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No, I didn’t hear what he said to me. Just then an enormous refrigerator lorry was passing us. Fruit, I think; I’m not sure. Well, first of all, the lorry was raising a cloud of dust, and
 second, it made such a noise it was impossible to hear. 
            


‘What did you say?’ I asked him, ‘I could see you were saying something, but what with the commotion of that lorry
 I didn’t catch a word.’


The Manager gave me a sidelong look as if it were too much effort to say it
 again. Finally, he decided. ‘I asked you what the hell you were up to with all this looking out the window.’


I didn’t answer straight away; first, I jangled my keys. I usually have them in my
 hand, on a ring, and I play with them. Then I scratched my right ear—the right?—and announced, ‘I’m enjoying nature!’


He went ‘Ah!’ as if he had a kidney stone, or a wasp had stung him, or he had seen a ghost or
 something. And he looked at me with a grin. But what a grin! All camouflaged
 irony. 
            

‘Forgive me,’ I said, ‘It didn’t occur to me that it might annoy you that I enjoy nature. I see it now in your
 expression. But tell me, doesn’t nature move you? No? This idyllic scene, bracketed, as it were between, these
 dull grey industrial areas we’re going through.’


He gave me a cold stare and said nothing. As for the half-ironic grin, one might
 think it was stuck there. 
            

‘Who do you think you are, not saying anything?’ 
I went on. ‘Does this panorama around us mean nothing to you? The little, low hills, as if
 moulded by a friendly hand; the tall, slim trees right and left, as if standing
 to attention for us. The little stream rolling on and on… the birds that cut the air and glide down to greet us. And the multi-coloured
 wildflowers—what a charming sight!—pouring out their intoxicating perfume.’


He went ‘Oh!’ as if he had a kidney stone or a wasp had stung him, etc., etc. 
            

‘You know what you are?’ I hurled at him, ‘Or rather, what you aren’t? Well, you’re not normal. I bet you’re full of complexes.’


‘You think I’ve got a complex?’ he said, as if talking to himself. 
            

‘Of course! Take the present circumstances. Nature opens her arms wide to us, an
 orgy of colours and scents, and you couldn’t care less. The enchanting landscape around us doesn’t exist for you. The charming dolls-house cottages with their red roofs and
 green and yellow windows, the children singing and playing, surrounded by
 poultry, grunting piglets and various other farm animals…’


‘Poultry, piglets… grunting piglets and various other farm animals,’ he said, like a pupil repeating after his teacher. 
            

‘Come,’ I tried to encourage him, ‘Open your eyes, and take in the superb pale pink that gently colours the
 horizon. Open your heart, and—’


‘Enough!’ he interrupted, ‘I’m guilty! Yes, I should have noticed the scenery, and been moved by it.’


And he tilted back his trilby, which had fallen down and was obstructing his
 view. 
            

‘At last!’ I sighed, delighted by the change, ‘Better late than…’


‘Yes, over there on the right, at the farmhouse with the yellow windows and lots
 of balconies,’ he said, pointing. ‘First, no, second balcony on the right. I see a charming pink…’


‘…rose?’


‘Pair of knickers.’


‘Shame on you!’


‘Excuse me, why “shame on you”?’ he protested. ‘I saw them clearly, I tell you! Honestly! That chubby girl who reached up to clean the windows is wearing pink knickers!’


‘Shame on you.’


‘And lacy ones, too.’


There was no point continuing the conversation. My nerves were dancing as if under a pneumatic drill. To relieve them I leant out of the right window and spat. The wind brought my
 spit faithfully back, spraying my face. Into my right eye. 
            

A silence intervened that lasted a quarter of an hour, maybe longer. 
            


At some point I saw the Manager steer with his left hand only and search his
 pockets with the right. One after the other, continuously. What the hell was he
 looking for, for so long? No, I wasn’t keen on this; it’s no joke to drive with one hand on National Route 37 at 9.20 in the morning, the road choked up with traffic, and with the other hand
 searching your pockets. And what’s more, with the speedometer at a steady 110 kilometres an hour. 


Finally, from a jacket or waistcoat pocket—the latest style of waistcoat, yellow and black check, I liked it a lot—he brought out some tablets of chewing gum. 
            

‘There, I’ve found them!’ he shouted excitedly. ‘Me, whenever I’m going on a journey, I put some pieces of chewing gum in my pockets. Just the
 thing! They quench your thirst. It’s just that I can never find them straight away. It often happens that I forget
 which pocket I put them in, and since I’m full of pockets, large and small, sometimes I have to make a thorough search.’


He took a piece for himself, started to chew it and, leaning to his right, gave
 two to the man sitting in the middle. ‘One each,’ he said. 
            


‘OK,’ he said, taking the pieces, ‘I’ve got a terrible thirst!’



He kept his and, leaning to his right, gave me the other one. No, I didn’t have a fearful thirst, I didn’t have any kind of thirst, but I took it; why not? 
            




I wouldn’t say we were very comfortable with the three of us in front, but nor that we were very cramped. Two and a half hours earlier, at seven, when we
 talked of setting off, the Manager had the idea that we should all three sit in
 front. ‘It’s better like that! One next to the other, we can chat, and we won’t notice the journey.’


We agreed unanimously. Well, we got in, and at first we had to squeeze a bit. As
 for the suitcases, we put them on the back seat. 
            




‘You know what?’ said the Manager, chewing his gum, ‘We won’t just be on time for the ferry, but a quarter of an hour or twenty minutes
 early. This car is a beauty!’


‘Not just the car, but the driver, too!’ our man said and winked at me. 
            

‘He’s a beauty, too?’


‘What I mean is, he’s a fine driver.’


‘Well, on that I agree. The Manager is a maestro at the wheel.’


‘Tell me, why are you so interested in me?’ asked the Manager with a smile. ‘Are you two teasing me? Anyway, I’m happy to accept compliments!’


I was going to add something, but in the end 
didn’t say anything. I was just then prevented by a pain in my stomach. 
            

It was last Wednesday, a week ago today, that this mysterious pain first
 appeared. I was in the office, writing or phoning—yes, phoning—when it came on suddenly with no warning. 
            

It wasn’t exactly what you’d call ‘pain’. It was as if someone prodded me, but hard, with a finger. It lasted a second,
 then it went away, and suddenly it came back again. Then it stopped completely. 
            

But since then not a day has gone by without it. Three or four times a day, at
 various times and without warning. In the office, at home, on the street…


At thirty-five years old, this is the first problem I’ve had with my stomach. The strange thing is that my wife is more worried about
 it than I am. She moaned at me continually not to waste time, to go and get
 examined as quickly as possible, that’s to say, at once. Not that I wasn’t worried. But what with work at the office—and in recent days there’d been more than ever—where was the spare time for visits to doctors? The truth is there’s another reason: I’m a ditherer by nature. 
            

