “You dirty?” to which she shyly nodded), and stroked her butt. “I’ll protect your lips, your hard little breasts, your beautiful louz,” he listed off, “with this.”

			He had recited the names of these territories that he would protect as though reciting a litany.

			Then, just as abruptly, he yanked Louisa’s head back and pressed his lips against hers, hands wrapped around her neck and still holding the knife.

			“You’re just a little whore now, but soon you’ll be as big a whore as your friend, the legendary Rose.”

			Louisa felt Spartacus’s penis rise and push against her belly. The pimp picked her up, easily and deliberately, until their genitals reached the same level, the same excitement. Holding her up, her genitals pressed against his, the pimp crushed her lips again, then whispered into the cavity of her mouth: “Whore! Little whore! My little whore!”

			Before expelling his seed into her mouth, the pimp first expelled, like an inaugural mark of appropriation, those words that he hissed like a snake and which he would have liked to slide all the way down her throat, to her esophagus, stomach, and farther still. It was an act of linguistic cannibalism, and Louisa felt dizzy, hanging between heaven and earth, head tilted back. Never had a man treated her with such ardor, such assurance, such violence. This man, this man among men, unzipped his fly, slid his pants down, tossed his knife onto the bed, and, grabbing Louisa by the shoulders, pushed her to the ground with his palms, gently but firmly, as you would with a resistant she-camel. Louisa’s knees hit the floor, and, back arched, she plunged her head into the obscure and abundant underbrush. When the pimp reached orgasm, the jet was so intense that Louisa had that sensation you get when your nose abruptly begins to bleed: an intense wave of heat, immediately followed by the tasteless flow of blood springing from a vein you didn’t feel open. Louisa had that exact same sensation, but in her mouth, and it was white blood, with the acrid smell of almonds, that was already reaching her throat. With the prince, earlier, she had sensed the discharge coming and at the critical moment had time to free her mouth; alternating her two hands like a milkmaid, she had guided the seminal fluid as it spurted out. But during this new fellatio, when the thorn released its milky and acidic sap down her throat and she had wanted to pull away, the pimp, knees trembling, bent over and, holding her neck with one hand and her chin with the other, forced her to drink the chalice to the dregs. When it was done and he released her, Louisa, red and on the verge of choking, spat violently and then rushed to the sink, in which she began to vomit. All the champagne that she had drunk for the first time in her life came back up, mixed with sperm, in a yellowy, acidic, and nauseating liquid. Louisa stuck two fingers down her throat. With a hiccup that shook her entire body, she threw up what remained of her youth. She looked at herself in the mirror with disgust, hatred, and, nonetheless, strange acceptance, thinking: “Whore! You massive whore! Now I can claim to be one.”

			In the mirror, she saw the pimp watching her, on his lips an ineffable smile of contentment but also, at the same time, of strange weariness. The lips were blue, not the ugly, purplish blue of a heavy smoker, but a pure, almost abstract blue, perhaps like that of oxygen extracted from water through electrolysis. “I’m going to be plucked (pimped),” thought Louisa, and she shivered again. She understood now. Her so-called friend Rose was the biggest whore there was; she had deliberately pushed her into the hands, and at the feet, of this killer. She placed Rose, the name of the Rose, in the blazing center of the flower of hate that had suddenly blossomed inside her heart. She washed her mouth, rubbing her teeth and gums until they bled, took a comb, and slowly, meticulously, transformed her bob into a single braid that she pulled back. Her exposed forehead seemed immense to her. She applied what she thought was Rouge Baiser but was in fact a scarlet, bloody red to her lips. “I’ll show that old hag!” The “old hag” was Rose. She, Louisa, had just been born. She was the girl-flower now, in all the splendor of her bloom. She calmly went over to the bed, with the unhesitating gait of a sleepwalker. When she reached the edge, she opened her eyes and grabbed the knife. The icy, bluish blade burned her hands. She closed one palm over the flat of the blade, and an ineffable serenity flowed out, spreading up her hand and overtaking her entire body in successive waves. She was absorbing the essential attribute, after his penis, of her future pimp. “I’m the one who decided this, who decides this,” she whispered to herself. When she turned around and faced Spartacus, she was resplendent with youth, sensuality, hatred, and a strange love, akin to the very refusal of love.

			“I’m taking Rose’s place?”

			This, rather than a question, was a fierce affirmation confidently proffered by Louisa. The pimp nodded yes, without a word. He still had the same smile, both happy and weary, in the corner of his mouth. Louisa handed him the knife. The slight, odd smile disappeared, and the pimp asked, almost in a whisper:

			“Where do you want me to mark you?”

			Louisa lifted her dress and slipped her underwear to the side, exposing part of one buttock.

			“There! People always ask me to louz when I dance. So, go on, my…darling, mark your louz.”

			(This is the first and last time that Louisa used that insipid and tender word. Afterwards, like Rose, when talking about Spartacus, she’ll say “my man.”)

			Like a horticulturist making an incision in the branch of an almond tree, the pimp made an incision in her flesh so the girl-flower could bloom. He had already slid her underwear farther down, exposing her entire buttock. (The tampon had fallen to the ground, completely bloody, as though Louisa was a virgin deflowered that instant. With bitter irony, she thought, “My wedding night,” and watched without surprise as the pimp gallantly leaned over on her behalf to pick up the emir’s dinars and, indifferent to their stains and odor, slipped them into his pocket.)

			And so Spartacus made an incision in her flesh, a single, diagonal line, from the tender spot where the hillock the color of golden wheat began to the warm, palpable night of the furrow. A parabola of blood spurted from the soft and fertile mound. Quickly, the pimp lifted Louisa and set her on the bed. Using alcohol, gauze, and talcum powder, he stopped the eruption of blood (anyone who interrupted them in this moment would have taken Louisa for a large baby being cleaned by her older brother—maybe the two children are orphans?—before her diaper change).

			“There you go! You see, it’s not so terrible. And now, you’re not sweet little Louisa anymore, but a big girl. You’re a whore, a real one. This loge is yours from now on; I’m going to drop Rose.”

			Still flat on her stomach, elbows on the bed, Louisa turned her radiant oval face toward the pimp and said, “More like it’s she who dropped you.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			The pimp was stunned. The new girl-flower had only just been marked and was already showing a stunning sense of intuition.

			“She pushed me at you so she could get her freedom. That’s why I suggested, voluntarily, that you mark me. I’ve been wanting this moment for a long time, but because of my friendship with Rose, I didn’t want to make the first move.”

			The pimp, surprised, was nonetheless flattered and thrilled to hear this confession. Everything was turning out to be so simple, so natural! Narcissistic, he nonetheless asked, “So you liked me, my little almond blossom?”

			“Of course, you magnificent bastard!”

			A new pimp/girl-flower pair had been formed through this brief and affectionate exchange, a pairing as inescapable as the gravitational pull that imprisons, and subjugates, those bodies predestined to become planets around a sun.

			When Spartacus and Louisa returned to the bar area, smiling like betrotheds of the same age, all the girls knew that the grand event that marked their lives (their second birth: the accession to the state of girl-flower) had just occurred for Louisa. One by one, they stood to wish her well and kiss her. Nectarine, the most sensitive, couldn’t help shedding a tear, like a mother marrying off her youngest daughter before her oldest. Though if Nectarine had known the spot on her body that Louisa had chosen to celebrate her wedding night, she would have felt legitimate jealousy, judging it to be the usurpation of a blazon that was, inarguably, rightfully hers.

			When Spartacus told Rose, “Move over, old weed,” she knew she was finally free. But strangely, now that this liberation to which she had so aspired was real, and, moreover, of her own doing, she felt her heart tighten as if from a snake bite. She stood, pale and trembling, to cede her place to the new chosen one. She and Spartacus kissed on the cheek, like two old lovers who, though still in love, nonetheless realize that all they’re doing is tearing each other apart and decide to break up while promising to remain friends. With equal tenderness and affection, Rose kissed her former friend (for she knew that she had no hope of maintaining her friendship with Louisa). She whispered a final farewell:

			“You’ll go far, Louisa. But forgive me, please forgive me.”

