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  This novel, a tribute to the members of the extinct “White Squadron”, is based on authentic facts furnished by members of the “United Nations Commission for the Abolition of Slavery” and the “London Anti-Slavery Society”, and on research carried out by the author in Central Africa.


  ONE


  Dawn was still an hour away, and they were already up and on the move, making their way through the thick tropical forest. High above them rain was falling on the tops of the gigantic trees, but only its pattering sound reached them below for the rainwater filtered slowly through the dense ceiling of leaves and branches.


  They crossed a brook, a marsh of nipa palms, a second one and then a third where close by, in the primeval forest, they spotted the silhouette of an elephant hurrying off into the dim shadows of the dawn light.


  Soon afterwards the jungle began to thin out, and they finally reached open terrain: a wide savannah of high grain stalks, dotted with acacias and thick, tail-branched bushes with bare trunks.


  There it was, the most typical of Africa’s landscapes: an immense sun-drenched plain, lulled asleep at midday by the song of cicadas and swept by a gentle, dry breeze. The more David continued his travels through Africa, the more he felt that he was finally discovering the authentic Africa: the Africa of the adventure books of his childhood.


  Suddenly Dongoro stopped and pointed to a spot in front of him, some two hundred metres away. He looked intently and discerned something moving among the tall, wheat-coloured weeds. Then he clearly heard the sound of two Objects crashing together and, at practically the same moment the scene unfolded before his eyes, he realized what was happening: two impalas were fighting near an acacia grove, where the colours ran from sandy yellow to silvery red with patches of green and brown.


  He motioned to Ansok, and the native placed the heavy case on the ground. Undecided, he looked at the Hasselblad but chose the Nikon, lighter and faster. He preferred the quality of the former, but feared that the noisy snap of its release would scare off the animals.


  He moved forward very slowly, step by step, as if committing some forbidden act, infringing somehow on nature’s laws, and he continued this way for twenty, thirty, forty metres while the antelopes locked horns and then backed away to gather new strength. At that moment, one of them took advantage of the situation to let out a strident howl attempting to frighten its enemy.


  He snapped his camera again and again, closing in, hidden by the tall brush, until he was less than fifty metres away. Then he stopped to watch them, fascinated, alone with the world and the two male animals who were fighting the eternal battle of love and death, as their ancestors had done since the beginning of time.


  All three were there: actors and witnesses; animals, nature and man . . . and the silence around them.


  Good God! He could have spent hours observing them, oblivious of everything, even of the camera that hung from his neck, for he was as hypnotized as the day he watched a gazelle run along the track at an Olympic village.


  He stared at her, speechless, spellbound by the sovereign elegance of that unbelievable body which seemed to rise in flight over the canvas as if the supreme effort that the run involved for others was, for her, no more than child’s play.


  “You’ll have to run for me again,” he told her. “I couldn’t take even one photo.”


  “I’m sorry . . . but my practice run is over.”


  “You’ll appear in Paris-Match ... in Stern ... in Tempo...?”


  “If I win on Friday, I’ll appear there. . .. If not, no.”


  He raised his camera, and suddenly they both stopped at the same instant, as if the slight change in the breeze had carried the scent of man to them.


  They looked at him, and each seemed a mirror image of the other: antlers raised, eyes attentive, ears alert, nostrils breathing hard ... They were two handsome males, and the female they were fighting for must feel proud.


  For several moments they kept their eyes fixed on him but, finally, as if comprehending that no imminent danger threatened them, they went off slowly, fearlessly, resolved to continue their battle further on, in the shadows, unobserved.


  Their movements were the same, poised, light and proud, as hers when when she walked away, without turning around, down the long hallway that led to the dressing rooms.


  “Hey! Wait.... What’s your name?”


  She smiled in the dim light.


  “Nadia,” she answered in a soft voice.


  And she disappeared.


  He returned to the natives who were sitting in the shade of an ancient baobab tree.


  Gnarled and sad, the tree might have been three thousand years old, as the natives claimed, but its wide trunk and ridiculous crown made it appear more like an enormous mushroom than a member of the oak, ceiba or sycamore family. Pachyderm of the plant world, porous and oozing water, it offered no more shade than a column rising up in the centre of the plain.


  “You’re as unstable and insecure as the shade of a baobab tree,” she’d said to him one day. And he’d had to go as far as a barren plain in Cameroon to understand what she meant by those words.


  He sat down next to Dongoro, who offered him bread, water and Bamilenké goat cheese. Like most Fulbes and Hausas, Dongoro was contemptuous of the Bamilenkés, but he adored their huge, fetid cheese.


  Neither he nor Ansok had paid the slightest attention to the magnificent scene of the battle between the two male impalas. For they were poachers and, to them, the only beautiful animal was a dead animal. Antelopes meant no more than hide and horns; elephants, ivory; buffaloes, leather and fur. The hide of one of the male impalas alone could bring in ten dollars in Douala, Yaunde or Fort-Lamy, and if they didn’t kill them it was because he, David, had forbidden them to.


