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			JEAN-PATRICK MANCHETTE (1942–1995) was a genre-redefining French crime novelist, screenwriter, critic, and translator. Born in Marseilles to a family of relatively modest means, Manchette grew up in a southwestern suburb of Paris, where he began writing at an early age. While a student of English literature at the Sorbonne, he contributed articles to the newspaper La Voie communiste. In 1961 he married, and with his wife, Mélissa, began translating American crime fiction—he would go on to translate the works of such writers as Donald Westlake, Ross Thomas, and Margaret Millar, often for Gallimard’s Série Noire. Throughout the 1960s Manchette supported himself with various jobs, writing television scripts, screenplays, young-adult books, and film novelizations. In 1971 he published his first novel, a collaboration with Jean-Pierre Bastid, and embarked on his literary career in earnest, producing ten works over the course of the next two decades and establishing a new genre of French novel, the néo-polar (distinguished from the traditional detective novel, or polar, by its political engagement and social radicalism). During the 1980s, Manchette published a translation of Alan Moore’s Watchmen graphic novel for a bande-dessinée publishing house co-founded by his son, Doug Headline. In addition to Fatale, The Mad and the Bad, Ivory Pearl, Nada, and No Room at the Morgue (all available from NYRB Classics), Manchette’s novels Three to Kill and The Prone Gunman, as well as Jacques Tardi’s graphic-novel adaptations of them (titled West Coast Blues and Like a Sniper Lining Up His Shot, respectively), are available in English.

			DONALD NICHOLSON-SMITH’s translations of noir fiction include Jean-Patrick Manchette’s Three to Kill, Thierry Jonquet’s Mygale (a.k.a. Tarantula), and (with Alyson Waters) Yasmina Khadra’s Cousin K. He has also translated works by Paco Ignacio Taibo II, Henri Lefebvre, Raoul Vaneigem, Antonin Artaud, Jean Laplanche, Guillaume Apollinaire, and Guy Debord. For NYRB he has translated Manchette’s Fatale, Ivory Pearl, Nada, and The Mad and the Bad (winner of the 2014 French-American Foundation Translation Prize for Fiction), and Jean-Paul Clébert’s Paris Vagabond, as well as the French comics The Green Hand by Nicole Claveloux and Yellow Negroes and Other Imaginary Creatures by Yvan Alagbé. Born in Manchester, England, he is a longtime resident of New York City.
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			INTRODUCTION

			A Murky Episode

		

		
			In late October 1965, Mehdi Ben Barka, an exiled Moroccan politician, was hustled into a Peugeot by two French vice cops outside the Brasserie Lipp in Paris. He had no reason to mistrust the French police. These police were off the clock, however. He was never seen again, alive or dead. 

			At the time of his abduction, Ben Barka was organizing the Tricontinental Conference of newly decolonized nations, scheduled for January 1966 in Havana. He was a key figure in the Non-Aligned Movement, a colleague of Che Guevara, Malcolm X, and Amílcar Cabral. In Morocco he had been sentenced to death in absentia, with eleven other politicians, for his putative role in a plot against King Hassan II, which had been uncovered, or more likely invented, by Mohammed Oufkir, the Moroccan interior minister. 

			The murk surrounding the Ben Barka affair has never fully dissipated. It’s widely believed that Hassan II ordered the abduction, and that its planning and execution was carried out by Oufkir and Ahmed Dlimi, a factotum from the Moroccan army. By many accounts Oufkir did the actual killing, in a drunken rage, with either a stiletto or a gun. According to a recent book by Ronen Bergman about the Israeli Mossad, Ben Barka “died . . . from asphyxiation, after repeatedly being submerged in a bath of filthy water.” The plot that produced this event involved so many witting and unwitting participants, and such improbable moving parts, that multiple versions of what happened appeared during the ensuing years. Claims surfaced that Ben Barka’s body was smuggled to Morocco and dissolved in a vat of acid; that he was buried first in one place, then exhumed and reburied in another; that his headless corpse was liquefied with quicklime during a heavy rain; that the head was spirited to Casablanca, or is possibly buried under the present-day Louis Vuitton Foundation building in Paris. 

			In that faraway time of less than instant information, eleven days passed before the world learned of Ben Barka’s disappearance. At the time it produced a political shock akin to that of the journalist Jamal Khashoggi’s murder and dismemberment in the Saudi embassy in Istanbul in 2018. The brazen obliteration of a public figure—“in broad daylight,” so to speak—violated some basic sense of the line between civilization and savagery. 

			A fair lot of evidence implicates the Mossad—which owed Hassan II a favor—in the provision of fake passports, cars, safe houses, and a villa near Orly Airport belonging to Georges Boucheseiche, a gangster, where Ben Barka presumably met his end, and in the disposal of the body; the CIA, eager to prevent Ben Barka’s appearance at the Havana conference, was almost certainly involved (it was the golden age of CIA assassinations) through pliable figures in Charles de Gaulle’s government, such as Prime Minister Georges Pompidou, Interior Minister Roger Frey, and de Gaulle’s go-to covert officer, the MP Pierre Lemarchand. In the underwater realm where politics and crime seamlessly blend, the Organisation de l’Armée Secrète (OAS)—a paramilitary terrorist group originally formed to counter the Algerian National Liberation Front (FLN), and latterly to revenge itself on President de Gaulle for permitting Algeria’s independence—routinely skirmished with pro-Gaullist intelligence operatives known as the Barbouzes (“bearded ones”) in the streets of Paris and other cities. In some accounts, both of these clandestine groups played minor roles in the Ben Barka drama. 

			De Gaulle was blindsided by the whole affair. Or acted as if he had been. After the French defeat in Algeria, de Gaulle took a calculating interest in Third World politics and supported the Tricontinental Conference, hoping the Non-Aligned Movement would thwart America’s designs on the former colonies of France, Spain, and Portugal. De Gaulle saw himself as a check on American and Soviet imperialism, encouraging a third force in international relations. 

			After Ben Barka’s disappearance and its attendant publicity storm, de Gaulle purged his intelligence services and prosecuted various conspirators, including Oufkir (who was out of reach), and even broke off diplomatic relations when Morocco refused to extradite implicated spies. At the same time, he publicly disparaged the affair as “vulgar and subordinate,” whatever that meant. There was always more to the story than met the eye: bleary personages like Mohammed Miloued (“Chtouki”), who worked for Oufkir in Paris; Paul Lopez, an informant for the French counterespionage service, thought to be the third man in the kidnap car with the two dirty cops; and Philippe Bernier, a middleman of grimy repute who dealt art in Geneva. In the years following the Ben Barka abduction, thirty-seven people connected to the case died in suspicious circumstances or disappeared.

			The first to go, arguably the most perplexing figure in the whole affair, was a small-time hood named Georges Figon. Trained as a chemist, Figon hustled on the fringes of several worlds; at various times, he had been involved in arms trafficking, pimping, and both left- and right-wing street violence, but also nominally respectable ventures in political journalism and film distribution. The Ben Barka conspirators found an extremely useful idiot in Figon, hiring him to produce a documentary on decolonization, with Ben Barka as a historical consultant. Figon managed to persuade Georges Franju to direct and Marguerite Duras to write the script; on the strength of these gold-plated names, he was able to draw Ben Barka to Paris for a meeting with Franju—at Le Drugstore, next door to the Brasserie Lipp. 

			Figon panicked when he realized what he’d been used for. It feels necessary to add here that had he known what was really going on, Figon would simply have demanded more money. Desperate for cash, he gave an interview to L’Express, touted on a shock-horror cover as I SAW BEN BARKA GET KILLED. He hadn’t seen any such thing; the authenticity of the interview was later questioned. Figon did, reputedly, tape-record an account of his oblivious role in the plot, but nobody knows what happened to the tape. Three months after the abduction, Figon was found shot dead in his Paris apartment, a “suicide.”

			The N’Gustro Affair, Jean-Patrick Manchette’s first novel, repurposes the above history as a smartly inverted roman policier. While none of Manchette’s other fiction derives so directly from real events, N’Gustro’s relation to the Ben Barka case is decidedly Brechtian and oblique. It takes place in one location, over a single night. The narrative durée alternates a teasingly sinister “real time,” related in the third person, with a years-spanning recitative by a dead man, uttered hours earlier into a tape recorder. 

			N’Gustro is a distant but legible cousin of such novels as William Faulkner’s The Wild Palms and Jane Bowles’s Two Serious Ladies. (Manchette and Bowles share a rare inability to write a dull sentence and an infectious sense of absurdity.) Its brisk pace and intensely visual, clipped prose owe something to Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler, but even more to cinema: the 1940s noir films told in flashbacks (Laura, Out of the Past, The Strange Love of Martha Ivers), the rapid-fire montage of later nouvelle vague gangster movies. 

			With scattered exceptions like Léo Malet, postwar French crime novelists specialized in crypto-Maigret detectives who policed an inviolable social order whenever its sleep was disturbed. Manchette changed everything. In 1971, he “exploded on the scene,” as the expression goes, with The N’Gustro Affair and Corpses in the Sun (co-written with Jean-Pierre Bastid), novels that attacked the intolerable reality of de Gaulle’s Fifth Republic—its technocratic dehumanization, its commodity fetishism, its sub-rosa violence. Every character in Manchette’s work is a symptom of a sick world, viewed in close-up as if through a telescope or binoculars. In N’Gustro, Manchette’s propulsive fusion of cool detachment and tactile immediacy is already in full flower. 

			The unfinished crime that N’Gustro suspends until the final, horrifying paragraph generates foreboding and urgency, yet it, and N’Gustro himself, play almost spectral roles in the book’s dual narratives. N’Gustro works as a pastiche of the source material, but Manchette was at pains to distinguish it from a roman à clef. What inspired him was not the actual incident but the sensational accounts of it in the media: the spectacle of it all. While N’Gustro’s characters resemble real-life players in the globally reported drama (“Henri Butron” for Figon, “Marshal George Clemenceau Oufiri” for Oufkir, “Colonel Jumbo” for Ahmed Dlimi), Manchette freely shapes them into creatures of his own frenetic imagination, enlarging the smudgier features of their public images. Figon’s famously missing tape becomes Butron’s eleventh-hour bid to heroicize (and presumably market) his parasitic existence, starting with virgin felonies in the ninth grade. The recording, stippled with lies and grotesque arias of self-regard, plays in the fatal villa’s library, where Marshal Oufiri listens to it intermittently, while he drinks anis, smokes hash, fools with various weapons, and prepares himself to address the “package” hanging by its feet in the basement. 

			Avoiding documentary reality, Manchette fashions a more durable and provoking fantasia of brutality and violence than a news story destined to be forgotten. N’Gustro is less concerned with the exact political significance of its eponymous (and largely absent) central character than with the pathology of the people who’ve brought him down: Oufiri, whose intoxicated, time-killing ruminations over several hours are chronicled in close detail, and Butron, whose generally insensible life story unspools as a flashy series of wrong moves. 

			Both protagonists, if one can call them that, operate outside the law; Oufiri, as justice minister of the “Zimbabwanite Republic,” is buffered by layers of officialdom, while Butron, in his early criminal career, enjoys certain protections of class through his physician father. Even his father’s death works in his favor vis-à-vis an early pardon for a jail sentence. He inherits a splendid house in Rouen and a lot of money, but these blandishments are scarcely enough for his dreams of grandeur. They eventually coalesce in a fainthearted ambition to produce movies (all of Butron’s ambitions tend to be fainthearted, following the path of least exertion), which brings him, quite unconsciously, into the orbit of the N’Gustro conspirators.


			As for the Ondine and the Rouen house, they were losing their luster. I wanted a yacht, fine hotels, supremely idle hours, and distinguished admirers. In view of my misdeeds there was only one route to satisfaction for me: to catapult myself to the very top of the money tree. 



			Butron’s self-portrait is N’Gustro’s key achievement: an exuberant, rancid spillage, propelled by his hatred of everything. Butron’s confession is contrived for maximum irritation, like the whine of a car alarm, and would probably become unbearable absent our knowledge that the source of the irritant is already dead—this lends a mortuary pathos to his improvised alliances, car thefts, violent assaults with bicycle chains and ax handles, and mildewy “conquests” of women, primarily one called Anne and, at different times, her mother, Jacquie. Butron is like a photographic negative of anarchists in the Bonnot Gang or the bomb-thrower Ravachol, lacking their world-improving raison d’être but similarly energized by social revulsion. “I could’ve been brilliant had I cared to be, but I didn’t,” he avows, a questionable notion that suggests the easy segue less than brilliant people undergo from intolerant leftist certitude to bigoted right-wing odiousness. 

			Butron is odious from the jump, really, but the thought that he could have turned out differently arises at stray moments in his ipsissima verba. In recounting his “misdeeds,” Butron reveals a life governed by vicious impulses and a breathtaking lack of conscience. Little about him elicits sympathy, but his bravado has a morbid fascination. He’s a conundrum, a “man of action” who, as someone remarks, is fundamentally passive, discovering a certain pleasure in being beaten by police; a highly conscious person who mentions Lévi-Strauss in passing, then gleefully farts at his mother’s funeral; a racist, an anti-Semite, a nightmare boyfriend, an egotist whose self-involvement ultimately blinds him to the surveillance he’s under and the plot he’s sucked into. You could readily picture him as one of the pinball addicts, high-school truants, and would-be gangsters hanging out in early Godard and Truffaut movies, the rebellious dross of the 1960s affluent middle class—with the salient difference that Butron’s sentiments are utterly conventional and right-wing. Underneath the skinhead act, Butron is a complete bourgeois.

			With Butron, Manchette mints a thoroughly modern behavioral archetype: the patsy, in the Lee Oswald sense of patsy, peripheral but also pivotal in conspiracy dramas. Oufiri and Butron are imaginatively inflated in the manner of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead. Butron insists at one point that he’s ordinary, a notion his car thefts and street brawling initially seem to belie. His obsessive interest in money and indifference to other people, though, are quite ordinary, inflamed beyond quotidian avarice and sociopathy, but jarringly familiar. Butron is the school bully who beats up smaller kids for their lunch money, grown into adulthood with an unchanged, adolescent grasp of power relations. He has the will to dominate (women, mostly), but to no real purpose, with no animating convictions—and thus gets used by a series of ambiguously linked political actors, his fondness for violence an end in itself.

			Like Manchette’s later novels, N’Gustro is “political” in a derisory way. It illustrates an extreme situation that arises from contradictions and antagonisms in the social order. Manchette proposes no remedy for the general condition of things. His impatience with ideology, his disillusioned clarity about the chances of structural change suffuse this book with a kind of strangled longing. The claustrophobic world of N’Gustro is sealed off from any positive outcomes. The novel’s structural quiddity causes us to hear Butron’s posthumous monologue partly through Oufiri’s ears, and thus to consider what a French street punk who served in Algeria sounds like to a former colonial subject who fills the vacancy left by the vanished colonizer and practices the same brutality. 

			This isn’t the primary concern of The N’Gustro Affair but one piquant thread among many. Manchette is neither “for” nor “against” anyone, however appalling, but fed up with the entire political world where disruptions are incessantly produced as distracting spectacles, and instantly packaged as objects of consumption. N’Gustro himself materializes in less than appetizing terms as a politician who makes boilerplate revolutionary speeches and improvises awful poetry. Had he come to power, this book implies, he would have ended up as just more lipstick on a pig. Manchette burrows beneath the hoopla to show how the sausage gets made.

			—Gary Indiana
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Various opinions of Henri Butron in the weeks following his death.

			EDDY ALFONSINO

			I had him appear in one of my short films that was shown at the Hyères festival. I haven’t much to say about him, except that he was not the sort to pop himself. I’m not saying he didn’t, mind you. If the cops say he shot himself, I’m not about to contradict them. Otherwise a straight-up guy. Overconfident. I barely knew him, though. The press want to make out I was the last person to see him alive. Maybe I was, but I wasn’t his best friend or anything. You should ask other people. Don’t be a pain in the ass.

			JACQUIE GOUIN

			He was a rather fascinating character. Pitiful when he tried to be a tough guy but tough when you took pity on him. A kind of cold disdain toward everything, absolutely everything. Had he been smart, there would’ve been something Stirner-like about him, if you see what I mean. But he wasn’t smart.

			BEN DEBOURMANN

			Butron was a dirty little rat. I realized it only after the fact, when I found out what part he played in the N’Gustro business. He was a real Nazi. A rat. A dirty little rat.

			JACQUIE GOUIN

			He was the product of a time and an environment. I’ve spoken about it at length in my articles, and everything is there, I believe. Full of hate. Terribly full of hate. Hate is so tiresome.

			POLICE COMMISSIONER GOÉMOND

			You could easily see he was a hopeless case. He detested everything. And no manners. You could see it would end badly. I knew his father well and I’m glad the man didn’t live long enough to see it. A mythomaniac to boot. Long story short, Butron was a pathological case.

		


		
			1

		

		
			Henri Butron is sitting alone in a darkened study. He is wearing a smoking jacket with frog fasteners. His face is pale. He has begun to perspire. Dark glasses cover his eyes and a white hat his head. Beside him is a small tape recorder, which is on. Butron is smoking cigarillos and speaking into the recorder. He stumbles over certain words.

			Night is well advanced and total silence envelops the house, which is at some distance from the port of Rouen. 

			Butron has finished recording. He smooths his mustache as he switches off the machine. He rewinds. He means to play the tape back. His own life fascinates him.

			The doorknob squeaks. Butron leaps from his armchair. Sweat beads on his brow like oil from a pressed olive. The door doesn’t open right away because it is locked. Butron hiccups. There is no way out of the study save through that door. He should have set himself up in another room. Too late to think of that now. Someone drives a heel into the door at the level of the lock, which breaks, and the door is open. Stupidly, Butron tries to melt into the far wall. He would like to force his back right through it. His hands claw at the flowery wallpaper, his nails scoring the plaster beneath and breaking.

			Two men, in no hurry, enter the study. One of them, a white man in a leather overcoat, glances at Butron, deems him harmless, and heads for the tape recorder. The tape has rewound completely and the loaded reel continues to turn wildly, the tail of the tape whipping the air. The white man turns the machine off. The other guy, a black man in a little navy-blue cap and a Royal Navy–style raincoat, halts in front of Butron and pulls a Spanish Astra automatic fitted with a makeshift silencer from his pocket. Butron has lost control of his natural functions. He has soiled his pants. The black man shoots him. The bullet pierces his heart and exits his back beneath the left shoulder blade, leaving a hole the size of a tomato; tissue and blood spatter the scratched-up wall; Butron’s heart has exploded. His head bangs into the wall and he bounces forward, landing flat on his face on the carpet. His excrement continues to leave his body for three or four seconds after he is dead.

			The black guy detaches the warm silencer from his Astra and pockets it, then tosses the gun on the floor at the foot of the wall.

			The white guy places the reel with the recording in an envelope, which he seals and sticks inside his leather overcoat.

			Now the black man has picked up the receiver of the telephone near the tape recorder and is dialing a number.

			“Butron has just committed suicide,” he announces. “You can come.”

			A few moments later police surround the house. Two officers in raincoats and a round little man who must be the medical examiner enter the house. The white man and the black man shake hands with one of the men in raincoats.

			“Good,” says the white man. “Well, we must be off now.”

			“Ciao,” says the commissioner whose hand they shook.

			The two men leave. They get into a Ford Mustang and drive toward Paris. On the way they listen to the car radio as Jackie McLean plays “Melody for Melonae.” The white man, who is driving, beats time on the leather sheath of the steering wheel and from time to time emits pathetic little chuckles. Meanwhile the black man remains motionless and after a moment falls asleep and begins to snore.

			He wakes up just after the Mustang leaves the autoroute. The car is in the vicinity of Montfort-l’Amaury. It takes departmental roads from now on. It reaches a villa covered with Virginia creeper and hollyhocks. There are lights on. The men are expected.

			They go into a library. Behind a table and in front of bookshelves laden with fine bindings sits a black man with a thin aquiline nose. His build is more like that of an Afar than of a black African. He is wearing an Italian suit and a good many rings. He is smoking a Bastos. He is Marshal George Clemenceau Oufiri. The two killers give him the envelope containing the tape and leave.

			The marshal gets a small tape recorder from a desk drawer and loads the reel. He listens and laughs. When he laughs, you can see that some teeth have been filed down. 

		


		
			2

		

		
			It started—it starts—in 1960 at Lycée Pierre Corneille in Rouen, where I was in philosophy class, which, seeing that I was born in December 1942, shows that I am not such a retard as all that.

			It was early days in the school year. We had gotten into the habit of doing fuck all in tenth grade, and that wasn’t about to change. For one thing we were totally contemptuous of physics and math. The physics teacher had been caught urinating into the lab sink between classes, and we knew it, and he knew we knew it. The math guy was an old Corsican whose doglike face sported hard, wild hairs: you could see these white strands, stiff and prickly as fish bones, poking out from the soft crannies of a face otherwise as dried up as on old rubber band. These men could not care less whether we studied or not. Math scores were very low in the philosophy baccalaureate stream.

			Literature presented no problems for me. I’d always read voraciously. I could’ve been brilliant had I cared to be, but I didn’t. I used to sit slumped at my table between Leroy, who played rugby and frequented working girls (he’d just had a dose of the clap; he would finger his foreskin via a hole in his pocket and each time discover with dismay that a drop of serous fluid had beaded there), and Babulique, of modest background, who was very fat and reeked of sweat.

			One day the philosophy teacher was talking about psychology, about the reactions of a chicken placed behind a semicircular wire fence with grain on the other side; the chicken never had the sense to go around the side of this barrier. The weather was mild, a late-season sun was shining, it was Indian summer (the title of a Stan Getz piece with Al Haig on piano—pathetic music). Leroy liked West Coast jazz, especially Gerry Mulligan. Me, I didn’t care for it; I liked hard bop, the Jazz Messengers, Charlie Mingus, that sort of thing.

			The bell rang. A great rustling of papers and folders, and the class was over. The next class was math. I left through the main entrance and took off down to the Seine to a truck drivers’ joint near the Bourse de Commerce for a café-calvados and a game of pinball. I had just five thousand francs to see me through the week and it was only Wednesday. Old Butron was putting the squeeze on me. I should ask for extra funds from my mother, the stupid cow, as a donation, say, to my class’s collection of philosophical works; philosophy is a wide field, and books are expensive. A good idea.

			I walked up Rue Jeanne d’Arc toward the train station. I eyed a floozy walking ahead of me with wild hair and an ass that rippled like oil. She must have thought she was somehow beautiful with her sand nigger’s nose. She was definitely a Sephardic Jew. I was pretty familiar with Jews; I had laid quite a few Jewesses.

			I stopped in front of the record shop window. A Les McCann had come in that couldn’t be bad, but it was an LP, and I was wearing my tight-fitting blue jacket—hardly practical. I looked at my reflection in the window. I had a date in a few minutes. My hair was fairly long; I let it hang down each side of my forehead. My forehead was broad and smooth and my eyes were very expressive. My nose was ordinary. Which had never bothered me much. I had on my light-gray pants, drainpipes, my buckle loafers, and a light-blue shirt with a knitted Bordeaux necktie that matched the loafers, and black socks. So described, this all might seem uncoordinated, but actually the combination was not bad. I was almost six foot tall, long-legged and loose-limbed. I consulted my watch and saw I was five minutes late, so I had to get a move on.

			Walking on to the parking area in front of the cathedral, I checked out any rather fancy cars without the departmental suffix 76 on their plates, trying their doors as I passed. I ended up scoring a Fiat 1100 with a half-open vent window—child’s play to get in. I settled behind the wheel in a laid-back way. Getting out a thermometer and a dropper filched from my father, the old bastard, I injected mercury into the keyhole of the ignition, started it up, and put on my shades.

			I drove up Rue Jeanne d’Arc, looking to see as I went past whether Lyse was on the terrace of the café on the far side of the street. I went around the triangle at the top, passed the station, and cruised back down, pulling up smoothly by the sidewalk. Lyse got to her feet and gestured simultaneously to the waiter and me. As she was settling up, I noticed her girlfriend, a petite short-haired brunette in brick-red pants and a black sweater. She had a well-built ass—such a rarity these days. She turned and met my look. She telegraphed hostility. I climbed out of the Fiat. I was getting a hard-on. My prick, whose size gives me no concern, hindered my step, because my light-gray pants were also close-fitting. Lyse was about to get into the car.

			“We can’t leave you behind, can we?” I said to the girlfriend.

			“You look like a first-class moron,” she retorted.

			Lyse was suddenly stone-faced. She realized instinctively that these opening sallies had something sexual about them, although she didn’t grasp this consciously, as I did.

			I suggested to the girlfriend that we end the day at the seaside, and she accepted in a contemptuous way, saying how curious she would be to hear me make idiotic remarks.

			To cut her down to size, I had her sit in the back, and all the way to Dieppe I didn’t say a single word to her while French-kissing Lyse at every bend and frequently finding myself over on the left side of the road coming out of the turn.

			The beach we were headed for, not far from Dieppe, has been lauded by poets, but that was before the war. After the Germans set up their V-1 launch ramps nearby, the place was leveled by bombs, as they say. The local cob houses were swiftly blown away, as were the fine hotels in brick and mortar where rich young Englishmen in white flannels used to vacation back in the day, a tennis racket under one arm and a banjo under the other, or at least so I’ve heard. When the time for reconstruction came, the yokels were treated to faceless concrete, and the town became ugly. Meanwhile social progress and the proliferation of automobiles made the region accessible to masses of industrial workers, so in the season it was no longer elegant young Englishmen who haunted the place but rowdy proles with their brats shitting all over the place. I hate all this vulgarity. I’m sure I would have measured up if only I’d been born into truly high-class circumstances instead of being just a doctor’s son.

			Fortunately we were in the last days of October now and there were no more summer people. The beach was deserted, with a lukewarm wind blowing across it.

			“I’m throwing myself in,” announced Lyse, in a mobilizing way.

			She did not add “and whoever loves me will come too,” but she might as well have. I merely made an avuncular gesture of encouragement. She looked stupid, not knowing now if she was going in or not. She went in anyway, to save face, and started swimming straight out, toward England. She probably wanted me to be worried about her. Tough. I leant on an elbow to check out her girlfriend.

			She was called Anne Gouin. As I said, she had a well-built ass, firm, high-riding—very fine, one of the hardest things to find. Small breasts, but bold, by which I mean pointy. Round face, little nose, wide mouth, big blue eyes with lashes that were not bad at all. The scornful pout was perfectly fake. I took off my jacket and tie and unbuttoned my shirt to the sternum. My chest was hairless but tawny.

			“Why did you insult me before?”

			She shrugged. She was pleased with herself.

			“What’s special about me?” I asked. “I’m not particularly special.”

			“That’s just it,” she replied, ever more pleased with herself.

			“I don’t make problems for myself,” I lied. “Maybe that’s why I annoy people. Life is absurd. We only have a laughable scrap of time in the eyes of eternity, so why sacrifice ourselves for anything? Let’s just love the good things. Food. Or Beaujolais.”

			I paused briefly to lend force to my words.

			“You have to play the game,” I declared.

			“Beaujolais is not an ideal.”

			“There is no ideal,” I stated coldly. “God does not exist and Marxism is a con.”

			She smiled sardonically. “You’ll see.”

			“What will I see?”

			“Lots of people are like you in thinking that History is over. But it isn’t. Look at Algeria. Pretty soon the whole third world will overthrow its masters. Then capitalism, deprived of raw materials, will experience an overproduction of contradictions and an economic crisis, and you will feel the pain.”

			“Après moi le déluge,” I answered, not very elegantly.

			“Not after you!” she cried. “No! No! Even in your own lifetime France will go fascist. In a few years the return of a defeated army will confront everyone with a decisive choice.”

			“I choose not to choose.”

			And wham! We were off to the races!

			“Poor unconscious fool,” she whispered in my ear.

			The heat of our exchange had made her breathing more rapid. I cupped her face in my palm. We gazed intently at each other. She put her tongue in my mouth. I pushed her down on the pebbles. We rubbed against one another. We were both flushed. Lyse showed up, out of the water, got the picture right away and remained mute for the rest of the day. In any case Lyse and I were now history.

			On the return ride Anne sat up front. Her mood all the way back was reserved; she kept crossing her thighs every time I tried to get a response by elbowing her snatch. I paid no attention. Lyse was sobbing in the back. I dropped them both off where I picked them up. I asked Anne no questions, not her phone number, not where she went to school, so as to disconcert her, and quite aware that I could easily find her again if I wanted; Rouen is not such a big place.

			I went and parked the Fiat down by the Seine, and before leaving it I popped the trunk, which was unlocked, just to see if it contained anything worth ripping off. A rather paunchy guy ran at me then. As I found out later, he owned this shithole of a car.