			Louisa, cruel (for her bloodred lipstick and huge, recently unveiled forehead indeed gave her a voluptuous and cruel air), burst into laughter and bellowed out:

			“For what, you crazy bitch?”

			The prince understood nothing of the drama unfolding before him. And yet it was the end of a reign, the accession of a new sovereign to the throne. Imagine his astonishment when the flamboyant Rose, the flower he had wanted to “eat,” the girl he’d been yearning for since the beginning of the night (midnight), curled up against him, gentle and beseeching like an abused dog. Whereas the little lamb she had offered him earlier, with the aperitif, like an amuse-bouche, a sort of appetizer before the true feast, the magnum opus—which, for the prince, was none other than Rose; though, as we know, the hermetic mysteries will always remain, for man, an alchemy governed by providence—had transformed into a lioness. Spartacus, with whom the prince had been thick as thieves earlier, had chosen a seat far from him, and his transformation was no less stunning.

			“What’s going on, beautiful?” the prince tenderly asked Rose, whose auroral glow had suddenly dimmed, as though she had just entered the long winter.

			“Nothing, my emir, really,” she replied, kissing his hands like the slaves of his harem did.

			It was as if, now that Rose’s cicatrice was no longer recognized, an ancient, gaping wound had reopened in its place, draining Rose of her blood, her beauty, her spirit. The prince was repulsed, and struggled to understand the reasons for this sudden, inexplicable eclipse.

			“What cloud has cast its shadow over your soul, my moon?”

			Once again, platonic, chivalric pre-Islamic poetry coursed through the veins of the prince, struck and overcome by pity.

			O flower of cities…

			Fairuz’s voice thundered out—inaudible, nonexistent, resounding:

			We will erase the barbarians’ footprints…

			Rose was the only one listening to the song that contained all the nostalgia in the world.

			

			—

			For the first time, Night Jasmine was sleeping with her baby in her arms. The exterminating angel that had appeared in her nightmare was fast asleep, its pink lips still moist with milk wrapped around the tip of her breast, fertile once again. From time to time, its lips would instinctively close and begin an irregular, unconscious suckling motion, as though blessed with autonomous life. Night Jasmine, eyes wide open and glued to the ceiling, was deep in unfathomable thoughts. As she descended further into these thoughts, as if down a well, she saw, aghast, the very face of despair descending from the ceiling to meet her.

			“Whore! Criminal! Infanticide!”

			The hairs on her head pricked up. It was as if the night’s invisible ghosts were reading her mind and echoing her thoughts in every corner of the bedroom.

			With a shiver, she realized that it was her old mother dreaming out loud. Night Jasmine rose and walked with the sleepwalker’s determined step.
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			In the Numidian tongue, one has several choices when referring to a knife: mouss, janoui, sakkine, khoudmi, janwiya…

			Once, I heard that last option used by a young murderer, but in a diminutive form—jniwiya—which normally suggests a knife with a very short blade, the kind some keep on their key rings. But the knife the murderer was talking about (“You know the one, she’s always on me,” he confided to a fellow prisoner, because the diminutive jniwiya is feminine) was as enormous and merciless as a butcher’s cleaver. The young murderer then added, in a cynical, odious tone, truly an insult to the victim’s memory: “When I shoved her into that son of a bitch’s belly, he went ‘Aah!’ and his ‘utensils’ (intestines) started spilling out.”

			The young murderer’s voice was low, drawling, strangely and unbelievably gentle. It was as if he was chanting a psalm, a fairy tale perhaps, or a dream. He described the slaughter without the slightest trace of remorse. (Meanwhile I was wondering what the rest of us sad, bottle-loving night souls were doing in this cell in the basement of a police station, squeezed in one on top of the other on hard, wet cement beside a dark, rank hole, which anyone who wanted to relieve himself could reach only by climbing over our bodies.)

			This was the night that, during the discussion of various knife names and sizes, one victim of the roundup (which had been sudden, unpredictable, and irrational—or, on the contrary, dictated by the coldest, most cynical, and most perverse kind of rationality—and had haphazardly assembled, for one night, murderers, crooks, thieves, unauthorized street peddlers, farm boys new to the city and already on their way to homelessness, and late-night strays returning well after hours) uttered, in reference to knives, a country word that gleamed in the dark: “sboula.” The word spurted out, luminous, into that miserable night reeking of urine, fear, and degradation. Sboula means ear, as in an ear of wheat. When it’s still green, but puffy and already dusted with imperceptible golden powder; a mid-April ear.

			In that night’s discussion, sboula—a word whose intrinsic magic, hope, and trust can be felt, viscerally felt, only by those who live off the earth, by country folk—referred to an instrument of death: an ear of wheat dripping with blood. A knife is designated by the vegetal, innocent term of sboula only once it has been used to kill. (What ancient, bloody, and now forgotten peasant revolt could have forged this metaphor that bestows such tragic and bloodied poetry upon an ear of wheat?)

			That same night, I realized that Numidian society, my society, to ward off violence and death, which are so freely dealt, frequently uses words that most irresistibly evoke life.

			Cancer, for example. The inhabitants of one region, when talking about this disease, say: “The bird!” (An ominous bird picking through human innards, like the mythological eagle gnawing at chained Prometheus’s liver.) As for the obscure and violent forces that strike the epileptic, plunging them into convulsive contortions, we use words that mean “the brothers,” or else “the winds.”

			In addition to a deadly knife, the word sboula also designates the male sexual organ, when that organ is of considerable size. When speaking of the generously endowed, his close friends will say in admiration, placing one hand at the inner crook of their elbow, which they will extend toward you, “You wouldn’t believe the sboula on him!”

			Could it be that, in the Numidian mind, the male organ is irreversibly connected to violence, blood, and death?

			At the very beginning of this story, I explained that we use the word Nouar, flowers, to refer to syphilis. And I didn’t make up the expression “cicatrixes.” These girls whose bodies are marked by knife scars truly exist, as does the expression that refers to them. In most cases, they are ugly, terribly common girls, who’ve known hunger, beatings, rape. Prison, too. And pimps.

			These pages, needless to say, are dedicated to them.

			Rather than receiving their scars at night in some black (bleak) alley, following a pathetic quarrel ignited in the fiery drunkenness brought on by foul wine (or sometimes simply wood alcohol), I wanted the cruel and degrading cicatrice to be accompanied by ceremony, by solemn ritual. I wanted the prettiest girls, the girl-flowers, to win them, like winning a war medal, like entering a prestigious and exclusive knighthood that pins a distinctive blazon on the bodies of its brethren.

			The names of these flowers—for it was into flowers that I wanted to transform these girls—wasn’t hard for me to find, to attribute to them, in the Numidian tongue.

			My mother tongue.
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			Whereas the prince, suddenly overcome with pity, was playing the courtly knight and resurrecting an ancient, inaugural poeticism, asking Rose, “What cloud has cast its shadow over your soul, my moon?” Sophia’s mental and emotional state was quite different when her silhouette once again appeared in the doorway to the troquet. She was accompanied by the guests of the improvised gathering that had taken place in the Cupola. When Sophia saw a transformed Louisa reigning beside Spartacus—a happy dagger to her heart—as Rose leaned her head against the prince’s shoulder, a glass of red wine in her hand, eyes dazed, she was overcome with rapture. The girl who had referred to her as a female dog only a few hours earlier was now huddled up like a beaten little puppy.

			One of the evening’s guests, Ingvar, was missing. As for Nadia, this was the first time she’d landed upon these shores.

			One bothersome, serious even, setback had prevented the happy group from staying inside the Cupola. The mood had been euphoric, the pairings the most harmonious one could imagine, when Ingvar suddenly felt a pressing need. He rose and said with a laugh:

			“Excuse me, I need to make a ph one call.”

			Zapata wanted to tell him he could use the bar telephone, but he understood, from the Dane’s expressive gestures, that he had risen for an entirely different reason. Suspicious, and worried about letting this beautiful creature venture alone into dangerous terrain—the public restroom—Zapata offered to go along, but Ingvar reassured him.