  They were noticeably restless seeing twenty dollars and two handsome pairs of horns get away so easily, but he couldn’t blame them. Twenty dollars was a small fortune to them.


  Until white men arrived on the continent, Africans hunted no more than what they needed for food and clothing, letting the huge herds roam over the plains without its passing even remotely through their imagination to annihilate them. It wasn’t until the arrival of the barbarous white custom of hunting for entertainment that the natives discovered, to their great surprise, that animals had a new value as “trophies”. The idea that killing an unguarded animal merited admiration didn’t enter into their uncomplicated way of thinking. Only those wild animals brought down in a face-to-face struggle, with the hunter’s life in danger, were worthy of having their skin hung on a wall.


  But now, because of white men’s exhibitionist cravings, fifty autochthonous species had disappeared from the face of Africa, and a similar number of animals were in serious danger of extinction.


  “Since you want to spend your honeymoon in Africa, bring back some good photos. We’ll publish a special edition on animals in October.”


  The editor-in-chief was a good man and the person who’d most helped David to get out of the field of advertising photography and to stay on the magazine as a member of the staff.


  And now he was there, in the shade of a baobab tree, eating goat cheese for breakfast in the company of two poachers who were confident of soon finding an elephant with a good pair of tusks.


  Shortly after midday they reached a gorge where a brook flowed which served as a drinking spot for all the animals of the surrounding regions. After following it for a long while, they finally discovered, next to a pool of dammed-up water, tracks that looked like enormous plates, over forty centimetres in diameter, clear, deep and fresh.


  “He bathed here this morning,” remarked Ansok. “He was getting mud from the bottom, and the water still hasn’t settled.”


  Dongoro discovered a pile of excrement above the gorge and, with no qualms, stuck his hand in it to find out its temperature.


  “He’s no more than an hour ahead of us,” he said, setting out toward a wide path, across a meadow where the animal life became increasingly evident.


  It was siesta time. The animals remained motionless like stone statues, and often different species grouped together to avoid the sun, leaning their heads and haunches against each other.


  Zebras and antelopes were a frequent sight; nearby a group of somnolent gnus were gingerly whisking their tails back and forth in spite of their drowsy state; every now and then, the short ears and thin snouts of giraffes poked out from above the bushes.


  Africa was at rest, and the only creatures moving on the meadow were men.


  A humming sound of cicadas seemed to add to the heat and, from time to time, the noise of millions of buzzing insects rose in waves, reaching almost unbearable limits of nerve-racking shrillness, and then subsiding brusquely like the turning of the tide.


  “They call it the sound of death,” Ansok observed, “and they say that more than one has gone mad listening to it.”


  Another pile of excrement revealed how far ahead of them the animal was. Dongoro quickened his steps and they now moved at a feverish pace.


  He was noticeably nervous.


  “We could kill it,” he said. “You could keep the tusks and we would take the feet and flesh.”


  “I didn’t come to kill animals, I came to photograph them,” David explained once more, “and I don’t have a hunting licence.”


  “Oh, that doesn’t matter! Not at all. Here no one will ask you for it.”


  He shook his head sadly.


  “That way, soon there wouldn’t be any elephants left in Africa.”


  “There’s no room for them any more,” commented Ansok, who walked behind him. “Elephants and progress aren’t compatible. Do you have any idea how much an elephant eats? When one invades a plantation, it does away with five hundred kilos of corn in a night. Five hundred kilos! Enough to feed the whole town for a week.”


  “But very few attack plantations,” David protested. “When a goat enters a house and eats up a roll of bills, no one thinks that all goats should be killed.”


  “You don’t understand,” the native insisted. “Africa doesn’t want to go on being a land of elephants and lions. If you people like them so much, take them home with you. Whites protest because we’re killing them off, but no one offers their wheat fields for them to live in.”


  He didn’t answer; he knew that any discussion with a native about the future of Africa inevitably reached a dead end. He pretended to be concentrating his attention on a row of small mounds, some five metres high, which had appeared in front of them, gigantic nests of termites, overabundant in that region, and for which there seemed to be no apparent justification.


  They had to make their way around them in a continuous zigzag, and he noticed that, in many spots, the elephant’s feet had crushed them. Worker termites could be seen fighting laboriously to mend the damage and to prevent the strong tropical sun from reaching the fresh and gentle darkness of the hundred thousand passageways.


  Once beyond the termite nests, they encountered, less than twenty metres off, a huge herd of antelopes that hurried away leaping in the air.


  Suddenly the elephant tracks turned northwards and they climbed a gentle slope of grain stalks.


  Dongoro pointed to the top:


  “He’s there behind,” he said, “and be careful because it must be a good-sized male, with tusks weighing over fifty kilos...” He hit lightly at the butt of his Mannlicher 475. “Don’t you want me to go with you?” he asked.