			“Filthy little thief!” he went.

			He tried to grab me by the collar. I struggled. He slapped me. I grabbed the hand crank from the trunk and brought it down with all my might on the guy’s head. His hat was crushed. He staggered. Blood spurted over his ruddy forehead. I landed another blow with the hand crank across his face. His jaw was dislocated. He toppled onto the curb and fractured his skull. Two dockworkers raced across the road and tackled me, twisting my arms and immobilizing me.

•

Extract from Jacquie Gouin’s notes.

			Henri Butron was born on December 8, 1942, in Orléans. His father, a thirty-eight-year-old physician, scion of a respected Touraine family, worked mornings in a clinic and afternoons in an office shared with another, older doctor. Butron’s mother was a self-effacing individual, rather ugly and indolent, an animal lover. The family had a very orderly life. Nothing appears to have predisposed Henri Butron to degeneracy. He was the only son and admittedly rather spoilt, but the Butrons were a close family, and their standard of living was high though not extravagant.

			The young Henri Butron was rather puny but healthy enough. He was a great reader of adventure novels. His teachers considered him intelligent and assiduous, if somewhat dull.

			At age ten Butron entered a Jesuit school as a day boy; there he completed the major part of his secondary education.

			In late 1958 Dr. Butron bought a practice in Rouen, where the family soon settled. Henri Butron entered the tenth grade at Lycée Corneille in the middle of the school year. The teaching staff judged him extremely lazy. Some mentioned his intelligence, and all his passivity. Perhaps the more relaxed discipline affected him negatively. But even in Orléans, apparently, he had “borrowed” cars at night in order to escort the wife of a junior officer quartered in town on romantic excursions.

			Butron passed the first part of his baccalaureate early in the summer of 1960. He was interested in jazz and tried to play the drums but gave them up before long. It seems that at this time he got into the habit of stealing cars regularly, always taking them for a spin and then promptly leaving them not far from the place where he had purloined them.

			On October 3, 1960, he stole an automobile belonging to a Monsieur Albert Ventrée, a merchant from Châlons-sur-Marne, for a trip to the Dieppe area. On his return, by chance, he was surprised by Ventrée just as he was parking the man’s car. Blows were exchanged. Henri Butron struck the owner, who was trying to grapple with him. The businessman suffered a fractured skull and a broken jaw and Butron was jailed. His father and Ventrée reached a settlement. The authorities, out of respect for Butron Senior, made no objection when Ventrée dropped all charges. Henri Butron then enlisted in the army. After his training he was assigned to Signals in Oran. Wounded in the right eye during an exercise, he was soon invalided out.
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			You might say it was a real bummer that the idiot happened to crack his skull. It immediately made things more difficult. But I’m not complaining. You take your chances. You can’t win them all. I never really believed there would be serious consequences. Quite frankly, I was tickled at the thought of my old man’s reaction. The schmuck! At home he never looked at me without conveying supreme disappointment and despotic scorn. He considered me degenerate relative to himself. It turned me on now to be dragging his name well and truly through the mud. How pissed off he would be to have been right about me.

			At the police station a cop slapped me because I was laughing nervously. I could never stand being humiliated. Like a flash I kicked him in the nuts. Six of them at least then set upon me. A warm feeling of extreme passivity overcame me. I could barely manage to scream obscenities as they felled me with a hail of ten or twenty punches full in the face. One of them had a signet ring that ripped my cheek open. They all started kicking me by way of payback. The pain was excruciating, especially when they got me in the kidneys. A boot tore the flesh of my forearm but I hardly noticed. They pulled my hair. My eyes filled with tears. I could no longer utter a word because of a kind of somnolence that overtook me. I’m not queer and not a masochist but I must admit, to be frank, that there is pleasure to be derived from rough manhandling by powerful brutes, particularly when they are one’s intellectual inferiors.

•

Later I came before the judge, but I couldn’t take him seriously. I actually knew a few skirts he had chased. For me, respect was a dead letter.

•

I also saw Commissioner Goémond. Him I knew a little because he came to the house now and then. He offered me a kind of deal. He was working as a go-between for my father and Ventrée. My father was paying Ventrée to drop charges. But since a horrible public scandal had been created, it would be best if I went away. Goémond even offered me a little Dutch cigar and pretended we were talking man-to-man. He laid on a feigned cynicism. He shared his philosophy with me. Individuals should cooperate with one another. If someone failed to cooperate, he, Goémond, had no personal objection. But society, thanks to an automatic logic, would strike back. Fortunately, men like him, Goémond, were made responsible for oiling the wheels of that automatic logic. He suggested the army to me as a sort of retreat that was open to me—“retreat,” that is, in the come-to-Jesus sense of the word. There I could look deeply into myself. I could easily retain my convictions, my rebelliousness, the main thing being to learn to keep them within myself while playing society’s game. It was called sublimation, Goémond explained. He gave me to understand that superior human beings acted that way in dealing with their instincts. Politicians, leaders (like himself) or great artists were all that way: lucid, but determined out of lucidity to play by the rules. He said that I should try to understand my father—but he said it in such a way that I realized he took my father for an idiot. This gave me confidence in him, and I failed to see that he took me for an idiot too.

			He called in old Butron, who spluttered out stuff that I would have found insufferable had I not been softened up ahead of time by Goémond. So rather than balking I signed everything they wanted me to sign. I actually believed at that moment that a cop and I could be on the same page.

			Soon I found myself in Oran, with Signals. I saw no action. The only rough moments were when we were moving around in European neighborhoods. The pieds noirs hated us. They were well aware that we didn’t give a shit whether the ragheads wiped the floor with them. I had a venereal mishap, but scarcely more of a downer than Leroy’s clap. And then, during a nighttime exercise, a jackass fired a blank straight into my face. I ended up with grains of burnt gunpowder and shreds of wadding somehow lodged behind my eye. My visual acuity collapsed. When fatigued, I was virtually blind in one eye. With my mother making a big fuss and saying I would get myself killed altogether if I stayed down there, old Butron put his backstairs influence in reverse gear and I found myself shuttled back to France. While I was on the train from Marseilles back to Paris my mother was crushed to death by an elevator.

			I went to her funeral on my return. Until then I had not really given things much thought, except for deciding that Goémond, with his guff about self-reflection, was a piece of shit. What I mean is that I had not yet committed myself. In the middle of the funeral, during a moment of silence, I had an inspiration: I let fly a loud fart, then smiled broadly at the flustered company to let everyone clearly know that I was the culprit. I had chosen my side.

•

Extract from Jacquie Gouin’s notes.

			Once back from Algeria, Henri Butron was idle for several months. He did not know what to do. He went on living in Rouen, with his father, who took a jaundiced view of his son’s indolence.

			At his father’s insistence, Butron eventually went back to the lycée. This time he prepared for the baccalaureate in applied science. His father indeed hoped that he would go on to study pharmacology.

			At school Butron enjoyed a measure of prestige on account of the incidents in which he had been involved and on account of his wound. Apparently he greatly embellished his Algerian service, retailing actions in which he claimed to have taken part and even boasting of having personally conducted interrogations and even executions.

			His bragging won him support from far-right elements both inside and outside his school. He joined the groups of young nationalists who in ’61 and ’62 disrupted pacifist meetings and attacked Communist and Socialist posters.

			He made contact with the metropolitan arm of the Secret Army Organization (OAS).
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			I had understood one thing; another I had not understood.

			I knew that the intolerable order of things must be overthrown, but I believed that something like the idea of a nation could exist, as real as a material object.

			Things moved pretty quickly and pretty smoothly. I had gone back to school as a way of prolonging my sloth. My mother’s death had taken a savage toll on my father—not from attachment to the poor woman, but because her demise made him think of his own, which was not a long time coming. He seemed to diminish. He shrank. He went on working, as well off as he was. My lying in bed in the mornings revolted him. For his part, he got up at seven to go and massage prostates. When he came home for lunch he would find me ensconced in the kitchen dunking a croissant in my café au lait. I paid no attention to him but made noise deliberately, with bits of sodden dough clinging to a recently cultivated mustache.

			He would shake his head and sigh. I would be wearing sunglasses in the semidarkness with the shutters closed. He was loath to get on my case, given my challenged eyesight.

			All the same, the old retard soon threatened to cut me off. Had I had to survive on that bastard’s allowance alone, I would have been dead. Every day I hustled LPs or old books pinched from his library. A good number of ancient medical tomes with plates showing nerves, internal organs and all that sort of stuff. Also autographed editions.

			When he finally gave me an ultimatum according to which I must do something, I caved, fully aware that school would hardly stop me from doing fuck all. And I was already sure that with a little patience I was bound to get involved in interesting stuff.

			I laughed to myself. You might say I had won.

			And as for school, it was a lot of fun.

			The teachers scarcely dared deal with me, because I was always at the back, silent, with my shades, and because they knew I had almost killed a guy. I’m sure I frightened them, at least subconsciously.

			The best part was outside school, with the chicks. The business with Ventrée impressed them more than my military service. But since I didn’t care to spend all my time telling pathetic tales of car theft, I went to town on Algeria.

			“Killing is nothing,” I would say. “Torture is the hardest.”

			“You tortured people?” one girl wanted to know, her eyes gleaming in the half darkness of her room in student housing at Mont-Saint-Aignan University.

			I shrugged imperceptibly. Otherwise my gaze, veiled by dark glasses, was fastened on her. I was standing in the middle of the room, arms dangling. Dust floated in the sunbeams filtering through the venetian blinds.

			I eyed the girl’s breasts, rather plump breasts, stuffed into a short-sleeved sweater with narrow ribbing, after the fashion of the time. She was breathing faster. I watched her chest heaving, awaiting the exact moment when she would be ready.

			“No one wanted to do it,” I told her in a monotone. “But someone had to. The man, I’m sure, knew nothing, but interrogation was part of the game. A tragic game.”

			At the word “tragic” the tips of her nipples pricked up. I moved closer to her slowly; she was leaning on her elbows on the bed.

			“I did it,” I said. “I’m not proud of that. Not ashamed either. I felt ignominious, but neither ashamed nor proud of my ignominy. I think I was a bit afraid. Not afraid of punishment. But of the idea that such things were allowed, not just for me but for humanity. Humanity all alone in space on this pathetic little globe called earth.”

			As I uttered these words, I took her gently by the throat, caressing her with my two thumbs below her lower jaw. She shuddered. I delivered the kicker: “He and I both knew that resistance was useless. And that eventually I was going to slit his throat.”

			She closed her eyes and drew air in between her teeth. I lay down on top of her and went on stroking her throat.
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			The marshal turned the tape recorder off for a moment and stubbed out his Bastos. He rose with an agility unsurprising in such a rangy man. He walked past the large desk and went into the hallway.

			The black man and the white man who had killed Butron were gone but there were three men half-asleep in the hallway with fedoras pulled down over their eyes, lazy-cowboy style. Two of them had Yugoslavia-made Sten guns and the third had a Schmeisser. The marshal cast them a brief debonair smile before heading up the curving staircase leading to the second floor.

			Quietly he entered Josyane’s bedroom. She was sleeping.

			She was a small girl, little more than a child, but she knew a lot. She was lying on her stomach. The weather was warm, and she had pushed her bedclothes off as far as the small of her back. A very chaste vision but slightly exciting nonetheless.

			An empty cognac bottle lay on the floor by the bed, and Josyane was snoring lightly. She’s been drinking again, thought George Clemenceau Oufiri with mild irritation.

			He lit a Bastos in the doorway. Listening to the tape just moments before had stirred him sexually. He could be aroused at the drop of a hat. He was proud of his virility. But now, after climbing the stairs with all kinds of other things on his mind, for he was also very active mentally, the little thrill that had prompted him to come upstairs had left him. All he could think of was how much effort it would take to get Josyane out of her alcoholic slumber and how much work would be needed to bring her to a proper climax.

			He settled for smoking another Bastos in the doorway while contemplating the platinum blond hair of the sleeping adolescent. Then he went silently back down to the ground floor.

			The three security guys in the hallway had uncorked a bottle of marc de Bourgogne. The marshal accepted a shot of the brandy in a mustard glass. The white spirit irritated his gums. The fact was he liked only sweetish liquors such as absinthe and warm fruity wines like Chiroubles. He lingered for a few minutes with the three fellows. He always knew how to maintain excellent relations with his subordinates. He made a mild joke about the shortcomings of the Sten submachine gun and another about its virtues. His men were pleased. The marshal raised his glass to them ever so briskly and returned to the library.

			The night was dark. Dawn was still far off.

		


		
			6

		

		
			I would pile on. Bathtub, water cure, beer bottle up the ass, electrodes to the genitals, and, invariably, the slit throat. Eventually this all got around.

			The school was quite politicized at that time. On one side you had the Communists, who didn’t do a thing but were still the most dangerous, and the Unified Socialist Youth (JSU), clustered around a Jewish journalist who was a friend of Mendès-France; on the other side were the nationalists, just as idiotic if not more so.

			I can safely say that I was sought out by inferior individuals who would have done nothing without me.

			Not that they did much with me. To start with, it was stuff we did after drinking, when on our way home in a group we would write in chalk on walls. Later on, we got aerosol spray-paint cans and scrawled Celtic crosses and OAS IS WATCHING and things like that.

			Sometimes we would brawl with the leftists when school let out. Never very seriously. Myself, I could hardly take part for fear of worsening my vision. But I had certain organizing skills. And I say that all the more readily because I now believe that organizing serves no purpose. Today it is every man for himself and the devil take the hindmost.

			Be that as it may, at the time I was trying to impose some degree of order.

			I remember two—no, three—attacks that we launched. One was at the Cité Universitaire, the student residence building, where we knew Trotskyists were holed up at the invitation of JSU types in their dorm rooms.

			The Cité Universitaire of Mont-Saint-Aignan stands high above Rouen’s right bank. It is reached by a road with many hairpin bends. It was easy for us to see the leftists as they made their way up. We lay in ambush for them at the building entrance, posting lookouts. We saw and heard them arriving. I noted with satisfaction that they were more plotzed than us. We all used to drink a lot. When they reached our level I ordered the attack. We charged them.

			We could hardly see one another in the darkness. Startlingly, the leftists were armed with lead-filled rubber clubs from Manufrance, while all we had were sticks.

			We exchanged blow upon blow. I was wounded in the leg. Several of our opponents screamed in pain. I sounded the retreat. We melted into the night, silent as cats. They would not forget us in a hurry.

			Another time was kind of funny and showed that things were not really so clear-cut. Partial elections were underway, and we ran into a bunch of JSUers who were putting up posters. We laid into them right away, and everyone was fighting furiously when all of a sudden a van pulled up belonging to a public relations firm, complete with professional bill-posters and the would-be candidate of the Gaullist Union for the New Republic (UNR). In a flash we quit battling with the leftists and all of us besieged the van. Telling the bill-posters to keep out of it, we gave it to the UNR guy and set the vehicle on fire. The Gaullist took to his heels covered in blood. We were about to renew hostilities, but just then the cops showed up and everyone split.

			A third donnybrook was the one where I met up with Anne Gouin again. Every day there would be members of the Communist Student Union (UEC) outside the student cafeteria hawking their paper Clarté and JSU militants selling a local mimeographed sheet called Action.

			We decided to teach them a lesson. 

			This time there were twenty of us, and we were well armed: quite a few iron bars and bicycle chains. There used to be a lot of talk in the papers about bicycle chains, which were associated with motorcycle gangs, but few people realize how lethal they can be.

			You have to have some idea, of course, of their weight —about a kilo—and of how to wield them: the end that serves as handle is wrapped in adhesive tape, binding it to a cord looped around your wrist so that you don’t drop the chain in the heat of battle. In this way you hold a double chain weighing the better part of a kilo dangling from your hand, and the best way to strike is from below rather than lifting the weapon up in the air and bringing it down on the victim, which is what they expect. By striking upward, you generally get the guy under the chin, smashing or more or less exposing their jawbone. If the clown looks for more of the same, there is always time, now that your weapon is up, to bring the thing down on their skull like the merry woodsman you are. It is impossible to speak too highly of the bicycle chain; there is nothing better, nothing more natural.

			Okay, enough of that. Thus equipped, we went to the restaurant.

			It was girls selling Clarté at the doorway. They were skaggy, true, but all the same you can’t just attack women. Fortunately, they saw us coming and one of them screamed “Help needed!” and four or five pimply individuals flexing scrawny biceps showed up along with a very young Action seller.

			We moved in.

			I saw one of the Commies get an iron bar across the kisser. Blood spurted from his mouth. A mass of people ran out of the joint to see what was happening, and because at the same time those outside were jostling to get back in, a logjam formed in the place’s tiny vestibule. One fat chick gave a strangled cry and a great murmuring arose from within.

			One of the Clarté hags began shouting “Down with fascism!” in a hysterical voice. Then you saw how stupid crowds are. Everyone inside started pushing toward the entrance, chanting. We lammed into their front row. A piece of cake. I located the crazy girl who had started the chorus and, over the heads of the others, quite forgetting my resolution about not hitting women, fetched my bicycle chain down on her chignon.

			I heard the thud of the blow, and blood immediately flooded down over the bitch’s forehead and the nape of her neck. She fell backward with a sob and splattered a guy behind her wearing a white raincoat. Amazing how much blood the scalp can piss out.

			The targets of our assault were resisting now. “Bastards! Shitheads!” they cried. I took a kidney punch. Someone tried to take my chain. The throng pressed forward and several guys stumbled into me and fell over every which way. I found myself in a heap of humanity. I lashed out and lashed out again.

			A guy bigger than me grabbed me by the hair with both hands and bashed my head against cement. I landed him one in the balls. He staggered away bent double. At this juncture a Yugoslav who was with us, Milano, tossed a practice grenade into the dining room. There was a great hullabaloo, and windows shattered as clouds of plaster dust and a symphony of shrieks rose into the air. One guy was weeping in pain—such an ignoble sound. I collected myself and beat a retreat, whirling my bicycle chain above my head.

			Half a dozen cops arrived on the double from up the street. We fled in the opposite direction. I came upon Milano flattened by a rugby player from the University Sports Association. I delivered a hard blow with my chain to this hero, who rolled into the gutter and curled up in a fetal ball, leaking uncontrollably and emitting piercing cries. We took off.

			On balance, the operation was a success. Leftist publications were strewn on the ground. I was slightly injured and my dark glasses were lost. So far as I could tell by looking back over my shoulder, the cops were laying into the leftists, who were chucking chairs at them. Pure mayhem. I stashed my chain in Milano’s 4CV and strolled off calmly, tucking my shirt into my pants. The pants had a hole at the knee, which was a giveaway.

			I saw a brunette emerge from a side street. I recognized her: it was Anne Gouin.

			“You shit!” she went.

			I smiled and said nothing.

			“I hope you get it now,” she said.

			It is extraordinary how everyone reckons they have taught their opponents a lesson after events like that. I gave a short laugh.

			“Fancy a drink?”

			“You’ve got some nerve!” she yelled at me.

			“Yeah,” I said coldly.

			That ruffled her. I know how to ruffle chicks. We went down to the Seine to find a bar. I asked her how she was getting on. She said she was doing everything she could to help the angry masses stop bastards like me doing any harm. I allowed myself a justifiable chuckle. Then asked, apart from that, what about her love life, etc.? She replied that she was in her foundation year for a degree in sociology. I spat through my front teeth—a trick I learnt in Oran from a cool guy, a pimp in civilian life.

			We sat in a bar; she had a beer and I had a gin and tonic. We stayed for a while, as I let her take shots at me. Experience has taught me that hostility is a useful prelude to debauchery.

			I left her then because I had to rejoin the others to recap the operation. And I needed to get another pair of pants; the ones I had on were fucked, but I didn’t care. They were worn out anyway. We made a date to go and see Hiroshima mon amour at an arts cinema. I remember that I was hoping for sex and violence, in view of the title. When the night came I was disappointed on that score, but I had to admit that the film was a work of art.

			At the house, as I was changing, Goémond showed up. I had not seen the commissioner since before my posting to Oran. I acted normal, let him in, showed him to a chair, and poured us whiskeys. He had not changed an iota, Goémond. But now I saw new things about him: I saw the shiftiness of the two-faced bastard that he was. I went on acting normal; I put my spare dark glasses on and clinked glasses with him with an enigmatic smile.

			“Your father isn’t in?”

			I shook my head.

			“That’s fine,” he said. “It was you I came to see.”

			“How nice,” I said, not without irony.

			He was quite up-front. Cops never hide their role. They have already accepted it, so they must accept everything that goes with it. Except for the ones who fought in the Resistance, who can’t stand being called Gestapo or SS. I found that out when I was going on left-wing demonstrations myself.

			“Look,” he said, “I feel sure you have changed. A few months in the army has done you some good.”

			“My eye!” I quipped. The black humor had an edge to it.

			“You have certainly learnt some things,” said the commissioner. “So don’t be pigheaded.”

			“I don’t know what you’re driving at,” I said, lighting a cigarillo without offering him one.

			“I’m saying don’t be an asshole,” Goémond replied. “Don’t go thinking we don’t know about your antics. So long as it’s just student pranks, okay. But mind you don’t go further. Stay away from Milano. He’s a crazy.”

			“I sort of like crazies,” I answered acidly.

			“Don’t be an idiot. The OAS is going to be fucked in the ass. De Gaulle is going to make peace in Algeria and the OAS can’t do a thing about it. Anyway it’s not a serious organization. It’s full of royalists.”

			“Ah,” I said, “so you’re a republican cop then?”

			“Butron, you’ve been warned. What you’re doing is worthy, but stupid. You are making a bed for anarchy. They have already killed a police commissioner, in Algiers. Not too smart.”

			“Are you afraid they’ll kill another one in Rouen?” I asked, laughing insultingly.

			He left without finishing his drink, and as for me I went to find the guys, who had been waiting for me for a good while now. They were pretty well beaten up and filthy. The only one that this condition suited was Milano, who was a real brute. That was when I reveled in the fact of having so cleverly gone home to change, for now I seemed much fresher than them, and my Tergal pants, white turtleneck sweater, and very soft leather jacket gave me an instant advantage.

			My face was a mosaic of bruises, but my dark glasses prevented anyone from making fun of me.

			We drank for an hour or two as the guys congratulated themselves and took turns telling their respective versions of the fight. They left one after another as I waited to be on my own with Milano. He seemed to cotton to this.

			When one guy, a pinball maniac, showed no signs of leaving, Milano and I changed bars. We went to a hole-in-the-wall owned by a newly arrived pied-noir. We knocked back anisettes.

			“They’ll get there,” I said,

			“What’s that?”

			“The guys, I mean, they’ll get serious. But in the meantime they have to warm up with little actions like today’s. Later, we can use them for real jobs.”

			“What real jobs?” Milano asked suspiciously.

			“Don’t shit me,” I said. “I have information.”

			He was impressed.

			“You have contacts?”

			“Pretty much,” I answered. “Just now I am out of touch with my sources.”

			“You’re looking for contacts?”

			I sniffed and shrugged, leading him on.

			“I’m looking for action,” I said.

			“I can get grenades.”

			“Like you did at lunchtime?”

			“No, operational.”

			“That’s better.”

			“The problem is the target.”

			“Why not right here?” I said. “That asshole of an owner quit Algiers despite the orders of the OAS. We can blow his business up real good.”

			Milano gazed at me. He realized I wasn’t joking. I could see the admiration in his eyes. He had blue eyes, a broken-down mug and curly yellow hair. Milano was an abbreviation of Milanovitch or some such name, the name of a gun. We sized each other up.

			“Let the owner be,” he said after a moment. “We’ll manage to make him pay. Let’s attack our main enemy, the Marxist-Gaullists.”

			“Okay,” I said gravely.

			“I can get you together with some guys,” he said. “We are setting up an action, with real weaponry. Are you free tonight?”

			“Not tonight. I have a hormonal obligation,” I replied in a macho kind of way.

			We both chuckled.

			“Anyway, it won’t be tonight,” said Milano. “I’ll be in touch.”

			We left the dive in different directions, one a few minutes after the other. Dinnertime had almost passed. I stopped off at another bar, ate a buttered salami sandwich, then picked up Anne Gouin and went to the art house with her.

			To begin with, as I said, I was rather disappointed in the film, with its literary and aesthetic pretensions. But after a while I got into it and was touched by Alain Resnais’s lyricism. Meanwhile I had my hand under Anne’s skirt. She resisted feebly. During the flashbacks, around the moment when good old Emmanuelle Riva is in the cellar, her head shaven, I put my fingers seriously to work. I really liked the end of the picture when everybody is left to draw their own conclusion. Afterward I took Anne back to her place.

			I had vaguely understood that she was alone at home that night because her father had not been living with her mother for a long time and her mother was in Paris for a day or two. I unnerved her with my kisses and my hands roving all over her body. She lost her head. We went in and ended up in Anne’s bedroom, which was decorated with album covers and photographs of revolutionary leaders. I found whiskey in the living room and had her drink a few glasses, panicking her even further.

			“No, please,” she stuttered. “I despise you too much and I would despise myself too.”

			I snickered, tumbled her, and screwed her.

			There were ups and downs, but this became the pattern over the next few days.

			Meanwhile Milano arranged a dawn meeting for me, in a VW minivan parked in a sunken lane, with some OAS guys, an officer and a Breton wearing a balaclava. They gave us some illegal leaflets and three grenades. We were assigned a mission: sow terror in the lower Seine valley and give the bullyboys of the Gaullist police pause.

			The next night we stole a Dauphine Ondine near the Place du Marché. I took the wheel, stone-faced. Milano was in the back and we had opened the top. We drove full tilt down Rue Jeanne d’Arc past the headquarters of the Association in Support of General de Gaulle, and Milano threw the three grenades. Two of them failed but the third produced a tremendous explosion. The association’s blue sign was toppled. I raced to the train station. We ditched the car and met up with the guys in a bar.

			The following day, at the end of natural science class, several of us were summoned to the principal’s office. I turned a deaf ear and left the building. That night I did not sleep at home. Someone had snitched, obviously.
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			The marshal turned the tape recorder off because the telephone was ringing. He picked up. As he listened, he rolled a Bastos back and forth between his lips. He put off lighting it; he had already smoked more than enough. His throat was dry. He gave a brief little cough.

			“Okay,” he said into the phone, “Tell him to go fuck himself if he calls back.” 

			He consulted his watch.

			“I’m leaving France in the morning. Let him complain to the Pope.”

			He chuckled, kept listening for a few moments more, and hung up. The dark flesh between his eyebrows crinkled. Perhaps there was going to be an incident. Oufiri did not care at all. The Palace would be obliged to support him. The army general staff would not let him be harried. The crinkles disappeared. His black skin was smooth once more. Oufiri poured himself an anis and drank it undiluted. He decided to light his Bastos. The idea of the regime having a crisis gave him a mild erection. In the worst-case scenario, if the Palace opted for a showdown, Oufiri would take over. The Americans would back him. He would prefer that things not reach that point. This former French army corporal was all for obedience, so long as obedience did not frustrate his wishes. He did not see himself as a dictator. Too much trouble.

			With the Bastos at the corner of his mouth, he smiled in the half darkness, revealing his filed teeth and two gold crowns. It amused him to think about Henri Butron, the pathetic little fool.

			It was too late to sleep. He lacked the fortitude to awaken Josyane and labor away. Yawning, he switched the tape recorder back on. He strode up and down the room, flicking cigarette ash into the fireplace. He paid scant attention to the voice on the tape.
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			I slept with Anne. The little slut must secretly get naked in her garden now and again—to hell with the neighbors—because she was tanned where she shouldn’t be.

			The sensation of being hunted boosted my libido. I fucked her seven times between seven in the evening and five in the morning. We stopped screwing only long enough to cook sausages and drink beer.

			Like chumps we had forgotten to lock the front door. And so, soon after, around daybreak, cops burst right into our room, in the middle of which I had Anne spread-eagled and was pounding into her and slithering around in sweat.

			The pigs laughed and made obscene jokes as I disentangled myself in short order. The humiliation made me wild. They did not know I had been to Milano’s to get a weapon. I raced out. The amorous excesses must have made me high, because I shot like a cannonball through the coppers and burst into the garden, stark naked except for my dark glasses and waving Milano’s gun, a Manufrance 7.65 mm. With the pistol between my teeth I tried to scramble over the iron gate like a cat. I heard Anne screaming. Cops charged across the stunted flowerbeds. I fell backward, gashing my elbow. I turned and fired four shots with my eyes closed, hitting nobody. The dicks grabbed me and disarmed me. I felt the pain when one of them broke my wrist over his knee. The others ground their heels into my face and genitals. My nose was broken. I was soaking in blood. Horribly hurt by a vicious boot down Swann’s Way, I passed out stricken by the fear of castration.