			“Don’t worry, dear. I’m not visiting Emperor Vespasian’s marvelous vases so I can go cruising. Just, you know…”

			And again, as this beautiful creature was prone to do, he made an expressive gesture, verging on vulgar. But Zapata, who didn’t share that assessment, merely shrugged and commented: “Funny little fag, isn’t he.”

			Sophia and Nadia laughed, a vulgar laugh as well, a whore’s laugh (one of the most complex of human laughs, though observers tend to superficially retain only the vulgar component).

			Nadia whispered to Sophia, “If you had seen that Dane’s sboula!”

			Sophia asked, “And it didn’t bother you?”

			“It did!” admitted Nadia, whose face darkened, fleetingly, like a summer moon in a splendid sky over which an invisible, furtive cloud casts its shadow.

			“You need to circumcise your wife,” Sophia told Zapata.

			“No point,” he replied with a burst of laughter. “He told me that when he’s confirmed as a baron, he’ll undergo an operation where they’ll cut off his d—and b—”

			The two young women let out simultaneous high-pitched, horrified exclamations.

			“I swear that’s what he told me. After which, we’ll live as husband and wife.”

			Suddenly, Nadia became pensive. Ever since Ingvar had excused himself and the conversation had taken this lighthearted but still inherently tragic turn, she had been feeling an inexplicable and intensifying discomfort, which she was trying to dissipate through laughter. Now all euphoria had abandoned her. She felt a poignant sense of pity for Ingvar, urgent and inexplicable concern too. Suddenly, she saw the captain who had tasked her earlier with searching “the woman” cross the airport terminal. He had placed a black hat on his head, and thick glasses the same color over his eyes, and was pretending to be guided by a cane, like a blind man. He was clearly heading to the bathroom located on the basement level, and was holding a leash wrapped around the neck not of a guide dog but of one of those massive beasts from the customs desk that specialize in detecting drugs. In fact, it was the dog that allowed Nadia to identify the captain, unrecognizable in his disguise.

			“Oh God!” she cried out, bringing a hand to her heart.

			Then, turning suddenly to Zapata, she asked him in a voice trembling with worry:

			“Did your friend say anything to you? He isn’t carrying drugs on him?”

			Zapata, still euphoric, was about to respond yes but suddenly remembered that Nadia, dyke though she may have been, was still a customs agent, a representative of order; he suspected a trap and scowled:

			“No, he didn’t say anything. Just because he’s a fag doesn’t mean he’s carrying drugs.”

			Nadia didn’t believe Zapata. She had noticed that he was about to answer her question in the affirmative but had changed his mind at the last minute.

			“Quick! Let’s get out of here.”

			Zapata and Sophia exchanged questioning glances about Nadia’s reaction, but without giving them time to wonder further, she hurriedly grabbed her bag and yelled that they needed to leave as soon as possible.

			“Quick! I’ll explain after.”

			They tore down the stairs, crossed the terminal, and headed to the airport exit. Nadia had already hailed a taxi, which swallowed up the trio.

			As the car was about to take off, behind the glass door leading into the airport, they saw the captain, now hatless, his fake cane folded under his arm. He was advancing victoriously, his body shackled—better: manacled—to that of Ingvar, whose right wrist was cuffed to his left.

			(“Manacle”; which translates literally to “little hand.” Ingvar’s. How could that monstrous captain put a manacle around that precious hand?)

			Once in the bathroom, Ingvar had removed the drug he told Zapata was called Ecstasy from his intimate and perverse hiding spot. Instead of entering one of the stalls and locking himself inside, he couldn’t resist—as was to be expected—the temptation to water the fabulous imperial vases, the source of countless sensual reminiscences for him. The police dog, coming down the aisle where the irresistible vases were mournfully aligned, sprang at the Dane with a wild leap that almost knocked over its master. If the captain hadn’t stopped the beast at the last minute, it would have accomplished, in the surgeon’s place, the delicate operation that, according to Zapata, the Dane would have undergone after his confirmation as baron.

			When they arrived downtown, after getting out of the taxi, Nadia categorically assured her companions that if the captain had arrested the Dane, it was because he quite certainly had been carrying drugs on his person. She stopped a moment, index finger on her chin, eyes wide, and suddenly burst out:

			“That’s it! I know where he hid them.”

			Zapata, who already knew, was surprised that Nadia had guessed.

			“As soon as I saw it, I suspected,” continued Nadia, worked up, “but I didn’t want to pull back his foreskin. Ah! If I’d known!”

			Zapata, reassured by Nadia’s words and behavior, confirmed her intuition. They explained the situation to Sophia, who raised her arms to the sky, then let them drop.

			“In all my life as a dyke, I’ve never heard of such a thing!”

			Nadia took Sophia’s hand, their fingers intertwining. She craved protection, and safety, for she sensed a threat looming over her life, which had until then appeared unassailable. And also, she had the feeling that she had lost something important, precious even.

			“My God! What a hell of a mess,” she lamented. “Such a handsome guy, and so nice!”

			Sophia, a true dyke, knew that Nadia’s Sapphic leanings weren’t absolute, irreversible. She could easily see her falling in love with the Dane, or another man.

			“Did you like him, Nady?”

			Sophia was already using past tense when referring to Ingvar, because in her mind, things were clear. After a more or less long stay in some damp jail, where he would wade through fjords of piss—does anyone know where the joy and the misery promised us are hiding on this earth?—the Dane would be sent back to his country. For her, it was as though he (the Scandinavian dream) had never existed. The same will be true for us as well. Our consolation is that in the end, his body won’t satiate the Numidian eagle’s thirst. In the vivid, baroque poetry of the ancient Vikings, “satiate the eagle” refers to a warrior’s death in a distant land, his body presumed abandoned and given up to scavenging birds of prey.

			Ingvar will gently vanish behind a thickening mist, which will carry him on its wings to the land of his savage ancestors.

			Then a final show of affection from Nadia, who, after a prolonged moment of daydreaming, responded to Sophie’s question with a sigh: “Yes. I liked him, a lot actually. Ah! this world is such a mess, Sophie.”

			This is when Zapata the pimp, the sage, stepped in, seeing the two overcome young women, with Nadia almost on the cusp of tears. He was overcome too, but differently, by Ingvar’s submersion by the Numidian night.

			“Nady!” (He also called Nadia by the shortened version of her name. This sudden and spontaneous use of diminutives betrays the state of nerves, and of shared commiseration, that has a firm hold on our characters.) “Nady, you’re like a sister to us now. Tonight, we’ll drink our asses off, and tomorrow…Well! Tomorrow, it’ll be a new day.”

			What response was there to these words of wisdom incarnate?

			For the first time since they had met, Nadia felt a fondness for Zapata. He guided the two young women into two or three suitable bars, where they got drunk off gin. Zapata had told them:

			“We’re going to paint the town red, ladies.”

			(Normally, for Zapata, and for many night souls, such an endeavor would conclude in the greasy spoons adjoining the city’s slaughterhouses, with a meal of steamed lamb head. But tonight…)

			Winking at Sophia, Zapata had added for Nadia’s benefit:

			“And then, we’ll take you to our bar, our magical troquet, our palace of the Thousand and One Nights. It’s magnificent, you’ll see. It attracts princes.”

			“But I’m not a whore!” protested Nadia. “I don’t care about your princes.”

			Then, regretting her words, which might have hurt Sophia, she quickly added:

			“Oh, Sophia! That’s not what I meant to say. You know that you’re the first girl I ever loved, and that I love you now, as much as I did on the day we met.”

			“Of course, my sweet Nady. You’re right to say that you’re not a whore. I am. To each their own destiny.”

			Zapata the sage interjected again:

			“Come on! Whore or not, pimp or not, we’re brother and sisters now. Let’s throw back a few more gins before we go to our palace.”

			And for a second and decisive time that night, bold words again took flight from Nadia’s lips, suggesting that Zapata join their lovemaking:

			“And then on to seventh heaven…as brother and sisters!”

			“You’re beautiful, Nady, an angel.”