  David declined with a gesture while he bent over, rummaging among his camera equipment. He put the 500 in place, shoved several extras rolls of film in his pocket, loaded another Nikon with a slower film and a 100, and headed up the slope while the natives again looked for a more comfortable spot in the shade.


  From the top, he turned around to look at the open country behind him.


  “She would have liked seeing this,” he said to himself. “It was a long walk, but worth it.”


  On the other side, the landscape was almost identical, but he didn’t have time to contemplate it for, just then, he spotted to his right the hulk of the elephant that seemed to be sharpening its tusks on a thick tree trunk.


  The animal must have sensed his presence, or perhaps his smell had been carried through the air, because he immediately stopped his task, raised his trunk and turned around to look at him, flapping his enormous ears.


  He wasn’t frightened, not even worried, in spite of the fact that no more than sixty metres separated him from the intruder. Taking the offensive menacingly, he advanced several metres and let out a bellow that echoed through the valley behind him, but he went no further than threatening to attack, surprised perhaps to find himself up against no more than the mere metallic click of the camera.


  He continued bellowing and flapping his ears while the electric motor of the Nikon snapped again and again, and David gloated over the huge male’s fine collaboration.


  When he tired of pushing the release, he looked straight at the animal and smiled:


  “All right, now, Valentino. Your work’s over for today. You can go.”


  He waited until the pachyderm had gone, heavy, undulant, and wagging its ridiculous tail from its over-sized rump, and then he again turned to contemplate the open plains. He waved his hand indicating to the natives that it was time to head back, and, hurried down the slope.


  “Now, a long walk, a good bath, two drinks, a fine dinner and...


  God Almighty! Africa was the best place in the world to spend a honeymoon....


  



  Ansok was right, there were lions nearby.


  They heard them roaring in the brush, and later on a thick mane crossed the path like a shadow, causing even Dongoro to reach for his gun.


  “I don’t like lions,” he commented. “Not when they get too close to people. A month ago they devoured a woman at the lagoon.”


  “It’s a bad lion that gets accustomed to eating human flesh,” whispered Ansok. “He likes it, and it’s easy to get.”


  David didn’t answer. For an instant, a dark worry crossed his mind, but he dispelled the thought knowing that Nadia never went as far as the lagoon without carrying a gun.


  The forest appeared and they entered the dense growth, cursing the long hike over brooks and marshes that lay before them; clearing the way through bush ropes and vines; jumping again and again over fallen trunks and stagnant pools.


  Dongoro and Ansok looked annoyed and seemed to be in a bad mood. David understood that neither of them —like most African natives— felt at ease in the jungle. Even living there, the natives seldom wandered from their villages and farm lands.


  They hunted in the forest and fished in the rivers, but always within the narrow limits of a well established territory because, in their primitive minds, they still believed that somewhere further on, in the thick of the jungle, lived evil spirits and leopard men.


  They set out dangerous traps along the paths to catch deer and wild boar, but they would rarely confront big game among the trees. In the jungle, the lion’s roar terrified them and the leopard’s track made them tremble with fright.


  Gorillas, so abundant further to the south on the border of Guinea, were their worst nightmare: there was nothing they feared more than the possibility of walking unexpectedly into a clearing which a family of gorillas had chosen for their night lodging.


  Gorillas are pacific and tolerant creatures, but they don’t put up with intruders and, knowing that, few natives dare to enter the forest in the early morning before the big monkeys have broken camp.


  But the forest seemed calm that afternoon. Occasionally the pattering sound of falling rain could be heard on the topmost branches of the tallest trees, but it was quickly drowned out by the howling of monkeys, the song of numerous birds, the heavy flapping of large pheasants that seemed to take flight from under their very feet.


  Now and again a snake crossed the path, riddled with animal tracks, and often the tall jungle of thick-topped trees, of greenish light and flat ground led to twisting primeval forests of glass worts, buckthorn and giant wild reeds; there, at one time, trees had been felled and burned to plant crops which were later abandoned and overrun with thick, stubby weeds and brambles.


  Leaving one of these patches of primeval growth, Dongoro, who led the group, stopped in surprise and pointed to the narrow path:


  “People,” he said. “Strange people.”


  “Why strange?”


  “Big and heavy boots. From England or Nigeria. Others, barefooted. They’re in a hurry and heading north-east. Toward Chad.”


  “Poachers?” he asked.


  “Could be,” admitted Ansok. “Could be.”


  They continued on their way, but picked up speed at an exhausting pace which David didn’t know whether to attribute to the tracks they’d seen on the path or to the fact that night was falling.


  Nor was he at all interested in spending the night under a tree, knowing that at the end of the path, beyond the forest and the river, there was a dusty road leading to an air-conditioned trailer with electric light, cold beer, a leg of venison in the oven and a large soft bed whose springs muffled the sound in such a way that even the most frenzied nights of love-making could not be heard outside.