			I pulled ten years. You must never give the impression you are firing at the police. I was granted a pardon in 1965. My father had just died.

•

Extract from Jacquie Gouin’s notes.

			Henri Butron planned a number of attacks against left-wing parties and various other organizations. Only one materialized. With the help of a Yugoslavian refugee, a rather troubled individual who would seem to have informed the police, he threw a grenade at the headquarters of the Association in Support of General de Gaulle.

			Two days later he was arrested. He resisted, and fired a weapon as he tried to flee. He was caught. His attempted resistance prejudiced his case and he was sentenced to ten years in prison.

			Butron was tight-lipped when it came to his prison time. He appears to have felt contempt for the common criminals.

			He was pardoned in 1965 and returned to Rouen.

			His father had died shortly before.

			Butron inherited. He embarked on a new life.

			(Jacquie’s notes end here.)
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			I had gone to see my father buried for one reason only: I had to make a good impression. Prison wardens are suspicious of those who fail to show filial duty.

			So I went to the cemetery for the old man’s funeral.

			Now I was making up for that a little. I took the case holding razor blades marked Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, etc. (in English) and broke the blades one by one. I threw them onto the bathroom floor. I shaved with an electric gizmo. As I shaved I smoked, well before breakfast time; and I kept inspecting myself in the mirrors. I knew I looked like hell.

			I tossed my father’s jars and tubes of ointment onto the floor. I crushed them slowly under my heel. The bathroom was disgusting. My old man was not clean and tidy. I broke the wire drying rack hanging over the bath on which he used to hang his boxer shorts. I screwed it up into a wild ball and dropped it into the tub. I went down to the ground floor holding my cigarette between finger and thumb so that I could whistle “Satin Doll.”

			In the hall there were no keys on the little Henri II buffet. I used my heel to attack the locks. The doors flew open. I strewed old papers, rags, and pipes across the carpet.

			I kicked over the umbrella stand with its copper decorations and it rolled up against the front door. The bumbershoots scattered. I snorted and went into the kitchen and made myself a cup of Nescafé.

			I was overwhelmed by an urge to shit all over the floor.

			I controlled myself. 

			I drank my coffee.

			I adjusted my bathrobe—the same old plaid piece of shit. I would get another one the next day. The doorbell rang. Cocksure, my cig stuck between my teeth, I went to open. 

			Standing on the doormat was Commissioner Goémond, looking at me mischievously and waiting for me to open the door wide. I stayed put, blocking the narrow gap.

			“I come as a neighbor,” he said.

			“Diarrhea,” I said. “Excrement. Policeman. Half-breed. Night soil. Pisspot. Bitch. Shithole.”

			He could tell I was somewhat hostile. The blood drained slowly from his face. I treated him, calmly, to other insults, each viler than the last.

			“I understand you, you know,” said Goémond, taking a step forward.

			I slammed the door in his face. I shot the bolts. I was trembling horribly. I wanted to kill him. I went to make myself another Nescafé. I went on uttering obscenities in the kitchen by myself.

			To calm my nerves I dressed sharply. Silk shirt with French cuffs, no-iron gray pants, plum-colored jacket, very simple yellow woolen necktie with little green stripes. I wore my dark glasses. I stroked my mustache. I put on a little fedora to match my pants. The look was not bad at all.

			I went out. I was heir to a comfortable sum of money. In two or three years I would have to find something to do, but in the meantime I had nothing to worry about. I ran around Rouen. I went in search of old pals, in search of a little social life.

			Lots of them had disappeared or settled down. I found Babulique. He was much thinner. He had dropped out of school. He was working in a garage. He was pleased that I wanted advice from him. I bought an Ondine. The engine was tired, but the white bodywork was still impressive. I drove around and did a spot of shopping.

			Little by little I was overcome by a feeling of uselessness.

			For several days I stayed cloistered in the house drinking beer and smoking my cigarillos. I made a fire in the hearth that the old man had closed up with a sheet of metal and that was never used. I burnt my father’s old photos, old letters, medical records and file cards. Some of these I read before burning them. From the medical point of view, everyday life is sometimes unfathomable, if you know what I mean. There was the record of a guy who came in one Sunday morning, a little old man, well dressed and all the rest, to have a pencil case extracted from his rectum. He claimed that he had sat on the thing by mistake but eventually, without prompting, broke down in tears and confessed to his perversions and pleaded that the object be removed as soon as possible so his wife and daughter should guess nothing—that it be taken out within half an hour while the women were still at Mass. Another character was arrested, a real career pervert. His complete confession was noted: began at high school, where “I served as a woman for my classmates and swallowed all their excretions”; became an undinist, then very masochistic; at thirty years of age, had the blood vessels supplying his penis tied, having no further interest in erection; his greatest pleasure at the time of his arrest was to be attached below the shoulder blades to a meat hook and have his genitals, with myriad phonograph needles implanted in them, manipulated. I am not making this stuff up; this case was written up in medical journals and must be easy to find. Anyway, what did it matter? All went into the fire along with the rest. I poked the embers with my old man’s cane.

			Neurosis is nothing that can’t be cured by a good screw. I headed for Anne’s on the off chance; I didn’t know whether she still lived there.

			I didn’t ring. Some entrances should stun. I turned the front-door handle and went down the hall straight to her bedroom, cigarillo between my teeth. The room was still her room, to judge by the large photo of Lenin on the wall, but Anne was not there.

			“What is it?” came a rather hoity-toity voice.

			I turned around calmly. I checked out the woman who had popped up behind me: thirty-five or a little more, but good-looking, short skirt, white turtleneck. Short hair like Anne, but tidier. Small mouth, but hungry. A woman of the world.

			“I’m looking for Anne,” I said to her, looking at her breasts.

			She smiled and nibbled at her lip, an exciting habit. Suddenly it seemed to dawn on her:

			“My God! You are Henri Butron!”

			I nodded.

			“Fantastic!” she observed.

			She bothered her thumb with her teeth and hopped from one foot to the other like a little girl. I drew on my cigarillo and kept mum. Finally she strode toward me determinedly and held out her hand so fast that her arm seemed to spring forth of its own accord.

			“I’m Jacquie, Anne’s mother,” she said, seizing my mitt in a virile way and giving it a firm shake.

			“You’re well preserved.”

			She gave me a look that said, Skip the bullshit, you jerk, but I saw pleasure slip furtively into her doe-like eyes in the shape of a tiny evanescent golden glimmer. I smiled like an idiot.

			“Anne is away for the weekend,” she said.

			A pause.

			“I was just making some coffee. Will you have some?”

			I nodded and we settled down. There were modern canvas-covered tubular armchairs, fake African artifacts, a low table with a thick glass top, a stoneware coffee service, and a good many books.

			Our conversation got started in a strange way. Jacquie asked me questions like a psychosociologist, and I replied like a subject. In doing so I learnt some things about myself.

			“Why did you fire at the cops?”

			“To kill them.”

			“How come you missed?”

			I wondered then about my unconscious fears.

			“What are you going to do?”

			“I’m going to do nothing.”

			“Until when?”

			“Forever. I’ll never do anything. I’ll rip folks off.”

			“Meaning what?”

			“I’ll pinch cash wherever it is—in suckers’ wallets. But not armed robbery. I’ll use soft talk.”

			“A swindler?”

			“Not exactly. I’ll give value for money.”

			“I’d like to know you better.”

			“Likewise,” I said, scoping out her legs, not bad for what must have been her age.

			She was cute, like a young chick, but you could tell how experienced she was. A real woman.

			She got to her feet, the bitch, smoothing her skirt down with careful little taps to her thighs and giving a crooked lubricious smile.

			“Well, I’m glad to have made your acquaintance.”

			And all like that.

			Baloney, just baloney; I didn’t dare brush against her as I left.

			“I’ll come again,” I said.

			“Right.”

			The sarcastic old slut.

			But I had her later, well and truly. I made her cry out.
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			George Clemenceau Oufiri had been listening with only half an ear for the last moment or two. A Bentley had just come into the villa’s garden. Its high beams swept across the venetian blind behind which the marshal was installed. They made black stripes across his black skin. The Bentley pulled up. Slamming of car doors. Several people’s feet crunching on the gravel. The marshal peeked between two slats of the blind without parting them—you could never be too careful. One man, a bodyguard, was silhouetted in the headlights. He was overseeing the main arrival. The beams highlighted his Schleicher. Just then they went out.

			Shortly, footsteps resounded in the hall. The marshal half opened his door and peered out. Reassured, he opened it wide. Colonel Jumbo, in civilian clothes, a very respectable English suit, came toward him. The two shook hands. You could have called the colonel moonfaced if the moon were black. He gave a full-throated laugh, exposing filed teeth like the marshal’s.

			“What a shambles! My God, what a shambles!” he said as he entered the library.

			Nervously, he tossed his jacket onto the sofa as the marshal closed the door.

			“Since the middle of last night they’ve never stopped calling about the delivery of that package.”

			He laughed. Oufiri chuckled along with him.

			“We’re taking a plane in the morning,” said the marshal.

			Jumbo looked at his watch. He pursed his lips.

			“It’s too late to sleep. Don’t you have a little white meat?”

			Oufiri was disconcerted. It never occurred to him that his subordinates could be subject to carnal desires. He made an apologetic gesture.

			“Josyane isn’t here?” asked Jumbo. 

			Oufiri’s complexion turned gray.

			“Yes, she is. Why?”

			His tone was surly. Jumbo smiled scornfully.

			“Special reserve till the end, huh?”

			“There is no end,” said Oufiri. “I’m taking her back home with us.”

			“Idiot! And your wife?”

			“No one will know anything,” said the marshal. “And you, just can it!”

			“A white bitch,” said the colonel. “It’s okay with me. You can do whatever you like, of course, you’re a big shot.”

			Oufiri turned his back on him.

			“Let me fuck her just once,” pleaded Jumbo, who was the head of the secret service.

			“You corrupt bastard! How dare you get familiar with me!” yelled Oufiri, and struck his subordinate in the mouth.

			Jumbo fell against the table. Blood ran from his split lip.

			“You poor fool! The whole security team has screwed her. Everything except run a train on her.”

			“Lies!”

			Each grabbed the other by the lapels. They rolled onto the carpet hammering each other with kidney punches and snorting like seals. After a moment they got up bruised and breathless.

			“I could fire you,” Oufiri proffered.

			Jumbo sneered. He had enough in his dossiers to ruin the marshal. The two men calmed down. Jumbo glanced vaguely at the tape recorder.

			“Butron’s confession,” Oufiri explained.

			“What a stupid little white man he was,” said Jumbo.

			Oufiri shrugged.

			“About that package,” said Jumbo. “Where is it?”

			Oufiri looked daggers at him.

			“Okay,” said the colonel.

			“In the cellar.”

			“In what state?”

			“Negative.”

			“Man,” said Jumbo, who had studied Hegel while at the Sorbonne, “is a negative being who is only inasmuch as he destroys being.”

			The two black men burst out laughing for no reason and poured themselves drinks.
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			For a while I believed that something like the Nation could exist—something as real as a material object—but I was mistaken. I had not scrutinized the stinking little anthill that is the earth. There were frontiers, granted, but their only purpose was to make money for leaders, who merely pretended to oppose one another; they set up an opposition between internal and external, the external being evil; in this way they persuaded everyone within their borders to unite against that evil. That was the way they hung on to power, the bastards.

			The only thing I had yet to understand in order to be a free man was that ideas are not real, and it was at this time that I understood it. Only sex and money were real. And for that matter if you had money you had sex, so long as you were young. And I was young, so only money was real.

			Thus freed from my earlier beliefs, I felt no scruples about accepting when Jacquie called me on the phone and asked me to collaborate with her on a proposed article for The New Informer, a left-wing weekly for which she worked as a journalist. She wanted us to produce a piece on my youth, which she thought would epitomize a particular time. I was pretty much in agreement. We would split the fee fifty-fifty. I would talk and she would knock it into shape. She already had the title: “Return of the Little Soldier.” She was all excited. We would need to bulk things up a bit when it came to my record with respect to Algeria, to my earlier misdeeds, and to my subsequent terrorist activity. I did not say no. I said all right, so long as it paid. I cannot now say in all honesty that a long-term plan to forge an image for myself had already formed in my mind, but I am sure that one was guiding me unconsciously. I believe in the unconscious.

			We began work sessions. I liked Jacquie’s apartment. It had modern furniture and old provincial pieces jumbled up. But harmonious. Not like my place with all its Henri II and company, complete with casters. She had exotic stuff, but everything blended together. A stuffed sand lizard, a gift from a fellag, seemed perfectly at home lying on the lid of a Norman grain mill which, when opened, revealed calf-bound books by Leon Trotsky. And there was plenty of good coffee.

			The books too were unfamiliar. My whole childhood was spent among manuals of anatomy, Balzac, and Henri Troyat. The Balzacs, moreover, were never read.

			Here there were modern novels, Robbe-Grillet, things like that. Fairly toxic, what’s more. But mainly real writings on real subjects, sociology, statistics, Lévi-Strauss, Jakobson, Paul Ricoeur, René Dumont, Castro, etc. Facts, in other words, about real life. Take Lévi-Strauss, for example: he explains how Indian tribes were so undernourished that the guys could no longer get it up, so that when an explorer turned up, little Indian girls would shower him with all sorts of favors and blandishments, so frustrated were they and so eager to get laid. You can’t make this stuff up—it’s life in the raw, it’s real. I would have loved to be an explorer.

			To begin with Jacquie adopted a snooty air. It was her way of believing in herself. She tried to get me to agree with her, and be respectful. She tried to dictate almost everything I said, to give me the impression that she understood me better than I understood myself. At times she ceased taking notes, although I was talking and obviously saying important things. Otherwise I wouldn’t be saying them, for shit’s sake!

			In such cases I didn’t hesitate: I stopped speaking and looked at her as though waiting for her cue. She was then obliged to carry on noting. In this way I made her write down the very things she did not want to write.

			I understood perfectly what she was up to. She wanted to convince me that she was the boss. Well, two could play that game. And I had more staying power than she did.

			What was more, the fact of her taking notes on whatever I was on about tended to subordinate her to me. Without forcing things, I gradually bent her to my will.

			The first time we worked together I remained quite neutral.

			As a result, on the second occasion she was rather disconcerted when I began alluding to her body and her person.

			I hardly wore kid gloves. Experience has taught me that with intellectual women all the preliminaries occur on the level of the noodle, the level of talk. When dealing with such an intellectual never, ever feel her up. She will have a fit. What you need to do is stay silent for a moment, not touching her or anything, keeping your distance, three meters being about right, then ask her, absolutely without moving or anything, a question that is rather explicit, sexually speaking, but quite cerebral.

			My own particular trick is to inquire suddenly whether I inspire repulsion or desire. For in either case, I would argue, the question is liable to rattle the relationship.

			“Nothing of that sort” was Jacquie’s reply, and she lit a cigarette to save face.

			I gazed at her for a long time. Know how to play on silence.

			“It comes to the same thing anyway,” I said. “Behind repulsion lies desire. Behind desire, repulsion.”

			I could tell I’d struck pay dirt, but I made no sign. She drew on her cigarette and gave a short laugh that sounded fake.

			“Let’s get back to work,” she said.

			I wasn’t going to let her wriggle out of it like that.

			“The work has to be good,” I said. “And it won’t be if it’s hamstrung by unconscious mental urges.”

			Mental urges my foot! The fact was I had a major boner.

			She shook her head every which way, patted her perm into place and emitted a tiny fluting laugh that rang utterly false. I had her.

			I have always been excited by the idea of debauching a woman by way of the intellect. This is quite different from ordinary sex. Of course, being just out of the slammer, I needed to get my rocks off in short order. I had a regular lay in a quayside truckers’ bar, a barmaid who was plump and dirty-minded. She would jostle and pinch me, that was her way; and empty my wallet. Needless to say, I furnished it only with the minimal funds required to satisfy her without ruining me. I was not afraid of becoming her cash cow, or of her rifling through my pockets. It aroused me, truth to tell. She was nothing to me but a floozy, a quick fix.

			Quick fixes leave you where you were. What I wanted to do was to advance, make conquests. Especially, be it said, considering what she thought she was, the conquest of Jacquie. An intellectual and all that. I hated her. Which was why, rolling my cigarillo between my teeth, I said, “Get real. You know what I’m saying.”

			The bitch did not so much as pretend ignorance. Instead she gave me a pitying look. My blood, or rather my precious bodily fluids, boiled.

			“I have never tolerated that kind of look,” I thundered, “from a slut, especially one who votes for the Republic.”

			“I don’t vote for the Republic,” she ventured.

			“Doesn’t matter,” I said. “All that matters is power. Power relationships. Between us too. Get it?”

			She yawned. I could have killed her on the spot. But I had better ways.

			“Not a shred of an article will be done,” I said rather coldly, “until we have fucked on this carpet that I am pointing to.”

			(And, while saying I was pointing, I pointed.)

			“Ha! Ha! Ha!” she went, in a forced way.

			And I could see she was gearing up to deliver some withering response, but I did not leave her the time, getting to my feet, tightening my belt and making for the door, which fazed her.

			“On this carpet here,” I reiterated, stamping on it with my heel. “But next time. Right now I am tired. I’m out of here. Going for a walk. Think it over a bit in that little head of yours so full of mush.”

			Then I left, cigarillo still clenched between my choppers. I went down to the port. There were high schoolers in the bars on Rue Jeanne d’Arc. They reminded me of times not so long before. But far off all the same.

			Maybe it is only today that all those things seem to me so close to each other in time, because I’ve come so far since, and because I’m in danger. I really should have taken the weapon Eddy offered me.
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			“Lucky for him he didn’t take it,” said Colonel Jumbo.

			“Either way,” said Oufiri, “he was fucked.”

			“He could have done some damage,” said Jumbo. “Made it inevitable for the affair to go public. Then things would have turned out differently.”

			“No,” answered Oufiri. “They would have been hushed up differently, but the end result would have been the same. The issue is between one power and another. The particular reactions of individuals play only insignificant roles.”

			“Perhaps so,” Jumbo admitted.

			The two were sitting in vast armchairs in the property near Montfort-l’Amaury. At present they were smoking Schimmelpenninck cigars. They seemed calm, the two black men with filed teeth.

			“All things considered,” said the marshal (and the idiotic expression sounded odd coming from his fleshy lips), “all things considered, you can screw Josyane. What does it matter? It’s like the death of that Butron. Such details are unimportant because they belong to a larger whole that transcends and almost obliterates them.”

			Jumbo gazed at the marshal with hesitation.

			“I’m not taking her back home,” Oufiri added. “You are right. My wife . . . The possibility of scandal . . .”

			“Other leaders have white mistresses,” said Jumbo.

			He had thus changed his position in the middle of their conversation. Oufiri played on Jumbo’s habit of continually contradicting him. Whenever Oufiri changed his mind, Jumbo made a symmetrical shift. They personified pro and con alternately over and over again, though of course Oufiri always started things off and always had the last word.

			“Screw her,” urged the marshal.

			He had thrust his black hands back into his pockets and his fists were gently clenched. Beneath his square fingernails a gum-like matter had accumulated composed of shreds of tobacco and various vaguely greasy substances. In his mind, which had slowed down, ideas no longer sprang up but merely floated. Oufiri could not give a fig, after all, if Jumbo went upstairs to Josyane; or if the security team had all had the little whore. He really did not give a damn. He smiled.

			“I’m in the mood to smoke some hash,” he said.

			Dutifully, Colonel Jumbo ferreted in the right inside pocket of his well-cut jacket and took out a lump of hashish wrapped in a Kleenex, opened up the tissue, which was fraying, and began crumbling the brown, rather pasty substance onto a sheet of newspaper. First, however, he heated it over the flame of his cigarette lighter, a solid gold Dupont bearing his initials.

			It smelled good, with a hint of eucalyptus.

			Jumbo seemed preoccupied. He stuffed a clay pipe with a mixture of the hashish and a very fine-cut tobacco, English, of the kind generally used for rolling cigarettes.

			Oufiri watched him with a good-natured smile, relaxing in anticipation. His gaze wandered. He spotted a small metal structure in a glass of water revolving in a lively manner. Was this what was called a Cartesian diver? There were all sorts of curios and gadgets in the villa. The place did not belong to Oufiri. It had been loaned him by a French criminal.

			The N’Gustro affair was going to make waves. Oufiri was beginning to feel certain of that. The crook who owned the villa would need to be protected. Not that Oufiri was grateful. It was just that everyone had to know that he protected anyone who did him a favor. Otherwise there would be no good reason to do so again.

			He would have to have a word with the Americans, discreetly of course. They would be useful only in the event of major problems.

			Most of all he must consult with those elements within the French secret service who were counting on the departure of President de Gaulle and on a certain number of uncertainties that would ensue.

			It was all rather complicated, Oufiri reflected. He was pleased with himself for thinking through such a complex situation.

			The marshal clicked his tongue. With respect to his immediate perceptions he operated like a shrimp: he was forever probing his close surroundings with a multitude of fine-tuned and imaginary organs. At this moment he sensed a certain discomfort in near proximity. He widened his eyes vaguely and focused on Colonel Jumbo. The colonel was not completely relaxed as he finished filling the clay pipe.

			“You’re not completely relaxed,” said Oufiri.

			“It’s Josyane,” the colonel reminded him.

			Oufiri smiled with relief, hesitated, and then stopped smiling.

			“You go ahead,” he said. “I’d forgotten, that’s all.”

			Jumbo relaxed after casting a hesitant glance at the marshal. He tamped down the plug in the pipe’s bowl with his big purple thumb. His pores dilated. Oufiri passed no judgment on the secret-service chief. Despite the country’s political independence, white women, it was true, were still irrepressibly desirable. There is such a thing, thought the marshal, as a complex that affects the colonized and is buried but that we all suffer from at some level or other—and generally at the level of our crotch.

			“Light it for me,” he decreed blithely.

			Jumbo lit the pipe with his Dupont. A scent reminiscent of eucalyptus, though much more appealing, filled the air along with trails of blue smoke. Jumbo passed the pipe to the marshal along with his Dupont, because the mixture drew badly, and the pipe often went out, though there was pleasure to be had from relighting it.

			Oufiri nodded slightly to tell Jumbo that he had carte blanche. The colonel left the room deferentially. Oufiri heard him walking down the hallway and upstairs. Jumbo had bought himself squeaky shoes again. He was especially fond of patent leather but he was also rather cheap. His shoes were always gleaming, and they always squeaked. Dirty nigger, thought the marshal as he closed his fat lips over the stem of the pipe.

			He sucked.

			He went and sat behind the desk for a while. The smoke gently warmed his bronchial tubes. Oufiri eschewed hard drugs. Alcohol and cannabis he was fond of; for his powerful body they were but minor stimulants that could not weaken his rational thought processes, his political vision, his conscious feelings, or his voluntary motor functions. 

			He laid the pipe down on the edge of an ashtray and went out into the hallway for a moment. One of the security guys had completely disassembled his machine gun. Oufiri shook his head and smacked his tongue lightly in a disapproving way.

			The guy hurriedly began reassembling his weapon with a hangdog look.

			“Don’t disturb me until further notice,” Oufiri commanded—carefully, because he could already feel his tongue furring over.

			Your fat violet tongue, as Josyane was wont to say. His tongue was pink, not violet, and not particularly fat. White bitch! Oufiri went back into the library, closed the door, and chuckled very softly.

			The pipe on the edge of the ashtray had gone out. Before picking it up and relighting it, the marshal made himself comfortable.

			He took off the jacket of his Italian suit and unbuckled the Mexican bandolier that he was still in the habit of wearing, even now that he was the minister of justice. His gun had changed since the early days. At the very beginning it had been a trusty P38. Nowadays the marshal was much more interested in a weapon’s decorative aspect, which was why he carried a replica of Sheriff Wyatt Earp’s .45-caliber Colt Peacemaker with its very long barrel, walnut buttstock, and collective ejector—a heresy historically speaking, but very practical.

			Oufiri slipped the Colt under a couch cushion. The bandolier he laid on the couch. He loosened his tie, stretched, put the pipe back between his teeth and relit it. He breathed in deeply. Just before he lay down he picked up the small tape recorder and carried it over to the couch. Butron amused him, he did not quite know why.

			He stretched out and listened with half an ear to the tape, glad to feel his muscles loosening and his mind calming down. His perception of things remained clear but he lost all sense of urgency and fell into a distinctly blissful mood.

			So when, for example, with a newfound auditory acuteness he heard bedsprings squealing above his head, he smiled blissfully. He pictured Colonel Jumbo, bare naked, all dignity gone, the dimples on his buttocks filling with sweat as he labored over Josyane. So much effort for such a paltry result. Sheer joy contorted Oufiri’s expression. Jumbo is a stupid Negro, thought the marshal. He listened to the room filling with his own peals of laughter.
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			It was not very complicated to subdue Jacquie. I needed only to give no hint of anything when I returned to her place for more dictation. She was expecting an onslaught in due form, and probably had cutting responses ready, but I left her hanging. That confused her. Annoyed her. Which made her seem younger. More aggressive. She dropped her superior airs. On my third visit she was at the end of her tether. I grabbed her. She slapped me, scratched my face. I just laughed. I punched her in the mouth. We rolled on the floor.

			I lie. Okay, I am lying. It didn’t happen like that.

			I don’t have to lie now. My life has gone on and I can afford to tell the truth because I have achieved great self-mastery.

			“Cut out your boring little tricks,” Jacquie said after a little while. “Let’s see if you are any more amusing in bed.”

			She looked at me with eyes whose color now escapes me, if I ever knew.

			The fact is that no maneuvering was needed. My usual tendency was to underestimate myself and overestimate the other person. But Jacquie was ready and willing. True, she always had a little lopsided smile from when we first came to know each other until we screwed, a smile that sometimes came back later also. She thought I was a weirdo, and I certainly am a weirdo; but she did not attach any special importance to me, and that is where she showed her limitations. I was perhaps not fabulously special, but I was more special than Jacquie, who was nothing but a little modern girl with ready-made ideas, an intellectual snob.

			Be that as it may, we started sleeping together.

			We never saw Anne. Jacquie made sure she was never there when I visited her place. This did not bother me. You don’t chase two broads at the same time.

			Later on, Jacquie would say I was not fit company for her daughter. What a laugh that was. It was fine for me to lay her, Jacquie, but not for me to see her daughter—for moral reasons, according to her.

			Really, excuse me while I laugh.

			A first piece appeared in The New Informer. I realized that Jacquie wanted to present me as a plaything of circumstance. Oddly I felt no resentment. It was just her way. And what did I care, so long as it paid?

			Jacquie was surprised when I told her that her article was fine.

			We then cooked up another version of the same text, more thoroughgoing and complete with academic annotations, for Hourgnon’s monthly Contemporanéité.

			We went up to Paris once to talk to the editors of that journal. I had never visited Paris and, oddly enough, it was only then that I realized it. I toured the city. Jacquie was blasé about this. We went to Trocadéro, to visit the Musée de la Marine and the Musée de l’Homme, and to the Palais de la Découverte. Jacquie gave up halfway through: she thought it was all a pain in the ass.

			For my part, though, I was fascinated and don’t mind saying so. To see the riches civilization had created was amazing, but at the same time, so was the poverty of existence. When I say poverty of existence I am not talking about commodities. I myself, for instance, had everything I wanted—car, dishwasher, and all that. Or at least I had everything I needed. Stuff to show off to girls picked up and electrical appliances for convenience on the rare occasions when I had to eat at home. By “poverty of existence” what I mean is the degree to which life is shit. It is astonishing how shitty life is.

			Anyway, as I say, Jacquie gave up. She went off to the Champs-Élysées to see some people. I stayed where I was, looking at prehistoric arrowheads, then went and played with a rather amusing contraption, a sort of circle of rails with a miniature locomotive on them. To begin with, when you set the track in motion, the engine failed to keep pace with it. Then, by virtue of friction, it sped up and started to turn in tandem with the rails. And by the time the circular track came to a stop the locomotive had accelerated so much that it continued to roll along the now stationary rails.

			I cannot recall the faintest thing about whatever principle this device was designed to demonstrate, but I do remember what a gas it seemed to me. I could hardly stop operating it, and did so only when a big crush of people built up, all eager to have a go.

			After that I paid a visit to the planetarium and listened to a commentary while watching stars moving around on the dark screen of the dome. I was not exactly happy, but I was certainly at peace. I stayed till the end; they could have kept the show going as long as they wanted.