			Zapata passionately pressed his lips against the cool, wet nest from which the audacious bird had taken flight. Sophia embraced Nadia in turn and, even more fiercely and passionately than Zapata, buried her lips in the warm nest, slipping in her subtle, expert tongue.

			“You’re beautiful, Nadia…You’re as beautiful as a flower!”

			Turning toward Zapata, Sophia said in a conspiratorial tone, “Isn’t that right, Zapata, that she’s a flower, my beautiful Nadia, my rose?”

			Zapata was facing a peer, a pimp who had taken the guise of (let’s use this word for the first time) a lesbian. Diplomatically, the pimp—the real one—half agreed:

			“Yes, Sophia, Nadia is a flower, our flower. Here’s to watching her blossom.”

			Their glasses, covered with a slight mist, like morning dew, clinked together.

			Before such youth and grace, the owner of this seemly bar and the customers who had voluntarily doomed themselves to sad, dreary respectability were starting to feel shocked. Zapata understood that the time had come to head to the troquet of perdition, where everything mixed together, conflated, where perdition itself took on the guise of innocence.

			Arm in arm, the joyful trio made their way, skipping beneath a light, almost matinal drizzle, to the troquet where a dramatic regime change had just taken place.
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			The euphoric group’s arrival revived the evening, which was starting to stall, especially after Rose’s “extinction.”

			Louisa, though dazzling as the young sovereign who had just ascended the throne, didn’t yet have enough authority, expertise, or flamboyance to truly become the vibrant heart, the blinding rose of the bed of girl-flowers.

			She hadn’t yet acquired certain known, codified behaviors noted by all the girls as soon as they appeared. For example, when Rose wanted to listen to the famous Fairuz cassette, all the girls understood that she was alerting them to a temporary “absence” of indeterminate duration (once it lasted the whole night, during which all that could be heard in the troquet was the singer’s voice rising, like a nocturnal choir in a meditative church). If one of the girls attempted to speak to Rose in these moments, her neighbor would elbow her, then whisper:

			“Shh! She’s traveling!”

			If another girl, fresh as a (Numidian) daisy, insisted on trying to talk to Rose, all the other girls, irate, would yell at her in unison:

			“Can’t you see she’s traveling? Wait until she comes back.”

			There was also the gradation of her neckline, and the way in which her breasts were subsequently displayed—pushed to the surface, split to burst, or the opposite, explosively pressed together; fruit and weapon, as I’ve mentioned—which revealed the state of tension, of radiation, in Rose’s body. When she was in her impure state, which invariably lasted three days—like the conventional duration of the hospitality one is obliged to show a passing traveler who requests it in the name of God—each impure day (frenzy-inducing for her clients, who would then transform into dogs or bees) was signaled by a djellaba of a different color. Black the first day, as though Rose was beginning a period of mourning; dark red the second, which indicated that the blood flower blossoming in the warm and shadowy copse of her body was at its most intense bloom; finally, pale saffron on the third and last day. The lunar host would then resume its cycle, as the monthly flower exuded its final fragrances.

			It’s therefore possible to compile a catalogue of actions and gestures, of colors and fabrics, hairstyles, shoes worn, the ways in which Rose described sex with her most recent client, which, if you wanted to make an exhaustive list, would alone require an entire book. A book or better yet a song: “Rose’s Song.” (Or quite simply, as these gestures and rites represent Rose’s very essence, the sober title “ROSE,” like the two songs of the Song of Songs, named after their respective heroines: “Ruth” and “Esther.”)

			Sophia, now reunited with Nadia, was no longer angry with the withered Rose. Her plan, to rip the flower from her stem, had come to fruition naturally, on its own. Nadia, transfigured by the gin—whose pronunciation inevitably evokes the Arab word “djinn,” or devil. We can therefore just as easily say that Nadia was transfigured by the devil. And if we recall the role played by genever in Camus’s The Fall, we won’t be surprised in the least by Nadia’s impeding fall—had joyfully accepted Sophia’s suggestion. Both girls stood and headed to Sophia’s loge. Their sexual relationship had sprouted in a grim institutional space: a screening room near the customs desk. It was written that it would take flight and blossom fully in a spot just as grim, and just as emblematic: the loge of a unique girl-flower.

			For this fall—these falls—in Numidia, in a sunlit Amsterdam, how can I resist the urge to quote this passage from Camus’s novel:

			
				[Those ladies] perfume themselves with spices. You go inside, they close the curtains and the ship sets sail. The gods come down on the naked bodies and the islands are cast deliriously adrift, crowned with a tousled mop of palm trees tossed by the wind. Try it, do.

			

			Sophia and Nadia entered the loge. They locked the door, closed the curtains. Try, not to enter, but to imagine…

			Dawn’s peaceful sweetness began to spread imperceptibly through the troquet that was now gently drifting and pitching. Taking advantage of this moment of respite, the two pimps, at this dying hour of the night, decided to compare notes. They isolated themselves in a sort of monastic cell adjoining the last loge, in which they made their most important decisions.

			Zapata began: “So it’s done? For Louisa?”

			“Yes.”

			The two pimps exchanged a virile handshake and toasted. From here on, Louisa was an untouchable for Zapata. He would have to defend her like his sister, like his own girl-flower, in the absence of her master, Spartacus. Zapata asked about the location of the invisible scar.

			“On her ass. Her left cheek,” clarified Spartacus, knowing that in any case, Louisa’s body was off-limits to his peer. He proudly added, “She picked the spot herself.”

			“That Louisa, she chose well. Her louz is one of the nicest a girl could ask for, and even a full-grown woman.”

			Spartacus, flattered by the praise the ass(ets) of his new girl, his new flower, had garnered from this expert gardener, thanked him. Zapata asked what would become of Rose, but Spartacus didn’t want to tell him that she was now free. For a new potential scar-giver. He merely said:

			“She’s rotten.”

			“You’re kidding?!”

			“Not a bit. And actually she’s the one who asked me to fuck her like that. After that, I decided to drop her.”

			Zapata didn’t believe that at all, but he approved of his friend’s decision and said, with a look of disgust: “Those whores all like it the same.”

			Disgusted, the two pimps toasted again. Abruptly, one idea leading to another, Spartacus added:

			“But think about those Americans! They went and ass-fucked the moon herself. The Earth wasn’t enough.”

			“Yeah,” agreed Zapata, “but you’re behind the times. Now they want to do the same thing to Mars, the red planet.” Then, mind wandering, he added: “Do they have seasons up there? Spring?”

			Spartacus replied that he couldn’t care less. After this brief incursion into the solar system, the two pimps served themselves another round and got down to business.

			Spartacus: “The Dane didn’t show up?”

			Zapata, surprised that Spartacus knew about him, replied: “He did. But the faggot was carrying drugs and he got picked up. We barely got away.”

			“And that chick that you and Sophia brought with you, who is she?”

			“A customs agent.”

			Zapata succinctly told Spartacus about that evening’s eventful episode.

			“You think we can scar her?”

			“She already has a pimp.”

			Spartacus twitched in his chair and automatically hiked up his large, studded black leather belt.

			“What son of a bitch is hunting on our turf?”

			“Sophia.”

			Spartacus burst out laughing. Zapata, completely serious, explained the state and nature of the relationship between Sophia and Nadia.

			“They’re fucking in seventh heaven as we speak.”

			Spartacus spat on the ground.

			“The world is ass-backwards! Some of the girls acting like pimps, while the rest, more and more of them, only want to be taken from behind. Ugh! Soon enough, Nectarine will be the queen of the girl-flowers.”

			“Yeah. The end of the world is near, for sure.”

			Despite their cynicism, the two pimps were as superstitious as two old ladies. They drank to the end of the world. Drawing near, like the bottom of the bottle.

			Suddenly, Spartacus was seized by a fit of hysterical laughter.

			“What’s with you?”

			“Do you know the story of the fqih?”