  There was no trailer like it in all of Africa, and from Abidjan to Accra, from Lome to Cotonou, from Lagos to Douala, it had held up under dusty roads, tropical rains, intense heat, mud and rocks without having more to show for it than a few scratches on its handsome yellow finish and several blown-out tyres.


  And there it was now at the end of the dusty road, under the thick-topped ceiba, next to the native village where the back doors of the huts opened onto the forest, and the front doors looked out onto a large square and open plains.


  Seeing them come from afar, a group of women ran to meet them. They were shouting and waving their arms.


  He didn’t understand their sonorous dialect and had to wait for Ansok to translate. His dark face changed expression.


  “Your wife has disappeared,” he said. “She went down to the lagoon to bathe and she still hasn’t returned.”


  He felt everything spin around him, and he had to lean on Dongoro. It took him several moments to react.


  “It isn’t possible!” he said, denying it firmly. “It just isn’t possible. What time was it when she went?”


  “At noon. The men from the village are looking for her.”


  “Oh, God!”


  He ran toward the trailer, feeding his hopes of finding her in it, refusing to admit what they were saying.


  “Nadia! Nadia!”


  But Nadia wasn’t there.


  He slumped down on the bed, and women and children crowded into the trailer inspecting every comer, turning on the faucet of the shower and rummaging through the contents of the tiny kitchen.


  He tried to concentrate on something, he didn’t know what, but the constant chatter bewildered him and he didn’t react until he saw a fat woman, filthy and sweating, trying to get into one of Nadia’s blouses as if she expected to inherit it from someone who would never return.


  He snatched it from her hands and threw out the noisy, ragged mob.


  For several moments he had to lean his head against the wall, forcing himself to keep back his tears. Then he took a heavy revolver from the closet and stuck in under his belt and went out into the night.


  Dongoro and Ansok were waiting beside the door. They were carrying flashlights and were armed: Dongoro had his heavy Mannlicher, and Ansok had an old two-barrelled shotgun.


  They headed down the path to the lagoon in silence, but they’d hardly gone five hundred metres when a shadow coming from the opposite direction made them stop.


  “Don’t go,” said the man, who was carrying a long spear. “It’s no use now.”


  David wished that those words had never been proflounced.


  “The lion?” he asked, his voice thin.


  The warrior made a negative gesture. By the dim light that shone from the flashlight David thought he could make out a look of deep sadness in his eyes when he answered slowly:


  “Slave traders.”


  



  “Slave traders?”


  The consul shook his head and looked at the person speaking in front of him in disbelief.


  “I don’t believe it,” he finally said. “Quite sincerely, and excuse me if I seem rude, I can’t believe it. If your wife got lost in the jungle, she probably drowned in the lagoon, or a lion devoured her, or she got caught in a native hunter’s trap. But what you’re telling me... No, I just can’t believe it.”


  “We followed their tracks for four days, as far as the Mbere River, a tributary of the Logone. There were seven men, and at least twenty captives. The tracks of my wife’s boots could be clearly distinguished.”


  The consul stood up, paced the room with his hands behind his back, and then stood in front of the wide window.


  “I’d heard of the slave trade,” he finally admitted. “I’d heard of it in the same sense that one hears of the cannibalism of the tribes of the north, or of the ferocious rites of the ‘leopard men’. But here in Africa no one robs, kills, devours or sacrifices a white, ‘because there aren’t many whites around’. When one disappears, the official reprisal can be terrible. It would be the first time that the slave traders had kidnapped a white woman.”


  “My wife is black.”


  His voice sounded so natural, so completely even-toned, than the consul seemed to turn into stone.


  He was slow to react and, when he did, he was obviously disconcerted.


  “I’m sorry,” he said. “Please excuse the way I expressed myself. If I offended you in any way, please...”


  “Oh, don’t worry about that!” David interrupted. “There was no way you had of knowing.”


  Silence again fell over the room. The consul returned to his chair and picked up some paper and a pen.


  “Now! Let’s see,” he began. “Your wife’s name?” “Nadia. Nadia Segal Alexander.”


  “From?”


  “From Abidjan, Ivory Coast.”


  “Age?”


  “Twenty.”


  “Married how long?”


  “Two months. It was our honeymoon...” His voice cracked and he made an effort to control himself. “Good God! It was all so wonderful and now it’s like a nightmare.


  I must find her,” he added firmly. “I must get her back, at whatever the cost ”


  The consul shook his head.


  “I don’t want to sound pessimistic, but you shouldn’t keep your hopes too high. ... If, as you say, these slave traders were heading north-east, it wouldn’t be unreasonable to assume that their destination is the Arabian Peninsula. And whoever enters it, never makes it out. It devours thousands of African slaves every year. Don’t think I’m trying to seem hard-hearted. It’s just that I know what the true situation is. If you want some advice, try to get your wife back before they take her across the Red Sea. Beyond that, she’ll disappear for ever.”


  “But how? Africa’s so vast. Where can I find her?”