Anyway, I would have gone at the first opportunity. I had in mind a gastric
 specialist warmly recommended by a friend at work. Just to get the worry off my
 mind, nothing else. Nerves, it would be. Probably. Too much work at the office,
 too much worry, too much coffee, too many cigarettes. 
            




‘Crossroads ahead!’ the Manager announced, as if he were saying, ‘Hands up!’


‘No, really?’ I said. ‘We’ve got to the crossroads already? 
            


‘Yes, indeed!’ the Manager continued, ‘What did you expect? Eating up time at 110, distances become nothing. In ten minutes we’ll be at the crossing with National Route 40. Then we leave 37 and get on to 40, and zip! Port and ferry!’



‘Fine!’ I said, ‘So everything’s going well so far.’


The Manager was quiet then, because as we approached the junction the traffic
 became a nightmare, and he had to have eyes in the back of his head. 
            

‘What’s that scar under your ear?’ I asked the man, ‘It’s the first time I’ve seen it; I’d never noticed it until now.’


‘Oh, that’s an old story,’ he said, chewing the Manager’s gum. ‘Streptococcus’. 
            

‘Oh yes?’


‘I was still a child, sixteen, and I got a streptococcus infection. Fifteen years
 ago! Anyway, the streptococcus got me there, at the base of the right ear.
 There was a huge swelling. They did an operation, quite a deep cut, to get the
 pus out and clean it. And the operation left that scar.’


‘Actually, it doesn’t show much. I mean, it shows, but you have to look hard. Anyway, you could go
 to a specialist to get rid of it; it’s very simple.’


‘I’ve thought of it.’


‘So why didn’t you decide to do it? Are you afraid?’


He laughed. ‘I can’t be bothered. But I’ll get it done, now you mention it. Yes, when we get back from the capital I’ll see to it.’





At the crossroads we ran into trouble. Something had happened, a crash—a bus and a lorry or another bus, it was hard to make it out, and anyway it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that we had got caught up in a traffic jam. It
 was chaos, a mass of gridlocked cars. 
            


‘We’re done for!’ sighed the Manager as he braked. ‘The way the jam gets longer and longer, we’re well caught up in it. There’s no need to philosophise: the ferry won’t delay its departure for the sake of our lovely eyes. At 11.10, 11.10 exactly, it’ll weigh anchor, no matter what happens.’



I got out of the car and went down into the fields. ‘I’ll be back at once,’ I told them, ‘I’ll be done in two minutes.’


‘Behind the fence!’ the Manager shouted. ‘Why are you looking at me? Go straight behind the fence, no-one will see you
 there, even with binoculars.’


‘Oh, no,’ I shouted back, ‘I’m not going for what you think,’ and I headed for a bank of wildflowers that I’d spotted. I quickly made a perfect bouquet. Some lovely little flowers whose
 name I don’t know. 
            

I arranged my flowers carefully below the windscreen. Not by myself. He helped
 me in the arrangement, he was eager to do it. As for the Manager, he threw us
 glances full of his familiar camouflaged irony. 
            

‘The Manager’s chewing gum has gone and got stuck in my tooth,’ the other chap complained. ‘I’ve got a tooth, here on the right, the last but one in the upper jaw, and it’s been bad for some time. If cold, let alone ice-cold, water gets on it, or bits
 of food, the pain drives me crazy.’


‘What are you waiting for?’ I said, ‘Why don’t you go and get a filling? It might need a crown. For now, accept this flower,
 for your help in arranging the bouquet. Put it in your buttonhole.’


He was excited, as if I’d given him I don’t know what. He fitted the little flower—it was mauve—in his buttonhole, and even checked his reflection in the windscreen to see how
 it looked. 
            

‘Look at me,’ he said proudly, ‘the perfect dandy! A flower in my buttonhole—don’t I look the part?’






Fortunately, the jam quickly cleared. The Manager accelerated and we were soon
 doing 110. 


‘At last! I’ve got the gum unstuck!’ the other informed me. Then he turned sideways, stretched out his right foot,
 and half closed his eyes. Almost at once he pulled back his right leg and
 stretched out his left. As for me, yes, I was looking out the window as usual,
 enjoying the scenery but at the same time watching for his slightest movement.
 If he happened to make a suspicious move, in my left inside pocket I had my
 pistol. 
            





































Two little circles, one next to the other. One of them, the right-hand one, a
 touch bigger. Not perfect circles. Somewhat irregular, tending to the
 elliptical. 
            

He loosened his tie, which had been strangling 
him for hours. The knot was very tight. Then he considered bending down to tie
 his right shoelace, which he’d just noticed had come undone and was wriggling like a sea-snake. Ultimately,
 he didn’t bend down, he did something else: he took the drawing he’d just made and held it far, then close, and scrutinised it carefully. Good!
 With two nervous pencil-strokes, he’d done it exactly as he wanted to. Two little circles, one next to the other.
 One of them, the right-hand one, a touch bigger. Not perfect circles. Somewhat
 irregular, tending to the elliptical. 
            

He left the paper—he had nothing else to hand and had used the paper from his cigarette packet—beside the ashtray. A cheap battered aluminium one, advertising some company,
 probably an airline; he didn’t notice. 
            

When he’d gone into the Café Sport ten minutes earlier, he didn’t sit at one of the many tables near the entrance; he headed straight to the far
 end of the large room. 
            


Here the tables were free, apart from two or three. He chose one near the wall,
 up against the big rectangular mirror with the darkened and chipped gold frame.
 Two cherubs at the top of the frame, one facing the other: terribly kitsch. And
 chubby, as if they’d been overeating and taking vitamin B12. They were both blowing trumpets. Something metaphysical, no doubt. He turned
 his chair away from the mirror, not to have it constantly before his eyes,
 making him sick. 
            


There was something else unfavourable about the spot he’d chosen: it was right by the toilet. And in spite of the notice, nicely written
 on a pink card and fixed with drawing-pins to the door 
            



it was eternally open or half open. And it smelt. Not a lot, but it smelt. 
            


He thought of getting up and changing location, but he couldn’t be bothered to move. Anyway, it was⁠n’t as if he’d be in the Café Sport for hours. The clock said 6.11, that antique hanging on the wall, its face all dusty with very curious marks,
 perhaps from flies. His own watch said thirteen minutes past. They’d arranged to meet at seven o’ clock at the post office, in front of Foreign Registered. 
            


From the Café Sport to the post office was five minutes at the most, but he’d go earlier to be first at their rendezvous. He wouldn’t want ot be late and keep her waiting, nervously tapping her high heels or
 biting her nails. All on her own in the crowd that always swelled at that time
 of the evening in the post office, in the square, and in the side streets. And
 there were some types who, seeing a woman on her own, might try to make a pass. 
            