			Here we go again, thought Zapata. He knew the story of the fqih. He knew a thousand stories about fqihs, including the one Spartacus was about to tell him, for the millionth time, all while asking him if he knew it. It was always like this when they were sitting around a bottle and the bottom was drawing near. Zapata valiantly replied, “No, I don’t know it.” He settled comfortably into his seat, put his feet up on the table, closed his eyes, and tried to come up with a new story about fqihs, even more unbelievable than the ones he knew already. Spartacus had already begun.

			It’s the middle of Ramadan and a young man goes to see a fqih and tells him, “Venerable fqih, I have sinned. I broke my fast at midday, on purpose.” “It can happen to anyone,” says the understanding fqih.” He adds, “Do you know what you have to do, my son? Fast for sixty days in a row, or feed sixty beggars for a day.” The young sinner, of course, opts for the second penance, but then clarifies, “Fqih, I didn’t just eat, I also…fornicated.” “God is merciful,” replies the fqih. “Feed sixty beggars and ask for God’s forgiveness.” “The only thing, fqih, is that I was drunk, too.” “Ah! Now that’s a bit much, but God’s mercy is infinite, my son. Do as I tell you: feed sixty beggars, and pray day and night, as you ask forgiveness from your creator.” “It’s just that there’s one more thing, venerable fqih.” (The venerable fqih starts to fidget.) “Because I was drunk, I didn’t have relations with a woman, but with a…”

			Serene and unflappable until then, the venerable fqih pales and, thinking he misheard, asks, “What are you saying, son?”

			“It’s the sad truth, kind and venerable fqih. He was so beautiful that I thought I was sodomizing a young woman. It was afterwards that I realized it wasn’t a young woman, but an ephebe as beautiful as an angel; apologies, fqih, I meant to say as the devil.”

			The fqih spits three times. Then, pale, his eyes bulging, a madman’s smile on his face, he tells the young sinner who confused the sexes, and angels with devils:

			“No, no, no, son. Now you’ve gone too far. I’d even say that you crossed the line. So here’s what I can tell you. Go ask forgiveness from God in person, and if he, in his infinite mercy, forgives you, then you can come back and sodomize me next, at midday during Ramadan.”

			Spartacus, his story concluded, started laughing demonically. Zapata, spooked, emerged from his daydreaming. He pretended to laugh. A laugh rang out from his throat, loud, but brief and abrupt as a cough. The two pimps sank into a sadness born of despair.

			“It really is the end of the world,” said Spartacus.

			“Yeah,” confirmed Zapata.

			The bottom of the bottle gleamed dry.

			“We need to watch out,” said Spartacus, “what with your Dane locked up. What was his name again?”

			“Harald,” lied Zapata.

			“Well! And that dyke customs agent who now knows where we operate. We’ll need to lay low for a while.”

			“That’s what I was going to suggest,” said Zapata. “I’ll take Night Jasmine and we’ll hide out for a few days.”

			“Me too. With Rose.”

			Out of habit, Spartacus had said the name of his former slave. He corrected himself:

			“I mean with Louisa.”

			“It’s too bad! The new girl-flower’s just arrived and now you have to hide her away. It’s like we’ve gone back to the Jahiliya.”

			“C’mon! Now’s no time for poetry, Zapa.”

			“You’re right.”

			Carrying all the weight of a damned world on their young shoulders, the two pimps returned to the bar area, faces grim.

			Apart from Rose, still prostrate in the prince’s lap, they saw that all the other girls, despite their orgiastic evening, or thanks to it, boasted radiant faces. Nadia, looking as though she had always lived in this place of perdition, was languorously stretched out, body supple as a vine, in the arms of Sophia, who was whispering words that were surely as exquisite and impassioned as those of the poetess of Lesbos. Nectarine was still burning with all the fires of the Sodom she had rebuilt that night, for her and a worshipper overflowing with gratitude. Louisa, in all the glory of her recent accession, stood and walked majestically toward Spartacus. Amid this blissful mood, Zapata felt alone and thought of Night Jasmine, whom he would soon rejoin, to together find a temporary hideout. He was about to suggest that Spartacus and Louisa accompany him when he heard someone say his name at the troquet entrance. He turned around and saw a young teenage boy, whose face wasn’t entirely unfamiliar to him but which he couldn’t identity for the moment, speaking animatedly to the headwaiter.

			Then Zapata saw the waiter turn pale and look at him with a face painted in shock and horror. In the dawn yet to be illuminated by a single ray of light, Zapata suddenly recognized the messenger.

			But this dawn messenger, Semite though he was, wasn’t the bearer of good news.
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			Should we now refer to Night Jasmine as Night Monster? Night Butcher? We’ll leave that to the evening papers, which, let’s wager, will rise to the task, and show even more imagination than us, in naming the massacre committed by Night Jasmine before she took her own life by slicing a jugular. For the moment, the young teenage boy whom Zapata recognized, his eyes wild, and unaware that it was Night Jasmine who had slit her mother’s throat and strangled her baby before killing herself, kept repeating:

			“Blood! All that blood! It was like walking into a slaughterhouse.”

			A shoeshine by trade, the boy was friends with Night Jasmine, and he was the one, going upstairs as he did every morning to ask Night Jasmine’s mother if she had any errands for him to run, who discovered the carnage. He had been about to rush to the nearest police station when he abruptly reconsidered. An atavistic distrust of the police, the most widespread sentiment in Numidian society, already rising inside him, curbed his initial impulse. He then thought of Zapata, the nature of whose relationship with Night Jasmine he was aware, and ran, eyes blinded by tears, to the troquet where he thought he’d have a good chance of finding the pimp. He was right and, after telling the headwaiter what he’d discovered, repeated to Zapata:

			“Night Jasmine, her baby, her mother…all of them! So much blood…”

			In shock at this news, and unable to utter a single word, Zapata then heard a bestial scream, immediately followed by another one, equally inhuman. Spartacus was writhing on the bar floor, screaming with pain, like he too had just been butchered.

			When she heard the dire news brought by the dawn messenger, Rose had abruptly emerged from her daze and, without a moment’s thought, grabbed the bottle of red wine within reach, smashed it against the table, and, holding the neck of the bottle suddenly transformed into a terrible weapon, dug its sharp, serrated edge into Spartacus’s eye, pushing as hard as she could while also twisting. This savage act had occurred at lightning speed. In the same way you’d remove the yolk of a soft-boiled egg with a spoon, Rose, following her savage, sudden motion, used the dangerously flared half of the bottle to scoop up one bloody, ripped-out eye, which slid along the glass interior and encrusted itself deep in the bottle neck, like a horrific cork.

			As Spartacus writhed on the ground, screaming and battling the pain streaking his now gaping eye socket with lashes of fire, Zapata grabbed Rose’s hand with an iron grip, forcing her to drop the terrifying weapon.

			“You whore! You rotten fucking cunt!”

			Zapata, enraged, saliva dribbling, began Rose’s demolition. Holding her by the hair, he forced her head down, then, with a knee to the face, forced it back up. At this first blow, Rose felt her nose shatter and blood spurt out in a fast-flowing jet. The second blow, delivered in the same manner, hit her chin, and at the third, she felt her teeth begin to move in her mouth. Suddenly, as blood continued to spurt from her nose and now her mouth, with Rose expecting to spit out all her teeth at the next blow, a terrible knee to the stomach took her breath away. The floor gave way beneath her feet, her breathing stopped, but Zapata didn’t allow her to collapse; he was holding her up, still by the hair. No longer able to breathe, and her only wish to close her eyes and sink into the bottomless well that had suddenly opened beneath her feet, Rose felt an agonizing, burning bite in her belly. That stab provoked a violent gasp, freed her airway, and brought the stunned realization that the only reason she was breathing again and could again feel the ground beneath her feet was so she would be aware of the end befalling her. Like the bloodied ear of wheat used by Spartacus to threaten her, on the night of the Great Fall that was coming back to her in a flash, though it seemed so distant now, as if it had happened in another world or another life, Zapata also possessed a deadly sword, a sboula, only this one was lodged in her belly.

			“Take a look at your ‘utensils,’ slut! Take a good look, you fucking whore! This is your last hurrah.”

