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	This book (story) is not dedicated to anyone in particular

	 

	.


 

	 

	WARNING: by no means an easy read, it is even at times almost impossible to fathom this awkward style of writing (typing), but nevertheless one could get used to this attempt to put down on paper, or otherwise, this compelling but also convoluted ‘slice of life’. This ‘novel’ is basically autobiographical with elliptical colloquial exchanges (dual personality) as the author narrates his difficult life upbringing and drug/alcohol ‘entanglement in superposition’, with the help of storytelling mixed with humorous candour and harrowing descriptions at times bordering on insanity, self-searching truth, some withering hype with prose and cons, personality disorders, getting lost in sentences, and circumlocution … but the question remains: what is this all about? The answer to that will never be revealed, bar some hints in the text. We are dealing with a complex individual parked diagonally in a parallel universe, with a slight oddity which makes him believed to be a freak of nature, as Dominique is thought to have been made double from an early life, prevailing into the Dom & Nicky factor, which is admittedly very hard to distinguish but there nonetheless. This ‘parallel world’ is a prison cell to which a disciplinary sentence of forty-five days is imposed without mercy and duly executed by the authorities. The fact that this person is innocent of any crime becomes blurred into the dire background as a rhetorical question, but again, what’s going on?

	Let’s admit it: it is complicated, and not everyone will be wise to the difficult journey.

	Written as a ‘peculiar English-speaking candidate’ using the slow learning of a new language as an imposition to try to squeeze the original writing into endless sentences, finishing exactly within the limits of certain lines of demarcation, almost as if this text represents the very confines of a prison cell, and an absence of punctuation presents an iconoclastic tendency that makes reading quite difficult at times, perhaps overpopulated with a repetition of sorts, but nevertheless, that written composition has a certain ‘flow’ to it, also perhaps even a distinct ‘glow’ attached to its semantics and obvious inadequacies, considering the language barrier … but never underestimate the will to escape and the limitless bursts of ‘freedom-seeking dreams and recollections’ during adverse conditions.

	 


Introduction

	At the beginning of it all which could also well be the end, there is the first sincere inspiration of a five-year-old child watching for the very first time the rolling waves on the golden sandy shore of that eternal ocean, somewhere in coastal Brittany (Brandu la Turballe), and he smiles at this blue green immensity where the white wing of a seagull gracefully tips the crest of the wave as it glides, and where the keen cry of cormorants blends with the jaded sound of the sea as it splashes onto the axing distant rocks, softened by khaki kelp belts … then he giggles with delight at the tickle of the bubbles bursting between his toes and the soft moving sand, as he understands with happiness on his face the profound meaning of that simplicity, a child’s play significance of all ‘the secrets’, oh simple, so simple, this could be why the few adults around him cannot grasp it, and now as he breathes through these dizzy laughs he will sample and savour the salty memory of the sea, but yet a real magical moment, one could almost say ‘piece de resistance’, is the ‘vivid moment’ when he first ‘drinks’ through his nose that potent scent of the salt entangled with the longing spell from that ocean, thus uniting life and death in a single perfume, such voodoo perhaps, later he will run back to the very unique solitude of his life, somewhere behind the quiet dunes, where once stood huge German guns and old watch-towers looking out to one of the seven seas, still suspended on old concrete memories crumbling but nevertheless indestructible war-blockhouses, scattered all along the coast, where he finally finds a lonely and vital refuge in their darkness and seizes the moment and memorizes it, forever.