‘A brandy, a double. And a black pencil,’ he’d said to the waiter, who had arrived to take his order before he’d even sat down. 
            

The dour waiter didn’t quite scratch his ear, as is usual or supposed to be usual in awkward
 situations, but said, ‘A pencil? A black pencil?!’ His manner was such that one might have expected him to say next, ‘No, we don’t serve pencils, sir!’


But in fact the waiter said no such thing. He searched, and searched again, and
 finally brought out from some pocket a black pencil bitten all over with the
 point half worn down. 
            

‘Don’t look at it like that,’ he reassured him, ‘It does its job very well. Better still if you lick it.’


He had his pen in the right-hand pocket of his jacket, but he didn’t want to draw with ink. Ink is neutral, expressionless. In such a medium, how
 could he express what he wanted to express? Two vigorous little circles. But a
 pencil is a warm, heart-felt thing. 
            

The waiter took the order and disappeared. As for the brandy, it didn’t appear. 
            

He glanced half round the room. He saw some idle waiters. He clapped his hands
 to attract their attention. From his right, far off, he heard, ‘At once, sir!’ or something like it. 
            

The sketch had come out right with the first attempt. Just as when he was a
 child he took coloured crayons and drew boats, birds, trees… No, he wasn’t a child now. And the sketch wasn’t a little boat. Nor a bird, nor a tree. 
            

At last the waiter deigned to appear. In the distance, at the other end of the
 room. He saw him coming at 
his own pace, his tray full of coffees, drinks, and various things. 
            

With a lightning move, he picked up the cheap aluminium ashtray and covered up
 his sketch so that it couldn’t be seen. Immediately he changed his mind and pulled the ashtray aside, leaving
 the sketch in full view beside it. If the waiter or some third party happened
 to see and take note of the sketch, it was out of the question  
            

that he’d guess, even suspect, what those two little circles represented. 
            




The first sip of the brandy tasted like her kiss a little earlier in his room. 
            

He’d expected her at three, and at three she’d come. As soon as she’d come in, the door hardly closed, he took her, squeezed her, dissolved her,
 they glued themselves together mouth to mouth. 
            

‘Your kiss is somehow different!’ he told her. ‘A very strange taste. First time I’ve encountered it.’


‘Yes?’ she said, as if surprised. ‘And tell me, my sweet, how do you find this new taste?’


‘I’d say it was… very piquant!’


And he kissed her again. She slipped away from him and went to the mirror to fix
 her hair. 
            

‘Let me tell you that I’ve just come from the dentist. I went for a little filling. As for the taste you
 mention, which you find so piquant, it’s the mouthwash, my sweet.’


The explanation spoilt his mood a bit, but it didn’t take him long to get it back. When they fell into bed thirty seconds later, and
 struggled to undress each other, and slid off the bed onto the tiles, the shock
 of the tiles didn’t cool their passion but…





He didn’t even see him passing close to his table. But he felt it. And indeed, very
 markedly. Because in passing, this unknown customer of the Café Sport trod on his foot, the right one, which was sticking out a bit. 
            

‘You trod on me, sir,’ he remarked. 
            

Alarmed, the other stopped and looked at him. 
            

‘I did?’ he said apologetically. 
            

‘Yes, you did! And it was my right foot, which…’


‘Forgive me!’ he interrupted. ‘You see, I’m short-sighted. And I’m afraid lately it’s got worse.’


‘Alright then, if you are short-sighted…’ he said, wanting to finish the conversation, terrified of the nonsense that
 bores talk in big—and indeed little—cafés, going on and on. 
            

‘May I put my cigarette out in your ashtray?’ the man persisted. 
            

He looked at him sideways. ‘Yes, do.’


As soon as he was alone he took up the sketch again and looked at it from some
 distance, then he brought it close and bit it. He bit one circle, the smaller.
 On the left in the sketch. 
            

The paper, imbued with tobacco, was very bitter. He took out his handkerchief
 and spat. 
            

The urge to bite had come from an unconquerable force, a passion, to repeat what
 he’d done earlier, in his room. As they tussled on the now burning hot tiles, at some point he ended up on top of her and bit her breast. The smaller one, the
 right. 
            




One by one, other tables around him were taken. This part of the café was warming up. Lots of conversation, lots of cigarettes, lots of people…



At the table under the antique hanging clock, three young people, one with a
 very neat moustache, were talking about The Beauty of the Night, the film that was showing at five central cinemas at the same time, and which
 had been getting and was still getting many favourable and unfavourable
 reviews. Both press and public were divided about it. Lots of fuss about The Beauty of the Night because of its daring—daring?—subject. 
            


At the next table on the right, two middle-aged businessmen were talking very
 loudly and with expansive gestures about the price of cooking fat, which had
 fallen a few points recently. Or risen, he couldn’t make it out. Their notebooks were dirty and greasy—as to be expected, since their business was cooking fat. They wrote in their
 notebooks, crossed things out, put in rows of numbers, and kept smoking and
 ordering more coffees. He noticed the hands of one of them; the fingers were
 very fat and lumpy, and he imagined they smelt of cooking fat. 
            

At various other tables there were people alone. Loners. One with coffee, one with orange juice, one with nothing but himself. 
            

In the corner were two older men who seemed to be army pensioners. They were
 looking covertly at photographs that one of them was taking out of his wallet—which was thick like a box, with a silvery mono­gram—to show the other. 
            


They’ll be risqué, he thought. Nudes, strange positions, that sort of thing.



It was twenty-five past by his watch. He’d leave soon, and at seven he’d meet her at the post office. It wasn’t even an hour since they’d parted but he felt as if it had been months. He had such a longing to meet
 her! 
            

In the two and a half months or so they’d been together, this was the first time he’d had her in his room. The first time they’d tussled. The first time he’d folded her in his arms, and in between his legs. The first time he’d ravished her breasts and bitten one. 
            




The waiter brushed past his table again. No, he wasn’t worried that the sketch was next to the ashtray, visible to anyone who passed.
 What should he worry about? How would a third party guess that those two little
 circles were her breasts? 
            


He looked at his face in the mirror and adjusted his tie which had gone
 sideways. He saw the two cherubs, for all that he tried not to notice them. Or
 maybe because he tried not to notice them. He saw something else in the mirror: the scar below
 his right ear. 
            


He’d been a pupil; one year more and he’d be leaving school. Just sixteen. How had fifteen whole years passed! Then he
 caught streptococcus, which settled at the root of his ear. There was an
 indescribable swelling. They cut it open and the pus came out; the scar was
 left. They told him to get it removed. He agreed, thought about going to get it
 done. Then he neglected it. 
            

He took out his wallet to see if he had change for the brandy; the waiters
 usually complained if you offered a note, ‘We haven’t any change’—or so they say. Fortunately, he found change, but the waiter was at the other
 end of the room, as if he was on roller skates. 
            