			Like the young murderer that night at the police station, chanting like a psalm the crime he had committed, Zapata was describing the massacre he was carrying out, and this too resembled the chanting of a psalm, bolstering him in his hatred and his vengeful undertaking. A pimp, one of his peers, Spartacus, was writhing on the ground in front of him, crying and moaning like a little girl. Zapata withdrew the knife with a swift motion, then again, violently, slashed his victim’s belly, this time crosswise. And this time, Rose’s guts exited en masse, and she could finally collapse, her insides preceding her, onto the ground next to her former pimp. He had the strength left to extend both hands, and in the final glimmer of awareness that remained to her, Rose understood that Spartacus was strangling her. She was almost grateful to him. What she so painfully desired—to close her eyes and allow herself to fall into the soft gossamer of the bottomless well—was about to happen. But her body, obeying its own logic, jerked, her feet spasmed, her eyes widened dramatically, almost leaving their sockets. The body needed to breathe, and it was doing so through the only bodily exits, the only orifices—the stigmata—that remained available. Her guts flowed across the floor in a surge of piss, blood, and shit.

			“We’re the shit on top of which you girl-flowers bloom.”

			Did Rose, as her insides poured out—her flower-body wilting, losing its petals—remember that metaphor used long ago by her man when she had called him a piece of shit? Now, like two frenzied insects in a fetid puddle secreted by their own bodies, he, once the unyielding pimp, and she, the former dawn rose, lay side by side in a final hateful and fatal coupling. Spartacus finally understood that it was over and loosened his grip. In the same instant, he sensed a new, salty taste in his mouth, which wasn’t blood: he realized that he was crying. From the one eye he had left. The other, a surrealistic cork embedded in the bottle neck, was staring at him. Already glazed over, like a sheep’s eyes on Aid El Kebir, just a few moments after its head has been cut off and carelessly flung far from the body to which it was attached, by the indifferent butcher.

			Spartacus let out a bestial cry. His head again wracked by pain, without mercy.

			

			—

			Zapata had “plucked” Night Jasmine. Her best friend, Rose, when she heard the dire news brought by the dawn messenger—the young shoeshine boy—had savagely attacked Spartacus to avenge Night Jasmine, and enucleated him. Why Spartacus? Rose had acted without a moment’s thought. Quite simply, and unfortunately for him, Spartacus was the closest to her, at the moment the young shoeshine boy told Zapata of the tragedy that had occurred.

			Though, even if Rose acted on an entirely spontaneous and blind impulse, deep down, she was guided by something, by an awareness inside of her, which never surfaced, was never expressed in words, but that lurked like an obscure force, a desire, a vital instinct. The cicatrixes couldn’t live out their strange loves, which were in fact refusals of Love itself, except by burying, as deeply as possible, a savage, untamable desire of which they weren’t even aware—the desire to kill. The vital desire to murder the pimps who humiliated, degraded, and then exploited them. This deeply buried desire, when it exploded in Rose, had found on its path her former pimp, Spartacus.

			And perhaps here, it’s not a question of injustice, but the contrary; a sort of impersonal, global justice. Which, mirroring the kind that proclaims, “An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth,” can be formulated as follows: “A girl for a girl, a pimp for a pimp.” Its jurisdiction extends not only to bodily limbs, but to the entire body.

			Better still, this justice applies to the “essence” of the body at which one is casting stones. A body that, when reduced to its essence, becomes interchangeable with another. In this sense, one can just as easily say that it was suicidal Night Jasmine—now no more than a dream, like Ingvar—who smashed a bottle and, holding this improvised weapon by the neck, enucleated Spartacus; enucleated him to avenge her friend Rose—raped Rose, fallen Rose, dead Rose.

			Therefore, it wasn’t Rose who disfigured Spartacus, but an essence: the girl-flower. If you accept my reasoning, it stands that according to this savage, impersonal brand of justice, which spontaneously blossomed beneath a pale dawn in a sad little troquet, without pomp or ceremony, it’s not only the pimps who are interchangeable (as are the girl-flowers) among themselves. There is also a transferability between the pimps and their girls, predators and prey. A transferability that can be formulated as such: “A pimp for a girl-flower; a knife—the pimp’s fundamental attribute—for a cicatrice.”

			Of course, this justice is highly semiological. Zapata impregnated Night Jasmine, and Spartacus sodomized Rose. He desecrated her borna, her body’s bleak, purplish eye, and so she ripped out one of his eyes, a true one, rending him partially blind for the rest of his days. An eye for an eye! A radical, bloody, semiological equivalence.

			SADISTIC ENUCLEATION

			CARNAGE IN A BAR OF ILL REPUTE

			HUMBLE HOME BECOMES A SLAUGHTERHOUSE

			This is how the evening papers will talk about Rose and Night Jasmine, about Spartacus and Zapata.

			But before these shameless, scavenging papers swoop onto your butchered bodies and your forsaken souls, I’ll have the strength to sing another ode to you, the innocently cruel pimps of my country, and to you, the splendid girl-flowers of Numidia, in whose burning shade I write.
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			Sophia and Nadia were the first to flee, as soon as Zapata took his first stab at Rose.

			Two dykes in the pale dawn!

			Their faces were ashen, lashed by the morning chill. They walked, fingers interlaced at first, but quickly released, in shared, tacit agreement, to avoid attracting attention. The Edenic evening they had spent together and the horrific spectacle they then witnessed were giving rise to tangled, contradictory emotions. They shivered from cold, from still-fresh pleasure, from fear. Their separated fingers reunited, then separated, as they encouraged each other along: two lost swallows in a hostile land.

			“Where are we going?”

			“Don’t worry. I have a secret cabin whose location nobody knows.”

			“Where is it?”

			“The middle of the forest.”

			“What forest?”

			“The one along the road to the airport.”

			Sophia had no such secret cabin. She believed that she had a miraculous document, the Pass, and that a besotted Frenchwoman was waiting for her beyond the border, and that thought filled her with reinvigorating warmth. She was fond of Nadia, but what could she do for her?

			“What are we going to live on in the forest?”

			“Nobody taught you, dummy? Love and fresh air.”

			Sophia tried to smile but failed. Tears rose to Nadia’s eyes. In one night, she had found herself embroiled in the tragedies of a universe whose borders she had crossed with daring recklessness. Nadia! The dew! The call! From whom and where to? The tears rose, irrepressible. Sophia, overcome, stopped to tenderly arrange her girlfriend’s ever rebellious bangs, and in a surge of affection as irrepressible as Nadia’s tears, gave her a morning peck—fresh, pure, loving—on the lips.

			“Hey, you over there, the two whores!”

			In their distress, the two friends hadn’t noticed the instantly recognizable police van, light beige with two diagonal stripes of red and green, that had been quietly following them for a while and was now parked alongside them. The police officer shouted at the two trembling girls:

			“Come on! Get in, faggots.”

			Two dykes in the pale dawn.

			The cops didn’t know that they were inviting the title, or beginning, of a poem into their cruiser.

			Nadia and Sophia, desperate, distraught, sat on one of two facing metal benches. Despite the early hour, the cops’ harvest was already good. Drunks who had gone on a bar crawl and gotten picked up near the slaughterhouses; two homosexuals who, according to the cops’ lewd comments, had been discovered asleep in each other’s arms in a bed of roses, in the large garden downtown; a young man with a shaved head, scarred cheek, and wild gaze. A repeat offender, thought Sophia, who was sitting across from him.

			The first rays of light were beginning to pierce the morning fog when the van stopped in front of the police headquarters.

			Two dykes in the pale dawn…

			The beginning of a poem was swallowed up by the station, preceded by two homosexuals and followed by a young man with a scar.

			

			—

			In the Numidian dialect, there’s no equivalent word for “dyke.” When talking about a disciple of Sappho, we simply say: she likes women. Or even more explicitly: she fucks women. And in the Numidian imagination, these women supposedly have an enormous clitoris. We call this lsannn, tongue. What is Sophia’s “tongue” like?

			I imagine it as a monstrous, carnivorous flower, incredibly long, grooved, hirsute, and purple-pink, more purple than pink; this tongue with which she fucked the honorable spouse of a high-ranking dignitary of the French military. Subversive Sophia, I love your tongue-flower, I love you, girl-flower. And your young lover too, your young friend whose sweet name, Nadia, evokes the rosy dew and the call.