	Four decades later, exactly positioned on the globe down under, at the antipodes of that place where the little boy had his ‘first inspiration’, the same person, separated only by time, with now hardly any real physical resemblance left with the lone child he once was, is walking on a strangely similar shore, like a prisoner would walk in his own shadow in the prison courtyard, hardly noticing anything around him but a sense of déjà vu, until a wave catches him in his daydreaming daze, rolling its wet magic carpet sparkling on his bare feet leaving him frozen in time with some bubbles tickling his toes on the sand, and the smiling little boy, and the birds, the kelp, all the sounds, and the taste of that spray with the haunting perfume, all revived and condensed in a single second … This is when I ‘wake up’ in that man, so to speak, as I was only daydreaming once again, though that act in itself would hardly be worth mentioning if it were not the trigger for an interesting happening: when I ‘went back’ in that little boy’s body which I once was, and I mean fully back in it, perhaps ignoring those many years completely, in the tiny split second where a time’s flickering notion had vanished, incredibly, I was also lucky enough to re-enter his mind, his thoughts, and the real reason why he was smiling at it all. It was as if he had just imagined, or maybe perchance rediscovered in his pure simple mind, that all those bubbles represented the souls, the spirits of the dead, and that it seemed as if there were millions and billions of them just playing around, perhaps waiting to reprocess themselves back to the cosmos, or maybe because they had nowhere else to go, and nothing more to do. I’m really spellbound by that discovery, and also disturbed to have felt, once again, behind the echoes of twisted laughs and obscure giggles of that small boy, the very rare and complex loneliness of our unique past. That real ‘time span’ of the whole transportation could not have lasted more than a mere instant, and could have been easily discarded like one of those magic silly moments everyone from time to time experiences during a solitary walk, but this is when I noticed a cute lonely shell resting on those champagne bubbles, singing sand, that the re-rolling waves of the azure ocean, spiralling under the very pale blue immensity of the sky, have left behind, twinkling but naked, by the lovely weaving and stretching of that ocean’s magic carpet, in a wave function of effervescent ebullition. Irreversibly bound by the spell or ‘dream time’ of that place, like some ever-collaborating witchcraft of a moment in time, I religiously picked up that lonely sHELL to scrutinize it. This shell is perfectly preserved, but worn away with age. It still sparkles under our Sun, perhaps even more than that, twinkling with the shine of a million stars. The other half of the shell is missing, Nicky, except for one tiny remainder at the base, which looks like the image of a foetus for a futuristic rebirth. I can’t help thinking that if I knew how to look through these ‘green doors’ of perception, perhaps infinite or maybe only ephemeral, reuniting the fractal world inside, I would see it all in that blameless faultless screen, but surrendering the pink nevertheless, because in this pure shell is my past, and my whole story is already written in it. Yes, if I knew how to perv, I could perhaps see the future in it. Every crack, every line, every curve, every dent, every dot has a story to tell. Suddenly, not quite yet understanding why, I regain instantly the very same odd feeling that I have just left before, and now swooning in ecstasy under the weight of the leaden midday sun, I am already visualizing that shell rolling and rolling since time immemorial at the bottom of the sea, perhaps miraculously evading ‘the traps of rainbow-coloured reefs’ and the dying spell of symphonies shimmering from labyrinths of coral caves, twisting at the mercy of blue underwater currents … until today, when that sea had decided to release it, naked on that shore, at the very moment when I was ‘rediscovering’ a forgotten scene from the other side of the globe, as if the timing of it all was written in the colliding of two stars, in an invisible galaxy, like a pure omen.

	With the understanding that there are thought to be even more puzzling galaxies in the universe than there are grains of sand on earth, or more stars than every drop of rain falling on earth in the last million years, this is not an overly unrealistic possibility (although if this bending of time and limited space in a simple mind does not contradict a general idea of the Relativity Theory, it should be taken, at best, with a grain of salt). This type of reasoning is not uncommon to millions of people around the globe, as they do or have experienced from it some similar ideas … from an apple dropping into gravitation … or Mercury’s wobble into the General Theory of Relativity … or from the spider going up and down on top of someone resting in a cave into the latest West-Point Manual of Tactical Warfare. Although all different in their comparisons, I feel a ‘karmic union’ of magnetism intertwining it all, time lapses disappearing within a vital spark, and the idea of reuniting different galactic worlds in a single cell was possibly worth a second thought, and somehow reflecting, tentatively trying to understand and perceive the strange idea that perhaps everything imaginable could be contained in a single matter, only being made visible to ourselves through our illusion of the passing of time, the hidden passage, from the ‘big bang’ to singularity in the blink of an eye, like the burst of the bubble on a golden sandy shore … and if this was to be the case, the mind wobbles. Is it possible that someone could by chance ‘stumble in time’, just like anybody could miss a step on a stairway? The above episode is what brings me here today, for I would not have started to write this story if it weren’t for the timing of the shell, and the story within.

	There are stories and there are writers, and before I begin clumsily a foolish attempt to put down on paper the things which have shaped my early life, let me warn the poor reader (it has to be at least one, perhaps you, the only one) about the awkward style which I am using, as I have not written much of anything in any form, nor anywhere, at any time during my entire life, except odd garbage and the inevitable. It will become obvious that I’m still learning words as I go along, through and above all in a pathetic repetitive manner, which I hope you might get used to. Not only that, I am trying to write that story, our story, and this could have been your story, in another language in which I was originally taught, indeed to make matters worse, in a language that I really never learned in a scholastic way, as it was only during my world travels that I picked up ‘bits and pieces’ of it, then with the assistance of a long-time companion, but still without formal tuition, all of which probably resulted in the very rudimentary way I’m expressing myself today. Nevertheless, I have chosen to write this text in English, as I feel that I would achieve a better sense of detachment by doing so, almost as though I was writing my story, with the soft cushion of a second language, as if it were somebody else’s. To make the whole thing even worse, as I am well placed to know about this, I am dealing with a complex person, if not necessarily a dual personality, at the very least a ‘dissociated character’ entangled in a web of his past and the present at the time the story is told, and at other times, somehow necessary, in the actual present, like now. I would never pretend to be a writer of any shape or form, but merely and simply a witness of a completely different period of time and circumstances. If my style of writing had to be analysed in any way, I would suggest that it could be related to the raconteurs (storytellers) which I had in my very young days the real pleasure of listening to in those ancient lands, where television was unheard of, in a very remote part of a forgotten world, where I happened to have been raised as a child. These storytellers had a knack for inducing in our children’s minds the true essence, the perfume of good and colourful stories simply told in their earthy accents with a superb abundance of imagination, relating to some of those incredible legends from the land which surrounded us. They would retell those stories without notes, probably because most of them could not read, or so very little, but from memories. Stories, passed on to them by means of other storytellers or close families around the living fire, during the long and dark winter months. Some of these legends seemed to be thousands of years old. I have, after mature consideration, overlooked most of them, as this is not in any way a cryptic essay related to those stories, but I certainly was, even in those very young years, impressed by the free style of their composition.