  “I don’t have the faintest idea. Right now she could be anywhere in Cameroon, Chad or the Central African Republic, on her way to the Sudan or Ethiopia.”


  “A region almost as large as Europe!”


  “That’s why my advice is that you try to get used to the idea that you’ve lost your wife for ever... I know it’s difficult to resign yourself, but it’s like convincing yourself that she’s dead.”


  “But she isn’t dead!” he exclaimed. “She isn’t dead and I’ll look for her even if I live to be a hundred. I swear to you I’ll find her,” he concluded.


  “Well, my friend, I admire your self-sacrifice. And I promise that I’ll do anything within my powers to help you, not only on an official level, as is my obligation, but also in a personal way... As you know, the ambassador is in Yaounde but I shall contact him immediately. We’ll put pressure on the Government. We’ll alert all the border troops and police, and I’ll get in contact with my colleagues in Chad and the Republic. I’d advise you as well to get in touch with the Ambassador of the Ivory Coast. Among nig... among Africans they’ll take more interest in the matter. Does your wife’s family have any influence in Abidjan?”


  “Her father, Mamadou Segal, was a professor at the Sor-bonne and co-founder, along with President Houphouet-Boigny, of the Democratic Party of the Ivory Coast. He’s retired from politics, but I think he still has friends in the Government.”


  “Try to make him use them. President Boigny is the most respected man in this part of Africa.”


  “Do you really think anything can be achieved through diplomatic channels?”


  “I don’t know. I’ve been in Africa seven years and most of the things that happen here still surprise me. I try to, but I don’t understand these people. Whether we like it or not, their world is different from ours, and we’ll never know how they’re going to react to any given problem. Thousands of men, women and children are carried off each year by slave traders, and many others die victims of cannibalistic rites or sacrificed to strange gods, but no one seems to do anything about it. But, they’re capable of mobilizing a whole army to catch some poor devil who killed his boss in a fit of anger. Unfortunately, life, death or freedom don’t have the same value here as in Europe or America.” He paused for several moments, put out his cigarette and continued: “My advice is for you to keep calm. We’ll do everything humanly possible. How are you set for money?”


  “I have some savings. But I can get hold of whatever’s needed, even if I have to work my whole life to pay it back. Would offering ransom money do any good?”


  “That’s what I was thinking about, and I’m fairly sure that I could collect something from our residents here. The problem, though, isn’t offering the money, but making sure the news gets to the kidnappers. It’s only logical that they’ll avoid any contact with inhabited spots. I’ll consult the matter with the authorities. Where can I get in touch with you?” “At the Hotel des Relais Aeriens, Room 114.”


  The consul stood up and accompanied him to the door. Once outside, he started walking slowly toward the main square of Akwa. A cab slowed down beside him but he waved it off and continued on, lost in his thoughts, paying no attention to the workers riding home on bicycles, the mass of prostitutes who were beginning to invade the sidewalks, or the magnificence of the incredible sunset behind the Cameroon mountain and, further on, the outline of the Island of Fernando Poo.


  Less than two weeks before they had been sitting together beside the hotel pool, contemplating a similar sunset, but now that seemed an eternity ago.


  They had dinner there outside and watched the small native boats going out to fish or navigating slowly toward the far-off huts on the other side of the estuary.


  “Nothing has changed since the time of Christ,” he commented. “They fish, hunt and live just like their ancestors two thousand years ago.”


  “Yes,” she agreed. “One might think that nothing has changed and yet history will never witness another transformation as brusque as the one occurring in the spirit of my people. They took them from their forests and fields and they found themselves in cities and irresistibly attracted to the city’s world of vice. Alcohol, drugs, prostitution and homosexuality are dragging Africans to depths of degradation unheard of before now.”


  “But no one’s to blame for that. No one pushes them,” he protested.


  “True,” she admitted. “No one pushes them, but you know that most of our natives are like children and suddenly the colonials appeared, teaching them an endless number of things for which they weren’t prepared.”


  “But aren’t you? Why are they different?”


  “I studied in Paris. I’m black and I’ve lived half my life in Africa, but no one would consider me a typical African woman, and you know that. From the time I was very small, I had teachers and good food, but both those things are lacking here. White or black, the problem of a hungry child with no schooling is the same all over the world. The point is that in Africa it’s a bigger problem.”


  “And do you think you’re the one who can solve it?” “No, of course not. Not me or any one person. But, if I was fortunate enough to get a university education and to learn things that might be useful to my people, it’s my obligation to put that knowledge to use.”


  He drew her toward him and kissed her gently.


  “Use that knowledge on me. And on our children when we have them. As a wife, that’s where your obligation lies.” She said nothing for several minutes. She drank slowly from her glass of wine, placed it back on the table and looked at him seriously.


  “You’re not going to start pressurising me, are you?” she asked. “It was quite clear: we would get married, but I would go on devoting myself to my things as well.”


  “It means that much to you?”