			I’m coming to you, I’m at the prison gates, a small basket in hand. For you both, who are nothing now but flowers and dew, I’ve brought bread, oranges, and cigarettes. Though none of the gin you love so much; it’s forbidden to bring any beverages into this ominous place, even vile monkey blood.

			I’m dressed in black. Am I in mourning?
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			Nectarine is. In mourning. Inconsolably.

			She’s the only girl from the troquet who dared attend Night Jasmine’s funeral. (Rose’s body is still at the morgue.)

			Nectarine isn’t scared of the cops. They know her very well, and that she wouldn’t hurt a fly. They say of her: “That zamla has a heart of gold.”

			It’s the officer on duty who made that judgment, when Nectarine, who had stayed in the troquet where the tragedy unfolded until the police arrived, was brought before him.

			Zamla is the female form of “faggot.” And so, among the girls, it’s Nectarine the zamla who alone followed the funeral cortege for Night Jasmine, her baby, and her mother to their final resting place.

			Granted, “funeral cortege” is just a figure of speech. With Night Jasmine’s best friend, Rose, growing cold in the morgue, and apart from the pallbearers, Nectarine, the young shoeshine/dawn messenger, and a mangy dog were the only three living beings escorting the three coffins.

			What’s the name of that great musician whose coffin was followed by a similarly small and equally modest cortege? His small body lying in that sad, tiny coffin…What if he had lived?

			(I’ll spare you my verses about the dead Mozarts of the world.)

			Nectarine, a stubborn, renewing tear in the corner of her eye, follows the three coffins. She’s wearing a black djellaba, of course not to indicate that she’s on her period—Nectarine didn’t adhere to this ritual of the girl-flowers, and I don’t know if her body, so singularly and entirely polarized, even retained the memory of menses—but because she is truly in mourning.

			Nectarine is true and bounteous like a fruit.

			The young shoeshine boy, despite his great sadness, can’t resist the temptation to ogle Nectarine’s ass and, for a brief moment, imagine a landscape over which loom two twin golden hills, stripped bare and yet pulsating with all the black fertility of the earth.

			He’s sniffing too, like Nectarine (like the dog), and as they advance, he inches closer to her. Now their bodies are touching, and a murky, troubling sensation grabs hold of the shoeshine boy, submerging him despite his resistance. Tormented, cheeks ablaze, he continues walking, his penis near bursting through his pants. This hasn’t escaped Nectarine, who, turning toward the young, miserable shoeshine boy, whispers:

			“After. After the burial.”

			Then she abruptly moves away from him, a few steps ahead. Crazed with joy, the young shoeshine boy watches the promised hills undulate before him. Soon he will climb a magic mountain; soon they will put his best friend into the ground. The dawn messenger advances, crazed with grief and joy. Just like Night Jasmine, right before her plunge into the unending night. Along what path will the young shoeshine boy walk? The path of death, or the path to a glorious kingdom? After the burial, Nectarine and her young companion, without exchanging a single word, take the way back together. They know that now, despite their pain, despite themselves, their fates are doomed to converge. Toward a magical, somber, and sumptuous moment. They know, without expressing it in words, that they are nearing an embrace that tastes of transgression, life, and death.

			“If only I were a little older!”

			The young shoeshine boy was thinking about Zapata. He had been Night Jasmine’s master, and the shoeshine boy hated him.

			“That bastard!”

			Full of hatred for the pimp, the young shoeshine boy quickened his step. He was on the verge of sleeping with a young woman in her full maturity, who had experience, and the young shoeshine boy was quickening his step, as if by walking this way, he too would attain this maturity of youth. Nectarine almost had to run to catch up.

			“You in a rush, kid?”

			“Yes, my gazelle.”

			The young shoeshine boy cursed his age. He clenched his jaws and, face rigid, thought: “I’ll show her that I’m not a kid, but a man, a stallion. I’m gonna fuck her so hard in the ass that she’ll worship me. I’ll be her Zapata.”

			The young shoeshine boy would prove equal to this savage, male decision. The dawn messenger, who had delivered dire news, had kept one secret, however. Good news, for Nectarine. She might have finally found the centaur she’d been waiting for since her great conversion, since she’d fervently devoted herself to the cult of Sodom. For the first time in her life, she had been forced to curb the ardor and intensity of the rider astride her. Someone who could break her into pieces, as unlucky Rose had said, did in fact exist in the end. To her surprise, Nectarine heard herself tell the impetuous centaur:

			“You’ll be gentle with me?”

			“Did I hurt you?”

			“Yes! But it felt so good.”

			Then Nectarine bent over and modestly, quickly, gave a winged kiss to her stallion’s penis.

			The young shoeshine boy was jubilant. He positioned Nectarine’s body precisely the way a group of older delinquents had positioned his body when he, still a child, had joined their brotherhood (the shoeshines). The incident, though long ago, still burned in him with rage and shame each time it came back to his mind. But in this instant, he was consciously, and with dizzying pleasure, forcing Nectarine into the same position he had once taken: knees and forehead on the bed, in a pose very similar to what is called, in yoga, the folded leaf. The young shoeshine boy bent himself into a leaf too, but it was as a centaur that he blanketed and clung to the contour of the other leaf, which trembled and shivered beneath a devastating wind.

			With every flashback in which he was the folded, blanketed leaf, the charge became more brutal, more violent. Nectarine’s ass stood in for those of an entire group of delinquents, whom the young shoeshine boy was penetrating in turn. Finally, Nectarine began to moan, indistinct and weak sounds at first, which turned into gasps, louder and louder, longer and longer. The thrusting motions of the young shoeshine boy, who, eyes closed, was alternately imagining himself as blanketed and blanket, became jerkier, more violent, wilder. Nectarine, screaming, tried to reduce the gulf created by her body in this position by attempting to lie down on her stomach, but the barbarous rider straddling her crossed his hands over her pubis and saddled her even harder. Nectarine opened her mouth wide but no cries came out. Her breathing was impeded, like Rose’s when a viperous knife had lodged itself in her belly. It seemed to Nectarine that the viper which had crawled so far, so deeply through her insides, had reached her throat, and its ophidian head was about to emerge from her mouth. But suddenly, the fire of deliverance flowed inside her, tears poured out, and refreshing air again swelled her lungs. She felt her torturer release his hold, and in one marvelously synchronized movement, the two leaves, neither giving the slightest signal to do so, unfolded lengthwise, the outer leaf still blanketing the inner leaf and its limb, molded precisely to its innervation.

			Limbs! (Limbo!) Now stretched out on her stomach, hands and legs spread, Nectarine knew the joy of limbo. The joy of larva, of leaves in the undergrowth. She was breathing slowly, weakly, and a beatific drowsiness came over her entire being.

			While Nectarine was in that warm, gossamer, unconscious world, reveling in what I called the joy of limbo, the young shoeshine boy was savoring the dizzying joy that had erupted for him from the collision of past and present. Which is why when Nectarine, face transfigured, emerging from limbo, asked the young messenger—for he was now truly, completely, hers—“You’ll never let me fall, right?” he answered in a whisper, “Never.”

			Nectarine, now accepting with all her being the state of a plucked (pimped) girl-flower, which she’d known she would become, asked her man, for that’s what she was already mentally calling him: “I know that you were close friends with Night Jasmine. If you want, she can live on inside of me, only offering you what she never did while she was alive.”

			The young shoeshine boy, abruptly exiting the enchanted universe and collision of time to which Nectarine’s leaf-folded body had brought him, violently slapped her.

			“You dirty whore!” he yelled. “Night Jasmine’s body isn’t even cold yet, and that’s how you talk.”

			Nectarine didn’t react. The messenger of fate was merely beginning to perform the motions codified from time immemorial. After the slapping would come the knife, the inaugural cicatrice. These motions were blind, innocent, unaware of their cruelty and their inevitability. Nectarine humbly asked:

			“I’ll keep my name Nectarine. But what should I call you?”