	Like any growing child being entertained, I was rather observant, and if I can say this without being pretentious, I was also blessed with a capacity to absorb, and to store with ease, especially the things that interested me. So, without any acknowledgment of the Muses, but with the assurance of a reliable memory, I am going to expose myself, so to speak, right in front of your eyes metaphorically, with the knowledge that I have already in my brain, the entire story, concentrated maybe within a confined prophetic solitary cell. What remains to be done now with the use of others’ living cells is to translate the contents of that amiability, into the primitive form of expression which makes us believe to be superior among all the animals of this world, into the written form (as well as the spoken and unspoken) of the text that I am here and now composing for the practicality of reading it. This could be said to be a ‘true story’, although I have taken all liberties needed with names of the places and the people. Some characters are fictional, but never entirely, and most events are for real, even the unreal sequences and the thoughts. I am not writing this wanting to change or to force a single thing on anything or anyone, or to erase one comma in my life and in the entirety of the already well-stocked world encyclopedia of human knowledge, or to deliver a hasty judgment as such, I leave that to those who think they can or those who often did in my very particular case. It is possible that I might finish up being the only one in the world reading this, but I don’t need to write it as I already know the story, so there has to be at least one person other than me to read it, and perhaps it is going to be you, if you are not already put off by my style (or the mere lack of it). One thing is sure though, if you and I find the courage and the time to finish writing and reading our story, then you will find yourself in a better position than me, as you will know a hell of a lot about me, but sadly, I will know very little about you. A little word of warning, although it was never my intention to upset anyone, it’s possible that you could be. Please forgive me and remember this is not happening to you, and you are not at all indebted to my insanity. I would like to conclude this introduction with a thought. If we are to believe the scholars, we are made up of billions and billions of cells, perhaps, let us dream, exactly the same number as there are stars in our Milky Way … and if each living cell, although similar in appearance, is totally distinct from any other, thus an individuality like we are, does it mean that each and every cell has a soul?

	 

	                                           Welcome to tHE ceLL!

	 

	 


Preface

	Does a worm dream of butterflies?

	 

	For the sake of avoiding confusion, and to give the reader clarity as they gaze into the mind of someone not quite right in their faculties, allow me to introduce the peculiar idea that regardless of the various names, propositions, inter-locutions, and conjectures used therein, only one person is present within the frame of this composition.

	Whether you’re following Nicky, hearing from Dom, or witnessing some strange happenings through the vague imagery of tHE ceLL, there is only us. Nicky and I are one and the same: the ‘dissociation’ is only a reflection of someone looking at himself in the mirror of his mind, and has no physical form.

	Please relate to us as if we were one and only.

	 


Part One

	 

	Zazen Meditation Into the Void of Confinement

	Zazen is a meditative discipline that, at its simplest, involves sitting in silence. It is to think about not thinking. In that same spirit, the reader is invited to take a seat and read this difficult story in silence, trying not to think too much about making sense of it all—to participate without participating, lest they find themselves lost in the long sentences.

	 

	 

	 


Nicky’s Entrance

	 

	 

	With the cushion of countless years of interlude, and a certain wearing of time, I find myself confronting easily now the awkward scene unfolding before my eyes. In a cold corridor of the top floor in Fleury-Mérogis Prison’s third district, a young man of twenty-four stands naked, his civilian clothes piled on the floor. After a lengthy and comprehensive search of the most intimate parts of his bruised body, inflicted upon him by three snarling screws, he is about to be pushed into a solitary confinement cell for the maximum duration of any one turn under French law: forty-five days.

	As the officer in charge forces the young man into the cell, the other screws swinging their batons and smiling at their sense of power and authority, I can’t help but feel some kind of affection for him, and I’m shocked to discover how much he resembles me, and yet also how different he looks from me now, as if he is both me and not me.

	Perhaps I was never entirely that man.

	As the grill of that cage is slid shut and finally locked, I come inside to be with him, as I would always do. He listens to the chief, who is telling him what he already knows:

	“Prisoner 37040, as a result of your actions, you have been sentenced to the maximum stay of forty-five days in this punitory cell. While serving this sentence, you have lost all privileges allowed to normal prisoners. As a result of the seriousness of those actions, you will not be allowed outside of this cell at any time. You will be given food three times a day, but have lost the right to write, to read, or to have visitors. You are not permitted to talk to anyone, including the wardens. If you cause trouble, it’ll be back to the straitjacket and the padded cell.”