  “Two hundred and fifty thousand people died in the last droughts and another six million lives are in danger. It’s possible that, within thirty years, three or four countries that border on mine will have turned into desert. Are you trying to say that such things shouldn’t mean anything to me?”


  No, not at all, that wasn’t his intention, and there was no reason for it to come as a surprise. He knew it from the start; ever since the night she accepted his invitation out to dinner, two hours after winning an Olympic medal.


  “To the north of my country, the rivers are drying up and the trees are dying,” she explained to him that night. “Herds of animals disappear and crops are scorched. Man emigrates to the south, again abandoning the plains and fields which are soon ravaged by the sand. The Sahara has advanced almost a hundred kilometres in recent times, and scientists estimate that the climatic change affecting Africa will last sixty years. What will have happened to my people by then?”


  “Don’t worry,” he said, trying to make light of it, “perhaps by then an atomic war will have put an end to everyone.” “And do you think that will console the thousands of children dying right now of thirst in Senegal and Ethiopia? When they offered me the chance to run in the Olympics, I imagined that if, by some miracle, I managed to win a gold medal, journalists from all over the world would come to interview me. That would be my opportunity to call their attention to what’s happening in Africa, and our need for help. But not help in the form of powdered milk, blankets or used clothes; technical help, experts who can put an end to Africa’s thirst.”


  “Is that why you accepted my dinner invitation?” he laughed. “So that I’d ask my magazine to publish something on Africa’s thirst?”


  A faint smile came over her face.


  “Perhaps... Three million head of cattle died less than four hundred metres from a vast water reserve. Wouldn't that make a great story?”


  “And why didn’t they reach the water?”


  “Because it’s under the ground. Because we don’t have the means to make it rise to the surface. The Sahara is full of underground water reserves and the water’s there, waiting for someone to come up with a way of bringing it to the surface. If oil can be pumped from ten thousand metres, why not water at four hundred?”


  That was his first trip to Africa. He came to photograph the thirst of a continent whose salvation lay under its very feet, and he stayed.


  What was it that Nadia offered him? Why was she so fascinating to him? It wasn’t only her physical beauty, her perfect face, her smooth, hard body or the incredible harmony of her movements. No, it wasn’t that... It was her overpowering personality, her strength of character, her will to live, to help anyone at any time, her determination to keep on fighting against all odds; to battle giant windmills; to attempt the impossible.


  It was her strength of conviction, the sincerity of her life, her honesty in every gesture, every word, every idea, as if she were convinced that the solution to the problems of her race, or of her country, or of the world depended on each and every one of her actions.


  To Nadia, everything in life had meaning, just the contrary of David to whom, up until then, everything in life had been trivial, absurd and meaningless. Nothing was more important to him than a good photograph, but underneath he knew than even a good photograph was no more than the conversion of a beautiful moment into a false eternity and that often such a moment had never even really existed, that he had had to create it with a special filter, a contrasted light or a lens that distorted reality.


  David was intelligent enough to understand that the most outstanding aspect of his personality was precisely his lack of personality, the most pronounced feature of his character, his lack of character.


  He knew it, and accepted it.


  That was the way he’d been since childhood; ever since he’d realized at school that he was not among the leaders, and neither was he among them at the university and in the army. It was as if his voice had no listeners and, in spite of his height, he couldn’t make himself seen or heard. He might have an intelligent opinion or point of view, but he wouldn’t take a stand and he let himself be drowned out by others who were much less intelligent or whose opinions were absurd.


  He soon discovered that it was easier to tell someone they were right even when they weren’t than to get involved in a hopeless argument. In the end, whatever the subject might be, he always let his arm be twisted.


  Frequently he became indignant to find that he had come out the loser in a situation in which he hadn’t wanted to act to the disadvantage of someone who, in reality, meant nothing at all to him. He was a mixture of shyness and unhealthy goodness and this embittered him until he finally became convinced that his life was even more bitter when he tried to fight against his feelings and his lack of character.


  For that reason, when he found himself with a remarkable woman of another race, another continent, of other ideas and temperament, he let himself become totally immersed, without, however, negating his own self; he had merely recognized that Nadia was everything that he would like to have been but which, at the same time, frightened him.


  Now, sitting there in the hotel garden, watching the lights on the estuary, David tried to analyse himself and to convince himself, with the help of a bottle of brandy, that for the first time he would have enough strength of character to forge ahead, to enter the heart of Africa to carry out his promise to rescue Nadia at any price.


  It wasn’t fear, he knew that. For years during his adolescence his greatest worry was whether or not his lack of character wasn’t really a form of cowardliness.


  Later, when the magazine sent him to cover wars and earthquakes, and bullets and death were all around him, he realized by the steadiness of his hands when he held his camera that it wasn’t fear; that it never had been, and that bravery had nothing to do with character.


  The possibility of running great risks, even of dying, didn’t frighten him if that was what Nadia’s freedom depended on. He only feared that he might lack the necessary drive for carrying out such an arduous undertaking, to search for a black woman in the immensity of Africa.