			But it did end, and so off I went, crossed the river, and climbed up the Eiffel Tower by the stairs. I felt really goofy. At the top I treated myself to a big feed. Damn it, I had plenty of shekels. The flunkies in the restaurant were very slow: no matter how loud you shouted, they wouldn’t shake a leg.

			With my belly full, I hurried to the four o’clock meeting at Contemporanéité.

			Hourgnon I saw for five minutes, not about business, but in the lobby. Jacquie had grabbed him by the coattails, and we chatted for a few moments. He had an ugly mug, I have to say. So much so that you could barely understand how come he enjoyed such popularity among schoolgirls. Because excuse me! A master thinker? Boarding school kids reading him under the covers? Vast influence on youth? Always mentioned in the dreadful questionnaire in old Mother Biniou’s almanac as the writer with influence over almost half of the nation’s young people. And that wasn’t all. Think of the man’s claim that Malian socialism was determined by the fact that Mali had no access to the sea. Still, he was no joke.

			He came close to patting me on the cheek right away, then Jacquie put a word in his ear about what I was, using the familiar form of address, and he sized me up with a sharp glance as one might a piece of meat. A clicking sound issued from his nasal passages. He was quite sure that with time the rebel without a cause before him, namely me, would, in his terms, have his consciousness raised. He tried to talk to me about it briefly. I didn’t understand a word he was saying, nor did I care to, and I farted noisily in hopes that he would punch me in the face and we would have a bit of fun. But no way: he moved off shaking his head philosophically. Naturally Jacquie was outraged at my behavior, but she dared not chew me out, for now we were in the presence of a member of the “editorial board” (I ask you!) who was chatting with us. He too seemed eager to get rid of us as quickly as he could. So I took pleasure in delaying our departure. I made a few remarks to him. That he had bad breath. That he looked Jewish. He behaved exactly as though I did not exist.

			Still, he was obliged to give me a few sidelong looks when we got around to money matters, because I had no intention of getting screwed and threatened to take my stories elsewhere if they didn’t cough up. Which I was thinking of doing in any case. We would need to make only a few changes. Such ideas have made headway in my mind over time. If I am here tonight sweating with fear, and I am not ashamed to say so because I have good reason to be scared, and without so much as Eddy’s piece—if I am here sweating, I say, it has a good deal to do with thoughts I’ve been having about money. Great oaks from little acorns grow.

			Anyway, with the contract signed, we returned quietly to Rouen that evening and set about rehashing a text on the basis of Jacquie’s notes and fresh details, true or false, that I kept coming up with: a text with the tone needed for Contemporanéité.

			By five o’clock in the morning we were done.
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			The marshal turned the tape recorder off once more. His auditory perceptions had lapsed into a somewhat inconsistent receptiveness. Consequently he could perfectly well hear the rhythm of the coitus proceeding upstairs, but he also apprehended, more easily even than Butron’s voice, a barely audible whine coming from the machine.

			The whine was indeed virtually blotting out the voice, at least so far as the marshal’s perception was concerned.

			He rolled over on the enormous couch and with his fat index finger depressed a sort of pneumatic rubber cup originally meant to be operated by a foot during meals in order to activate a ghostly bell and summon a member of the help.

			Formerly the masters of the place would use this bell gizmo to mobilize their Spanish domestics. In the event, Oufiri, after pressing the button, saw the man with the Schmeisser hurry in, but without the Schmeisser.

			The marshal pointed this out.

			“Left it in the hallway,” spat the man.

			“Unwise,” sighed the marshal.

			“No,” said the man, “I have a little piece.”

			“‘No,’ what?” demanded Oufiri.

			“No, Excellency.”

			Oufiri deigned to smile.

			“Let’s see it.”

			The man understood that evidence of his competence was being requested. The sidearm seemed to appear magically in his outstretched hand even though in reality he had withdrawn it from inside his canvas jacket. Oufiri offered a smile oilier than the first one. He was pleased. He rolled his eyes as he looked at the gun.

			“It’s cute. I don’t know that one.”

			The man approached respectfully and handed the weapon to him. He then took a step back like a polished servant.

			“It is a Miroku, Excellency.”

			Oufiri stared at the man as if wondering whether he was razzing him by claiming that the gun had such an obscene-sounding name.*

			“I am not joking, Excellency. It’s called a Miroku. It’s Japanese.”

			Once convinced that the name was real, Oufiri burst out laughing. He returned the automatic to its owner. He continued to shake with mirth.

			“Once this operation is over,” he said, “I should love it if you were to make a gift of it to me.”

			“As Your Excellency wishes,” the thug hazarded, momentarily foxed by the marshal’s formal phraseology.

			Oufiri gave an avuncular nod.

			“Good,” he said. “But enough of that. I need a lubricant.”

			“A lubricant, Excellency?”

			“An oilcan.”

			“Momentito,” said the man, and he hastened out of the room, slipping his automatic back beneath his left arm.

			Oufiri was alone for about five minutes. He amused himself by drawing his fat finger across the plastic housing of the tape recorder. This produced a squeak that to an uninfluenced ear would be just a squeak but to the marshal’s, magnificently dilated by the hash, embodied a near infinity of subtle harmonics. The marshal was put in mind of a time when he used to play the steel violin in the bush. 

			He was in a delightful mood. Everything conspired to fill him with satisfaction. He thought of Colonel Jumbo, whom he could still hear in action upstairs. He could tell that the colonel was tiring. The mattress was no longer squeaking—groaning, more like. Josyane for her part was neither squeaking nor groaning. She must have been half-comatose. As well hung as he was, Jumbo could not arouse her. Tough. The marshal laughed once more.

			He also thought about the cellar, where his victim was dangling. A delicious frisson ran through him. Later on he would get into the quick of the matter with his own bare hands. After a few hours the face of anyone strung up by the feet turns black. But with a black person this effect is invisible.

			The marshal was high. He drew on his hot pipe. He was floating. The Schmeisser man came back in. Oufiri hardly recognized him. The man handed him an oilcan. The marshal thanked him and started to oil the tape recorder. Greasy marks spotted the throw. The Schmeisser man had left.

			“Miroku! Miroku!” the marshal kept saying euphorically.

			And he sprayed oil all over the place.


				
					*To a French ear, the name suggests “look up the ass.” (Trans.)
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			One morning the next month, when I went to the corner bistro for my breakfast, I spotted Contemporanéité at the newsstand and saw that our article had been published under the title “A Young Man Alone.” This was also the title of a novel by Roger Vailland that tells the story of a young bourgeois who eventually joins the Communists—which tells you right away what was expected of me by the pathetic clowns at Contemporanéité.

			The funniest thing was that what was about to happen formally resembled what they hoped for but had nothing to do with the actual content of their thinking—as you will soon see.

			I read the article as I ate my croissants. The text was not too distressing. Not for a left-wing monthly, at any rate. There were errors—above and beyond those I had contributed myself. And as always I was depicted as a toy of History. Fair enough, but they should have taken a look at themselves. How easily they flip-flopped, the gutless creatures, when it came to Korea, Yugoslavia, or what they called the Hungarian tragedy. Which wasn’t a tragedy—it was an insurrection.

			Anyway, after my breakfast I got into the Ondine and drove to Jacquie’s with a bottle of scotch and the vague idea of celebrating. There was nothing worth celebrating, but I wanted to celebrate all the same.

			I rang and simultaneously turned the doorknob, as I was used to doing. The door did not open, but I heard furtive sounds from within. I was rather startled: Jacquie never locked her door, out of a kind of laziness. And she did not come to open up either. There was dead silence inside now. In vain I rang the bell again. I hesitated: I had certainly not dreamt up the rustling and repeated whispers that had followed my first ring. It did not even occur to me that Jacquie might not want to let me in, that she could be with another guy, for instance. Had that occurred to me, I would not have done what I did, namely go into the little courtyard where the trash cans stood and the window to the john was open. The urge was irresistible—I wanted to see—and I hauled myself up. Apparently Bertrand du Guesclin, in his day, helped himself to an English fortress in a similar way, by sneaking in through a shithouse—just about the only historical fact I ever retained from a school textbook. Now, though, it seems a bit odd to me that a medieval castle had a crapper at all, seeing everything we are told about how, even as late as the Sun King, everyone including the courtiers used to shit any old where, in dark corners throughout their palaces. But that was hardly my problem as I skirted the WC and soundlessly entered the apartment, not really knowing what to expect but probably hoping to give Jacquie a fright.

			I was in a hallway stacked with small crates, each measuring about sixty by forty centimeters. Mystery. I caught sounds of movement from the living room, went in there, and what did I see but two big black men—very black—and Anne.

			There were also two or three more of the crates, and one of them was open, clearly revealing carefully packed firearms, just like in a western. One of the blacks, in a petrol-blue suit and gold-rimmed dark glasses, who looked like Thelonious Monk, was handling one of the weapons, a Skoda submachine gun.

			I was so taken aback that all I could think of to do was to brush off the knees of my pants, which had picked up white dust as I clambered up to the window of the john.

			Anne and the two blacks were frozen, so to speak. Perhaps I was embarrassed, but they were shitting bricks. I sized things up: they were not going to shoot me, too noisy, and furthermore the two big apes did not look like killers.

			“Excuse me,” I offered with a carefree smile, “I came to see Jacquie.”

			“She’s away for two days,” answered Anne mechanically.

			She had not changed much, except that her breasts drooped now and she was not made up. The pernicious effect of Marxism, the not making herself up. They piss me off, militants, the way they refuse to use beauty products. Marxists are just Judeo-Christians or whatever, just Holy Joes, that’s what I say.

			So there we were, looking at one another, quite rattled, with me trying to figure things out, which was not that hard. People like Anne had taken a pretty big hit from the way Algeria was turning out, what with all power to the military and the marabouts, as though the ragheads could never do something new on their own. Lefties of her ilk in the metropole had to forget the whole thing in a flash and find a fresh oppressed people to support. To realign their project, as Hourgnon put it. There were some who would tell you straight-faced that Nasser was a socialist. Others, Anne among them, went on a desperate search for a new anticolonial war, new Berbers to salaam to. Here right before me were dogs in human form, African autonomists, as witness their submachine guns and their fearfulness.

			“No need for concern,” I said, feeling that somebody should say something. “I’m not interested in other people’s business.”

			“He’s a friend,” said Anne to the blacks. Her tight-lipped little face gave the lie to her words.

			“I’ll take care of him,” she added.

			You know the sort of overpowering urge that can take hold of you, the refusal at any price to be pushed around. I moved further into the living room. I stepped over the crates and the Skodas grinning broadly. The blacks were struck dumb, but I had no beef with them. It was Anne that I hated. I sat down on a big sofa behind the little glass-topped table and stretched.

			“Go and make coffee,” I shot at Anne.

			She bristled. I gave her a hard look. The two blacks also signaled that she had better comply. Old tribal instincts no doubt. They did not get me yet, and had no idea how things were going to work out, but my consignment of the bitch to the galley met with their instant approval; I could tell that every fiber in their fat bodies agreed. Anne went.

			“Don’t worry on my account,” I said. “I’m not political. Carry on with your machine guns.”

			They were hesitant.

			“For that matter,” I went on, “if ever you need me I’m at your service. I don’t give a fuck about all this. But I have a car. And bread.”

			The two exchanged glances. One of them looked like Monk, as I said, with his petrol-blue suit and his glasses and his gold rims. The other one had a more aquiline nose, a scraggy beard, long neck, big arms, and a light-colored Italian suit with silk thread that shimmered as he moved. Incipient male-pattern baldness. A slight lisp.

			“A car,” he repeated pensively.

			He said nothing more, waiting for my reaction.

			I nodded.

			“A car,” I confirmed. “And my goodwill.”

			As the water was heating Anne came rushing in to issue a warning. “A fascist!” was the gist of what she yapped about me.

			“Gentlemen, gentlemen,” I said, “let’s understand one another. Political conflict in France is one thing. But let’s understand one another. Times change. Just count on me.”

			The fatter of the pair, the Monk look-alike, was viciously attacking his lip with his thumbnail. Agonized indecisiveness reigned. I shrugged. Then, as I well remember, I turned on the record player. A piece by Herbie Mann with Michael Olatunji on drums. A hell of a racket. Very African. “High Life.” Supposed to be black folkloric music from Africa only slightly modified by jazz. I thought they might like it. They liked it more or less.

			“Just a minute,” I said.

			Real high anxiety from them as I unlocked the front door and went outside briefly. They relaxed when I came back in with the bottle of scotch. Herbie Mann was still playing on the turntable. The blacks exchanged glances of satisfaction. They made themselves at home, ransacking Jacquie’s liquor cabinet: anis, and arak, and vodka, and Cointreau—and even a Romanian fruit brandy that was supposed to be drunk warm with cloves.

			Naturally, since my arrival posed a whole slew of obstacles to calm dialogue, we began drinking in silence, and drinking a good deal, as we waited for someone to get an idea of what we should say to one another. By the time Anne came back in with the java the scotch had been completely demolished and we were halfway through a bottle of something else. 

			The protagonists began to exchange smiles. The one with the scraggy beard was even nodding approvingly. Thanks to their little grins I noticed that my two Kilimanjaro cossacks had teeth filed down to points. They had to hail from pretty far away, I thought, from some completely undeveloped country, their posh suits notwithstanding.

			“Angola? Guinea? Mozambique?” I guessed.

			Portuguese colonies were all the rage at the time. Just before the craze for Guevara, Douglas Bravo, etc. Not very long after Lumumba. The Left had a boner for Africa.

			My interlocutors shook their heads. They were from an independent land in the middle of the continent, ex-Dutch Gustavia, ex-French mandate, liberated not long before and dubbed the Zimbabwinite Republic but plagued by tribal conflict.

			At this point in their explanations they stopped short, as if caught red-handed, and looked at me, then at each other, then at me once more. And then they asked me, in the most flowery and circuitous way, whether it was really true that I was a fascist.

			I denied this in all good conscience. Fascism, I said, was prewar: Mussolini, Primo Carnera and all that. Nothing to do with me. I took them for a bit of a ride. They said they just wanted to know whether I was for the Americans or for de Gaulle, which hardly shed light on the matter. Me, I was for nobody. I was for a good laugh. For mad love, like the man said. They didn’t understand me. We didn’t understand one another. But it didn’t matter, because we were all laughing. Anne meanwhile wanted us to explain ourselves; she kept on insisting on explanations. I told her to can it.

			“Yeah, right!” went the brothers, heads bobbing furiously.

			And can it she did, for naturally she harbored a great respect for the two blacks, seeing as how they were revolutionary militants, and she was not about to contradict them. Hold on a moment, though, because I want to be clear about my own motives. You mustn’t for a second take me for a true believer. I went along with the two blacks because I found them congenial, period. Congenial on account of the machine guns all over the apartment. What was more, we were seriously smashed, and that was part of it.

			Any real memory of our conversation is rather hazy in my mind now. I clearly recall their teeth filed down to points. We sent Anne out for sausages. We grilled them in the fireplace. That was as far as we got.

			We chatted, of course, but idly. All they cared about was whether I was with them. Certainly I was. They asked for nothing more. (Later on I happened to run into other Zimbabwinites who were doctrinaire—Marxists, Maoists, Fanonists. I let them blather. With idiots the best thing to do is let them rave.) The two blacks that day couldn’t have given a hoot about ideas so long as we were drinking together and so long as I seemed to want to help them.

			It was Anne who was not happy. I had filched her blacks. They kept sending her back to the pots and pans. She brought up questions quite beside the point: feminism, the unveiling of Berber women, Clara Zetkin, birth control, Agnès Varda, Duras, Beauvoir, Ibarruri. A horrible mishmash.

			To catch her breath, and to combat the great mental fatigue brought on by debating all on your own, she would drink. By nightfall she was blind drunk. For our part we had slowed up a bit. We rolled her onto the couch. She began to snore. She would be on my case the next day. I had deprived her of her personal western. Staggering a bit, the blacks and I schlepped the crates to my Ondine. We drove them down to the port. A Norwegian freighter was laying over. Some guys from its crew were in on it—and paid to be. They loaded the goods. We shuttled back and forth several times.

			The cargo was on its merry way to transit through Guinea or the Congo, I don’t remember which, and then trundle by trucks and porters into central Africa. There it would reach guerrilla forces. What guerrillas? I did not have even the slightest idea at the time. I took the blacks back to my place. It was past midnight. We demolished two more bottles. I threw up straight into my dad’s desk drawers. Good night all. Curtain.

			The next morning we had hangovers from hell but we were fairly happy. We drank black coffee, the two blacks and I, in the kitchen. We spoke softly, the way you do the morning after the night before. I was pleased about what I had done. I wanted to know a little more. The two guys described their situation. Their country, Zimbabwin, had been liberated, and a National Liberation Front, the FLZ, had taken power. But, as I understood it, one ethnic group within the FLZ had its boot on the neck of the others, and what was worse it was a Muslim group, whereas my two apes were half fetishists and half Marxist atheists. As they told it, the Muslims over there were like the bourgeoisie here: grand families and chiefdoms in collusion from time immemorial with the Arab slave traders who made their way down into black Africa by taking the Nile upriver and then traveling way further into the interior, by way of Sudan, to the very heart of the continent; there they conducted roundups, mass kidnappings of entire populations for sale by the Red Sea, the men as labor, the women as whores, and the children, well, that depended.

			My guests had split off from the FLZ, founded the People’s Movement of Zimbabwin (MPLZ), and organized a guerrilla campaign in the south with their own tribes, Christians and fetishists. I told them that frankly all the religious stuff bored me stiff. They said okay, but it would eventually be swept away as the movement progressed; as for themselves, they were completely freed from any such mystical notions. They added that you must not get too far ahead of the masses, as Lenin was supposed to have warned. But when they got heated I found their rough accent hard to penetrate.

			How long have I been talking? An hour? Two? And I still haven’t said a word about the N’Gustro affair. But hang on. The whole background has to be filled in, otherwise you will get just a superficial account of little interest and fit only for the weeklies.

			I am taking longer and longer breaks and not getting to the crux of the matter. Presuming I won’t run into any glitches before getting to the end of my disclosures. This will also expand those disclosures. If I talked all night long that would be just fine. But it is not yet even ten, ten in the evening. I have wound and set the big grandfather clock; its yellow copper pendulum is ticking. I must have a taste for the theatrical.

			My blacks left at eleven o’clock in the morning. I’m not giving their names. I expect they are still active, here in France or overseas. I have no desire to alert the cops.

			They asked me to kiss Anne goodbye for them, saying that we would see one another again if need be. I got into the Ondine. I couldn’t resist the temptation to run by the port. The Norwegian had weighed anchor. The Skodas were up and away. Perhaps it was all but a dream, to coin a phrase.

			I drove up Rue Jeanne d’Arc and went by Anne’s. Wearing a Chinese robe, dark circles beneath her eyes, her complexion blotchy, she was warming up coffee. Whitish fragments in a glass bespoke Alka-Seltzer. I sat down at the table without a word. She shot me a hostile glance but served me coffee. I was overtaken by tender feelings. Rounding the table, I shifted a lock of her hair and planted a kiss on the side of her forehead. She became less hostile, more uncertain. I gave her an irresistible smile.

			I don’t know whether it does it to you. After a terrific binge, you wake in the morning still lit but a tad bleary-eyed and tired, so very tired, and sweating at the least provocation. At the same time, even if you couldn’t dig any ditches, or, on account of your trembling hands, attempt, say, a Japanese watercolor—at the same time, sexually speaking, you are in high gear. That is what it does to me.

			It did it to Anne too. I did not have to say much. Just enough for her to save face. I mumbled excuses of a kind, or rather fed her lines designed to reverse her understanding of things: I rewrote the night before, saying how kind we were to her, how much we approved of her, how marvelous she herself was, how she grew suddenly tired, which was the only reason she had not played a part in our doings. I almost gave her to think it was she who had assigned me my tasks. She must have known it was not true. But at the same time you recall so little, the day after tying one on, so little not of reality but of its meaning. She wanted to believe me. She relaxed. All comrades now. We agreed that I had changed: no longer a fascist at the drop of a hat; she had converted me. That was exactly it: over time she had been responsible for my transformation. That was the gist of what we told each other, what we let ourselves believe. She was so happy to have “disalienated” me. Jacquie would be away until the evening. We cut to the chase. I screwed her. We were like animals. I am never so potent as when I am exhausted or feverish. Banged her five times before three thirty in the afternoon. Quick visit to the bakery. Ravenous snack. Coffee, rolls, shortbread, almond muffins. Triple sec, and refills. The afternoon beat a retreat. We freshened the atmosphere. Sprayed Air Wick everywhere to counter the obstinate jungle odor. A shower each, a little housekeeping. Jacquie would be home soon. Anne preferred not to be there. Jacquie would inevitably deduce our glorious excesses from Anne’s expression. We headed for downtown. Gourmet restaurant. Dutch tourists. Potted saddle of hare and lots of wine. We left, grabbing tables for support. Night had fallen. We went to a little movie theater to see Orson Welles’s The Trial. We fell asleep during the screening, at least I did, while Anne claimed to have watched it all and understood everything.

			“Society,” she said, “society. It’s society, an image of society.”

			“That’s not true,” I countered. “It’s the story of an old fossil. A film against old fossils, but badly made.”

			“Society,” she started off again, but I cut her off right away:

			“Not again! Anthony Perkins would be off to a bad start in any society.”

			“No, no,” said Anne. “The film symbolizes our universe of oppression.”

			There was no end to it. We went into a bar on the way back. We talked a fair amount more until closing time. We spoke about art, that sort of thing. As for art, Anne was pro.

			“Art no longer exists,” I contended.

			She launched into a long harangue about the necessity for culture to be alive, or some such.

			“Culture is dead!” I retorted.

			“It lives thanks to the life of those who revive it every day.”

			“Exactly what I was saying.”

			“Suppose you started to write,” said Anne. “You would recreate everything around you by filtering it through the prism of your subjectivity.”

			“There’s nothing living about that,” I said. “All it means is dough.”

			“It’s living because you are living,” she went on in her juvenile one-track way. “What you write lives.”

			With my nose in my Picon and beer I thought about this, mused over it, wondered what I might recount. About how I was in prison, and about what followed. By watching Jacquie at work I was beginning to know my way around the writing thing. We chatted some more, and I warmed up. We played the Scopitone, the whole selection one by one. Nougaro singing that he was drunk, Françoise Hardy on a swing, or Sylvie Vartan on a flying cigar—I can’t really remember, but the colors were pastel. Each time a number ended, a pink glow would cross the screen to get customers’ attention and entice them to come over and put another coin in the slot. Some of the productions were pleasant, others were shit. Claude Lelouch is supposed to have started out making these. I admired that sort of success, the money.

			“Slices of life,” I said to Anne, “that’s fair enough. Slices of life have to be created. But don’t call them art. They are product.”

			They would not last long, all those opinions I had. I went on saying that Art was dead. Nine out of ten people who said so did so complacently, because they had no talent. The other one out of ten, I didn’t know. Not my problem. I was not any of the ten. Very soon, as I say, and I insist on it, I had no more opinions. Very soon I had only one goal, and that was scratch. Nothing was done without it. Some people talked about its disappearance in the future, world revolution, destruction of the State. I didn’t have the time to wait. Approaching thirty years old, sole survivor of the Butron line. As for the Ondine and the Rouen house, they were losing their luster. I wanted a yacht, fine hotels, supremely idle hours, and distinguished admirers. In view of my misdeeds there was only one route to satisfaction for me: to catapult myself to the very top of the money tree.

			But that night I was not yet thinking that way. I fed Anne pathetic platitudes: I was rich in experience, filled with a longing to express myself. What a joke! I had stuff to say about police, priests, prison guards, and Universal History. Nobody could have given a shit. No problem now though. People less rotten—and more rotten—than me have wallowed in filthy lucre. I want to be like them.

			But I mustn’t blow my own trumpet: I admit that at that moment I believed completely in my talent. The very next morning, money being no object, I went out even before breakfast, practically before shaving, and bought myself a small Hermes typewriter and a tape recorder—the very recorder I am talking into now.

			I remember trying out the tape recorder that morning. And being unable to dictate anything at all. I tried the typewriter too. Typed any old thing to begin with, to see if the machine worked. Then sentences, to see if they read well. Disaster. I immediately abandoned ship. I didn’t like what I produced at all. I paced up and down disconsolately in my dump with my hat on my head and a cigarillo at the corner of my mouth, checking every mirror to see if I looked like a writer. Conclusions very doubtful. Perhaps, with a hat, I wouldn’t look too bad on the back of a crime novel. Twilight of the Old Fossils, by Henri Butron. Or else, hatless, no photo on the book, but just a few in the press if I got a prize or had enough pull. The Pretzel Is Moldy by Five O’Clock by Henri Butron, a bold work, an original talent, great beach reading. I felt I couldn’t do it; I was afraid.

			I went out again to take a look-see in the bookstore. I bought anything that sold well, not in the usual sense but regularly, consistently over time. Sagan, Troyat, intellectuals like Jules Roy, Claude Simon, Marshal Juin. I could not be sure the book dealer had not palmed me off with any old thing by claiming high print runs. When you read bestsellers, it seems as though they are very easy to write. So I tried my hand, and tried again, but all I managed were four or five lines of pastiche, and not even close at that.

			I gave up. But it was only day one. I did not lose heart. Which was the right idea. I thought things over.

			In midafternoon Jacquie came to see me. She was very sullen, very nervous. She broke her cigarettes by fiddling with them too much.

			“So you got it on again with Anne?”

			The other little bitch must have been bragging. Not too smart on the face of it. But what was that to me?

			“Don’t go thinking I’m jealous,” said Jacquie. “It’s a moral issue. You are not suitable company for Anne.”

			“Don’t start that again!” I shouted (I think I shouted).”What happened to the disalienation you always talk about? Your famous free love? And that Boche?”

			She had lost me, it was obvious.

			“Thingamajig,” I said. And (remembering): “Reich—Wilhelm. Tons of his stuff on your bookshelves. Quite a guy.”

			“Let’s not exaggerate,” she said. “There’s no connection.”

			“My ass there’s no connection! Reich was quite the guy. He was for everything, so long as it gave pleasure. Naturally he was locked up. He died in a Yankee penitentiary.”

			She was abstract, Jacquie. Sexual liberation, family planning—but in the abstract, always in the abstract. I shouldn’t touch her daughter, for example!

			“Imbecile!” she said very coldly. “That’s what you are, an imbecile. It’s strange. There’s something in you, I don’t know what.”

			“Must be the Belgian,” I murmured, just to enrage her. 

			But she contained herself, as they say.

			“You’re pathetic. I’m sorry for you.”

			“Yeah,” I replied. “So what? Anything else to say?”

			She trembled. She slapped me across the face. I struck her back, a light but well-aimed kidney punch. She plumped down on the carpet. Her face was contorted with pain. Her eyes were filled with hate. She was panting. She could no longer stand.

			“I’m sorry for you too,” I said in a really harsh way. “You’re the anti-Lilith.” (My erudition pulled her up short.) “Your brain is between your legs. What’s more, it has syphilis.”

			When it comes to extended metaphors, nobody can hold a candle to me. Jacquie was ever more beside herself. We got into trading the grossest insults. Eventually she produced things that piqued me. They made me happy. I wanted that, subconsciously.

			“It’s because you are alive,” she mumbled. “We think we can put up with you because you are alive. Because you seem to be struggling with yourself. But what have they done to you?” She repeated this twice and I had no answer for her, because I didn’t know what she was talking about, and because she seemed completely crazy with her spasmodic and whistling breath. “It’s just not possible,” she continued, “to be alone to that extent, so egoistic; it verges on mental illness. Because you don’t understand the feelings of others, you don’t even know that they exist, you lack any feelings of your own, you lack them so badly. And the moment comes when a lack of heart becomes a lack of intelligence.”

			“Don’t deny my intelligence,” I warned.

			She shook her head, still sitting on the carpet. She did not deny my intelligence. Good for her.

			When she left, she slammed the door.

			She had belittled me as well, claiming that without her I would never be anything. In the heat of battle several things had occurred to me. Ideas often come to me as I speak. I said that I was going to move to Paris. I pretended to have signed contracts. She jeered. I couldn’t leave it at that. I packed my bag in no time and split for Paris that same night.
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			A leisurely wide smile slowly stretched Marshal George Clemenceau Oufiri’s plump blue mouth. Paris . . . 

			He too had known Paris. Not as well as Colonel Jumbo, now still upstairs working on Josyane at an increasingly defeatist cadence, Jumbo who had attended the Sorbonne. Oufiri had never got beyond high school, the Lycée Michelet in the southern suburbs of the capital. His father had sold off a herd of cattle, head by head, as Oufiri completed his secondary education.