	As the front door of the cell is also shut tight behind him, the reality of the situation seems to sink deep into my dear young friend. I must say, what I see now is in no way a sign of depression—in fact, it is quite the opposite. Nicky’s face takes on the most radiant, peaceful expression a man has ever worn, his posture almost saintly as he drops the blankets he’d been given on the floor. Still naked, he moves to the centre of the cell. Not unlike he’d entered an arena crowded with the spirits of former inmates who, like him, had been granted the opportunity to be enshrined in such a temple, he waits there immobile until all the murmurs emanating from the walls have ceased, as if extending a formal introduction to the ghosts around him. Now that the murmurs, not heard by the ears but felt through wavelengths of the mind, have fallen into silence, he feels as though the cell has welcomed him, accepting him as its latest member.

	Introducing oneself in such a noble way is a beneficial exchange of energy. Attracting the attention of this very specific audience requires intense concentration, adding to the energy of the moment. Being the great performer that he is, Nicky has once again excelled in his inaugural presentation... but if the impersonator was responsible for the ability to achieve, the audience was undoubtedly responsible for the performance.

	His eyes adjusting to the light, Nicky is in awe at the state of the walls. The prison was built less than ten years ago, but it looks as if the cell is centuries old. I guess that such places are always built with the idea of inflicting punishment in mind, for which a clean new look may not have been appropriate. Nicky and I totally agree that, had they put more thought into it, they’d have realized that a newly clinically sanitized cell would’ve been a far worse punishment—but perhaps the architect who’d designed Fleury Prison and was later interred here for fraud knew more about it that I’m prepared to give him credit for. Either way, likely without wishing to, they had created a masterpiece of mystic proportions.

	Where Nicky’s view and mine differ slightly is in how the cell acquired this strange quality. Tenderly caressing its living walls, he believes the ghosts and spirits had turned it into a sanctuary, naively thinking they’d used rubble from many different rundown castles, monasteries, goals, torture chambers, orphanages, convents, brothels—really, any place where the unmistakable sounds of pain and shared suffering could be heard—to painfully reconstruct an abstract sort of monument where no thought or action, whether inflicted upon others, self-inflicted, or self-induced, could ever shock or be frowned upon. The qualified ghosts delight in a juicy subject to dispel the monotony of the passage of time, and I have a feeling they won’t be disappointed.

	With the first half hour gone as if in a trance, Nicky realizes that, in a practice he would very quickly become accustomed to, the eye on the door has been opened. Like a voyeur in the woods, there’s a cyclops on the other side, the dirty eye of the system looking down on him. Feeling emasculated and knowing exactly where he stands, Nicky does swing around and bends over to give the intruder the full sight of his bare back, beaming noblesse oblige and goes on cackling to himself as the door seems to get a black eye.

	For the first time in a week where everything has gone from bad to worse, he senses a new strength and security at being there among real friends. This strange feeling will never leave him for the entire long journey, and even in its worst moments, the notion of support from the walls will be both uplifting and passionately soothing.








	Dom’s From The Beginning

	 

	 

	Only a few weeks earlier, everything had been going fine. We’d been enjoying the ‘privilege’ of a three-man cell, a very rare thing in a prison where 90% of the other accommodations were single cells, on doctor’s advice for possible suicidal tendencies. The other occupants at that time were Jean Christian, a Corsican, on probable suspicion of … and a Parisian called Neness, on a charge of …

	Neness had been there when I’d arrived about six weeks earlier, having himself been in jail for about eighteen months, but before Jean Christian, there was Marc. Neness had made a nice, cozy little niche for himself on a bed away from the front door, and after asking me casually how I’d ended up there, my simple answer of ‘drugs’ had resulted in him giving me the second best bed. The pecking order apparently had me positioned directly above Marc, who was there on a (debatable) lesser charge of … A month later, when Marc was released and Jean turned up, a single nod from Neness ordered me to stay on my bed. Neness was always well informed by the screws, so he knew who was coming. He also knew that if there was a fight for a bed, it would’ve been his that Jean went for, but he wasn’t concerned.

	Hidden from the eyes of the door and the other eye on the wall was a series of shelves, where Neness had a very nice collection of books. There was also a good supply of top-quality food, tins, biscuits, tobacco, beer, and anything else that could be purchased through the canteen. The resourcefulness of prisoners is legendary, but in this joint, it went beyond belief. Just about everyone was carrying some kind of weapon, and while most were obviously rudimentary, I soon found out that some of the ‘guests’ had managed to get flick knives.

	The first time I went down to the courtyard, sitting alone, minding my own business and trying to look like a tourist, a group of about five inmates came to tell me I was sitting in their favourite spot, and to clear off. When I tried to look like I didn’t understand, they’d responded by forming a wall around me, and in a flash, one of them produced a nasty cut-throat razor. Swallowing my own saliva in surprise, it sent some bad vibrations down my spine, as I’d seen in the past exactly what can be done with that kind of weapon.

	I was about to walk away from a true ‘particularly dangerous situation’ when Neness and a familiar-looking He-Man joined the party. A few words were exchanged without anger, and when Neness told them I was his new cellmate, the group just went away, saying, “OK, it’s fine. Didn’t know.”