From the toilet stench that suddenly assailed him, he realised that someone else
 had come out and left the door open. He gave him an irritated look: a tall man,
 forty years old or so, with a neutral face. He thought of making some remark. Maybe some people might learn manners and not leave the door wide open. Do they
 do that at home? There are others in the café; why should they have to breathe it in?



But he said nothing to him. Why start an argument with a stranger? Especially as
 he was about to leave. 
            

As this tall man passed by on his way out, he stood on his right foot—this was the second time it had happened, just as he was counting out change to
 leave on the saucer. No, he wouldn’t let it go. 
            

‘You trod on me, sir.’


‘I did?’


‘Yes, and you trod on my right foot, which has a corn.’


‘Really?’ he said sarcastically, ‘I thought it was the left,’ and he went on his way without waiting for an answer. 
            

‘Twenty-eight minutes to seven,’ he said to himself, ‘Time to go.’


He saw a coin that had rolled to the foot of the table —was it his?—he bent to pick it up. ‘Ah, yes, and the shoelace. I’d better tie it up, I might trip.’


He bent again for the shoelace, but didn’t get there. One of the two cooking-fat salesmen, the one with the thick lumpy
 fingers, on his way to the toilet—or so it seemed—stopped at his table, leant over him, took out a yellow, laminated identity card
 and gently, very gently, almost tenderly, said to him: 
            

‘Special Branch.’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘Leave the change for the brandy, and let’s go! Get it right, it was a double.’


‘I shall complain to your superiors!’


He got up and they set off between the tables. 
            

‘Lots of smoke in this café,’ continued the agent as if they’d already been conversing. ‘Lots of cigarettes, smoking the place up. Unhygienic atmosphere.’


It all happened so gently, so imperceptibly, that if one had asked the other
 customers they wouldn’t have noticed anything. 
            

Two metres from the exit he tripped over his shoelace. 
            

‘Can I stop and tie my shoelace?’ he asked the agent. He gave no answer, but something in his eyes forbade
 further discussion. 
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nally all the arres ted suspects in Operation Toilet Paper—all four—confessed, clearly, their guilt. Another success for the Special Branch! 
            

But I must make matters clear: the day before yesterday, in the morning, when
 our agents led the four suspects to my office as soon as they’d been caught to put them through a first interrogation, before I had even
 prepared my first question, one of the four, in spite of the close watch kept
 by the guards, like lightning took a microscopic ampoule of cyanide from his
 pocket, crushed it with his teeth, and that was the end! I don’t think it’s necessary to go into details about the death, that it was a matter of seconds,
 etc. I at once reported the matter to the Head Officer. 
            

I wrote above, ‘Finally all the arrested suspects in Operation Toilet Paper—all four—confessed, clearly, their guilt,’ thus including the fourth suspect, even though I did* have the opportunity to
 ask him even one question and and get an answer. But what, after all, is his
 suicide? Is it not a clear confession of his guilt? 
            




*not 





He stopped and read over the piece from the beginning of page two, which he’d just typed. It was OK, except that he’d typed ‘and’ twice. He typed XXX over the extra one and continued. 
            





I consider it expedient to give, first, shortly but fully, the story of
 Operation Toilet Paper, and then proceed to details of the questioning. 
            

The day before yesterday, the 14th of September, at the station, where the 11.05
 had arrived, porters were unloading various goods from the luggage van. 
            

At one moment, as three wooden crates marked ‘Toilet Paper’ were being unloaded, one box slipped from the hands of the porter and crashed
 onto the concrete platform, splitting open at one corner from which hundreds of
 leaflets against the Regime spilt out. 
            

The agents of the Special Branch who were completing their usual investigations
 at the station and the area around it lost no time. Result: four suspects
 caught at once. 
            

The other two crates were opened and it was ascertained that none of the three
 contained a single roll of toilet paper but only proclama-  
            




He changed the typing paper 
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tions—in total 4,310—with the same text against the Regime. 
            







He made a careful check of what he had typed so far of his report. Nothing to
 correct. But the ‘a’ didn’t come out clearly, and it annoyed him because ‘a’ is the most frequently used letter. He’d known that for years, ever since he’d been a child and had a passion, a mania, for solving cryptograms wherever he
 could find them. Who would have suspected at the time that years later, almost
 as soon as he’d got his law degree, he’d apply to be an investigator in the Special Branch? An apprentice at first, in
 accordance with the regulations, and in record time, thanks to his unusual
 powers and the zeal he showed, a permanent employee. He dealt with cryptograms
 all the time, and the many and various mysteries in the struggles of the
 Special Branch to protect the Regime, a duty which fell exclusively to them. 
            

With the little brush he very carefully cleaned the ‘a’, and also the ‘A’, even though the latter didn’t come out fuzzy. 
            

When he happened to have written an interrogation report quickly, he was in the
 habit of typing it out himself. He was hoping to perfect his touch-typing. 
            




The four suspects were brought at once to the Special Branch and at the orders
 of the Head Officer I carried out the interrogation myself. 
            

In detail, the interrogation and the result I achieved were as follows: the
 suspects confessed their guilt and 
            





He looked it over. The ‘a’ was OK. Perfectly clear. 


He made to continue, but didn’t proceed. That unbelievable stomach pain came over him. Like a finger prodding
 his stomach hard. He’d had it these last few days, since last Wednesday. 
            

It was the first time in all his thirty-five years that he’d had trouble in his stomach. He always said he had an iron stomach, and was
 proud of it. Now the pain had appeared and hadn’t left him in peace for a single day since Wednesday. It lasted only seconds,
 and then disappeared. What could it be? Nerves. It seemed to him it was
 probably one of those things they call ‘psychosomatic’. In the office they always had a load of work, interrogations one after the
 other. Especially recently, they’d come thick and fast—but when hadn’t they? On the one hand there were interrogations that only let him leave the
 Special Branch office late at night, or in the morning after an all-night
 session, when he would leave limp with fatigue just to change clothes, wash,
 and then go back to the office. On the other hand, the innumerable coffees and one cigarette after another. 
            

His wife took the matter more seriously. She shouted at him to go and get it
 seen to at once, not to neglect his health, etc., etc. Certainly he’d go, given time and inclination. Above all inclination. 
            




As soon as the pain left him, he took a few paces to get rid of the numbness in
 his legs. 
            

He went to the window. Why was it closed? September this year was unusually
 warm. He opened both panes wide and went straight back to his desk; the aspirin
 were in the third drawer on the left. That headache that had been torturing him
 since the afternoon was too much. 
            

There was still half a glass of water left that accompanied the coffee—the fifteenth or the sixteenth?—he’d just drunk. Aspirin and glass in his hand, he went back to the window. 
            