			That education did not greatly benefit him; it merely ruined his family. Oufiri had his baccalaureate, but no skills and no money to go further. He tried to hold on for a whole summer. He remembered the sweaters with holes at the elbows. He was a driver for a month—no heavy trucks, no commercial license, just delivering old autos from one garage to another. He recalled going to pick up cars in a suburb near Versailles and driving them to central Paris.

			On one trip he pulled over on Route des Gardes to drink a pastis, because it was hot. As poorly dressed as he was, the barmaid, having seen his American car, an old Chrysler, gave him a sweet smile.

			This got Oufiri to thinking. He got the blue suit from his belated first communion out of his valise. The jacket was rather tight, but this did not spoil the effect. The next day, and almost every time he passed, he stopped again at the bar. The first time he was driving a Peugeot 404; the next three times he was in big Americans in fairly good shape; the final time he arrived in a Porsche. It was the Porsche that did the trick. They raced down the West Autoroute, he and the barmaid, and kept company until evening. Coitus in a bucket seat took place. The blond screamed with pleasure.

			Now, stretched out on the couch, his arms alongside his body with palms turned upward and his mouth half-open, Oufiri was perfectly relaxed. He relaxed scientifically by focusing his thoughts on his big toe. He felt weighed down. His eyelashes fluttered. He recalled the barmaid. He had been fired as a consequence. But it had been worth it. The cries of joy of that wanton white girl! He had no job after that. He let himself be picked up two or three times by older women.

			It was different with the older women. Since it was much less exciting his mind was much less able to banish the idea of sin.

			Oufiri was very susceptible to the notion of sin. What Butron said was dumb. Or else he had been told dumb things. Muslims versus Christians in Zimbabwin? A gross simplification. He, Oufiri, was Catholic to the hilt, yet one of the country’s most officially established leaders.

			Sex was the devil’s work, he mused. He had vowed to kill a Communist with his bare hands for every mistress he took. Compensation was essential.

			He was overwhelmed by disgust at the third older woman, the one that smeared quince jelly on herself and had her Pekinese lick it off. Three weeks of unemployment followed. He no longer wanted so much as to look at a woman. He wandered along by the Seine with his razor in the pocket with a hole in it and the piles of pornography on the bookstalls, Kama Sutra and the like, made him want to slice off his male member.

			To escape the Devil he enlisted in the army. There everything was well ordered. Healthy sweat. Healthy expenditure of energy.

			He was posted to Indochina. Foreign paratroopers. A tough, manly life. Few jumps. Much ground combat. Absolutely enthralling stuff. Booby traps in swamps. Sharp nails, half a dozen or so, six or eight centimeters long, driven through a wooden board. A man who stepped on it, wearing Pataugas or not, would get a hell of a flesh wound. And in the jungle gangrene does not dawdle. 

			He was never taken prisoner, but he gave much thought to subversive warfare. This helped him take a leadership role in Zimbabwin’s national liberation struggle. He was ever a centrist politically. The left supported him against the nepotism of rightists. The right supported him against the adventurist junior officers who soon split off and founded the MPLZ.

			Someone was coming downstairs. Oh yes, the bedsprings above were no longer squeaking.

			Colonel Jumbo entered without knocking. He had no manners. He seemed completely exhausted. He was wiping his face with a very large white silk handkerchief. His black skin was moist, like leather under the rain. He gave a great sigh. Oufiri’s smile broadened.

			“Did she come?”

			Jumbo shrugged and collapsed into a rustic chair, which groaned.

			“I’m the only one who knows how to do her properly,” said the marshal contentedly.

			“No longer, most likely. She’s been screwed by the entire security crew; she can’t respond anymore.”

			The frown between Oufiri’s eyebrows was hardly more noticeable than a tiny ripple on a calm lake. He burst out laughing.

			“You’re right,” he said, debonair.

			Jumbo was nonplussed. He sniffed the air.

			“Oh,” he said, “I get it.”

			“You want a toke?”

			Jumbo shook his head.

			“Pure as the driven snow,” sighed Oufiri. “A real Robespierre. Had you been a little bit older at the right moment, you might have been ruling the country by now.”

			“Or hanging in the cellar.”

			Oufiri cracked up.
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			It’s not bleeding at all now. I’ll tell you why it was bleeding. And I’ll tell you about Eddy. I met him in Paris. He was a friend of mine. I didn’t have a mass of friends in Paris. It’s a lousy town. When I first got there I rented a studio apartment in a fancy, ultramodern block near Trocadéro. It was amazing how fast my father’s dough was running out. I had to invest in my own self, make that self pay off.

			The car for example. I moseyed over to the Champs-Élysées to see what was happening. There were tons of cars not worth a look, including the American models that everyone was now so blasé about. And in any case no Ondines, least of all like mine, with its rust patches behind the door handles and the scratched wing from when I sideswiped an idiot who was badly parked. I dumped that in short order. I then bought a scarlet Alfa Romeo and decorated it with decals of playing cards and naked women, but it still didn’t do it for me, so I sold that one too and eventually settled for a canary-yellow Matra with hidden headlights. This time I skipped the decals because the model’s lines were so pure. I was cool. I was happy.

			The same with clothes. I went for a flannel jacket, fairly light gray, which looked from a distance like the gray smocks worn by teachers and pupils at country schools. Up close, however, the priciness of the material was apparent—a surprise which gave a good impression. With that I wore shirts with removable collars, rather furry English ties, and small round felt hats with rolled brims. Plus my usual cigarillos and shades. Was I cool or was I cool?

			At first I knew nobody in Paris except for the twits at Hourgnon’s whom I wouldn’t trust to sweep my floor. I paid them a visit anyway. We did not see eye to eye. So long as I wasn’t a college professor, a tortured Rhodesian rebel, or a Hungarian émigré with existentialist leanings there was no prospect for me at their outfit. When I talked about actual actions, they seemed almost baffled. Why should I have expected anything else? They received you in a closet. They received you in suspenders. When I submitted a short article to them, they talked about what I was trying to express. I didn’t want to express anything—I just wanted a check. That didn’t even enter their heads.

			Loafing makes a loafer. I loafed at Élysée-Store. I made acquaintances. There were some real characters there. One was a lingerie salesman whose specialty must have turned his head, because he was always madly chasing pussy. He wanted to be in pictures. And, apropos, he was drinking a Guinness on me when two jokers showed up, one of them being Eddy, whom I didn’t yet know. Introductions were made. 

			“You’ve got the pan for it,” said Eddy. “Are you available this afternoon?”

			That was how I scored a small part in a dirty film. I played a suave gangster. Eddy took care of more or less everything. He was making films, but his real craft was pimping. He and his hookers (he had a whole stable) would hand old johns back and forth for soaking so fast that the geezers didn’t even have the time to see themselves being passed around. A bit like watching the Harlem Globetrotters.

			My own film was quite something too. Strictly focused on tits and ass. Production company headquartered in Luxembourg so that the French censorship authority could not ban exportation. No filming license, obviously. All shooting done at a sole location, namely the country house of a paper and cardboard manufacturer, lover and protector of the female star—a real skank. Her mack was dubbed location manager. A fifteen-page script entitled Sadistic Nights, credited deadpan to “Walter Cocksucker,” and modified from one day to the next depending on circumstances. So when the girlfriend of a male actor showed up for the weekend she was instantly saddled with two days of shooting in the role of a lost hitchhiker who knocks at the door of a house only to be immediately sliced up with a handsaw by a mysterious pervert who begins with her ass. By contrast, one of the hookers who was supposed to stay throughout production suddenly took off to Sardinia with a Libyan. Her absence had to be covered up. We took a shot of me entering a barn with a satanic smile on my face; the previous night we had filmed me approaching the barn door with the intention of rolling the chick in the hay. Now, for the revised version, my smile vanished and a pair of feet were seen in close-up dangling fairly high up from the barn floor, while on the wall swayed the shadow of a woman’s body totally naked and totally hanged. You were expected to suppose that it was the girl. Someone had killed her. That way you never saw her again—except for me, a little later, throwing a body sewn up in a shroud into a pond. End of problem.

			In reality of course it wasn’t the original girl’s shadow you saw, given that she was in Sardinia, but that of another one, but it made no difference. Nobody would understand anything anyway.

			I witnessed worse excesses, and much worse last-minute switches. Once, on another shoot months later, there was a swimming pool scene with a broad in the drink and a killer racing along the edge fully intending to drown her. Luckily it was a nighttime scene because the bimbo wouldn’t get in the water because she had her monthly visitor. The assistant director had to go in instead of her, wearing an enormous blond wig. Fortunately, as I say, it was a night shoot.
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			“Filth, just filth!” exclaimed Marshal Oufiri as he clung tightly to the edge of his desk and tapped the bowl of his clay pipe against the Venetian crystal ashtray.

			The stem of the pipe broke in two. Oufiri contemplated the damage with jocular stupefaction. He burst out laughing and spread the palms of his hands like a startled monsignor.

			“Colonel, my friend, why must we have a body?”

			Oufiri had downed half a bottle of Irish whiskey straight. The spirit had turned his limbs to jelly. He was feeling leaden but sagacious.

			“It would be too easy,” said Jumbo, seated in a chair facing the desk. “Without a body, it would be too easy. No body, no carnal desires. No carnal desires, no State, no Law. No limits.”

			“That would be lovely,” said the minister dreamily.

			“No conscience,” added Jumbo soberly.

			“What a turn-on!” cried the marshal.

			“Conscience is the act of surpassing constraint,” quoted the colonel.

			Oufiri slumped into the armchair with a thud.

			“I don’t know how come you’re not in the Opposition.”

			Jumbo’s smile exposed his filed-down teeth.

			“Later, perhaps.”

			“Cock and balls,” said his superior officer crudely. “You turned yourself into a cop and a torturer. You’ll never shake free of the regime now. Your name is reviled.”

			His articulation faltered over the last sentence.

			Jumbo shrugged. He had intelligence sources in the Opposition. He knew he was not loved, but he also knew he was useful on account of his power over armed forces that on a signal from him would turn their coats.

			Oufiri retrieved the intact bowl of his pipe from the ashtray; a last whorl of heavy aromatic smoke arose from it. He tossed the thing into the empty hearth, where it shattered.

			“Your thinking is short-term, Colonel. I am not talking to you about a simple change of allegiance. I’m talking about revolution.”

			“Same same.”

			“You poor fool. I’ve seen it, in the Congo.”

			Oufiri had been to the Congo during the events there. He had been caught in the midst of the insurrection alongside UN observers. This had left its mark on him.

			“Primitives,” said Jumbo contemptuously.

			“They didn’t go to the Sorbonne, that’s for sure,” said Oufiri sarcastically.

			“What did you see? Shit, my fine friend, what did you see?”

			Jumbo was suddenly beside himself. Men with a political philosophy are often that way: they never fail to be beside themselves from time to time.

			“The Simbas,” the marshal answered. “My God, they were magnificently hung. Josyane would have loved that. They killed anything in a uniform. I had to throw my fountain pen away surreptitiously: they had a unit of kids from nine to fourteen with automatic weapons who shot anyone with a Parker fountain pen. They wore typewriter ribbons around their necks. They had occupied a very fancy hotel. Nuns were held captive inside. Supposedly they were poking them non-stop. They shat everywhere in the hotel.”

			“Just what I said: stinking primitive Negroes.”

			“There was a white man with them. A Belgian. An old guy. Completely mad. He was deaf. He said this was due to jet planes. He would shoot at planes.”

			“A madman.”

			“That’s what I just told you,” said Oufiri irritably.
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			The people who deigned to speak to me—Jacquie, Anne, and later others—never understood me. They thought I was like them. And they thought they were like everybody else. They thought solely in terms of the masses. I don’t give a shit about the masses. Butron, Henri is the only person I’m interested in—and the masses are never going to save him. Whatever could I conceivably have in common with dopes in offices or factories? That’s just it, Anne would tell me, it proves that it’s social, your problem. According to her I was the victim of circumstances. God knows how many times I heard it: I was the victim, the plaything of circumstances. Everyone chanted the same mantra. Making excuses for me. I have never needed excuses. Whatever I’ve done I’m happy about. I know how valuable I am. For we were valuable people. We had broken with the things, the ideas that prevent gratification. All ideas prevent gratification. We were people of value, that’s what I say.

			Eddy was a case in point. When it came to turning a penny, he went directly and straight away to the nearest capitalist, the most loaded, preferably young, not smart but convinced that he was, infatuated with cars and girls and dreaming of getting into movies. Eddy would lead the jerk on, buy him drinks, show him around. The jerk would think he had an entrée to a thrilling scene. Late at night, Eddy would take him to play poker with a professional, not even a cheat, just very good, and the jerk would be taken. And be glad to be taken. Five or six hundred thousand francs would change hands. Eddy would get his cut and the jerk would be delighted, thinking what great poker players Eddy knew, overjoyed to have lost, overjoyed to have met someone better than him, and utterly convinced that he was above the fray and able to laugh off such pinpricks. A dead loss of half a million francs was a pinprick to him! But he couldn’t be allowed to think about this too much, so at the end of the night Eddy would stick some broad from his stable between the jerk’s legs and her expert tongue would skillfully eat out the guy’s urethral orifice.

			Jerk is ecstatic. Three, four weeks of this. Jerk gives masses of moola for Eddy’s film, jerk gets first role, Eddy gets the chance to show off his automobiles and his gun collection, jerk is told he has the perfect physique for it, gets blow jobs every night, jerk is in heaven, keeps paying up, a budget is drawn up supposedly for the entire production but is spent in a single night, Eddy tells jerk about overrun. Now one of two things happens: either jerk continues coughing up and things are as they were, or else he gets angry, refuses to do the picture, but his dough is truly gone and Eddy is living high. Eddy lends me money and his girls get bonuses. He is no egoist, Eddy, he even wanted to give me his piece, and I should have taken it.

			Here’s another story: Mouche, a blond chick with narrow hips whose pimp was a greaser. She had posed for dirty pictures, then done porn movies. She handed her take to her mack, even funded his whole gang. We even featured that gang in one of Eddy’s shorts. They were Iron Cross worshippers. Whenever they were busted, the cops pinched all their insignia, beating them up for good measure. Afterward it would take them a while to replace the paraphernalia by scouring the flea markets. They had real collector’s items. They lost them every time they were busted, but they never gave up. In the end they attempted operations that were too big, though smaller than those the press loves to regale us with. Mouche’s mack got himself wiped out by the bulls near Meudon Wood. He was hiding out there, and tried to escape, but they wasted his ass. A demise that nobody reported, not even Detective magazine. Today Mouche is a secretary; she has joined the rat race; she’ll die poor; we really liked her.

			Let me explain how we organized our existence. We lived well—we ran our flag up all over the place. We hung out in any spot where rich bourgeois, likely marks, rubbed shoulders with other losers (like us), fresh-laid egg vendors and such. This let us get up con games now and again. The girls had other alternatives: when film work dried up they could always clean out gullible old schmucks. For our part, aside from the homo route, we had more difficulty in that department. Especially me, who wanted to write screenplays.

			To begin with, I meant to create very personal works, masterful in every way, with me doing everything. In the end, though, after the little part I mentioned before, I had a horrible dry spell, began to worry about my finances, and before long was only too delighted when a friend pitched me as a writer bursting with ideas to a maker of porn flicks. I wrote two for him, taking no credit in view of his startling conception of intellectual property “I buy something from you, so it belongs to me, and it’s credited to me.”

			A nice guy, that said, a good husband and a good father who appreciated work well done. Not a Ravachol or an Alexandre Jacob. No Lautréamont or Goya. What then? A maker of porn flicks. The most honest one among them, and God knows I have dealt with a lot. I did not inspect his annual reports. I knew that if a single penny suddenly accrued to me he would phone me on the spot. And that counted, that counted a shitload. So I never went to look at his books, but I did go to see the guy now and again. We chatted, had a drink together. I liked him in a wistful kind of way, because he had taken the verdant, glistening, well-watered path,* while Butron idled around between one botched job and the next.

			Cahiers du Cinéma felt free to poke fun at him by saying his work was not even art. 

			When it comes to art, I could say a lot. Stories and characters like these I have galore—certainly far greater in number than the shekels I ever got from filmmaking.

			Some I knew I saw working super hard. They would end up with serious careers. Not my style. When it came to rigged competition I had had a bellyful of it, ever since my mother plopped me down at the starting gate. I had decided long since that henceforward I would do the rigging myself; I was still looking for the best way; my meager efforts were just groping, just maintenance, just making contacts. After a while, all the same, I got myself invited to eat ten or twelve times a week; of course, I had to turn some of the invitations down, but, little by little, there I was with easily half my meals covered.

			Which didn’t stop the paternal funds from draining away. But why should I give a fuck? Another two or three cool years at that pace—it was an eternity.

			My life was regular. One or two weekends a month in Rouen. I would see Jacquie there. We didn’t talk about anything. Not even our violent fight. Aside from money matters, things are never violent when they are real—or much less, anyway, than when conflicting ideas are involved, as I have noticed many a time.

			Hostilities between Jacquie and me had calmed down. She had earned a bit of dough with me, but now she was making some from articles on other subjects. She didn’t even have me read them, which showed I no longer interested her.

			As a matter of fact I preferred that she not be interested in me. I would have hated myself for being interesting to the wretched woman; except, that is, in the case of a hard cock, to which she never said no, and nor did I: we did it whenever we felt like it, time and again.

			We no longer spoke of Anne. I think she believed that her daughter, of whom she was jealous, was quite out of my life. I saw Anne sometimes, however. It happened that she was in Paris, pretending to study at the Sorbonne. We all know what higher education involves: mainly going to the movies three or four times a day, plus the Cinémathèque at night, along with spurts of politics. Well, okay, let’s be objective. No doubt there are some students who study, but it is obvious that they do so only out of stupidity. As for politics I could say a lot, but don’t get me started. Anne was a militant in some sort of federation of groups, a subdivision of UNEF, the National Union of French Students, which was led by Kornak and Guilledoux, a camel jockey and a midget. Of the Leninist persuasion: disturb the peace, yes, but in a disciplined way. With Anne I went on a demo, maybe two. At one, a policeman was jostled and his kepi tossed from hand to hand. Our crowd filled Boulevard Saint-Germain. The kepi hurtled into the air, pirouetted, fell back down, and was thrown up again, amid shouting and raillery, to the delight of the good citizens at their windows. Then the union marshals intervened. UNEF confiscated the kepi: supposedly such rowdiness was unacceptable. What a bunch of assholes!

			Only the ends of demos are good, precisely because the organizers have gone home to bed and you are able to have a bit of fun. I remember one occasion. The march route was a downer: from Bastille to Hôtel de Ville. I don’t even recall what the demonstrators were shouting. In fact I have never made out the hollering of hordes of chumps. Once I even joined a demo in the belief that the crowd was chanting “Free Algeria” when in fact the slogan was “Peace in Algeria.” On the day I am talking about, however, the crowd scattered after a couple of police charges. It was a large crowd and small groups fled down side streets. Night was falling at Place des Vosges. I was bushed. I had been struck twice by gun butts. Lamebrains were singing the Marseillaise. Be my guests, kiddos! We are bolting in complete panic, and you think this kind of thing doesn’t make you look like perfect idiots!

			Now some moron was haranguing groups that were moving swiftly but circumspectly. This had been a great victory, he announced, but now it was time to disband. I saw some who were taking the metro. Plenty of others were doing nothing of the sort. Some knots of protesters lengthened out as they headed aggressively for Les Halles via the small streets; I followed suit. We found ourselves in the dark of night on Boulevard Sébastopol. There were enough of us to make a modest force. A hundred or a hundred and fifty. Far from a big popular protest. But not a fucking thing to do with student unions. What we wanted was to have a go at the cops. They approached nonchalantly, nightsticks in hand, and came straight for us. A construction site popped up: the roadway was under repair. What a lovely sight: pickaxes, wheelbarrows, fine sand, and cobblestones in profusion. Gleefully we started the battle. A guy in front of me felled an officer with a pick handle right across the mouth, then moved on. The cop was crawling on the ground, barely conscious and all bloody. I leapt toward him joyfully and booted his repulsive face. Once back home, between the upper and the sole of my cheap shoe, I found a tooth, a canine, cleanly snapped off. My raincoat was covered with blood. I drank a gin and lemon and toyed with the cop’s tooth. I felt a deep satisfaction. I didn’t give a rat’s ass for politics, but there were wonderful moments in life.


				
					*“herbagère, éclatante et mouillée”—the words are those of the poet Lucie Delarue-Mardrus (1905). (Trans.)
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			Colonel Jumbo parted the slats of the venetian blind and recalled fleetingly, almost unconsciously, that people performed this gesture in American B pictures. He looked out into the night, which was blue. That too was a feature of American B pictures, as people waited for the dawn. Colonel Jumbo had seen a great number of American films. He wondered whether they had had an influence on his personality. True, he would have liked to be a sort of real Humphrey Bogart. And a black one, he added as a private afterthought. From there his ideas wandered slightly, because he remembered that a gossiping publicist had intimated that Bogart was very well hung. Which got Jumbo to thinking about his own prick, incapable, as large as it was, of stirring Josyane. He also thought of Aimé Césaire, who never missed a chance to talk about well-hung Negroes. You had to admit that his immediate cultural background encouraged this. Mâbré, marbled, with its nasal a, was a complimentary adjective in Creole commonly used to describe male potency. That devil Césaire, thought Jumbo. Then his mind turned back, wearily, to Josyane. Sweat and white meat. Laboring. The whole security team had screwed her. Which explained her inertia. Cold comfort for Jumbo.

			“Oo-ah! Waah!” went Marshal Oufiri, stretching and yawning.

			“You coming down, George?” demanded Jumbo.

			Oufiri shrugged. He didn’t know.

			“What’s the time?”

			“Four forty.”

			“Good,” sighed Oufiri in a deeply satisfied way. “In twelve hours all this will seem so far off. We’ll be drinking mint tea, or cocoa, good and hot in nice cool offices. Are you sad, my little Jumbo?”

			“Dunno. I’m fed up with everything.”

			“It’s because you’re in charge of the secret service, if I may say so. As a prefect in the middle of nowhere you would get your hopes up again.”

			Jumbo turned his yellow eyes toward the marshal, wanting to see if what had just been said was a threat, but no, Oufiri was more avuncular than ever, philosophizing placidly.

			“What do you think it’s going to cause,” asked Jumbo, “by way of internal turmoil, this N’Gustro business?”

			“I could be wrong,” answered Oufiri while not appearing to believe it, “but if it gets us into a bit of an international crisis, even the Left won’t budge. They are nationalists first and foremost. If it is foreigners who accuse us of giving their man a hard time, they’ll soon clam up.”

			“The politicians, sure,” said Jumbo, “but what about other people?”

			“Other people have never even heard of N’Gustro. N’Gustro is a politician, and this business will have no more impact than a teachers’ strike.”

			Jumbo sniggered. Which was what Oufiri had intended.

			The marshal smiled with his fat blue lips. A teachers’ strike—such perfect wit!

			“Why are we listening to this shit?” demanded Jumbo angrily, his irritation returning as he pointed at the tape recorder.

			“This white guy is so stupid,” sighed Oufiri happily. “Listening to him makes me feel distinctly more impressive.”
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			I remember one night at the Tournon, the bar on Rue Tournon, some twenty meters from the Luxembourg Palace, with its peaceful old guys in the daytime, maybe senators, I don’t know, who largely gave way after dark to international bohemians. I arrived with Anne; by chance we had eaten dinner together and she wanted to stay with me, and I was wondering what was on her mind.

			I remember there were three Americans I knew there on the terrace, two of them formidable poker players and in fact living off the game, the other a traveler, a bullfight aficionado who had recently hitchhiked to Spain just to see what was up with El Cordobés, whom everybody was talking about in those days. He was just back, and I asked him what he had seen firsthand. He spat between his incisors into the gutter—the guy chewed tobacco—and answered that it was all hyped, all bullshit, because the thing El Cordobés did was rub up against the bull after the horns had passed so that all the fucking spectators saw was his torso covered with blood from the beast’s flanks. The rest was diddlyshit. No surprise to me, I must say.

			In any case, long story short, we waved to the professionals sitting around, I slipped a Toscanello to a beatnik guitar player laboring on the sidewalk, and in we went. I spotted Eddy with a big fair-haired Kraut who was beaming and surveying everything with two little pink eyes. A Boche mark ripe for the picking. Eddy winked to tell me it wasn’t the moment, so I nodded and walked by. Two floozies were flanking the Boche, and I pictured their hands fluttering about his fly.

			We threaded our way to a free corner. Anne seemed not too happy with the atmosphere and the crush. We began our drinks. I noticed Eddy’s Boche, Eddy himself, and his two floozies get up and leave. But then Eddy rushed back inside.

			“I’m talking to him about you, about a film on the story of your life with you playing yourself,” he rattled, slapping me on the back. He preened.

			“Is this just a scam,” I asked, “or is it serious?”

			He was already halfway out the door.

			“Quién sabe?” he cried, and disappeared.

			“Are you going to Rouen next weekend?” Anne asked me, speaking quickly.

			I nodded.

			“Could you take a friend?” she inquired. Very fast—she was speaking very fast. Like I’m doing now. I smelled a rat.

			“What is it with your friend? Isn’t he white?”

			“Actually, no, he is not.”

			She giggled. Like a featherbrain. But I had pretty much got it: her baboons were back, the Zimbabwinite baboons —not again! Okay, all right with me, what the hell did I care?

			That was how I found myself driving the canary-yellow Matra the next weekend, the Saturday, next to a big Negro, very black, with little smoky blinkers and an imposing mustache; he looked a little like Arthur Taylor, the drummer, only more upholstered and not so well turned out.

			She had delivered her ape, Anne had, in the most conspiratorial way. She must have been taking this pose with everyone, because the black man looked at me through clenched teeth, so to speak, as though wondering what or who I was exactly, important or not. Of course we got to talking—we had plenty of time between Paris and Rouen. I let him think me more important than I really was. A vice of mine, for sure, but one that is rarely useless. In a world of frogs, you have to puff yourself up as big as an ox. 

			“No cargo this time?” I proffered, or words to that effect, with a grin at the corner of my mouth on account of my cigarillo.

			He returned the grin. There were obviously problems. He thought I was in the picture. Which relieved him. We pulled off the road and I bought us scotch. He would rather have drunk fresh lemonade or Coke but I wouldn’t let him. He must not have been used to drinking. He was lit in short order. His forehead gleamed in the bright sunshine. A big black radish in oil. We drove off again. More talk. Being smashed loosened his tongue.

			What I gathered, roughly, was that his jolly crew could no longer find transport for their guns. My particular joker was going now to haggle with a Dutch captain, but without much hope.

			“I’ll see what I can do,” I told him.

			He looked at me with a glimmer.

			I dumped him in Rouen and spent a normal weekend there, but I couldn’t get him out of my mind. Back in Paris, I made some calls. That was really the way it started for me, the N’Gustro operation, but I still knew nothing; I got into it just to boost myself up a bit, and who knows whether I made a big mistake that day? Sure, my situation tonight is unenviable, but it’s only temporary. The running dogs are going to get their comeuppance. Bump me off if you want, but it won’t change a thing.
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			“This is getting interesting,” said Colonel Jumbo, turning back toward the tape recorder with ears pricked.

			Bogart. Lord of the Jungle. Edgar Rice Burroughs. Shit!

			“No, no, don’t kid yourself,” sighed Oufiri placidly. “It won’t ever get interesting, not if you mean some kind of secret testimony. We have achieved our first goal, as you know, and that was the most Butron could undertake along those lines. Butron is not enterprising. Was not enterprising. Ideas, just ideas was all he had in his tiny lily-white head.”

			The marshal swiveled an open hand above his head to stress even more strongly that he was using the word “idea” in a pejorative way. He went on:

			“Butron talked a lot. Generally he said all kinds of interesting things. Ninety percent bullshit, but he made up for it in quantity, at least as far as talk was concerned. When it came to action, zilch.”

			“Except that—” began Jumbo.

			“Zilch!” snapped the marshal. “It’s a psychological certainty.”

			“There’s no such thing.”

			“Oh yes there is.”

			“Not in my book.”

			“That’s normal. You’re a cop. Me, I’m a politician. You are too much of a practitioner, too low. I view things from higher up. And I don’t get psychology wrong. Human beings are my turf.”

			Jumbo seemed about to say something, but then he gave up. Oufiri looked at him in a vaguely jocular way.

			“See here,” he said. “I know how minds work. You say nothing because you know that if a statement did turn up somewhere you would be covered and only I would have problems, because it would be a political scandal. You couldn’t care less; of the two of us you’re not the politician.”

			“Come on now, George, come on,” said Jumbo.