			The young shoeshine boy answered her, almost shouting:

			“Zapata!”

			Nectarine went pale, her heart racing, from joy or at a dire omen, she didn’t know. The young shoeshine boy solemnly confirmed his new status, correcting himself and telling her:

			“No, I hate that bastard too much to take his name. You’ll simply call me: ‘My man.’”

			Then the man, the young man, again took his woman, his young female, to seal the new alliance. This in a new position, facing one another, but in which his penis was swallowed up by the same stigmata, the same obscure and trembling pistil.

			The centaur was on his knees, and now it was Nectarine’s body thrusting back and forth. But there was no collision of memories in Nectarine’s mind in this moment. She was reliving a single memory, a scene that had now reached perfection. She achieved this with her mouth partially open, eyes wide and locked on those of the kneeling centaur, who would grab her shoulders when she neared him, then let go when she withdrew. When the motion of an incoming and outgoing tide ceased, Nectarine’s legs were crossed on the centaur’s back, and he had wrapped his hands around her back so she couldn’t sink into unfathomable depths.

			From then on, Nectarine would agree to anything for her man. She would make him rich and prestigious.

			In return, her pimp would prevent anyone from calling her rotten.

			For him, she would even agree to open her body via that slit that bleeds sadly every month, placing herself on her back, hands and legs spread wide, mind empty, heart and flesh empty of desire.

			The yogis say that this position (they’d say this “asana”) is incredibly restful: the corpse pose.
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			“The car keys! Quickly.”

			Confronted with the deadly ear of wheat, the sboula, the prince quickly obeyed. His voyage through the Thousand and One Nights was turning into a nightmare.

			Zapata, knife still brandished—knife still dripping with Rose’s insides, before a stupefied prince—grabbed Louisa by the wrist and dragged her behind him, heading to the prince’s lavish black limousine parked near the troquet entrance.

			When Spartacus, barely standing and still racked with pain, asked his peer what he was doing, Zapata gave him a terrible kick in the balls.

			“And if you have the sorry idea of following me, I’ll take out your other eye,” Zapata yelled at Spartacus, who was once again slumped on the floor, writhing in new, terrible pain. Even if he had wanted to follow his former peer abruptly transformed into a merciless rival, he wouldn’t have been capable of doing so. He was nothing but a suffering mass of flesh now, a wreck of a man, he thought with impotent rage. A pimp was stealing the girl he had marked that very night, after dealing the death blow to his former girl-flower. Spartacus wasn’t angry about the latter, perfectly justified act. Zapata had behaved exactly as a pimp should in disemboweling the cicatrix who had dared such an unprecedented attack. But taking his new slave was the ultimate, unforgivable betrayal. The young pimp, aghast, realized in terror that the order to which he belonged, from which he drew power, enjoyment, and pride, was ultimately not the chivalrous order he had thought it to be. The law of survival, of the jungle, reigned here as well. And now he was doomed to live in this jungle, with one eye, without prey, without a faithful victim, without a submissive girl-flower.

			Rose was dead! Louisa kidnapped! Spartacus was shattered. He realized that he was just a parasite, a canker living at the expense of the girl-tree.

			And I, who used these same young girl-flowers as pretext and heroines for my reverie, my fantasies, and my rebellion, am I a kind of canker too? A pimp? Wanting to subjugate a flower (a tongue) myself, and mark her (it) with my strange love?

			The pimp, in the depths of his despair, remembered that he possessed a knife. As defenseless as he was, left with one eye, he still possessed this treasure, a golden ear dripping with blood.

			“Your money! All of it! The rings too, and the jewelry! Everything! And quick.”

			In a burst of despair and hate, Spartacus managed to stand, and pointed his knife at the prince’s stomach.

			The prince had no choice but to obey again. (Zapata, in his haste, had forgotten to rob him, settling for the limousine and young Louisa.) But then the prince, to his surprise and terror, watched as Spartacus burst into demented laughter and began to rip the green bills—dollars in fact—into little pieces that he flung above his head. The little green pieces fluttered like leaves and landed on the floor, some falling into the gaping belly of Rose, who still lay in a puddle of her own entrails. Chinoui had telephoned the police some time ago and was watching, stupefied and trembling behind the bar where he was hidden, as Spartacus’s descent into madness mounted in crescendo.

			“Now the oil! Spill your oil, and do it quick, you bastard.”

			The prince’s face had turned to wax. Neither money, nor jewels, nor sloughis, nor the platonic, chivalrous poetry of the Jahiliya, nor the art of falconry, which he had passionately discussed with this same Spartacus now gone mad, were of any help to him anymore.

			Spartacus was increasingly crazed, increasingly menacing:

			“Are you going to spill your nasty oil, or would you rather I crack open your well? Answer me, you son of a bitch. I’m gonna make you throw up every gallon of oil you ever pulled from the earth.”

			The knife blade, cold, viperous, and cruel, was within an inch of the prince, who felt his stomach churn and about to be emptied, not of oil, as the young madman was screaming, but quite simply of his shit.

			“Come on, let’s see you spill your—”

			Spartacus didn’t have time to finish his delirious sentence. Chinoui had heard the sweet, familiar sound, recognizable among a thousand, of the no less recognizable police van prettily striped with two green and red lines against a light beige background. And Chinoui, suddenly brave, had climbed over the bar behind which he was hiding, and stopped the fatal act that Spartacus was about to carry out.
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			Zapata and Louisa were heading for the border. The lavish black limousine coasted along silently, as if in a dream, as if it wasn’t moving at all. Hermetically sealed, with bulletproof doors, but still, a gentle breeze circulated; there was air-conditioning. Zapata and Louisa, his happy captive, had taken off their clothes and were wearing only their underwear, as though they were on a beach on a mild spring day. They were safe from indiscreet glances, thanks to the car windows that allowed them to see out, but no one to see in. The car was a princely carriage, built to slice through dumbstruck crowds, shielding the masters inside from their gaze. It was a new, insulated “cupola,” like the one that had miraculously emerged that very, barely elapsed night. Zapata was as happy as he had been in Night Jasmine’s fatal and premonitory final dream. But he didn’t victoriously flaunt a Pass at his delighted companion. He no longer had need of that sacred scroll savagely guarded by a sacerdotal class, perhaps several. The limousine, which could slice through a crowd as though it was silk, would in the same way slice through barbed wire on the border. Every border. Like the famed Mexican of legend, Zapata had become invincible. He wasn’t riding a white horse, but a sublime black steed, which was tamed and docile. Beside him was a girl-flower, a demoiselle of her country, a Numidian. They had become nomads again, as their ancestors, the Nomados, the Numidians, had been for centuries. Before them, the borders would open like flowers.

			But though this would come to pass for Zapata, the same wasn’t true of Louisa.

			Because she herself was a flower? And the jealous borders refused her?

			But enough metaphors. Graceful, poignant Louisa, unable to cross the border, fated to remain a cicatrice, along with murdered Rose, and suicidal Night Jasmine, and sodomized Nectarine, all the demoiselles of Numidia whose lives were ruined, ripped apart, by the biggest bastard of all, the ultimate pimp, that we call History. A story of great violence, a story that never stops repeating. The same goes for their young lover-torturers. Actually, speaking of Louisa, I can take you to her native mountain village, where, a stone’s throw from where she was born, lies the cave in which, according to legend, a man who called himself Mahdi came to meditate over eight centuries ago. Was it to meditate on the vanity of power and empire? It was he who created an empire that unified the proud, harsh land of Numidia for the first time in its history. The young pimp, the young murderer with the Mexican nickname, is also part of the never-ending story, the great violence, the tearing asunder. More fortunate than Louisa, he made it across the border, the lavish, magical limousine exploding at the same instant, shattering into a thousand pieces. He found himself in a vast tunnel and opened his eyes wide. He heard someone say that he was in a city called the city of lights.

			Let’s wager that his steps, at first hesitant and uncertain, will unfailingly guide Zapata toward a white square, a famed garden where a thousand and one flowers, more voluptuous and radiant than those of Numidia, bloom.
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