	I tried to place where I’d seen this He-Man before. There was no mistaking him: there was something powerful about him, tiger-like in his bearing whether moving or at rest. You knew very quickly that he was a man of stature among the other prisoners. I returned to the cell sometime later, and when Neness got back, he was a changed man in his attitude towards me. His understandably cautious manner of our earlier days had almost totally disappeared, and he even invited me to help myself to his canteen. I was told that He-Man had recognized me after hearing my name, having shared time in an institution about ten years earlier as some fellow wards of the state and survivors of the hard knocks of the ‘Assistance Publique’.

	For Neness, this was the seal of brotherhood, like a secret code or given password. I certainly remembered ‘He-Man’ after hearing his name, but for obvious reasons, I will only refer to him as such. His reputation was legendary among the men, both inside and outside. I was very surprised that a man of his stature was at Fleury rather than some of the more recognized and long-term facilities like Clairvaux, Fresnes, or La Sante. Later, I discovered it was because there was a very nasty gang war happening outside and the concerned authorities were trying to keep some of the protagonists apart as best as they could (in the prisons, at least).

	When I asked Neness about the razor—surely it couldn’t be easy to obtain, and would be hard to conceal in the event of a search—his negative response should not have been surprising. You could buy anything at the right price, even a gun, and the searches were known to certain people in advance. It was becoming clear to me that some of the more hardened crims had a picnic preying on terrified new inmates, and the wardens in the jail courtyard turned a blind eye to the obvious.

	Imagine a first offender, a tourist who has never been in a penal institution of any sort, stepping out of the solitude and despair of his cell to breathe a bit of fresh air, only to be met with the cold flash of a cut-throat razor in some vicious hands. His survival instinct tells him to go back to the hell of his cell, because the greater hell is other people. This is even more true in jail, where he is sent in the name of justice, but no such justice exists. So he goes back to his real sentence, which he weaves around himself hour after hour, day after day, not knowing that he will live in that cell for the rest of his life, even if only in the shadow of its memory. The sanctuary that the cell provides him from the sad tribe involved in the racket, not unlike a pack of hyenas, is directly proportionate to the strength of his willpower: walk outside of its confines, and he will have to pay up, prove himself, or maybe even join them. Most of the hyenas are recidivists who manage to get locked up for the winter months every year, when it is very cold on the streets of hopelessness. Inside, at least, they are certain of three meals a day, a warm cell, and the company of their own kind. Much like a pyramid scheme, the ones with the biggest canteens are most likely in charge of the racket...

	As the weeks went by, the unreality of the place became more obvious. Some of the inmates, myself among them, behaved like otiose, drunken zombies. It seemed the uncaring authorities were more than happy to supply them inside with all the additives and addictive legal drugs they wanted to satisfy their wishes. As for myself, I was partial to some Nembutal into the evenings and Mandrax during the day. Substances like Methadone were available orally at the infirmary for the heroin addicts, and most illegal drugs were obtainable in other ways, including hashish, LSD, and even heroin itself. These did not come as easily, but with the help of one of Neness’ friends, I managed to get some substandard Moroccan hashish which had found its way inside on the back of a religious book. Interestingly, some religious book prohibits alcohol but tolerates smoking, even of hashish. I’d been told that the word ‘assassin’ is actually a phonetic translation of the Arabic hashishun, which was the name of some of the most feared Muslim warriors of all. They would go into battle high on hashish, which we know heightens emotions and sensitizes reality, resulting in some of the legendary epics and ferocious battles told of in its holy books. Unfortunately, the West’s translation of the word limits it to premeditated murder, which in my view is incorrect.

	At Fleury, work was not compulsory. On the contrary, one had to apply for any sort of paid activity, and to gain access to studies as well. Thinking somehow anywise that I could (and should’ve) be released at any moment, however, I thought it was hardly worth doing anything at all. You see, in my mind, I was not guilty of any crime—and even today, I blame the servile police for framing me for non-cooperation (which I will come back to at a later stage).

	And so, I spent my days reading and vegetating. The given food was quite good, considering all. Once a week, a new movie was shown, most of which were gangster movies and westerns. Each cell had an intercom system to communicate with the wardens on duty in their glass-like kiosk, perfectly positioned at the very centre of three long corridors that dashed sideways in a Y configuration, situated so they could scrutinize the odd tribulations and whereabouts of the aliens of an (at the time) futuristic metropolis with minimal effort. These intercoms were also, without a doubt, used to spy on the inmates’ conversations, as one could ask the permission to visit another inmate during certain hours. In the cell, you were never to underestimate the enemy: the walls had ears, and they knew how to use them. Some had to learn this the hard way.

	On the intercom panel, one could select from a couple of radio stations, though these were momentarily switched off whenever the news came on. Prison riots happened very often in those days, and it would usually make the news, which was just one of the reasons authorities tried to suppress it. That said, as a result of their pecuniary freedom, a few inmates could access the news uncensored: one could purchase a transistor radio or a hi-fi system if one had the money, and an old prisoner’s action group was negotiating the right to purchase TV sets.