			You bastard, thought Oufiri. Don’t try to pretend I didn’t skewer you there. He claims to be my friend. Well, fuck him! What else can you expect? Not friends. Friends—don’t make me laugh! Friends in the machinery of the State? No, it’s watch your ass and the devil take the rest.

			“That’s what makes me superior to you . . .” began the marshal, who was a sore loser.

			But then, what if Jumbo had acquiesced solely because the idea you had suddenly suggested appealed to him as a good escape route for a character like him. Perhaps he had succumbed to a real passivity, but at the same time your insight had shown him the way to go, the attitude to adopt if he was to emerge undiminished. A real shit. A cop. Hopeless romantic!

			“This is what makes me superior to you,” the marshal resumed. “I operate with concepts. But here we are operating with a deep paradox: you are the one who studied at their Sorbonne, but it’s I who has hoisted myself up to the conceptual level while you were sinking further and further into the physical realm of contemporary history, warts and all.”

			“What? What are you talking about?” said Jumbo, dumbfounded.

			“Listen,” the marshal went on unrelentingly, “take our conversation earlier, and notice that you could not manage to envision the disappearance of armed force, of the police, whereas having been in the Congo I can conceive of the destruction of the State.”

			“But George, George,” said Jumbo, shaking his head amiably.

			“In short, Jumbo,” said Oufiri, “there is a notable difference between your intelligence level and mine. I’m not saying you are stupid. But your profession makes people stupid. You can’t even fuck.”

			The minister-marshal was quite aware of the fact that this last assertion had no relationship to his argument, but he made it because he was getting desperate to wound Jumbo, feeling somehow he had to get his own back for something the man had done to him.

			But it is startling how chance can play tricks on people. Jumbo, who had resolved not to think about his sexual fiasco with Josyane, could not, under frontal attack as he was, help considering his male member once more; and, as his psychosomatic system took the nearest available exit, he stood up, sensing the weight of a limply inflated prick in his pants.

			“Since you’re so damn sure,” he said, “you be the judge. I have to take a leak.”
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			I vaguely remember the utterances because they have a fine epic feeling, and because I uttered them over the telephone with my hat balanced on my left knee and an elbow leaning on a walnut shelf.

			The telephone was white. What I would really like to buy is an upright model with the dial on the base, preferably cherry red, like the ones you see in American movies. Everything else was ultramodern, Scandinavian furniture, carpeting, off-white walls, and just one picture, a reproduction of a Nicolas de Staël painting of a port, I can’t remember where, but pretty fabulous and in harmony with the colors of the furniture, blue, beige, and white.

			But as I was saying, I recall my words: “Could you put me through to a number for a DaCunha in Frankfurt?”; “Hello, Miss, I would like to book a call to Stockholm.”

			Things like that.

			Everything was coming together. Within a week I had my ducks in a row. First I set off for the address where I had dropped my Negro off after his palavers in Rouen, a spot in the fifteenth arrondissement of Paris not far from Place Adolphe Chérioux or Cherriou or some such, in the west, amid bulbous little streets, like Rue Croix-Nivert, peopled by dry cleaners, tailors, and seamstresses. A corner of the city full of Jews and also full of Kabyles. But never the scene of riots—go figure. I did know a carpet merchant there in whose cellar some harkis were liquidated with hammers at one particular period, but that’s another story.

			I looked for the guy’s name, which was all I had, on the metal mailboxes in the moldy lobby of a crumbling apartment building. His name was Goyésmith. You could hardly improve on that. I recall the nervous laugh that overtook me as I checked the names on the boxes.

			No Goyésmith, but I noted at least six names that passed the chimpanzee sniff test from a mile off: Alceste N’JoMwélé, Léonide Gambada, Darling Absinthe, Fabrice DelDongo—all like that. I rang at random. Just to see.

			The two characters who came to open the door were like small-time gangsters in the movies, blacktop versions of Elisha Cook Jr., if you see I mean: short Negroes in very tight-fitting suits, two-toned shoes pointy like anvils, white ties with black or black-check shirts. But quite visibly not carrying. I asked after one Anicet Goyésmith and they scratched the backs of their heads vigorously, just like monkeys, wondering what I wanted or perhaps searching for tiny edible mites; in any case, long parley, then let in and asked to wait.

			I was in something like a small shabby French living room, but there was no table and above a kind of sideboard, instead of a woodland scene with deer or a fake marble Diana, a large map of Africa and big ships in small bottles.

			One of the Bandar-Log brothers had gone to announce my arrival; the other one sat down like me on a cane-bottomed chair and pretended to read his newspaper, Le Monde, while actually observing me suspiciously over the edge of the sheet. I lit a cigarillo.

			After a moment in came the Admiral.

			I was never able to give him any other name. It must have been the atmosphere of those ships in liter wine bottles, added to the fact that he wore a sort of double-breasted suit with gold buttons, so I just felt that he had to be an admiral.

			He was an enormous Negro with the corpulence and sickly look of Orson Welles in Touch of Evil, a fine big cylindrical head, frizzy white hair and beard ditto, and the wide eyes of the younger Welles in Macbeth. A mountain of flesh. Much taller than me, and I am not short. With this fellow you were perpetually looking up.

			I never knew the Admiral’s story. At a guess he was almost fifty, though with Negroes it’s hard to tell. So he must have lived a life that was now behind him. I didn’t see him as an activist—his admiralness was too strong. Not part of some traditional chieftainship either, because too Westernized. What he most resembled, aside from the negritude, was a South American revolutionary as bowdlerized by Hollywood before the Yanks developed their Cuba complex. Those who have seen Richard Fleischer’s Bandido will know what I mean: the Admiral’s style was Gilbert Roland multiplied by several hundredweight of meat, plus black, plus fifties, and a twist of El Supremo in Raoul Walsh’s Captain Horatio Hornblower, R.N. All this amounts to a royal mess, I realize that. I’m having a hard time explaining.

			At all events, I never tried to get the Admiral’s life story. You have to leave space to the imagination, surely—so long as it doesn’t cost you money.

			The Admiral walked toward me. His gait resembled the wobble of a temple undergoing the first seismic foreshocks of some antique cataclysm. His big eyes rolled as he sussed me out. The two faux killers flanking him, primed to support and second him, directed glassy stares straight at me.

			“Anicet Goyésmith is absolutely not here,” said the Admiral.

			“I’ll come back,” I answered.

			But I did not budge.

			“What was this about?” asked the Admiral.

			I told him. What I had learnt from Anicet. What I could do for him. Neither more nor less than offer him a way to shift his little toys; with people I knew we were used to smuggling film, so why not submachine guns? I had the thing set up, and it was almost certain that everyone would make out financially.

			The Admiral heard me out, his eyelashes fluttering above red-streaked eyes. He seemed almost about to fall asleep. He withdrew to confer. With whom? With himself, I was quite sure. He returned: we were agreed. Hardly prudent, it seemed to me: I could easily have been some kind of agent provocateur. What has always astounded me in stories about clandestine wars, national liberation struggles, and like pleasantries is the notable absence of caution of that kind. 

			“Can you come back?” the Admiral asked me.

			I nodded.

			I went back the following Tuesday and several times thereafter. The arrangements were made. Even before things were truly set in motion the Admiral had me meet him at La Coupole.

			“You’re a resourceful man, Butron,” he told me in effect. “I hear you have a somewhat checkered past. As for the arms themselves, could you do something for us?”

			“The arms themselves?”

			“Procurement, perhaps?” inquired the big bearded man as he gorged on guava paste.

			I said yes, pouting thoughtfully without really knowing, just so as not to say no. I was continuing to plunge in headfirst, but I had no idea what I was getting into; I still think I did the right thing; and despite all, yes, if I had it to do over, I’m quite sure I would.
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			Colonel Jumbo could not hear Butron’s voice. After urinating he rebuttoned his pants, creating a parallelepiped of aseptic whiteness. He was smoking a Kool, whose fresh menthol taste he liked; he also thought it was chic.

			To enter the ground-floor bathroom you went through a sliding door decorated with a larger-than-life-size photo of a naked girl. A giantess with wet lips and come-hither eyes. Salacious. Baudelaire. One could not allow oneself that kind of thing. Underdevelopment was ultimately far more puritanical than old Europe: its elites were concerned solely with money, and with cream or strawberry-pink American cars, and the heavy dose of psychological repression affecting the populace affected them in like measure. Colonel Jumbo gave a deep sigh. You could despise the West, he thought, but the West had one good thing about it, and that was sex—a means of communication between individuals and between peoples. Not business investments, but girls—not whores, but refined girls, lithe with small breasts, well-spoken like the students he met at the Sorbonne, or even better, others who didn’t even need higher education; he had encountered some, all the same, who attended interpreter school, with parents who were diplomats—such poise, such an English manner, peach complexion, gold earrings, not even acquainted with vice—or perhaps they were, who knew? He recalled a fine spoonerism: L’Afrique est bonne hôtesse / La trique est bonne aux fesses. Africa is a great hostess / A hard prick is good up the ass. People were still broken on the wheel for sodomy in eighteenth-century France, at least according to the Code. Jumbo tossed the butt of his Kool into the toilet bowl and sat down dejectedly on the seat.

			Bah! Bah! Pfft!

			All the union leaders would have to be placed under house arrest once they learnt that . . . 
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			I looked at the commissioner’s phiz, hesitated, and then, curious despite everything, stood aside and waved him in. His expression was noncommittal. I didn’t give a damn what he thought. My opulence was pretty overwhelming, especially for him, who had known me before: I was wearing a Chinese bathrobe, pure silk in a dark purplish red, over ink-black collarless pajamas, and I had put my shades on to open the front door.

			Me aside, the dump had not changed much. The decor of Papa’s life moldered in the dimness then just as it did now.

			Goémond accepted a cup of coffee, which was not so bad, I told myself, but here he came with his stern paternal patter.

			“Whenever I come to see you it’s because you’ve screwed up. Believe you me, I wish it were otherwise. I like you fine, Butron, you know. But you have seen Colonel Battistini again. When you think what good that did for you last time . . .”

			I said nothing.

			“I tell you,” said Goémond, “I’d go so far as to grant that what you were doing before was defensible at the time, even if you were in the wrong. This time though, you know all that, and there’s no use revisiting it, wouldn’t you say? Now he is nothing, this Battistini—he is screwing around over in the Belgian Congo, with mercenaries and all the rest of it. You need to watch what you’re getting into.”

			“Frankly, Goémond,” I said, “I don’t know what you’re driving at.”

			I smiled ingenuously. I had learnt how to smile. Too late. He was examining the surroundings.

			“Don’t you ever air this place? It smells like a rabbit hutch.”

			The stinking bastard.

			“You stinking bastard,” I said aloud.

			He affected not to hear me.

			“Oh, right,” he said, “you’re never here, are you? I suppose you’ve never even been down into the cellar since your poor father died?”

			He gave me a piercing look. Piercing eyes like Persian carpets?* I don’t know why, stupid jokes like that always make me laugh.

			But at that moment I was not laughing. The stinking bastard was the one laughing.

			“We can go down together,” I broke in, “so long as you have a warrant.”

			He bristled, then immediately assumed a mournful air.

			“Come on, Butron, come on now. What good does it do you to be impolite?”

			“I’m not impolite. You haven’t seen anything yet, dickhead.”

			The commissioner’s nose turned purple. His proboscis was thickening as he got older. I had not noticed it before.

			What a treat it was to insult a cop!

			To kill one would be even better. I read somewhere that during the last century, in periods of social upheaval, the inhabitants of certain Paris neighborhoods merrily organized robust police hunts. Those were the days.

			As for Goémond, he soon left, muttering in his beard, something about stocking firearms. Pig.

			This incident roused me. Because I had been asleep. Strange how certain periods produce a sort of slumber of the soul. I was snoozing for fourteen hours a day, whether here at home or in Paris. Business was rolling along. I had my Scandinavian contacts for moving the goods and, through Battistini, the man with the balaclava whose presence I mentioned earlier when talking about my slipups with the OAS, I could get explosives and popguns. The MPLZ paid cash on the barrelhead. My finances were sound. This dead calm for months had made me oddly sleepy. I spent my days in my elegant quarters reading books and answering the phone—except when I unplugged the thing on account of all the people calling. Like Eddy looking for a place to crash. Or a chick who had gotten herself knocked up. I was known for my generosity; I have always been generous to those who deserve it.

			So I was asleep. A somnambulist. When I went out I barely knew where I was going. I drank gallons of Guinness. I wandered through my neighborhood at night, pissing on statues, especially those of stone geezers with shitty little plaques: ART IS THE TRANSCRIPTION OF A SYMBOL INTO A DOCTRINE or some such sinister dictum.

			Anyway, right then, the Goémond incident woke me up, and, since one good thing always leads to another—assuming that being woken up was a good thing, which I doubt—no sooner was I back in Paris than the Admiral suggested I meet him at La Coupole, where he asked in an unpleasantly conspiratorial tone if I would care to serve as bodyguard to a well-known revolutionary figure who was visiting Paris incognito.

			Bodyguard? Had he taken a good look at me? I suppose it was all the tales about machine guns that had given him the wrong idea. Another one. Would it never end? I said yes, because he asked me to do it as a favor. And that was the start of the N’Gustro affair.

			I swear I’m telling the truth. Which is in my interest, by the way. It should be made clear. It needs to be known what happened and what Butron went through.

			When I said yes to the Admiral about playing the armed guard, I knew nothing about the man I was to protect. N’Gustro was just a name to me. I knew just what anyone knew about him before the news broke. Maybe a tiny bit more, but not much. I’m sure a lot of people could not have said whether he was a minister or an opposition leader or where he came from. I had heard talk about him at the Paris HQ of the MPLZ, and from the guys who helped me take delivery of the weapons supplied by Battistini and store them in my cellar in Rouen, then later convey them from there to big freighters so they could continue on to enormous Africa, and, like that earlier time, first by truck and later by porters, be transported through the brush and bring death to the humid jungle for the delectation of the TV audience of the news magazine Cinq Colonnes à la Une or similar.

			The name of N’Gustro was often pronounced in my presence. I hardly paid attention. I was not a listener when it came to politics. So I was just vaguely aware that he was on our side, the sort of leader that the Third World now produced, had traveled to China, Zanzibar, Cairo. Photographed behind a long table, smiling alongside Mahomed Babu, embraced by Guevara, hosted by Chou En-lai, garlanded with flowers at an airport.

			As for his precise ideology, even now I couldn’t really tell you. You only get to know a caged bear when it is cornered. N’Gustro was never able to show us that side of him. His affection was bestowed on peoples of color struggling, as they say, against imperialism. Which meant nothing, because the same might as easily be said of Castro, Boumédiène, Mao, Ho, Malcolm X, or even Hourgnon and Jean Ferrat.

			Anyway, he was the person concerned. He popped up all over the place, with sojourns in Zimbabwin, supposedly clandestine visits to guerrilla bases—those nearest a frontier no doubt, to make flight easier should things heat up. Actually I don’t know this for sure, I’m just bad-mouthing him, but I doubt I’m wrong. He was a leader, nothing more.

			Let me say why I accepted, even if it goes without saying. The Admiral seemed to take me for a resourceful man. He was just like the chicks at Lycée Corneille when I was taking applied science after returning from war or jail. Rumors were enough to make me seem larger than life. And I was flattered.

			“I like you better than my young inexperienced Negroes,” the Admiral told me as I was once again marveling at the uncanny resemblance between one of La Coupole’s waiters, poor guy, and Léon Zitrone.

			“You need to know,” the Admiral then whispered to me. “We are talking about Dieudonné N’Gustro in person.”

			As I say, I scarcely knew who he was, so I shrugged and said fine in an even tone; the Admiral must have taken this tone for nerve. He seemed satisfied, which I was too.

			Six days later, to the airport and the whole deal, a large black car, actually a fairly late model Mercedes, to take us into the sticks, not far from Ozoir-la-Ferrière in eastern Paris, or rather to the east of Paris, an enormous country house, a sort of weekend place belonging to the MPLZ. Apparently this was where the movement held its secret meetings.

			The tall, bearded Admiral was standing on the lawn wearing a boubou for the occasion, vile snob that he was. Other people dotted the grass, among them the little tough guys from the fifteenth arrondissement; I spotted my pal Goyésmith in a white suit with incredible stains under the arms, at the crotch, in fact all over—sweat was obviously his trademark.

			As for me, I was in the car wearing a hard face as required. A completely retarded Negro who spoke only his home patois was at the wheel. I sat next to him. At my armpit in a Mexican shoulder holster (courtesy of Eddy) I was toting a hefty rod (courtesy of the Admiral), a Colt automatic, a copy of the 1915 Browning, I believe, but in any case it weighed a ton and would never help you draw Western-style, pardner. Never mind. Sweat ran down from under my hat, oiling my chiseled features, highlighting the smooth areas. There was something of Lee Van Cleef about me. Perfect.

			Behind, in the back seat, squeezed together, were N’Gustro and two women, one on either side of him. Ghyslaine was a little eighteen-year-old blond with wise eyes who surely sucked cock like a real slut and who was very short and narrow-hipped—you had to wonder how ever the leader could get inside her, but I suppose there are those who like that. To his left was Doudou, a pretty quadroon with secretarial eyeglasses, his business assistant. I know, I sound as if I was describing the talent lineup in a brothel. Can’t be helped. Doudou with the briefcase, and her airs . . . Her coffee-colored skin excited me. The strange fact is that those guys are excited by white girls and we are excited by Negresses. A curse!

			Perhaps though, when you think about it, this could be worked out as kind of fair swap. They could send us all their ebonies and we would toss them all our cute blonds. You have to say the antebellum Deep South mustn’t have been boring.

			Ghyslaine was holding his umbrella.

			Wait! I didn’t mean to be obscene. It really was his umbrella she was holding. His black umbrella. Oh, screw it! Between the legs. Oh, forget it!

			Thank goodness I can joke right now. My morale is fine. With me, morale will be the last thing to go. I have my cigarillo between my teeth; I am looking at the white ceiling. There is a smell of mold and the clock is ticking. I am not armed. I turned down Eddy’s gun. Anyway, I can still laugh.

			As I say, we arrived at that country house. All those guys on the lawn with rods bulging under their jackets. We got out of the car, no problem, and went in after the mandatory exchange of kisses. The Admiral in his boubou was determined to embrace the big chief, so they smooched and shared their sweat. N’Gustro in his oh-so-white suit.

			Coffee and liqueurs were served. I only smelled them and was pissed off because, being in the rear, I missed out.

			Right after that, foreigners were shown in and I was back on point, sharp-eyed and imperious.

			A kind of press conference followed outdoors: journos all over the lawn, petits fours and sorbets. All set to leave for Havana, for the Tri-Commie Conference, if you get my drift. The Tricontinental, I should say—no need to pretend to be dumber than I am, but things really get under my skin sometimes.

			“Mister President, what do you think of the Peking regime?”

			“Let me answer the question you are asking me, then I’ll answer the one you are not asking.”

			Laughter.

			“First of all, I don’t care for the expression ‘Peking regime.’ You don’t talk about the Washington regime when referring to your government. I don’t believe that anyone outside official meetings would deny that the People’s Republic of China is an entity and a fact, whereas the Taiwan regime—well, you can’t call it anything else: it is the Taiwan regime. Now then, you ask me what I think of the People’s Republic of China, and my answer is that its government received us in a friendly and intelligent manner after having looked upon our existence with a like intelligence and friendliness. As much cannot be said of a certain number of other regimes even though they are no more legitimate than that of the People’s Republic of China. How can this difference of attitude be explained? I’ll let you answer that question yourselves.

			“Now let me also respond to the question that you have not asked. Is the People’s Liberation Movement of Zimbabwin inspired by the Chinese and does it intend to follow policies copied directly from those of China once it has liberated our country?

			“My reply is this: we take inspiration from nobody save the suffering masses of Zimbabwin. And we identify with no one. The experience of others across the globe can be of benefit to us. And I mean other countries just as much as the People’s Republic of China. As much Sweden as Cuba.

			“But we shall imitate no one, no more Sweden than Cuba.

			“Because Zimbabwin has its own problems. So Zimbabwin says that it will find its own solutions.”

			N’Gustro raised his finger and his chin. Silence.

			“Of course there is one thing that we shall never relinquish, because the masses have clearly shown that they do not wish us to relinquish it, and that is socialism.

			“Therefore, on that account, if I had briefly to define the program of our movement, and state the desire expressed by the masses of Zimbabwin, I would say socialism, but a socialism adapted to the conditions to which it is to be applied, to the problems that it addresses. A socialism that is neither Cuban nor Chinese nor anything else but a Zimbabwinite socialism. And as for our friendships, they will be forged with those who show friendship toward us.”

			Abrupt end to his response. Appreciative murmurs. Personally I found it pretty good for its type. That type being horseshit.

•

All this went on for a long time. 

			I wandered around. Things became less formal after a while. I offered petits fours to newspaper people.

			“Mister President, if you came to power, seeing that you are considered rightly or wrongly to be a partisan of totalitarian rule, capital investment would be withdrawn from Zimbabwin. How do you envisage a Zimbabwinite economy left entirely to its own devices?”

			This was no Roger Priouret. The man seemed even less intelligent than that.

			“Cuba figured it out,” said N’Gustro. “Guinea too. Why not us?”

			This answer did not satisfy at all.

			“Mister President, how do you feel about racism?”

			The questioner was a Jew, [pas du tout ami des chattes?] believe it or not, an anti-Semitic Jew with round glasses and a plastered-down mop of hair.

			“It’s an enormous problem for whites,” said N’Gustro. “But now it’s their turn.”

			Nervous laughter. 

			“I suppose you approve of riots?” the man continued. “So why don’t you say so?” He seemed to be beside himself.

			“I am in favor of riots,” answered N’Gustro, “so long as they’re well organized.”

			“Thanks a lot!” shouted the guy.

			He was getting ready to leave. I was stirring the ice in my scotch next to another American.

			“That’s Defeckmann,” my neighbor told me without my having asked him anything. “Gutter press.”

			“Gutter or not, I don’t give a hoot,” I told him, and moved away.

			I watched Defeckmann from a distance getting back into his car, a Nash. He no longer looked beside himself in the slightest. It had all been an act, the angry-right-wing-journalist act, a persona he must be cultivating. His business, though. Everyone has to eat.

			“The guy’s a sicko.”

			It was the other Yank back again pestering me. I gave him the once-over. Forty-five max, inexpensive Tergal suit much rumpled, eyeglasses—all he needed was a pipe to be the perfect portrait of himself. I eyed him with amusement. A variety of left-wing intellectual I had hitherto been spared. More cinematogenic than our homespun version. McCarthy and all that gave them cachet; and naturally, when compared with McCarthy, they seemed less idiotic.

			“Are you Henri Butron? If you would allow me . . .”

			I nodded. He introduced himself without further ado. He seemed pleased with himself. You had to wonder why.

			“Ben Debourmann.”

			A firm handshake, as they say. His teeth were yellowed by tobacco, and he smiled continually. I hate people who smile all the time.

			“Mister President,” he said then, taking advantage of a lull. “Mister President, do you think that American policy might change? I am referring in particular to what can only be described as the colonial policy of the United States.”

			“There are people everywhere who long for peace,” said N’Gustro. “Not least in the United States.”

			He then echoed this sentiment in a dozen different ways. He even went so far as to say a friendly word about the late President Kennedy, that dog. Which depressed me.

			More questions, more answers—a mishmash. It was getting hotter and hotter. Debourmann was talking to me but I wasn’t listening. The conference was over. A handful of people had stayed behind for amiable chitchat. Things were coming to a close en famille, drinking. Debourmann was still there. I wondered if I ought not to search him, but then I saw Doudou, N’Gustro’s business assistant, pumping his hand; they even kissed, so, okay, he belonged to the household, and I went back to my scotch, which was excellent. I had been drinking too much all day. I was completely drenched in a thick, sticky sweat. My mind was a blank; I didn’t know what was to become of me; I contemplated old age.

			Dusk came on, bringing a breath of air, and we went back inside. The French windows were left half-open to let in the evening cool. We had a light meal, just a dozen of us by now, and this time I was not lumped with the domestics. The Admiral played master of ceremonies. He looked like a Druid with his whiskers and boubou. N’Gustro was friendly toward everyone, five minutes of affability for each particular ugly mug. He had cordial words for me, how happy he was to see white faces, signifying solidarity; he was referring to me and Debourmann, but my plug for solidarity was to ogle Ghyslaine. It was incredible how much she could scarf, the delicate little whore. I would have loved to get into her pants, but she was far away, and anyway it would not be politic. So I turned my attention to Doudou, who was seated next to me. She was a strapping creature, and the pelvic thrust had to be robust. I stayed where I was, chatting idly, eating Roquefort, still drinking, and distractedly palpating my prick under the table with the side of my thumb. None of this gave me much of a hard-on. Just as I had feared.

			After the meal, the java, and the digestifs, while weird long narrow greenish cigars were being smoked, the Admiral, completely out of his mind, lit a roaring fire in the hearth. To see the self-satisfied little smile on his countenance, rimmed with white and repulsively sweaty, to see him leaning against the fireplace, made you realize what his thing was: he would have made a perfect tourist guide. He was very proud of the house, but for him the finishing touches to this superb pile would not be put until flames were licking up the chimney in the European hearth beneath the room’s exposed beams. What a pathetic exoticizing Negro!

			As a result we were sweltering. Nobody complained. On the contrary, everyone seemed to be anticipating some kind of delightful event and—wait for it!—good old N’Gustro soon got to his feet with a little sigh, because he had stuffed himself fit to bust his belt, and struck a pose near the fire.

			“I feel like saying a few words,” he murmured.

			Everyone began to chafe at the bit.

			“Oh yes, Mister President! Oh yes, Dieudonné! A poem, a poem, Dieudonné, a poem!”

			The broads were jumping up and down with enthusiasm. Debourmann was applauding already, the Admiral ditto. I clapped too so as not to be the odd man out. A lethargic and avuncular smile began to light up the distinctive noble features of the big ape. He closed his eyes and clasped his hands over his paunch and the laboring guts within.

			“I’m not sure whether it will be a poem,” he said, “or just words. Perhaps, who knows, it could be an action.”

			And he proceeded as thus announced, halting slightly now and then for a coughing fit, for it must be said that the fireplace was a smoky one.

			“Yesterday!” he began in a stentorian voice.


			Yesterday . . . 

			Yesterday they came pale monkeys from the water

			Squawking and stamping and stinging pale parachutists

			And sea fusiliers who shoot and who swear

			And we made big juju magic

			But . . . 

			But they went on squawking and stamping and stinging and shooting

			Until today . . . 

			And today and today and again today . . . 

			The pale monkeys from the water faded away

			Went back beneath the water of Agwé-Tawayo

			Snakes in disguise, not fish Agwé

			Leaving their representatives the big juju men of before in their stead

			In their stead squawking stamping stinging fucking and shooting

			Until tomorrow . . . 

			But tomorrow . . . 

			Tomorrow we will fish with grenades

			Tomorrow oh Agwé we will purge the waters

			Tomorrow we will make big juju magic that will cook the pale fish the monkey fish oh Africa

			Tomorrow . . . 

			We will make peoples into broth!



			That was it. He had finished. Ovation.


				
					*The French words perçant and persan are homophones. (Trans.)
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			“What a moron, that Dieudonné!” cried Colonel Jumbo.

			“Huh . . . I’m not so sure,” sighed Marshal Oufiri, gently shaking his large nappy head. “He may have something.”

			“Shit—that’s all!” replied Jumbo, sitting down heavily on a pouf.

			“Shit to you, flatfoot!”

			The marshal’s tone was not mean.

			“You too, George,” said Jumbo. “Say what you like. You’re nothing but a cop yourself.”

			“I am a statesman.”

			“Same thing.”

			“No. The two work together, but they are not the same thing.”

			“So tell me then which is the better.”

			Jumbo smiled, exposing his filed-down teeth. The hatred of the hyena, thought the marshal in a poetic mood. The rain in Spain, the queen of Spain—there was a song like that with something obscene in it, some story about a penis. He smiled back at Jumbo.

			“The statesman is better.”

			Jumbo pouted in an odd way. He had not expected to be insulted so directly. What was up with the marshal tonight?
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			The next morning I had a monstrous hangover. The worst of it was I woke at daybreak. I don’t know if this happens to you, but alcohol stops me from sleeping and my eyes are wide open at first light and no way can I close them again.

			I waited for a moment. I felt as though I had been eating plaster. I lit up, but the effect was awful. I felt seasick. What I really needed was a winsome Negro maid with dimples of Venus to bring me black coffee and not be averse to a little roll in the hay. To sober me up and relax me so delightfully that I could go back to sleep. But fat chance. And here I was with these thoughts that gave me hard-ons so big they almost hurt. I imagined the Dimple Haig pooling in the blood vessels of my organ. What if it burst?