The Theatre Square, onto which the Special Branch office looked, was decorated
 with lights. Lots of them, and multi-coloured. He looked at some of the
 advertisements that flashed on and off, looked at the traffic in the square and
 down the four avenues running off the square like four fingers. And took his
 aspirin. The moment he brought it to his lips, he thought of the suspect with
 the cyanide. He’d made just such a movement. 
            

‘Though it wasn’t aspirin! When all’s said and done, our friend got away from us. A fine trick. He took the easy way
 out.’


There was no more time to stay at the window. The Chief wanted him to bring the
 report on Operation Toilet Paper by eleven at the latest and it was already
 10.20. 
            

He took a cigarette from the heap he had in front of him, then changed his mind;
 he’d smoke it later. 
            




yet another organisation against the Regime was dissolved in its infancy. The
 Special Branch 
            




‘Are you there?’ the voice of the Chief came over the intercom. 
            

‘Yes, I’m finishing the report on Operation Toilet Paper and you’ll have it—’


‘It’s not about the report!’ he interrupted. ‘Operation Toilet Paper has been definitively closed and can be filed. Now I want
 you for an operation that’s just started, Operation Café Sport. Four hours ago, at about six thirty, our agents picked up two suspects.
 One in the Café Sport and the other outside on the pavement. I’ll give you the details when you bring the report to my office. I just wanted
 you to know that I need you for this new thing. Ah, yes, and you’ll set out in the morning, at precisely seven o’clock, for the capital. And by the usual route: car and ferry. You and the
 Manager will bring one of the two to Central, the other has been on his way
 already for half an hour or more.’






































‘At last!’ shouted the Manager. ‘He’s deigned to let us pass. The beast!’ He’d just managed, with a truly startling manoeuvre, to escape from the annoying
 grey-green coach, which for ages had been trying—you’d say deliberately—to block their way. 
            

‘The Manager’s a maestro!’ he said to the Interrogator, as if asking his opinion. ‘I called him the Manager, but what could I do? I hear you call him the Manager
 all the time.’


‘And why not?’ the Interrogator agreed. ‘In the Special Branch everyone calls him the Manager. He got the nickname
 because in every conversation, even the most trivial, he says, “Me, when I was a manager…”


‘Manager of what?’ he asked. 
            

‘Fleas!’ cut in the person in question. 
            

‘Come now!’ he said as if he thought we were pulling his leg. 
            

‘Yes, a flea manager,’ the Interrogator assured him. 
            

‘For eight years running I had my own troupe,’ the Manager informed him. ‘My act, the Great Flea Revue, left its mark on all the variety theatres. An
 amazing spectacle. First appearance in international fleadom. That’s what you’d call success! It broke my heart when the force of circumstance caused the
 troupe to disband. A mysterious microbe turned everything upside down; all the
 members of the troupe caught it, one by one. Chief actors, bit parts, technical
 staff. And I found myself a manager without a troupe! So I went and became an
 agent in the Special Branch. Why not?’


‘I would never have thought it,’ he said, as if he were to blame for not knowing. 
            

‘A manager of fleas!’ the Manager continued. Suddenly he turned the wheel to the left, very nearly
 hitting a motorcycle that was rushing past. Our man fell against the
 Interrogator. It looked as if he was scratching himself on his shoulder.  
            

‘Excuse me!’ he said. 

‘No problem! What with the struggling with the wheel the Manager was obliged to
 do, we lost our balance.’


‘No, it’s something else. You see, when I hear talk of fleas… if I just happen to hear the word “flea”, I start itching right away. The same if I happen to see the word “flea” written or printed. There, now that I’ve said the word, and heard it, I’m itching.’ And he scratched himself on the Interrogator’s shoulder again. 
            

‘Very strange!’ he said with a sidelong glance. 
            

‘Isn’t it funny? Funny and dramatic at the same
 time!’


‘An allergy!’ was the Manager’s opinion. 
            

‘An allergy, what else?’ he agreed. ‘But the most surprising thing is that I start to itch only when I hear or read
 the word.’


‘You mean?’


‘Well, I don’t have the slightest problem if a whole army of them is crawling over me…’


‘What strange things happen in the world!’ said the Manager. ‘And to think that I was fooling you with what I said before. I wasn’t a manager… of what I said before, no! I was a manager in wrestling matches!’


They all fell silent. 


‘You told me the ferry leaves at 11.10,’ he said, breaking the silence. ‘And the next one?’




‘The next one’s tomorrow morning at 6.20,’ said the Interrogator. 


‘Well, haven’t you been to the capital by this route before?’ said the Manager, joining the conversation. 
            

‘No. It’s the first time I’ve been to the capital by car and ferry. Up to now, every time I’ve had to go to the capital—not so often—I’ve always taken the train.’


‘The train!’ said the Manager. ‘Such a bother. And one-and-a-half hour’s journey.’


‘I had no idea this way was so handy. I’ll use it in future. So, there’s no boat later, in the evening?’



‘The schedule is two a day,’ the Interrogator informed him. ‘One in the early morning, 6.20, and one at 11.10. The two in the afternoon have been cancelled for now.’



‘I hope we have no delays and get to the capital this evening, to get this
 business over with! Go to Central, let them see they’ve got nothing on me and set me free.’


‘Don’t worry,’ the Manager assured him. ‘We’ll be in time for the ferry and the rest. I have complete faith in our car.’


‘And in our driver!’ our man added. 
            


‘You’ll see me at the wheel later,’ said the Interrogator. ‘The Manager and I agreed to share the driving. The Manager from town to the
 ferry, and from when we leave the ferry to the capital, me. You’ll have the chance to see who drives better.’




‘OK. I can assure you of one thing: my judgement will be completely impartial.’



There was a noise and the Manager, complaining, drove at once onto the
 right-hand verge and braked. 
            

‘Fine time to have something go wrong!’ said the Interrogator nervously. ‘What do we do if we get stuck?’


‘Let’s see what’s wrong first,’ said the Manager, and got out, opened the bonnet, and poked around inside. 
            

‘What’s wrong, tell us what’s wrong!’ shouted the Interrogator, who hadn’t moved from his seat. 
            

‘I told you to wait!’ answered the Manager, leaning over the engine. ‘Don’t be impatient!’


‘It’ll be very bad luck if there’s a problem,’ our man said. ‘You understand—I hope you understand—I want us to get to the capital as quickly as possible, and at least get this
 business over with by this evening!’



‘I can’t say yes or no,’ said the Manager, emerging from under the bonnet. ‘It’s a mystery! Everything seems OK, but there’s something… I can’t make out what. Anyway, we’ll carry on. Maybe it’s nothing serious.’



He got into the car, wiped his oily hands, took out a piece of chewing gum—this time he didn’t offer any to the others—and started the engine. 
            

‘It’s a good thing the Manager didn’t find anything,’ our man said. ‘It would be nerve-racking for me if we didn’t get to Central by evening. I want to get it over with as quickly as possible.
 It’s quite enough!’