	Even in prison, inequality still ruled supreme, unperturbed & unashamed. It wasn’t long before I was confronted with the harshness of that reality.

	Some weeks after my arrival, I began to suffer from dreadful toothaches. Being a zombie during the day and dead to the world at night did not entice anyone to be a health and fitness enthusiast, and I’d been left the legacy of rotting teeth from the time I grew them, proceeding ahead, back and forth to the dark days of orphanages and lurking reformatories.

	When one digs his grave with his own teeth, it is a shallow grave indeed.

	I went to see the dentist who had, under some pressure, allowed me a five-minute visit. It only took him one of those minutes to see the mess I was in and, as he put it, it was ‘up to me’ to decide what to do about it. One could join the queue at the bottom of the pit of a heartless system with a waiting period between three to six months, or if I was to agree to a specified fee, he could start with the removal of some of the rotten stumps which were beyond repair in a couple of days. This would, of course, be done as a sort of favour.

	In my mind, paying his fees was not an issue—but he didn’t know I was being investigated for dealing in drugs at the time, though I’d only been charged with usage illicite (illegal use). Because of that, the money I had was being held and frozen until further notice. I told him I agreed to his fees, but that due to some unfortunate circumstances, he would have to wait to be paid. I told him to trust me and gave him my word that he would be paid—and to the day I die, I will never forget the smirk on his face as he repeated my solemn words:

	“Trust you? Your word? Don’t forget where you are, and what you are.”

	As he showed me the door, I was blushing with rage, hitching knuckles in my right hand, ready to wipe that filthy smile off his face. Instead, I walked away, hearing him say to put my name down on the list. This seemingly unimportant incident turned out to be the threshold of a series of events that changed my life forever.

	The mood in the cell was rapidly changing for the worse. I was fast becoming neurotic in my mannerisms, and a severe depression was putting me at odds with the other occupants. Nothing was ever said to me about, but I could feel by their evasive behaviour that something was really wrong with me, and this saddened me even more. The news from my lawyer was not hopeful at all; the judge instructing my case was adamant that I had to stay in jail until he was ‘satisfied that I could be released’, whatever that was supposed to mean.

	I can still see myself seated, reading time and time again this exclusionary mandat de dépôt and the accompanying ordonnance de mise en détention provisoire. I’ve just about memorized the entire farcical text to the point that I could candidly theatricalize the play so blatantly that, if it was my wish to, I could enter the personage of the judge who administered it … but I have far too many principles to be a judge, even in a play.

	In the top right of the document, outlined darkly by the carbon copy from the back of the page reads Grenouille, Instructing Judge; some numbers; then my Surname: Hummel; followed by Other Names: Dominique B.; Born: 28 May 1950 in Versailles; Parent’s Names: a space surrounded by black dots; Occupation: Market Construction Worker; Address: 27 Rue Vasco de Gama, Paris 15th; Nationality: French; Military Situation: a bleak blank; Decorations: blank; Condemnations: blank; single, no kids … then more numbers from articles of the code of the Public Health.

	On the left side, the Date: 27 Sept. 1974; and his Lordship, Juge d’Instruction au Tribunal de Grande Instance de Paris; We, Paul Grenouille the First … then more articles, this time from the code of Penal procedure:

	“… to be known that the incurred punishment is equal or superior to two years of imprisonment, and that the obligations of the judiciary control are insufficient. Therefore, the Procurer of the Republic accuses the above-named person of the charge of ‘infraction to the legislation of narcotics, usage illicite’.”

	After some more garbage—the guarantees are insufficient; more investigations are to be undertaken; there is a risk of reiteration—we arrive at the finale:

	to be known in consequence that provisional detention of the accused is the only way:

	1: to prevent pressures on the witnesses;

	2: to prevent a fraudulent consultation between ‘the accused’ and his accomplices;

	3: to safeguard the public order from the trouble caused by the infraction;

	4: to prevent the recurrence of the infraction; and

	5: to guarantee the upholding of the accused at the disposition of justice,

	We are ordering the provisional detention of the accused, which we are putting in jail. Signed and counter-signed.

	 

	Reading and rereading the script of the play, I feel somehow spellbound by the comic heavy-handedness of it all … but who is laughing now? The harsh reality of the term being equal or superior to two years has already transformed this farce into a masterpiece of fake expressionism, the palest play ever to be performed inside the sadistically orchestrated French theatre of ‘contemporary paranoia’ around drug-related matters since the Americans had dictated their might after The French Connection fiasco. Moreover, the heart, the nucleus, the shrouded base for it all rests—or more precisely lies—almost nonchalantly at the end of the sentence in two simple words, past a barely significant comma so as not to attract the attention of the reader: illicit use!

	By looking closely at the five ‘reasons’ that provisional detention was ‘the only way’, like examining the confines of the stage, a trained eye would quickly notice the pre-typed form of the text, almost like a multiple-choice questionnaire where the candidate had ticked most of the answers, sticks and all, guessing more than a student would ever be allowed to. Let us for one moment be the examiner of such a candidate.