  What would she do in my place? How would she battle the most evasive windmills that any human being had ever confronted?


  How would she catch phantoms that slip away through the fields and forests and deserts of the world’s most darkly mysterious continent?


  He was discouraged by his own discouragement at the tremendous task that lay before him, at not knowing where to begin.


  He would have to take a first step, and then another, and another and another... And a million more. But in what direction?


  “Nadia! Oh, Nadia,” he sobbed under his breath. “Where are you?”


  
TWO


  She remained silent, not moving a limb.


  In the distance she could clearly see the shadow moving stealthily, and she raised her arms as high as she could.


  “Oh, David, David! Where are you?” she cried out in her mind.


  The man continued stealing toward her; he tripped over the foot of a sleeping woman, made sure that he hadn’t awakened her, and went on until stopping, less than a metre away.


  He stood still. He was probably trying to sharpen his eyesight to get through the darkness without erring in his assault, to make sure that it would happen quickly and without scandal.


  She could feel the pulse beating in her temple. She was tired from holding her arms up, the chains weighing heavily on them, and she imagined that the man could clearly perceive her beating heart.


  She was thankful when he finally attacked, and she threw down her arms with all her strength.


  A weak cry was heard, and the night visitor fell over backwards raising his hands to his head. She pushed him further away with her foot, and leaned back against the tree, her eyes staring wide open into the darkness of the night.


  “Oh, David, David 1 Where are you? Why aren’t you coming to save me from this nightmare?”


  So many days had gone by that it seemed as if she had been wearing chains her whole life. She could hardly remember anything except long hours of fast-paced walking, following the rhythm set by the man in the lead, trying to avoid tripping on the person in front of her or being stepped on by the girl behind her. Heat, thirst and exhaustion, and the constant attempt to avoid being lashed by the Sudanese man, who always struck with the handle of his huge whip to keep from tearing the skin of the merchandise.


  Nights of dozing, always alert to avoid being attacked by one of the guards who, as soon as the Arab fell asleep, hurled themselves hungrily at her.


  Freezing mornings, her body numb from insomnia and fatigue, her mind horrified at the thought of beginning another day’s march.


  “Oh, David! Where are you?”


  The man at her feet didn’t move.


  Had she killed him ?


  For several moments she felt an irrepressible urge to go over to him, wrap the chains around his neck and pull them together until she’d asphyxiated him, to keep him from kidnapping more women, lashing them during the march or trying to rape them at night.


  He was the one who’d pounced on her at the lagoon, bringing her down in one blow before she had time to reach for the gun propped against a tree. All of a sudden he appeared from the brush, like the leopard that springs on an animal drinking at a watering place, and when his companions arrived at the edge of the lagoon, she was already spread out on the ground in chains.


  “Good work, Amin,” the Sudanese man had said to him. “Very good work. She’s the finest black woman we’ve ever captured.” He made her stand up, and he eyed her with great satisfaction, walking around her like an expert.


  He smiled, showing his teeth like a rabbit.


  “You’re really a good piece, girl,” he said, reaching out his hand to feel her hard, erect breast. “I’m a fool and unworthy of continuing in my profession if the Sheik doesn’t give me ten thousand dollars for you.”


  He fondled her sensuously, and lowered his hands to her proud, firm buttocks.


  “How sorry I am that I can’t have you right here! But the Sheik would kill me if he found out that I had used his merchandise.” He returned to his men, six blacks, all armed, who took in the scene with greedy eyes while, at the same time, keeping watch over a column of chained captives behind them. “I’ll skin alive anyone who touches her,” he warned. “With those two, do what you want, and with the fat one at the end... But the rest, nothing. And her, don’t even look at her.”


  “But she’s probably not even a virgin,” Amin protested. “How would the Sheik find out?”


  “She’d tell him, you idiot.” He turned to Nadia. “Are you a virgin, girl?”


  She understood that she wouldn’t get anywhere confessing that her husband was white and an important person in Europe.


  “I am,” she lied. “And, if you set me free, my father will pay those ten thousand dollars.”


  The Sudanese man broke into a throaty laugh.


  “I’ll be damned! I don’t know which of those two lies is bigger. But, just to show you that I’m fair, I won’t check either of them out. I’ll admit that you’re a virgin.”


  “But it’s true. My father can pay you that money.”


  “Who’s ever seen a black woman that bathes in a jungle lagoon and has ten thousand dollars? You don’t even know how much that is.”


  “Who’s ever seen a black woman in the jungle dressed like this? And these boots, and that gun? I’m Nadia, and my father is Mamadou Segal, professor at the University of Abidjan. I studied in Paris and London, I speak five languages, including yours, and if you don’t let me free, you’ll be sorry all your life.”