‘Let’s hope everything goes well and we’ll be in time for the ferry,’ said the Manager. 
            

They fell silent again. It was a pleasant interval. The heat, and the boredom of
 the journey, were taking their toll. Ten minutes or a quarter of an hour of
 silence brought them back on form. As if they’d had a shower and felt refreshed. 
            


































My report on Operation Toilet Paper took altogether six and a quarter pages. I
 looked it over a final time, quickly but carefully, corrected a few small
 mistakes, the usual oversights. Then I collated the four copies. Ah, yes, when
 I type my reports I make a top sheet and three copies. According to the rules,
 interrogation reports are typed in quadruplicate. The top copy goes to Central.
 As for the other three: one for the Chief, one for local Special Branch
 archives, and one for the Interrogator’s personal records. 
            

I signed all four—initialling every page—and took up the Chief’s copy. As I closed the door I turned and switched off the light, as is my
 habit. I don’t want light in my office when I’m not there. 
            


The Chief’s office was two floors up, fifth floor, number 560. So I wanted to take the lift, but all three were in use. To avoid delay, I
 went up the stairs. 
            


When I knocked I wasn’t sure if I heard the ‘Yes!’ that the Chief usually calls out. I took the initiative and went in. He’d called me in, after all. I saw the Chief and the Manager—the two of them alone in the office—standing over by the window, and it seemed to me they were having a confidential
 talk; they stopped when I appeared. 
            

‘I’m afraid I came at the wrong moment,’ I said. ‘Shall I go away and come back again?’


‘No, don’t come back again!’ said the Chief curtly, taking off his glasses as if to see me with the naked
 eye. 
            

I saw him take his handkerchief from his back trouser pocket, where he always
 keeps it, and clean his glasses very carefully. 
            




I’d heard long ago, completely by chance, that the Chief was astigmatic, but I can’t be sure, because I’d also heard, again quite by chance, that he was neither astigmatic nor
 short-sighted nor anything, and that those glasses, which he always wore, did
 nothing, that is, they were plain glass, like the glasses actors wear when they
 play the part of someone with glasses. I had no idea why he should wear such
 glasses, and I had no reason to have any idea. No! In the Special Branch,
 everything was confidential. In the double-bolted archives, where all the
 information concerning those guilty or suspected of being guilty of actions
 against the Regime, or of being ideologically unsympathetic to the Regime, were
 filed away, well, in those archives everything was secret. The walls, the
 corridors, the stairs, the lifts, the inner courtyard, the roof, the windows,
 the balconies, the toilets, all secret. For example, it was quite possible that
 in a toilet cistern they’d put a super-sensitive—the only kind of sensitivity allowed in the Special Branch—microphone, to catch all kinds of noises, from those usually heard in a toilet
 to voices in monologue or dialogue. 
            


No, I had no reason to have any idea whether the Chief really had astigmatism or
 not, because the fundamental, the number one thing for a Special Branch agent
 was to thirst for, to risk his life for information about everything that
 happened outside the Special Branch, and to be indifferent to all that happened inside the Special Branch. 





‘I mean to say, don’t leave at all!’ the Chief explained when he’d finished cleaning his glasses. ‘And since there’s no question of your leaving, there’s none of your coming back. You and I and the Manager have to talk about
 Operation Café Sport, which I just told you about.’


‘Anyway, I have my report on Operation Toilet Paper. It came to six pages and—’


He waved my remarks away with his hand, took the report and, without even
 looking at it, left it on his desk. On the right, near the telephone. 
            

‘Agreed.’ he said. ‘I accept your report on Operation Toilet Paper, but as far as Special Branch is
 concerned, that operation is over. If either of you wants to sit down, please
 do. Now I must tell you the story of Operation Café Sport.’


He remained standing, and neither of us sat down. 
            

‘All this happened today,’ he began, ‘The story began in the morning, at eleven, when I received a letter, posted
 yesterday. This is the envelope:’





PERSONAL





To the Head Officer
of the Special Branch—Local 
            




‘Here is the letter, typed on the same machine:’





At the Café Sport tomorrow afternoon, the 16th inst., at 6.15–6.30, someone who is an important member of an organisation against the Regime
 will enter and sit down. He is completely unknown to the Special Branch up to
 now. Neither he, nor the organisation in question. His photograph is enclosed.
 I’m sorry the photograph is not very recent, but it is, I think and hope,
 sufficiently clear for the Special Branch should you decide to interest
 yourselves in him or the man who plans to meet him in the Café Sport. What you do with this information is of no concern to me.–
































‘And here’s the photograph.’


We examined the photograph. It didn’t mean anything to us. A completely ordinary face, such as one meets by the
 thousand. Without question it was someone in particular, this unknown man with
 the big glasses, the big ears—the big ear—and the thick moustache. With such a photograph in his hands, a Special Branch
 agent would be able to pick the person out from even a hundred customers of the
 Café Sport. 
            

‘That’s how Operation Café Sport started,’ continued the Chief. 
            

There was a knock at the door and at the Chief’s ‘Yes!’ an agent came in. 
            

‘What’s happening?’ the Chief asked rather abruptly, ‘I hope you haven’t come to tell me that one of the two people arrested at the Café Sport has committed suicide. The unforeseen incident with the fourth person in
 Operation Toilet Paper who slipped out of our hands was quite enough.’


‘No, it’s not a matter of suicide,’ said the agent. ‘The man we’re holding has complained. He says he should have been questioned here in the
 presence of the other one.’


The Chief smiled. ‘Calm him down,’ he instructed the agent. ‘Remind him of exactly what I told him a little while ago; that the time is not
 far off when the two of them will be interrogated together, the one facing the
 other. It’s just that that will happen at Central.’


The agent left. 