	If the question was the illicit use of narcotics by the subject of the play, and the candidate had already in his possession a ‘duly signed confession’ of that particular matter, the first answer would be incorrect, as there would be no need to put pressure on those witnesses.

	The second answer, too, is an interesting one. We are now confronted with at least one accomplice of illicit use, Mith Alice; a police (miss) informant with a lisp and a travesty of a transvestite with whom (among others) I’d shared the enjoyment of a joint or a chillum. But all the others are my accomplices too, and there were dozens of them. Within years, there will be hundreds of them, and today there are millions upon millions joining me in that kind of self-infraction, fictitiously or not, all around the world. Thanks to the opportunity of this rehearsal of the first page of the script, even before we raise the curtain on the first act, let me personally invite all of you out there, from all walks of life, from the heads of state to the untouchables, even if you’ve never have inhaled, into my humble cell and shake your hand, as one would a long-lost, newly found relative. My name is Dom. How do you do? Please, make yourself comfortable. We hope you appreciate the awkwardness of meeting like this; just relax, give a little smile, and pleasantly enjoy the show.

	Well, where was I? Oh yes—to prevent a fraudulent consultation between the accused and his accomplices! But Alice is actually in wonderland at Fresnes, in jail! Are they afraid I might break into that prison in order to consult with her on the illegal use of narcotics? For that possibility, and for the tremendous feeling I got from meeting so many friends out there, could the examiner please allow a half-mark for the second answer, even though the absentminded candidate is not directly responsible for the generosity of the mark?

	That brings us to answer three. Obviciously, obviously & viciously linked together by the power of the masses, it is a tall public order to justify the means and to keep a man away from his recreational habits so as to protect the public from the ‘trouble’ he is creating within himself. This man could stroll right out of this jail with a smile on his face and pass by hypersensitive, strung-out coffee drinkers, the dead-to-the-world eyes of Valium-riddled persons, and asthmatics gulping to catch a breath in the dead sea of indifference. The air they struggle to breathe is polluted by unconcerned occupants, manufacturers, governments, tax-collecting beneficiaries of cars whose exhaust fumes are multiplied millions of times over in this unique bubble, where we all have to live alongside both the happy drunks and those sadly on the other side of that coin, as can be often seen in the stress-related acts of violence from a drunk father to his kin.

	The list could go on and on … but by now, the examiner should have realized the very complex issues being raised here. One substance being declared illegal over any other drug or product is inexplicable, making this answer a collateral damage control for the many trolls of unqualified inequality, with or without illegality. The budding examiner, on a point of order, rejects it for being unintelligible.

	Answer four should bring a sneer to the examiner’s face, as it is laughable to suggest that the incarceration of the accused could prevent him from having access to narcotics of any sort once released when they can’t even do that inside a prison. Instead of a ‘no mark’, this should almost subtract one from the total. Answer five, however, remains the most astonishing of them all. To guarantee the upholding of the accused at the disposition of the justice … again, because of ‘illicit use’? What a biosphere overload of a question! With the help of such a candidate using the loopholes of a play and hyperbole like a waste receptacle (garbage), the ‘rubberized stamps’ of those multiple-choice answers would soon create a scenario full of pecksniffery (hypocrisy) in which the prisons would be chock-a-block full. The questions are an obesity of the brain (conceit) in which win or lose equal the same (apathy), turning the system of injustice (decadence) that is the blind French Republic (prejudice) into a self-made champion; a would-be pretender of human rights (plagiarism) on the world stage, born in the infancy and abortion of their famous 1789 revolution (flattery), when all imagination was lost (cynicism) behind closed eyes (failure).

	At this stage, the examiner’s hands are shaking for fear of his own safety, not wanting to be seen taking the side of the accused, perhaps even apologetic for having been chosen, should allowed another generous half-mark with the blessing of the accused, giving the autographic candidate a grand total of one on a scale of ten. Maybe if the examiner were to recover from his earlier lapses in judgement and, as any good actor can, put behind him a bout of stage fright, he would then suggest to the candidate that the correct (if not perfect) answer—the only one carrying in his mind a seven on the same scale—would be to ignore the absurd answers proposed and use his own initiative to write a new one. There, in black and white, he would abridge that the cause, the real reason behind the so-called infraction should also (if not exclusively) be investigated with the consent of the accused, and for some help to be given to ensure the cessation of the infraction. In those days, this would have propelled him to the rank of ‘seer’, and put him far ahead of his time.

	Failing to do so, the candidate instead uses the power of one, a mark obviously judged to be by his brother judges high enough to act at the time as a French judge. He goes back to the security of his office, knowing that a judge is unlikely to be questioned by an uncaring society or his colleagues, and carries on speaking through his ass. Sitting on his brains, he is unashamed that his wages probably equal ten times or more than those of the real working class people that fuss around his indifference, clean his office, polish his shoes, and scrub the Her/Sir throne on which he sits to ‘dump a lump’ like a queen, barely deigning to flush the remains of a far too rich food, leaving the stench behind and goes on tiptoeing over the warm vomit left on the floor before licking the stamp with that green slime, slap it on an envelope, and flatten my identity, squeezing it within, sealing it and registering it for posterity, for all concerned (or unconcerned), for the syntax of a sin and a tax, such a fate is applied to all who might dare to question their stolen authority.