			Anyway, moving right along, no black soubrette, and not a sound or movement in the place. I got up, buckled on the holster still hanging on the chair at my bedside, and went downstairs without shaving—I hate shaving, and I shave only every other day as a rule, or else one day in the morning, the next day in the evening, then skip a day, and so on.

			I went down to the kitchen. It was only half past seven. The whole place was slumbering, including the help. I couldn’t face making joe. I took the big Mercedes, not a bad ride, and drove to Ozoir-la-Ferrière and treated myself to a very substantial breakfast in a touristy hotel that also served dawn’s farmworkers.

			I found a Gypsy Queen pinball machine, a four-flipper model I love, in which playing cards can light up to make combinations either horizontal, creating four of a kind, for a straight. Either of these earns a free game, which of course you may also win by accumulating points if you light up “specials.” A very exciting game. Unfortunately this type is increasingly hard to come across. These machines are like automobiles: novelty is always what thrills, and old models, once they have been used, are replaced by new, even if the new are not always better. I think of the Gypsy Queen as the Bugatti of pinball. But there’s no good crying over spilt milk. What happened was that I spent several hours in that crappy hotel, so entranced was I by the machine. What was more, I just kept on winning.

			I was drinking little shots of rum. You have to maintain, and the fact is that a little straight alcohol is the best thing to take the morning after a drunk. The hair of the dog. Either it kills you or it completely reinvigorates you. It never killed me. The best of all is absinthe on the rocks, but you can no longer find it—it’s like Gypsy Queens or Bugattis, or real works of art. What Eddy does every morning is empty a beer mug containing six beaten eggs and Martell. Which is good, but a bit overwhelming.

			Be that as it may, noon was approaching by the time I got back to the country place. Everyone was up, or rather sitting on the lawn with sunshades and coffee. The Admiral, who had put his Lord Nelson outfit back on, wagged his big head at me with irritation on seeing me return and get out of the Mercedes.

			Just as I was crossing the lawn between the garage and the area where everyone was working on their tans and stuffing themselves, a skinny young Negro, no more than twenty, bounded over the predominantly prunus boundary hedge and made straight for N’Gustro, braying like a donkey.

			I was stunned to see him draw from his jacket an all-metal kitchen knife so sharpened that its point was like a knitting needle.

			Not only was I stunned for a moment but as I said the Colt .45 automatic was very heavy and it took me ages to get it out as I too ran, yelling I don’t know what or why.

			I reached my objective but it was all over. Had the assassin approached in silence he might have had a chance, but by shouting as he did—very impolite things, seemingly, in his dialect from back home—he brought the whole gang down on his neck. N’Gustro showed barely any emotion. The Admiral, at once haughty and furious, had hold of one of the hit man’s arms while two minor monkeys gripped the other. The formidable blade lay on the grass while the prisoner screamed, wept, driveled, and strove to kick the Admiral in the crown jewels.

			All the same, I needed to show willing. I took aim at the guy and dispassionately smashed the butt of my gun into the middle of his face. His nasal cartilages exploded so violently that it was slightly disgusting. Blood spurted to every point of the compass. I caught the joker’s foot, in a very pointy shoe, right in my privates. In my pain I lashed at him quite furiously. I had to be restrained, otherwise I would have finished him off. I sat down on the grass with my junk hurting terribly. The other fellow must be suffering much more than me, I thought, but that was cold comfort. Debourmann had gone to call the cops.

			N’Gustro made a swift exit. He had a plane to catch, and could not afford to miss the Tricontinental Conference on account of some idiotic investigation.

			Everything was sorted out in the next few days. The hit man was just a lunatic. Intertribal stuff. I’ll never be able to make head or tail of their argy-bargy.

			All in all, though, and despite its belatedness, I think my violent intervention made a good impression. The Admiral looked at me in an odd way after that, the same way teachers used to look at me after I got back from Algeria. There has always been a violence in me that can frighten people.

			A few days later I got together with Eddy because in a corner of his mind he had retained the idea of our writing a screenplay based on my life. He showed up at my place with a forgettable piece of fluff, and we squatted on cushions and polished off a liter of wine before we really began to talk; then I recounted what had happened at the country house, how N’Gustro was attacked and how I fixed the attacker’s wagon. Eddy was enormously excited at the prospect of scamming the MPLZ by making propaganda films for them.

			“You’ll only burn your fingers that way,” I said. “N’Gustro is a man you don’t scam.”

			I don’t know what ever made me say that.

			“I’ve got better ideas,” I went on. “This N’Gustro, we should sell him. He’s a character. We should hustle some other mark by using N’Gustro.” I was warming to my subject. “That’s how I see it.”

			Eddy disagreed to begin with. I had to bring him around.

			“A serial killer like Landru sells easily,” he argued. “But you can’t sell left-wingers. Folks who are loaded are not going to help you dig their graves by lionizing revolutionaries.”

			“What about Viva Villa!? Viva Zapata!? Vera Cruz and all that? That’s not selling revolution, you say? Listen, old pal, revolution sells.”

			“Don’t tell me you can imagine a movie about Castro,” he responded stubbornly. “You think the Americans would go for that, for instance?”

			“That’s because they are at loggerheads with him now. But not so with Africa. Nobody even really knows where it is, or what goes on there. A great big continent with hordes of Negroes fighting it out—you can bet they’ll get a hard-on for it. Just so long as the tone is humanistic.”

			“Still, Castro . . .”

			“Just wait till he’s dead. Then they’ll make pictures about him.”

			“Ideally, N’Gustro should be dead, right?”

			We laughed. We shouldn’t have. I added that I had to think it over, check some things, contact some people here and there.

			The next day, a Saturday, I went to Rouen. I can see myself now, armed with a typewriter and masses of photos liable to inspire me. I am a firm believer in the system according to which, when you write about anything, you think up characters with the faces of actors you know, or even of other celebrities. You say to yourself: What if Elizabeth Taylor was locked up in the cellar of a ruined house along with Nasser and Michel Jazy? You follow this up a little bit, and bingo! you’ve got a plot for whatever you like.

			What I was doing now was rather different, trying to put myself in the mindset of the masses. I mean, I knew that N’Gustro was opposed to the cult of the personality, so if we made any proposal to him it would have to show his life and the life of the little people in parallel—what it was to be a Negro, in that time, in Africa, and all that sort of thing. So I surrounded myself with photos of the bush and the jungle and wild animals, photos of black demonstrations, played a record of African songs, and let my mind wander. I was here in this very room where I am now.

			Just as I felt inspiration coming, the doorbell rang. I went to answer, probably not in a very good humor.

			Goémond again! But this time he wasn’t alone. With him was a tall square-shouldered guy, looking affluent, well preserved. Lots of dough, a tad sporty, he checked me out in an affable way, which always makes me suspicious. But he didn’t seem like another cop. Goémond introduced him with a “Monsieur.”

			“Monsieur Laveuglant.”

			I asked them in, but not very far in.

			“I come as your neighbor,” explained Goémond. “And Monsieur Laveuglant wanted to meet you.”

			As he spoke, I stood in this Laveuglant’s path. But he practically pushed me aside, proceeded very calmly, led the way into my study, and began leafing through photographs. I was passably annoyed, but a sixth sense prevented me from booting his ass out of the house. I sensed a power in him. A gent whose balls you wouldn’t kick because he would be the one to hurt you if you did. The sort of character worth knowing. He spoke to me then about N’Gustro.

			“I’m interested in all of this,” he said unctuously, “as an amateur.”

			An amateur of what, he didn’t say.

			“I’ve heard about the role you played recently.”

			“My role?”

			Like a damn fool, I thought about films. He straightened me out.

			“Your role during the assassination attempt. How you took care of that young maniac.”

			Shit! I thought to myself. My God, the guy is a barbouze.*

			I have an instinct for that kind of thing.

			Laveuglant continued with his classy chatter.

			“I have business in Zimbabwin,” he said. “That is why I follow the political development of that country with such keen interest. All this turmoil is regrettable. Sometimes one gets the feeling that ill will is the motor of History. If only people understood one another better, there would be so much less misapprehension, violence and destruction, as the great philosopher Leibniz pointed out. For my own part, I do the best I can for peace and for the protection of human property and lives. Should N’Gustro revisit France, you should let me know; with my connections, it would be child’s play to ensure his perfect security.”

			He added that he had every faith in my abilities, but that two layers of security were better than one and it was in everyone’s interest to know everyone else. Weirdly confusing. I suspected some hidden meaning. I didn’t trust him at all.

			“If you don’t trust me, which would be quite natural,” he went on, “you might ask Colonel Battistini for his opinion of me.”

			“I see,” I said. “So you know each other.”

			“We were adversaries once, but now that’s all in the past; it is time to pull together.”

			He talked like that, making no sense unless there was some hidden meaning that I didn’t get. They left very politely. I was also very polite. I felt it was in my interest. My sixth sense . . . 

			I went back to my work, which their visit had interrupted. Rather than taking notes I allowed my thoughts to roam freely and reflected on a host of ideas that occurred to me. At the time I was convinced we were going to make the film about N’Gustro no matter what.

			I rarely have such enthusiasms—and I’m pretty sure that this one was my last—but on those rare occasions when I did I would be rather eager to share my joy. So I tucked my files under my arm and went off to have a word with Jacquie, not least because she might be useful to me, seeing that she must know people other than Hourgnon’s crew, but in the same world, who might be interested in my proposals.

			She was at home. We chatted. She wanted to hook me up with some idiots. She wanted to work on scripts with me. As I was telling her that sometimes she seemed not to have taken a good look at me, I realized the power balance between us had effectively swung in my favor, because now it was she who would be happy to work for me, which was proof positive that I could indeed make headway with this N’Gustro idea.

			We parted company on a fairly bitter note—in her case, at any rate.

			I went back to Paris on that Sunday with my notes and that evening went straight in search of Eddy, because I was sure that in the end the bread would be coming from his quarter. I stopped at Élysée-Store. No luck there: Eddy had hooked a big one just the night before and had left to scout locations. He wanted to make a vampire movie with a snow setting; the guy, a ski manufacturer, was thrilled by the idea and the pair of them had left for Garmisch with two or three tootsies in tow. I knew the story. This might last all week. I was seriously pissed off. Then I bumped into Debourmann at the Lido.

			Having nothing better to do, I let him buy me a Guinness. We drank standing up at one of the little tables in the alley outside. I happened to tell him about my ideas and my problem. He latched on right away. He claimed to have resources, financially speaking, and to have known people forever throughout the American movie world who were left-wingers
—all ousted, one had thought, by McCarthy, but all of whom except for a handful had found their way back in, being members of an intelligentsia affecting mild dissent but in the end highly employable. In short, Debourmann had many friends who might serve our purposes, or so he said.

			The very next day we paid visits to likely prospects. Some were interested. Things were looking up. Myself, I believed utterly in the idea. How tenacious illusions can be! But then, were these really illusions? It was hard to rid myself of the idea that hidden forces were at work.

			For a while euphoria reigned. Ben moved into my place. I pounded the typewriter like a mad thing while he cut open grapefruits for us. Between grapefruits he read what I was writing. Sometimes he simply approved, but for the most part he offered criticisms that were exceedingly useful. He had an intuitive feeling for effect. And he was very good at clarifying the ideas that my script needed to champion. The idea, for instance, that the power of a free press trumped the power of money. Obviously a quite laughable notion, but people like it and it sells well, so I was perfectly happy to incorporate it.

			Debourmann for his part seemed actually to believe this. I did not pursue the matter with him. What good would it do for us to fall out? He was just another intellectual. If I had to take issue with every intellectual I ran into, where would I be?

			Very quickly we had a screenplay written with everything needed to get even a mildly liberal producer’s juices running. We went back to the one who had been the most favorable. He wasn’t remotely on board, wouldn’t even read the script, and wouldn’t give his reasons.

			We went to see the others. Same story.

			Just as we were leaving the place of one of them we bumped into Defeckmann, the irascible journalist from the N’Gustro press conference, who offered to drop us somewhere. Since my Matra happened to be in for an oil change, I accepted, even though Ben pulled a face—clearly the other guy did not occupy a special place in his heart. 

			Off we went.

			“So it’s like that,” said Defeckmann. “You’ve fallen in love with that Negro?”

			I told him to get fucked, that that wasn’t it at all, we were just making a film.

			He said that we hadn’t considered the consequences.

			What consequences? I didn’t get him at all. Was he threatening us or what?

			“I’m serious,” he said. “Because, whatever his personal qualities, N’Gustro is an objective ally of worldwide subversion, of totalitarianism. If N’Gustro were to prevail, even if he himself is not utterly pro-Soviet, he would trigger a process that would turn Zimbabwin lickety-split into a Communist and anti-Semitic dictatorship. Within the ranks of the MPLZ itself are many young Communist and even pro-Chinese militants liable to drag the revolutionary movement further and further into bellicose and racist delusions quite antithetical to freedom.

			“Now,” he went on, “freedom is what I fight for and will always fight for.”

			“Your freedom,” cried the liberal Marxist Debourmann, “is the freedom of the rich to oppress the poor. Individual freedom in the context of collective servitude. What we want is collective freedom, so that the greatest number may be delivered from natural and social scourges, and too bad if certain individuals must suffer provisionally.” 

			This seemed to me like the moment to descend into the melee by quoting Marx when he said more or less that communism would render impossible everything existing independently of individuals. I thought this would calm the two jokers down, but it didn’t at all. Defeckmann pretended outrage and stated that Marx certainly never said such a thing, while Debourmann, wearing a critical expression, added: “Unless it was the young Marx.” Myself, I knew nothing about it, and besides they were getting on my nerves.

			I stopped listening. Roughly, Defeckmann and Debourmann were accusing each other of oppressing who knew whom. Maybe me. I nodded off.

			In any case, what use were discussions of this kind? A few days later the naked truth emerged, and it was that no one now wanted to produce my film. I still maintain that pressure was brought to bear, and it is not hard now to guess what its source was. I am going to shine a bright light on all of it.

			
				
					*Barbouzes: A secret police force initially mobilized against the OAS. (Trans.)
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			“In the end,” observed Colonel Jumbo, “perhaps he didn’t understand anything. Perhaps there was no need to kill him.”

			“And then what?” Oufiri asked.

			“He didn’t even grasp Defeckmann’s role.”

			“He certainly grasped nothing,” sighed the marshal, “but he did know a couple of things. The interview deal, for one.”

			“I am against needless murders,” said Jumbo portentously.

			He blew on his rings and rubbed them against the material of his jacket, on the left side. Then he contemplated them, and found them shiny enough.

			“His death will be attributed to the French secret service,” noted the marshal.

			“They’ll hold that against us.”

			“Agencies don’t hold things against one another unless they have to. What does it matter anyway? The N’Gustro business is over.”

			The colonel directed a half-deliberate glance toward the floor—and, in effect, beyond the floor and toward the cellar.

			The marshal shook his head. 

			Jumbo took one of his fingernails between his teeth and bit down, tearing it. He then pulled on the tear with his teeth, and a crescent-shaped crack appeared. When the crack covered the full width of the nail the fragment came off. Jumbo spat it into an ashtray and a tiny sound came from his mouth. He examined his newly trimmed nail with satisfaction. 

			“He’s still alive, isn’t he?” he asked. 

			Oufiri did not reply.

			“Why?” the colonel wanted to know.

			Oufiri shrugged.

			“I want to make the pleasure last.”

			“Pleasure, huh?” said Jumbo thoughtfully.

			He gave a slow nod, more a wag than a nod. He was distressed. He went back to biting his nails.
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			I was driving at top speed on the West Autoroute. I was down in the mouth. The thing had been looking so good. What had gone wrong?

			I had Anne next to me in the Matra. She had asked me for a ride to Rouen so she could see her mother. She respected my silent fuming.

			As we were getting into Rouen I suddenly realized that everything repelled me. I didn’t want to see my family house again, much less imprison myself there. What for? To look at my map in the mirror, write rubbish, go out drinking? Without thinking twice, I suggested to Anne that we not stop but continue, straight on out to the sea. For who knows what obscure reason she agreed. You couldn’t say we had a passionate relationship, but I suppose the time in the old days when I subjected her to my will must have marked her more than she thought. So we passed through the city and its awful outskirts, crossed the half moon of Maromme and all that, and headed for Dieppe as soon as we could escape the industrial Basse-Seine’s factories and cobblestone streets. I have no particular affection for nature. I like landscapes only in movies, and I put up with lawns solely if drinks are being served on them. But I have to admit that greenery beats the city’s squalid outskirts, so I relaxed little by little as we drove into the verdant rolling countryside that characterizes the western end of the Bray Buttonhole.

			Instinctively I had picked the beach where we first got to know each other, Anne and I. When you have the tiniest need for companionship, or even a mild desire for it, you must become a master of the delicate touch, especially when the companion in question is female; women appreciate the delicate touch or, of course, great passion (not my style). Except in the case of guys like Eddy, who take every liberty just because they can. Attraction is not then part of the story because their needs are in a sense very limited: the objects of their desire are infinitely interchangeable, and broads get that, feel the precariousness of their situation, and if they want to get something out of an Eddy they know not to push things. Anne would certainly never not push things. But Eddy would not interest her anyway, nor she him. Sauce for the goose is not sauce for the gander, and vice versa, and everybody is happy.

			We went down to the beach and spent the day there. Once I went and got fries at a stand, and sausages. We took it easy. Anne babbled. We listened to her transistor. I played ducks and drakes. I was bored stiff.

			All of a sudden the radio was talking about Zimbabwin, at least indirectly. President César Pandore would visit Évian to take the waters; this trip had been linked to the simultaneous presence in Geneva of Dieudonné N’Gustro, secretary general of the MPLZ. President Pandore was said to be thinking of reshuffling his government in the wake of the student agitation in Souk and Medina or somewhere, and bringing in some opposition figures. When questioned about this, Dieudonné N’Gustro denied having had any communication with the Palace; he had stressed that his visit to Peking was still scheduled for the end of the month and that he would therefore be out of Europe when President Pandore was taking his cure.

			Right, I thought, but there was no smoke without fire. A political détente in Zimbabwin would hardly be good for my plans. The little hero of my screenplay was in danger of losing a good deal of his fine plumage. Then I realized I was still automatically thinking as though I was going to make the film. Had I known what was actually going to happen, I would have had little cause to smile.

			That same night—because we had decided after all to go back to Rouen—I was sitting up shit’s creek with a glass of vodka when the phone rang. A long-distance call, and guess who was on the line. Monsieur Laveuglant.

			“Would you care to come by my office on Monday?” asked the excellent Monsieur Laveuglant. So I asked the said excellent Monsieur Laveuglant why. He didn’t want to tell me, but he assured me I wouldn’t regret it; he alluded obscurely to movies. I connected the dots.

			In short, we agreed I should go and see him Monday, and I went.

			He had a fine office, Laveuglant, fine carpet on the floor, fine glass doors, fine wood furniture, fine titties on the receptionist in the anteroom. I was ushered in immediately. The excellent Monsieur Laveuglant did not beat about the bush. He wanted me to take advantage of my relationship with N’Gustro to engineer an impromptu meeting between him and Marshal George Clemenceau Oufiri, the minister of justice—in other words the head cop—of Zimbabwin.

			“N’Gustro would never go for it,” I informed him.

			“Well then,” said Laveuglant in a smarmy way, “we might set aside any idea of telling him, and let him be the beneficiary of a happy coincidence.”

			“A big surprise,” I said.

			“That’s right. A surprise.”

			“I could never do such a thing.”

			“Just wait,” said the excellent Monsieur Laveuglant blithely.

			He offered me a cigar. I had no reason to refuse. We settled into egg chairs. He really seemed very pleased.

			“I quite appreciate,” he said, “that it would be difficult for you to take N’Gustro to some particular place. You would have no excuse for doing so.”

			“Oh,” I answered brilliantly, “I’m never short of excuses.”

			I wanted him to get the idea that for me this was in fact a moral issue. Instead he simply continued, unsmiling but genial.

			“So we strove to provide you with a plausible motive, a valid motive, and if I may say so a seductive motive. For you, that is, as well as for your friend.”

			“Hold on a minute,” I cut in. “You could have left that to me.”

			We all have our little weaknesses. One of mine was that I could not abide Laveuglant or anyone else managing my deceptions. In the end, however, I am rather glad his people took charge of the dirty tricks, because it meant that they considered me incapable, so my later actions may have surprised them. I would bet money that their taking me for an idiot is the reason I am still alive. But at present they no longer take me for an idiot. The logical consequence is liable to follow, in which case I’ll show them a few dirty tricks of my own. 

			Anyway, there in his swish office, Laveuglant ignored what I was saying, contemplated the tip of his Partagas, and droned on.

			“We are aware of your projected film on the life of Dieudonné N’Gustro, and we also know about a variety of obstacles that have been placed in its way.”

			Those were his very words. My intuition had not been wrong.

			“Defeckmann?” I asked.

			He assented with a nod. Which meant nothing certain. The excellent Laveuglant was a dirty little liar. That was his job, among others.

			“There will be no further obstacles,” he said. “Better still, you will have your own feature production company.”

			I have to admit that this took my breath away.

			“I’ll finance you,” he pronounced. “Offices on the Champs-Élysées. Accounting in Geneva. And the funds needed to incorporate the business. What would you like to call it?”

			“Just a second,” I said, still caught a bit short. “What exactly do you mean by all this? What must I do in exchange?”

			“Simply what we were just talking about.”

			It was only he who had been talking about it, but I let that go.

			“The fee seems too high. There has to be a catch.”

			“There’s no catch,” he said. “It so happens that all my operations are a little mixed up. It so happens that I am not unhappy to invest in a film production company. It so happens that I’ve always been slightly tempted to get into cinema. In addition I have plans to use you later on, with the business working quite normally and honestly but taking advantage of my connections, my international connections, so I feel sure, Butron, that you see where this might lead you.”

			I could indeed see. Any half-witted documentary on a chain of gas stations commands a bloated budget. I thought I understood Laveuglant’s game. He would pull in an immense amount of dough, probably from Marshal Oufiri, presumably for making unencumbered arrangements for the surprise meeting; afterward he would keep the film company, and his money would make babies. The excellent Laveuglant never left himself out of his prayers. That, at any rate, was what I figured. In fact, however, it was my first reaction that had it right: the fee was too high because there was a catch.

			“Trust me,” said Laveuglant.

			And trust him I did. What an asshole!

			He foxed me with art, and he foxed me with vanity. In an instant I had but one idea in my head: “Henri Butron Films,” an engraved copper plaque on my door, and a super-duper secretary who gave great head, with velvety breasts and a rhythmic pelvis. And my name on the opening credits too: Henri Butron Films. Black and Red Will Be My Forests—that was the title I had thought up. Screenplay by Henri Butron and Ben Debourmann. Directed by Henri Butron—I certainly wanted to direct if I was going to be my own producer. I shared my thinking with Laveuglant.

			“Let me be frank with you,” he said. “It is not certain that your film will be made.”

			“Well, for me,” I responded elegantly, “making the film is a sine qua non.”

			He thought about it.

			“We’ll lose money.”

			I explained to him that not at all. I gave him my opinion on the commercial prospects of this kind of subject. I felt I was enlightening him, showing him things, almost convincing him and eventually obtaining his agreement.

			What a lying bitch! It was all playacting.

			The excellent Monsieur Laveuglant won’t get away with it. I hereby accuse him of assassinating Dieudonné N’Gustro or, more precisely, of having him abducted and assassinated by killers in his pay, and I accuse him further of working for the Zimbabwinite government, of which he is a puppet.
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			The minister of justice laughed so hard he farted. His mouth was open as wide as that of a big oven. His filed–down teeth were glittering, his gold ones even more. His thick violet tongue writhed in its kennel. His glottis vibrated.

			Jumbo was more restrained. He was sitting straight up and shaking his head with a companionable smile. His right hand was tapping his thigh.

			The marshal stopped laughing with difficulty and wiped his eyes, which were streaming with tears of mirth.

			He sighed several times very deeply, blissfully, his throat still jolted by barely repressed bursts of laughter.

			“It would almost be worth letting the tape circulate,” he said. “Can you picture the look on Laveuglant’s face?”

			“Well, yeah.” 

			“After a performance like this, he’s toast,” lamented the marshal merrily, and immediately wiped his face again.

			“That’s not funny.”

			“Of course it is.”

			“We are losing a useful man,” insisted Colonel Jumbo.

			“Useful men, pooh,” said Oufiri. He waved his hands about. “We have no shortage of them.”

			“And what’s more,” he went on, “he didn’t know his place. Let me tell you something. He’s a racist, Laveuglant. He works with us but he despises us. He thinks like the Communists. He thinks we’re just puppets. He doesn’t believe we could seriously trick him.”

			“Well, right now,” said Jumbo, “he got tricked.”

			“Yup,” said Oufiri.

			And he said it with a vicious satisfaction very different from his explosion of hilarity moments earlier. Then his brow cleared once more.

			“This Butron, though,” he said, “I accuse! I accuse! Émile Zola, whoopee!”

			Thereupon the minister of justice executed a few stumbling entrechats. He was awash in sheer happiness.

			“What time is it?”

			“Five past five.”

			George Clemenceau Oufiri resumed his little entrechats.
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			The rest is known to the press or at least soon will be. I am weary of talking about the N’Gustro affair. I am tired. How long the night is! I’ve been talking for centuries and we are only up to the first hour of tomorrow. When it comes to nighttime pleasure, I’ve known better. I’m thinking of those long outings when I was in high school. I would pinch a car and go straight into the country, sometimes with a girl, sometimes in a group; it was good, it was great.

			Come on, Butron! Get a move on! Time to spill more beans! Let me just fill a large wineglass with pepper vodka and then I’ll be with you.

			I seized on a visit from Doudou, the N’Gustronian business assistant, to the Admiral’s country house, to go and meet with her. I explained things and gave her a copy of the script. I naturally took care to conceal Laveuglant’s role and all that. This was a month ago.

			The Bandar-Logs had little knowledge of my sources of income or of my exact situation with regard to moviemaking. They had thus never been able to note that my role as a producer was something new and possibly somewhat suspect. It happened that a few days earlier a package had arrived from Geneva, my script neatly annotated in N’Gustro’s own hand, with a friendly letter requesting that his personality be somewhat played down if we went forward, and the people more highlighted so as to underline the fact that the struggle was that of the entire people. This N’Gustro was forever going on about the people—the People—but, alas, I knew why: it actually built him up: the more it was the people who rose up—the more the people were People-like—the more people there were, and the more N’Gustro, their leader, basked in reflected glory for being the leader of such a people, and not merely the leader of a tiny general staff. Were this really true, you would have had to wonder how come this so N’Gustronian a people had not yet risen up as one man and thrown out the handful of yes-men in the Palace and triumphantly propelled their leader in. I began to write a friendly reply along those lines, putting it in a much more flowery way, natürlich, speaking of the need to explain the relative apathy—oh, very relative, very, very relative—of the people’s struggle; hence the need to address the contradictions within the people and their just resolution—words Debourmann had whispered to me, having found them in Mao, and that could hardly hinder N’Gustro as he got ready to leave for China.

			I had not finished my letter when Laveuglant came on the horn. I made my report, because you have to call a spade a spade. I was relieved that Ben Debourmann was in the head, because it was already hard to get him to swallow the notion of my generous patron investing in cinema; fortunately, though, intellectuals always end up swallowing whatever suits them.

			Meanwhile Laveuglant was getting annoyed: we had to see N’Gustro right away, before he left for Peking. I told him how complicated things were. He informed me that the China trip had been postponed for a week but added that even so we must see N’Gustro before the beginning of this extra week.

			Okay. Do I have to draw you a picture? César Pandore, the baboons’ big chief, was showing up in Évian. N’Gustro was delaying his visit to Peking, either indeed to meet with Pandore, or else to give the impression that he was about to come to terms with him, thus alarming the Palace’s right wing (so to speak). And the said wing, in fact alarmed, was in a hurry to join up with the opposition leader before he became best buddies with the big boss.

			So why were they in a big hurry, the right-wingers? I barely asked myself the question. I assumed, in my great innocence, that Laveuglant’s pals wanted to have a perfectly friendly chat with N’Gustro to relieve pressure from their left once briefcases began to go back and forth and matrimonial plans proceeded.

			I had said that it seemed hardly possible, but all the same I did what Laveuglant wanted. I begged N’Gustro to make it to Paris to discuss my screenplay. Debourmann was surprised at my haste. I justified it as follows: N’Gustro was off to Peking, then back to South America, and he also had to go to Addis Ababa, and we would never catch up with him at that rate, and we absolutely needed his firm commitment.