  “I’ll be goddamned! We’ve found a diamond, Amin... How much will the Sheik pay for a creature like this? Cheer up, girl. You won’t be just any slave... For a time, you’ll be the Sheik’s favourite... . Do you know what that means? He has everything: gold, diamonds, pearls, luxury cars, private aeroplanes... Oil flows in his country like water in a fountain, and the most powerful men in the world travel there to try to get at it. He can’t spend in a year what he earns in a day. He’ll cover you with jewels, he’ll buy you the best clothes and you’ll eat from gold dishes. And your children will be princes.”


  “Go to hell, you bastard!”


  The Sudanese man raised his whip, but he stopped his arm in the air.


  “No. Suleiman R’Orab won’t be so stupid as to whip you, black woman. Suleiman R’Orab has been in this business a long time, and he’s heard worse things. Get going!” he ordered his men. “When night falls, I want to be far from here.”


  And when night came, they were far away.


  And they continued moving on, day after day.


  And they went by boat all night long down the Logone.


  And they reached the plains, going from one small forest to another, always seeking out the protection of trees and thickets, avoiding roads and villages, along routes without tracks or signs which Amin seemed to know like the palm of his hand.


  Other slaves had been added to the caravan: four youngsters, the youngest of them not over ten years old, and two sisters who didn’t stop weeping.


  Suleiman R’Orab smiled with satisfaction.


  “Twenty-two, and nearly all of it good merchandise. If half of them make it to the Red Sea alive, this’ll have been a good business trip. This girl has to be taken care of. She alone covers expenses. I want her in Suakin intact.”


  In spite of this warning, Amin was now stretched out at her feet, bleeding and unconscious. And it seemed that the black man wasn’t willing to renounce Nadia, reasoning perhaps that, since he was the one who had discovered her and captured her, he also had rights to her.


  That night she had stopped him, but how many more nights would she be able to?


  “Oh, David, David! Where are you?”


  “You’ll have to run again for me. I couldn’t even take one photo of you.”


  She felt her heart beating furiously when she saw him, tall and solid, with sandy-coloured hair and eyes as clear as the water of Ebrie lagoon reflected on Abidjan’s bridges in the late afternoon.


  She wanted to start running, and to run for him until she fell down from exhaustion, but she pulled together all her courage and she answered:


  “I’m sorry. But my practice run is over.”


  Later, as she went away down the hall to the dressing rooms, she felt as if the world were coming apart and time had stopped until she heard a voice calling her from behind:


  “Hey! Wait... What’s your name?”


  “Nadia,” she replied with a smile, turning around so that he could read on her jacket: “Ivory Coast.”


  And on the following days she waited hours for him at the entrance to the Village, and during the practice runs she searched for him among the crowd out of the corner of her eye, trying to make out the five cameras that seemed to hide the tall blond man’s shyness.


  She closed her eyes when she remembered their next encounter. She was standing on the podium and a lewd old man, who was devouring her with his eyes, had just placed a bronze medal around her neck. She tolerated his kiss with resignation, accepted a bouquet of flowers, stood up straight to wave to the applauding public, and there he was, looking at her through a camera lens, focused at her alone, the gold and silver medals of no importance to him.


  She still couldn’t explain how she got him to take her out to dinner that night. She only remembered that they’d argued about the thirst in Africa over a bottle of Dom Perignon.


  Later, they walked until dawn along silent streets, so empty that they seemed to be the only beings left in the world, and they discussed a thousand different subjects: religion and racism; politics and sports; love and war.


  So many things separated them and, even so ... there they were: an African student and a Nordic photographer. For him, the world was image and colour which, at beautiful, dramatic, moving or surprising moments, must be left motionless forever.


  For her, the world was ideas, unfairness, needs, rebellion and constant movement.


  David could stay for hours observing a bird in its nest; Nadia couldn’t stay still for an instant, and always needed to be on the move, to do something else, to solve new problems.


  He read Charriere, Leon Uris and Forsyth; she, Sedar-Sengor, Marcuse and Herman Hesse. She liked Bergman and Antonioni; he, John Ford and David Lean.


  “Then... You aren’t in favour of free love?”


  “Yes, of course. When it comes to love, everyone is free to do as he pleases. That’s why I don’t do it.”


  “But that’s absurd! Don’t you realise? We’re living in the twentieth century. Sex isn’t a mortal sin any more; it’s only something natural and logical.”


  “Right, then... You should make love when you want to make love. The thing is, I don’t want to. Is that a crime, or do I have to go follow the fashion even if it goes against my own tastes?”


  “No, of course not! It isn’t that,” he protested. “It’s simply . . . not repressing yourself when you feel the need.”


  “Listen: when your great-grandfathers were still going to bed in nightgowns and a hole in their fly, my greatgrandfathers were already practising nudism, and were getting excited about free love on nearly every corner... It could be just a ‘generation gap’. You react against your ancestors’ customs, and I react against mine. Each of us think of our great-grandfathers as ‘savages’... It could be that true ‘civilization’ lies somewhere between you and me.
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