‘What was I telling you? Oh, yes. What was I supposed to do with this letter?
 Ignore it? No! Right away our agents took up their positions at the Café Sport. They sat at various tables, some outside on the pavement, others inside.
 One by one, or two or three together at one table. And they waited. What else
 should they do? All they had was the photograph, of which we’d made lots of copies. Meanwhile, needless to say, they scrutinised the
 customers; did they or did they not look like the man in the photograph? At 6.12 the man in question made his appearance. Not quite like the photograph; a
 little older and with a different hairstyle. Anyway, there was no doubt that he
 was the one we were waiting for. He sat at a table on the right as you go in,
 near the big window looking onto the avenue. He ordered an orange juice. “Well chilled!” he told the waiter. Then he calmly drank his juice with a straw. Like someone
 who wasn’t in any hurry. He opened the newspaper, which he’d asked the waiter for, looked at it, probably not carefully. He finished his
 juice—he left a little—got up and went to the toilet. A technical difficulty… In two minutes, at 6.29 precisely, our man came out of the toilet and moved between the tables towards
 the exit. Our agents watched closely! When he was level with the third table,
 he tripped on someone’s right foot, stepping on it. He didn’t take any notice and continued towards the exit. But the other man was annoyed
 and called, “You trod on me, sir!”. Finally, the unknown man in the photograph had the goodness to stop. “Me?” he asked in surprise. “Yes, you! And you trod on my right foot, which has a corn!” Then he looked at him ironically and said, “Really. Believe me, I thought it was the left.” Going straight to the exit, he went out onto Independence Avenue turning left,
 and behind him two agents were waiting to see if he would meet someone else, so
 they could arrest both. In the end, he didn’t meet anyone, so he was arrested on his own at the entrance of the Star Cinema.
 As for the other one, with the corn on his right foot, his accomplice—he was the only person he came into contact with, albeit seemingly innocently—he was arrested by one of our agents. There were two at one table and they
 pretended to be cooking-fat salesmen. And so, these two partners in crime came
 into our hands. I myself did the interrogation. Who would you like me to start
 with? Let’s take the man with the corn on his right foot first. What d’you think of this?’






‘Two little circles,’ I said, taking hold of the paper—paper from a cigarette packet—which the Chief suddenly produced from a dossier on his desk. 
            

‘And what do you say?’ asked the Manager. 
            

‘I agree with the Interrogator. It’s exactly that: two little circles.’



The Chief made a gesture like waving away smoke, and said, ‘Those two little circles you see, and which I saw, too, may of course be nothing
 more than two little circles. That’s to say, it’s not impossible they have no secret conspiratorial meaning. Just a simple
 sketch. For example, he who made the sketch, the one whose right foot was
 trodden on, when he sat down in the Café Sport asked the waiter for a double brandy and a black pencil. The waiter gave
 him the pencil, and then, taking the paper from his cigarette packet, the
 suspect drew the two little circles—it’s not out of the question that our man made two little circles completely by
 chance, to pass the time, rather than making two little squares or something
 similar. But the exact opposite is also not out of the question: that the
 sketch has a special meaning, something we don’t know at present. But better to take things in order. As I told you earlier,
 our agents went to the Café Sport much earlier than the time, 6.15–6.30, that the anonymous letter states. And waiting for the man in the photograph to
 turn up, they followed everyone and everything in the café. So they noticed the man with the corn on his right foot. They saw how he came
 in and went and sat at a table far inside, in front of the big mirror that’s there. He ordered the double brandy and the black pencil. Anyway, you already
 know the circumstances. He made the sketch, and at one moment he bent down and
 smelt it. Smelt it or bit it, our agents couldn’t see clearly, two customers had stopped between the tables to talk and were
 blocking their view. One of the two so-called cooking-fat salesmen, I should
 add, arrested our man a little later, when he was quite sure he’d had contact, however innocent, with the unknown man in the photograph. As they
 left, our man and the agent left the sketch on the table. However, the other
 cooking-fat salesman picked it up. No, our man didn’t seem disturbed that they’d arrested him, he just said, “I don’t understand” and “I shall complain to your superiors.” Oh, and yes, he asked permission from the agent to tie his right shoelace. Why
 such a carefree attitude? Was he guilty and brazen about it, was he acting a
 part, or was he, on the other hand, innocent and calm through his innocence?
 Let’s put the question to one side and continue with the facts. He smelt or bit the
 sketch with the two circles, we said that earlier. We’re not sure exactly what he did. Perhaps it was a nervous tic. Or maybe
 something else: you know, there are people who have a passion for smelling
 various things, for example, printed paper—freshly printed, of course; printers’ ink gives them special satisfaction. Or they might smell women’s underwear. Anyway, that sketch with the two circles, which our man left on the
 table as he was taken away—did he forget it, or did he abandon it deliberately so that it wouldn’t fall into our hands?—well, the other agent, the other one who was discussing the price of cooking
 fat, took it immediately. As for the suspect in the photograph, as you know,
 two agents followed him: they let him leave the Café Sport, turn left on Independence Avenue, and finally, in front of the Star
 Cinema, they arrested him. So he, too, was brought under our authority. Now we
 must temporarily go back to the other, so as not to lose continuity. After his
 arrest, they brought the double-brandy-and-sketch man here. In a Special Branch
 car, which was parked two blocks away from the Café Sport. All the way he showed calm, complete sangfroid. Just once, as they
 passed through Post Office Square, he turned and looked at his watch; maybe he
 had some reason. Anyway, he told the agent who asked him if he looked at his
 watch because he had some rendezvous that no, he had no rendezvous, he’d just looked automatically. They took him first to the usual room on the third
 floor and left him to wait. Meanwhile, to cover all eventualities—let us not forget the suspect in Operation Toilet Paper and the cyanide ampoule—they told him to undress completely, suit, underwear, shoes and watch. They gave
 him other clothes, and they searched his very carefully. Here’s what we found in his pockets.’



And, taking what items they’d found on the man from the Café Sport one by one from his desk, he showed them to us and named them: 
            


‘One packet of cigarettes, nine cigarettes in total, that’s to say eleven are gone, and the paper from the packet which I told you he’d taken out in the Café Sport to draw the two little circles. His identity card with all his details;
 first name and surname, name of father, name of mother, age thirty-two years—he’s thirty-one, they put one year too many—unmarried, profession self-employed, address Nikis Street 120A. Another identity card, from the travel and tourist agency Hermes where he
 works. A nail-clipper. Two condoms. Wallet, containing only money and no sign
 that could shed any light on the matter for us. A purse with coins. In short,
 nothing special from the point of view of the investigation was found.’



‘Other facts? Information? House search?’