			Jesus, Mary and Joseph! The part chance plays in history! I shall never know why N’Gustro agreed to come—and came.

			“It’s simple,” Laveuglant had said. “You make an appointment with him at the bar of the Claridge, neutral ground as you can appreciate, no funny business to be expected. An emissary will find N’Gustro there, and N’Gustro will either agree to the meeting with Pandore or not; in neither case will his response affect the arrangement we have come to, you and I.”

			His talk of neutral territory, intended to reassure me, instead put a flea in my ear.

			He had me committed so deeply, however, that I could no longer go into reverse. But I did take my small precautions.

			I had the company funds of “Henri Butron Films” shifted from one Geneva account to another Geneva account of which I alone knew the number.

			And then, the day before N’Gustro’s arrival, I spent half my afternoon driving around near the Champs-Élysées, passing back and forth in front of the Claridge until a parking spot opened up just next to the entrance to the hotel’s underground garage, from which vantage point you could see everything if anything at all happened. What a fool I was to cruise around for so long: it is quite easy to park at nighttime. You don’t always think of the simplest things.

			I spent a horrible night. Nightmares. Forebodings. I could swear that some part of me knew what was going to happen. An unconscious part. I’m a great believer in the unconscious, in Freudianism and in all that sort of thing.

			Day. D-Day. Happy day! I sat in my scout car armed with a Contarex.

			I saw him coming along, Comrade N’Gustro. I saw him coming along on foot, like a grown-up, with his very white teeth and, behind him, close behind him, little Ghyslaine and old Doudou—did they follow him around everywhere?

			He was heading down the street in the Étoile-to-Nation direction when, a few meters from the Claridge, two trench coats brought him to a stop. Two guys with forgettable mugs, functionaries by the look of them, wearing hats, very polite, hands in pockets. There was chatting; one of the men showed a badge, a card, or who the fuck knows what. N’Gustro nodding, still polite, his smile fading but still present. The group clustered, then the two broads fell back to one side and watched N’Gustro leaving with the two raincoats, the three getting into a Peugeot 403, all black, and the car driving off calmly.

			From start to finish I was focused on the scene, shooting like a mad thing, Kodak 125 film at f/8, the entire scene as it happened, the guys’ mugs, the car’s license plate—everything.

			I was seriously steamed with Laveuglant, but I repressed the feeling so as not to be overwhelmed by it.

			The two babes had gone inside the Claridge; I had overheard their instructions from where I was, which were to find me, inform me of the facts, and so on. As to the facts, I desperately wanted to be informed of their manifest form: I had the general idea, what I wanted were the details. I stashed the Contarex in my heap, rushed into the hotel and made straight for the bar. Doudou and Ghyslaine had only just ensconced themselves at a little table, and a flunky was bringing scotch and Campari as I approached with a relaxed manner designed to make sure that nothing in my expression or appearance suggested that I had witnessed anything at all.

			“Oh hello, Butron,” said old Doudou, who seemed not the tiniest bit worried. “Dieudonné is very sorry. Two policemen have taken him to the station to check his papers.”

			This was the work of Laveuglant. I processed the fact. He was simplicity in all things, the excellent Laveuglant. Even cops at his beck and call, the bitch. I shrugged.

			“What now then?” I asked calmly. “Do we wait here or go somewhere else?”

			“We wait, if you don’t mind,” said Doudou. “Those gentlemen said it would take just half an hour.”

			“I know their ‘half an hours!’”

			This by way of letting her know it would be a bit longer, so she wouldn’t fret. I took a seat. Miss Ghyslaine, on the other hand, took no part at all in the chatter. She swilled down her scotch and that was it; before long she would order more. Oral pleasure must be all there was in her life. Lucky girl!

			We waited. We waited for three hours. Doudou was more and more anxious. After another little while it was impossible for me to stop her going to the phone to ask at the police station for information.

			Fortunately there was chaos over there, as always with officialdom. She came back having drawn a blank. She had to call again. This meant another half hour. Then she telephoned once more. That was when it began to be obvious that the Paris cops had no interest at all in our pocket-size Behanzin, that he was nowhere to be found, and that the two raincoats had not acted in any way as policemen.

			Doudou was panic-stricken.

			“Do you believe this? Do you believe this?” she kept repeating. “He wasn’t arrested. He has disappeared. He has so many enemies, Butron, so many enemies.”

			“I’m afraid,” she added.

			The wench was in love with her boss, it was obvious.

			Miss Ghyslaine, on the other hand, was still blah. She had had snacks and finger foods brought over. I really couldn’t understand how she kept the figure she had, given the quantities she put away. It must have been N’Gustro who slimmed her down. Could penetration by a battering ram have the same effect as a sauna bath? Food for thought.

			I got up. 

			“Listen,” I said. “This can’t be all that serious. What I suggest is that you take off back to the country place and wait there. In the meantime I’ll take care of everything.”

			Doudou did not really agree, but the day was ending and dragging night in its wake, and she had to make a choice.

			Psychologically speaking, I’m strongly inclined to believe that she agreed because it helped her convince herself that nothing too terrible had happened. The absence of drastic action proves in a way that a situation is innocuous. In other words, if you don’t panic, there is no reason to panic.

			In short she agreed, and left; she would not get much sleep that night.

			She took Ghyslaine with her. I was a touch disgruntled about that. The situation excited me sexually for a reason I couldn’t fathom. Perhaps it was that I was getting afraid myself, and fear makes you hard. In any case, I already pictured myself screwing the voracious little thing; she had to give a great blow job, the way she scarfed everything down. But okay—it was too late. I was almost tempted to go and find a whore. When certainty flags, you need a woman—it’s a well-known fact.

			I got hold of myself, and watched their taxi disappear.

			I hurried back to my apartment and phoned Laveuglant.

			He was calm and soothing, the old fart.

			“They’re probably having some difficulty coming to terms. He’ll be back tomorrow morning.”

			“Why doesn’t he phone?”

			“Phone where?” said Laveuglant sanctimoniously.

			He had me there. We were no longer at the Claridge. And the broads were not yet back at the country place.

			“See what I mean?” said Laveuglant.

			“Yes, sorry. But that’s not the only thing. What about the way you used me?”

			“This is no time to squabble,” said Laveuglant. “Call me tomorrow.” 

			Click. He hung up. I was not a happy man.

			I turned the recorder off, rewound, and listened to the tape. I had managed to capture the telephone conversation very well. You could hear the excellent Laveuglant’s voice quite distinctly. What he said was not proof positive, but he gave the impression of being perfectly au fait with things. It might not hold up in court, but the weeklies would go to town. I had him.

			I rang him back.

			“Careful,” I told him, “you’d do well not to hang up.”

			He listened.

			“I have recorded our conversations,” I said. “I photographed the kidnapping. I have other things too. Get me?”

			“Yes,” said Laveuglant, suddenly laconic.

			“Make damn sure N’Gustro telephones the country house before midnight.”

			I gave him the number.

			“Where are you?” asked Laveuglant, even more brusquely.

			That was the moment when the horrifying thought struck me. It tightened my throat. I began to pant.

			“Hello? Hello?” went Laveuglant. “Calm down now.”

			I hung up.

			I had understood everything.

			I grabbed the Contarex, the tape recorder, and split. Laveuglant knew my apartment, and my car. I left on foot.

			I don’t mind admitting I was afraid.

			I walked through nighttime Paris; it was pretty. I didn’t know quite what to do. Instinctively, I looked for places that were familiar, people ditto, unwise as that was.

			I wanted to see Anne Gouin, I wanted to see Debourmann. Heaven knows why. I crawled bars in the eighteenth arrondissement, then others around Saint-Germain-des-Prés. At a quarter after midnight, from a dive, I rang the country house. I got Doudou, who was not sleeping. She still had no news. I hung up very quickly. I think I got her more worried. It mattered less and less.

			I left the phone booth ever more anxious. I was no longer myself. All of a sudden, though, I felt enormous relief, the sort you feel when you see a light. If you’re a sailor, I mean, and in peril.

			Who had I seen but Eddy coming into the bar ridiculously tanned and dressed to the nines. I plowed toward him. I couldn’t tell him everything that was up, but he clearly saw that I was in trouble.

			“Could you put me up?” I asked, trying for a brave face.

			He said sure. He was not selfish, Eddy—you can’t say it often enough. I have to give him as much publicity as I can here. I’m not selfish either.

			He realized I was in deep trouble.

			We were soon at his place, his only concession to his usual habits being that he dragged a skirt along. And put her to work the moment we arrived buttering sandwiches, slicing pickles for Parma ham—the perfect analogy for my fat head.

			I laid out my situation. I was knocking it back, but that was no problem—I’ve always held my liquor pretty well. Eddy listened with widening eyes. He was paying close attention.

			From his place I tried to reach Debourmann, without success the first time. Then I phoned Doudou. Still no word from N’Gustro. It was getting on for three or four in the morning. She wanted to get a lawyer; I didn’t object. On that level I was beginning to be out of my depth. But, as Eddy pointed out, on another level things were taking a fascinating turn finance-wise.

			I tried Debourmann again without finding him at his hotel, but this time I left Eddy’s number for him to call me back as soon as he came in.

			Then I talked a few more things over with Eddy. We were on the same page in our analysis of the situation, save that I was beginning to think my life was on the line, which was not the case for him.

			I called Jacquie in Rouen and woke her up. I promised her a hot scoop, journalistically speaking, if she would show up beneath the Porte Saint-Martin the next morning around eleven thirty (actually this morning, considering the hour). She wanted to know more; I hung up. She would come or she wouldn’t. Perhaps the whole affair would be wound up nice and tidy before then, I thought. Still, it was worth setting this up.

			I put another call through to Laveuglant, who had not left his office, almost as though awaiting my ring. I made it short. Wiretapping, call tracing—I imagined all of it. In the event, though, it was he who had things to say: that our commitments would be honored, that I should not be alarmed and not react precipitately, as it was not in my interest.

			“You may be sure,” he said, “that I would not have involved myself without adequate backup.”

			“Oh, go fuck yourself,” I answered. “What I want is something concrete.”

			I hung up. It was getting too dangerous.

			The instant I did so, the phone rang, and I picked up. It was Debourmann, a bit canned. I told him, as I had Jacquie, to be at the Porte Saint-Martin at eleven thirty. “Hello? Hello?” he was saying as I rang off.

			A bad night, as you can imagine. Eddy had offered to loan me his chick, but suddenly I had lost all interest in that; I passed, and tried to sleep.

			In the morning my mouth was furred and I was wide awake at nine, which was really unpleasant; I didn’t dare get up or make phone calls. Eddy was sleeping with the girl, how sweet. Eventually I went down for a café crème and the papers. No mention of anything in there. I called Doudou from a booth, paranoid as I was, but N’Gustro had not appeared or telephoned. The kid was crazy with worry. I told her that everything would work out.

			By late morning I was getting more and more frenzied, and my brain was beset by the certainty of disaster.

			I sent Eddy ahead to the meeting place at the Porte Saint-Martin after describing the two characters, Ben and Jacquie, and asking him to bring them to me. That way we could be sure of no ambush and no hired killers, plainclothes boys, Negroes or any other unholy elements.

			He must have made something of an impression, Eddy, decked out for his role as he was—and as he loved to be even in the regular way. It’s a wonder he didn’t cover an eye with a black patch, but he certainly wore granny glasses, a scarlet velvet frock coat, a jabot, and flares. They must have taken him for a kook, but they came with him anyway to where I was waiting further along the boulevard, parked in Eddy’s crate. I had left the Matra behind when I abandoned my bachelor pad and I could hardly go back there for it.

			I insisted on things being presented as a formal statement from me. I stressed that, with this in mind, I needed a representative of the French papers and someone from the international press so that the world—the whole world—could learn exactly what was afoot.

			I told them everything, the abduction and everything. I may have glossed over a couple of details, to be frank, on account of the need not to reveal too much about me or make a bad impression on them, otherwise it would be only too easy for their readers to doubt my account; it was also necessary to leave a way out for Laveuglant, whose name I did not mention.

			What I wanted was protection. I swore to God it was not I who wanted to create problems for anyone and that if I ended up doing so, it was because other people sought it. I further swore that my purpose, consistent with my need to protect myself, was always to obtain if at all possible the return in good shape of Dieudonné N’Gustro.

			Anyway, I showed the two parties the photos I had taken of the kidnapping, at least the negatives. I had developed them that morning, because naturally Eddy had a little darkroom—he often needed visual evidence, in order to retain the support of his backers, of the girls he was using to scam them. There is not much in his family album that fails to fascinate.

			So I showed the photos but kept them. I also showed the audiotape on which I had recorded my conversation with Laveuglant, but since in this case his name was clearly stated, and since I preferred that the recording not be heard so long as there was no good reason to poison things with him further, I had sealed the reel with a dab of wax, imprinted the wax with my signet ring, and instructed Debourmann, to whom I had entrusted it, not to play or use it unless I gave him the green light or something irreversible befell me.

			“So things are really that bad?” asked Jacquie.

			I saw from her expression that she was impressed, that she was recalling our lovemaking, and realizing that in the end it had left its mark on her; as moving as that was in principle, it was just too bad for her.

			I then shooed both her and Debourmann off.

			As I watched them walk away, excited and chattering to one another, I felt a renewed self-confidence. As for Laveuglant I had him in the palm of my hand. Acting as though he knew this as well as I did, I decided to go and retrieve my wheels, because I couldn’t always be treating Eddy like a taxi driver.

			So he drove me over to the street outside my house. We drove past in low gear, keeping a sharp eye out but seeing nothing, then repeated the procedure twice more to make sure, again without seeing anything, so I got out, shaking Eddy’s hand, though not too firmly, I confess, on account of a kind of presentiment that I was about to make a dangerous mistake. I rushed to start my banger up and get the hell out of there.

			The instant I turned on the ignition everything exploded. The engine block hit the roadway, buckled and tumbled away. I remember shrieking, but the fact is, the job was botched; as proof, I was still alive, propelled out of the debris completely panic-stricken with a horrid heaviness in my belly, which I could see was streaming with blood. More flowed from other parts too; there were fragments of metal and glass embedded in my flesh and my hair and eyebrows were scorched. I took to my heels like one possessed, scaring the daylights out of a few grannies.

			Just then, amazingly, a Negro in a raincoat came out of a bar and drew a gun and opened fire on me from thirty meters, as if at a funfair, without showing a trace of emotion.

			In that moment good old Eddy saved my life. His MG pulled up just behind me with a wild growl, its undercarriage low to the ground. He had heard the noise from the other side of the block, which he then rounded and returned.

			It was a real western. Eddy always stashed a Colt in his hot rod, a real collector’s item with percussion caps to ignite the powder and a host of other antique bells and whistles. The great advantage of this weapon was the unbelievable racket it made. Eddy had fired on the ape through the vent window, wildly, and of course he missed—those old popguns are about as accurate as shit spreaders—but it all made such a din, what with the shattering of the window, the noise of the cannon itself, and a grocer’s window cascading like a prepared-piano piece, that the Negro, whose turn it was to suspect an ambush, took off like a lunatic in the direction of the Musée de l’Homme just as I leapt, or rather flew into the MG, and we left, stunned, while the Matra blazed in the most distressing way.

			Doubly distressing, when you think that I had left the negatives in the car.

			Still, what was done was done. I had quite enough evidence left to make serious hay, negatives or not. The photos had shown the two accomplices, but there were still three witnesses to the abduction—Doudou, Ghyslaine, and I—and in addition I had the recording of my telephone conversation with Laveuglant.

			I reflected that this was it: this was war. We hastened over to Eddy’s and stayed long enough to get me patched up a little. I was covered with scratches, plus the real stomach wound. Eddy bandaged me. I phoned Laveuglant. I gave him both barrels. He burbled with fright. He implored me to keep quiet a bit longer, the faggot.

			“It wasn’t me who did this to you,” he whined. “It was the others.”

			I asked him which others, taking a bitter delight to hear him mumbling, unable to give a straight answer. What did emerge quite clearly was his urgent desire to know where I was, ostensibly so that he could protect me. I laughed in his ugly face and hung up.

			That was this noon.

			Eddy drove me here to Rouen. After which he left. He recommended a doctor to me. He wanted to leave me his piece. Perhaps I should have accepted, but I was through with asking other people for help. It is me, not them, that they want to destroy. I am the one, not they, who has to respond. Sitting here in the dark, I am happy.

		


		
			32

		

		
			“He is happy,” echoed Marshal Oufiri.

			The minister seemed completely at ease, though not, as earlier, overcome by mirth.

			He had been seated, but now he rose with a sigh. The tape recording was near its end. Oufiri gave the impression of a guest preparing to leave because the party is almost over or of a man in a movie theater getting to his feet as the happy-ending kiss is still taking place on the screen and the chords are swelling and the ill-paid projectionist, eager to finish up, closes the remotely controlled curtain so that the image of the final wiggles and takes on the curtain’s hues and the end credits, if any, are unreadable through the rippling folds.

			Oufiri smoothed his pants, fleetingly pinching the knee at the crease but avoiding the bagginess developing there. This was a gesture that he had retained from his days of poverty in France. He was meticulous about his things and his person. Pushing a left finger down behind his belt he adjusted his organs for comfort.

			Jumbo, on the other hand, was stretched out almost full-length in his club chair. Fatigue was beginning to take its toll on the policeman. The sleepless night had done the black man in. 

			The marshal listened to the end of the recording standing up, then drew his palm across a cheek.

			“We have to shave before we leave,” he observed. “We must be clean and presentable at all times.”

			“Let’s go,” offered Jumbo, drawing in his long legs.

			The two blacks left the library, passed the somnolent security squad and entered a vast bathroom at the end of the hallway. There they stripped to their waists and performed cursory ablutions. Each of them shaved with one of many little razors spread out on a glass shelf above the washbasin, and then the marshal changed his detachable collar while the colonel had to settle for carefully examining the sleeves and collar of his shirt and make do with finding very little dirt even on the inside where it could not be seen.

			The two high-ranking functionaries sloshed spicy manly aftershave over their snouts and then, after getting dressed again, returned to the library. Oufiri opened a drawer and took out a long bayonet. The colonel averted his gaze, and the marshal smiled.
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			All of this was taking place in the late nineteen sixties. Butron was talking, plants were growing, private cars were moving along roads and streets, little Chinese babies were being born continually, like raindrops, plink, plunk, plink. Elle, the women’s weekly, in the throes of a full-blown reality-reversing delusion, was wondering: “In 1968, what will we be like? We’ll be like ourselves, but younger.” Meanwhile gendarmes in Fontainebleau were putting a stop to the depredations of twenty or so school-age children who were organizing shoplifting contests among themselves. “Hippies are a cancer on society,” a police psychiatrist in Buenos Aires was telling the press. “The police,” he added, “are the ax that will remove it.” Butron was losing blood, but not that much. The fascist colonels ruling Greece had just gotten the idea of selling their coup d’état to tourists, and with that in mind produced a new advertising slogan: VISIT GREECE AND LEARN THE TRUTH. Motorists were fighting over parking spaces. Laveuglant was trying desperately to reach Oufiri and beg him to release N’Gustro. When he could not get through, he dialed several other numbers. His friends in the police were many. He pleaded with them to find Butron. Eventually it was Jumbo whom he got on the line. (At that moment the colonel had not yet returned to the villa where Oufiri was waiting for him.) “I beseech you to stop trying to eliminate Butron,” bleated Laveuglant. Jumbo sneered on the other end of the line. The police were checking rented rooms in search of Butron. “I shall go to prison happy and singing,” Monsignor Jorge Marcos de Oliveira, bishop of Santo André, was declaring to the television cameras in São Paulo. “I have no intention of converting any Communist [sic], for I have encountered a great Christian spirit and great seriousness and sincerity among persecuted Communists.” Two inspectors from the police intelligence agency visited the maid’s room occupied by Anne Gouin on Boulevard Saint-Germain, called her “little lady” in the tone of voice they use, the cops, and left when they realized that Henri Butron was not there, telling Anne to call them if he showed up. At that time Eddy Alfonsino’s red MG had been out of the tunnel to the West Autoroute, where a police barrier was being set up, for quite a while. The car was heading for Rouen. Butron kept lifting up dressings to inspect his wounds. Eddy reprimanded him for this. The MG went faster and faster. It passed Mantes-la-Jolie to its right. Laveuglant was biting his nails, frantic with worry in his posh office. Suddenly, jostling the nervous secretary with the voluminous knockers, Defeckmann ploughed his way into his sanctum. “I advise you to accept the facts and stop making waves,” he said to a dumbstruck Laveuglant. “This matter is beyond your control from now on.”

			Laveuglant answered him condescendingly: “What’s the meaning of this?” he said in essence. “By what possible right do you make such an unspeakable intrusion?” Defeckmann had sat down uninvited in an egg chair. He wore horn-rimmed glasses and looked like one of those Oriental-language students who spend so much time reading Chinese that they mutate, wear robes, smoke opium, and stay for decades meditating in their rooms.

			“I’m only a journalist,” he said languidly. “But I’m a Western journalist. The word ‘Western’ makes all the difference.”

			“You can just get the hell out of here,” said Laveuglant.

			He was in such a state that he seemed on the point of punching the journalist in the mouth. The latter brought him up short by telling a sibylline joke.

			“Do you know the one about the crazy guy painting his ceiling? Another crazy guy comes up and tells him to hold on tight to the paintbrush because he’s taking the ladder away.”

			Laveuglant sat back down.

			“I don’t understand a thing anymore,” he said, but his tone was calmer now.

			“I am better placed than anyone to know what is going on,” declared Defeckmann as he accepted a scotch. “Let me be the judge of the way to proceed. Pass the torch. You know nothing. Less than nothing now. Butron will get what he deserves. I can guarantee you that.”

			“Can you really?”

			The American nodded. Laveuglant was sweating disgracefully.

			“Butron will turn against me,” he said. “I can’t write him off.”

			And he went on to mention the photographs Butron had taken and the telephone recording. Defeckmann pretended to laugh and ashed his cigarette on the pale gray carpet.

			“It’s not just a matter of catching him,” said Laveuglant. “He made it quite clear: even if he is dead, the stuff will show up in the papers.”

			“In the papers, huh?” said Defeckmann, laughing. “I see. May I make a phone call?”

			Laveuglant was by now in no shape to respond. Defeckmann called Colonel Jumbo. The two used the familiar pronoun. Laveuglant was drowning his agitation in Suze. His composure was crumbling.

			Eddy Alfonsino was at the wheel of his red MG, leaving Rouen for Paris, thinking vaguely about his pal’s hassles and, just as vaguely, of his own affairs. Ben Debourmann, in bed in his hotel, whose address was known to Defeckmann, was tying one on with rosé de Provence while Jacquie Gouin, next to him, cold and pallid, waited with one hand on the telephone. She was all business but certain withal that she was beautiful.

			Butron, unhappy with his physical appearance, which had suffered in the explosion of the booby-trapped car, threw aside his blood-soaked shirt, put on another one, in pink crepe, and a smoking jacket with frog fasteners, placed a little white hat at an angle on his head and then, satisfied, sat down at his desk to tell all to his small tape recorder.

			By this time, in Debourmann’s hotel room, two of Colonel Jumbo’s henchmen had just burst in, one white, the other black. The latter shut the woman in the bathroom, but she screamed and hammered on the door, so he reopened it, slapped her and threatened to do her violence if she did not shut the fuck up. The white woman quieted down despite an urge to have violence done to her. The Negro immediately closed the door again. He rejoined his companion, who was holding Debourmann at gunpoint with an Astra automatic fitted with a silencer. The two then fell upon the stupid liberal and beat him up, putting brass knuckles to work on his torso and solar plexus. Debourmann was soon flat on his face on the carpet, tormented by dreadful pain. He lost control of his natural functions. He rolled around in his shit. Then the two henchmen, paying no further mind to the liberal, proceeded to ransack the whole place. It did not take them long to find the tape, which had been concealed in an idiotic way by the idiotic liberal. All the same, they went on wreaking havoc, shredding fabrics and slashing open armchairs, mattresses and the like. They tore out baseboards and cable raceways and tossed around everything but the kitchen sink. Only when everything had been demolished did they seem satisfied and ready to leave, at which point Debourmann, the asshole, spoke to the black one of the pair:

			“You should be ashamed of yourself. You are betraying your brothers of color!”

			The Negro, very calm, went back over to the human wreck writhing on the soiled carpet and sobbing with fury. Taking a banana from his pocket, he smashed it, without brutality, into the intellectual’s maw. Then the two henchmen took off.

•

Laveuglant’s hands were beginning to bleed. He had bitten his nails to the quick. He let his weary secretary leave. It was night in the capital city choking from exhaust fumes. The phone rang. Laveuglant went over to pick up, staggering, because he was half in the bag.

			“Oh really?” he said. “Oh shit!”

			He hung up right away and tried to dial a number three times before getting Defeckmann on the line and speaking to him more or less as follows: “My friends in the police have just warned me. Since N’Gustro’s collaborators are moving heaven and earth and since shards of truth have taken vague form in the minds of a number of bureaucrats, the affair cannot be concealed any further. There is no way to avoid an arrest warrant for Butron. Tomorrow morning it will be. The police will go to Butron’s two addresses. He is certainly not in Paris, but I’m not sure about Rouen.”

			Laveuglant trembled as he spoke.

			“As to that,” said Defeckmann in a bored way, “nothing of what you fear is going to appear in the press. The photos and tape recordings that you mentioned to me never existed. Never.”

			“I’m delighted to know it,” said Laveuglant. “But that still leaves Butron himself.”

			“As to that,” said Defeckmann again, “should Butron really be in Rouen, and supposing I were to go there, would you happen to know a congenial policeman who might make my journalistic tasks easier? Someone whom you could recommend to me, and to whom I could be recommended by you?”

			“Goémond,” answered Laveuglant.

			A short time later Colonel’s Jumbo’s two thugs were driving at full throttle down the West Autoroute.

			All the while Butron kept on talking.
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			How long the night is. I’ve had it up to here with telling stories. I have told everything even if I did it my own way. Frankly I couldn’t give a shit whether this guy N’Gustro has croaked. Henri Butron is the only person I care about, and Henri Butron refuses once and for all to be fucked over anymore. You can do whatever you like with this fine confession of mine. Confession is just a word; I have nothing to reproach myself for except too strong a propensity to be helpful to others. People think right away that you are entirely at their service because you have saved their bacon just once out of pure good-heartedness or out of boredom. From now on things have to pay off. I have laid out too much from the start. Because the Wild West is over. I’m thinking of Paul Newman in The Left-Handed Gun when he sees things clearly. God knows there’s no problem with his turning a quotation from the New Testament completely on its head by his actions, and there’s no problem either when it is properly given: When I was a child I saw as a child, I spoke as a child, it goes like that more or less, and so on. And Newman says he sees clearly now, and his voice still rings in my ears: I go where I want, I do what I want. And he does what he says: he takes the shawl, I think, of the very exciting wife of his host and wraps it like a halter around her neck and harasses and possesses her; it’s really cute. So yes, the Wild West is dead and things have to pay off. The whorehouse of industry is overflowing. You had better decide to give me some, because if you go on promising but giving nothing, arousing a great abundance of impoverished desires, you will be overwhelmed by ever more paupers, O my country, O my brothel, many of them less accommodating than me. Which is why you are all going to die. Here ends this tape recording by Henri Butron.
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			With these words, Butron rewound the tape. He meant to listen to himself. The two killers entered. They killed Butron and took the tape. They telephoned to report that Butron had just committed suicide. Not long after their call Commissioner Goémond appeared. The three shook hands. Then the two killers left in their Ford Mustang and delivered the reel to Oufiri. Oufiri listened to the tape. He got ready to leave. He took a bayonet from a drawer. He went downstairs to the basement. There he found Dieudonné N’Gustro where he had left him, hanging by his feet in the middle of the cellar.

			At this moment the wretched Debourmann was dictating an imbecilic text dealing with dark imperialist forces. But it was not imbecilic for that reason. It was imbecilic in that it appealed to a universal consciousness. Simultaneously, the liberal newspaperman was continuing to pour rosé de Provence into a face now festooned with band-aids.

			And then Oufiri thrust the bayonet seven or eight times into N’Gustro, who was hanging by his feet and swaying in time with the stabs. Blood spurted, but the marshal had placed his clodhoppers out of danger in good time, and the thick clay floor of the cellar soon absorbed the film of red. Oufiri called in Jumbo and his goons. They removed the corpse from the cellar and buried it in a field, taking good care to replant beets over the site.
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