‘Everything was done as it should be,’ the Chief told me, ‘From the moment they brought him here at the greatest possible speed. Nothing
 was found against him. At his house—a ground floor room with its own entrance and toilet—a fruitless search. All the information we’ve got from other residents, neighbours, others working at Hermes—it took an hour to complete enquiries—all point to the same conclusion: a placid man. He has not otherwise come to the
 attention of the Special Branch or the police. Until now he’s not given the slightest suspicion of activity against the Regime, or simply
 being not in favour of the Regime. I took him for interrogation two hours after
 he’d been brought to Special Branch. I told him straight away that the other man,
 his accomplice, had already explained their meeting in the Café Sport and I asked him to tell me his side of it. He calmly told me he didn’t know the other man, that they were not partners in crime, and that their
 meeting in the café had no significance; that it was completely by chance. I asked what the two of
 them said when he trod on his right foot. With no hesitation he told me the
 dialogue word for word, an apparently innocent dialogue. I will give you
 details later which I leave out for the moment because I want to paint a
 general picture. Well, maybe you understand the trick I was playing: my agents
 had heard the dialogue in its entirety, they didn’t miss a word. I already knew the dialogue, but I pretended not to, in order to
 see if he would have the honesty to give it to me complete or if he would make
 changes. In that second case, we would have something specific against him.
 Then I asked him the meaning of the two little circles he’d drawn on the paper from his cigarette packet. I showed him the sketch; he didn’t seem surprised that we had it in our possession. He gave me the following
 answer: “They have no meaning, they’re exactly what you see: two little circles. Don’t tell me those two little circles are suspicious! I drew them to pass the time;
 instead of two little circles I could have drawn two little squares or two
 little rectangles or something.” I told him I couldn’t accept this explanation and it wasn’t out of the question that the two seemingly innocent little circles were a
 plan: two armouries with weapons intended for use against the Regime. He
 laughed and told me, looking me straight in the eye: “I’m a peace-loving citizen.” It was then that I answered, “For the Regime, ‘peace-loving citizen’ means nothing. Nothing! The population is divided into those who are for the
 Regime and those who aren’t. To be an enemy of the Regime, you don’t have to have done something against it; it’s enough that you’re not from the Regime, that you have not done anything that shows positively that you are from the Regime. Yes, for the Regime the rule ‘He who is not with us is against us’ applies.” He listened to me carefully, but didn’t change his stance in any way. It’s not necessary just now to give you all the details of the interrogation; I’ll return to the subject. I’ll confine myself for the moment to informing you that from start to finish the
 suspect kept his sangfroid, an appearance of innocence. The only thing he asked
 was that he should be questioned face-to-face with the other as soon as
 possible. I told him yes, as soon as the individual interrogations were over,
 there would be a face-to-face questioning. Meanwhile I was in constant contact
 with Central. They explained to me that Operation Café Sport was of immediate and great interest to them. I had repeated telephone
 conversations with Central from the time I first phoned to tell them about
 Operation Café Sport and the facts on the two suspects. At intervals I telephoned or was
 telephoned by Central about the progress of the interrogation, and its first
 conclusions. As for my interrogation of the man with the double brandy, I
 stopped it at one point and continued three quarters of an hour later. At about
 ten, I brought him up again and asked if he had anything new to declare; he
 told me no, all that he had to declare he had declared already. Then I
 announced, “But I have something new to tell you: tomorrow morning, very early, we shall
 take you by Special Branch car to Central. Your accomplice is already on the
 way, accompanied, of course, on orders from Central, based on what we have
 found out so far. Therefore the face-to-face interrogation with your accomplice
 will take place in Central. I have no further involvement with Operation Café Sport; it is now in the hands of Central.” I couldn’t say he was pleased with the news. On the contrary, he showed clearly that the
 dragging out of the affair was getting on his nerves. He said something about
 unwarranted trouble, and the conversation ended there.’



‘So, tomorrow he’ll be taken to Central,’ said the Manager. 
            

‘Yes. That’s to say, the two of you will take him. You’ll leave very early: you must set out at seven to catch the ferry at 11.10.’


‘The microfilm’s ready!’ the person in charge of photography informed the Chief over the intercom. ‘It’s all clear, by unusual good luck. You can see it as soon as you like.’






































‘I bet it’s going to rain,’ said the Manager. Or, he said, ‘I bet it’s not going to rain.’


I didn’t hear which of the two. 
            

‘What exactly did you say about rain?’ I asked him. 
            

‘I was making a weather forecast: “Rain in the outlook.”’


‘You don’t say!’ I remarked ironically. 
            

‘Why, please? You have some objection?’


I laughed loudly. ‘Well, what put the idea of rain in your head? The sun’s been roasting us continually and there are no clouds up there. No, there are
 two or three little ones, innocent in appearance and as diaphanous as women’s nylon underwear. But to talk seriously of rain is going too far!’


The Manager made a gesture. At first I thought he was waving away a fly, but I
 couldn’t see any fly, and then I realised his gesture meant he disagreed with me. 
            

‘This stifling heat!’ he said almost at once. ‘Don’t forget we’re in the middle of September, and such stifling heat is not at all natural. Don’t you agree?’


‘The Manager’s right,’ the man from the Café Sport joined in. ‘It’s my opinion, though I didn’t say anything before, that this stifling heat is very strange. I think it’ll end in rain.’


‘So we’re two to one,’ I said. ‘You are in the majority.’



We were going at a steady 110. I lit a cigarette and thought how undeniable, how realistic was the Chief’s philosophy. Like an algebra theorem: ‘He who is not with us is against us.’ The Regime is the line separating us from them. Whoever is for the Regime has
 his place here; whoever is not with the Regime has his place there. Between the
 two banks, the abyss. 
            


‘Knowing our luck, our bad luck, I mean,’ continued the Manager, ‘I’m very much afraid we shall be late.’


‘Now that I’ve reconsidered the question,’ I said, ‘It’s indeed strange that it’s so hot, and an unpleasant heat. It’s not impossible that this stifling heat is cooking up some rain.’


‘With the first squall, the traffic gets disturbed. And if there’s a traffic jam, we’re in danger of losing valuable time. Anyway, to avoid skidding I’ll have to slow down.’



‘That’s true,’ I agreed. ‘We’ll have to quit the 110 we’re doing.’



The Manager adjusted his trilby, which kept falling down, then hunched over the
 wheel as if he wanted to give it all his attention. The truth is the road
 couldn’t be more congested. 
            

The other one, the one in between us, had such a bland air one might have
 thought he was under anaesthetic. Or maybe he was simply sleepy, and that was
 why he seemed drugged. Indeed, his right eye was half closed. 
            

From the time he’d fallen into the hands of the Special Branch and the process of interrogation
 had begun, our man was automatically on the other shore. He was unable to prove
 that he was with the Regime, therefore he was against it. The Regime’s enemy—and mine. 
            

‘The road surface becomes a nightmare with the rain,’ he said, looking from me to the Manager. ‘It’s as slippery as if it had been greased.’


‘I’m soaked in sweat,’ the Manager complained. 
            



OEBPS/images/fonts/PFCatalogLight-Regular.otf


OEBPS/images/fonts/Helvetica.ttc


OEBPS/images/fonts/GaramondPremrPro-It.otf


OEBPS/images/fonts/CFGaramond.TTF


OEBPS/images/fonts/CFGaramond-Italic.TTF


OEBPS/images/fonts/PFCatalogLight-Italic.otf


OEBPS/images/fonts/PFCatalog-Regular.otf


OEBPS/images/fonts/PFAquaLight-Regular.otf


OEBPS/images/fonts/PFAquaBold-Regular.otf


OEBPS/images/cover.png
|

ANTONIS SAMARAKIS

The Flaw

|
Translated by l
Simon Darragh l

|

‘A real masterpiece’
Graham Greene






OEBPS/images/fonts/GaramondPremrPro.otf


OEBPS/images/fonts/Courier.ttf