	I am now back in the true reality of my sentence in the cell, with the other two occupants dozing in their beds and where I just had to relieve myself in their still presence, adding to the stuffiness of the already tainted air with my very own brand of kicking up a stink. I’m about to crumple up the first act of the rehearsal of the play, chuck it in the crapper, push it in the bowl with my head, and then pull the chain as any amateur writer would do in the absence of a satisfactory essay when Nicky chimes in, almost as if he were talking to a child. He points out to me that even though I’ve learned to read and understand the probable meaning of most words and sentences, I’m still illiterate in my ability to visualise the cosmetic message of an abstract painting or the text right in front of my eyes, likely because I tend to be mesmerized by what I believe to be its essential message.

	I’m about to switch off or change the frequency to avert any argument when I faintly hear, “It’s in the dots and the gaps, what’s not in the text, that really matters. You don’t really belong in their society. You never have, and never will.”

	I’m so dumbfounded by the sudden casualness of Nicky’s reasoning that my first reaction is to reject it. This could not be right. I refuse to believe it. But I quickly glance at the text again, and the truth hits me in the face. I couldn’t remember if I’d given the cops my mother’s name: Rosalie. She had not, after all, totally abandoned me. Not that it made any difference, but she had very definitively recognized me as her son on my birth certificate. When first questioned, I was asked about my father’s name, I had said that I did not have one—a name, that is! The inspector had then asked if I’d been in the Assistance Publique, to which I’d answered softly in a low affirmative. Now, he must’ve decided to only refer to that on the file as, dots blank dots! At least they’d had the curious decency to put some black dots on the lines as if to convince themselves I’d had a mother and father, and was not the strange result of some immaculate conception by the holy spirit.

	With that comforting thought, I decided to go lie down on my bed. The mean system has impolitely turned off the living light in the cell, but looking out above me, there is a magnificent full moon outside of the square window. The beautiful resplendence of its full light makes me wonder why the night-shift thieves have not extinguished that too. From the ballooning bliss of its rays, I am looking at the other blanks on that page. Military Situation: blank! Yes, I had refused to serve in the armed forces, though I’d let them know at the time that I probably would’ve agreed to an unarmed service such as firefighting, an ecological national service, or for the Red Cross. Though they didn’t hear me then, perhaps they’d be listening in time … but in my case, I was arrested in a routine ID check and given to gendarmes (paramilitary officers) to be disposed of. There, I’d had to weigh the possibility of being denied conscientious objector status and a nasty two-year jail term against a full year of ‘normal’ service.

	The process for obtaining conscientious objector status was unusual, a very difficult one to undertake at best, and could not be guaranteed to be successful, but I was fulfilling a child’s promise that unless my country, direct family, friends, or my people were in danger from the ‘aggression of another’ and all other means of avoiding this eventuality had failed, I would never bear arms under the ‘justified flag’ of any country.

	 


 

	The Ghost-Rider of the Apocalypse

	 

	 

	Never forget your childhood promises! I was quite accepting of being ‘punished’ for my stand against military service, but for some strange reason, luck came to my rescue. After spending a couple weeks in a cell at the military centre at Dupleix, the Colonel in charge had come to see me in jail. He had been solemnly informed of my case, which he’d found to be interesting. He told me that it was a real shame I couldn’t, or didn’t want to, join the family of soldiers, but that he respected my decision. On Christmas Eve of 1971, he’d come to see me man to man, asking me to give him my word of honour that if released within the camp, I would not attempt to escape. We shook hands to seal the pact, and I gave him my solemn word.

	For the next couple of weeks, I was free to roam the campus, eating and sleeping like a soldier except that I didn’t have to do any of the drills or salute any officers. My long hair, neatly tied in a ponytail, and civilian clothes also gave me away, though they had lent me an army coat for the cold. The mess hall was my temporary headquarters, and everybody was nice to me; not a single word of reproach or hint of disapproval was ever shown to me. The soldiers and officers bought me beers and drinks at the bar, knowing that all of my pitiful belongings had been confiscated before being put in jail.

	A couple of days before I was to be send to Vincennes for the medical checks and aptitude tests, the Colonel had called me into his office in the cold morning. Now New Year’s Day of 1972, we had coffee and biscuits, and he talked to me as perhaps a good father would to his son. He did not judge my chosen actions, but patiently and paternally developed some theories of his own. Some of those were extremely profound and/or very surprising coming from a professional soldier, but it was the clean sincerity of his beliefs which made me like that man, to the point that I had now some crippling doubts as to the rightfulness of my actions.

	This superb man who radiated assurance and power, wearing his decorated kepi like a crown, probably sensed the impression he was making on me, but to his credit, he didn’t take advantage of it. On the contrary, as though he were taking a break from his position of strength, he went on telling me the well-known story (though it was the first time I’d heard it) of a conscript who’d come to do his own ‘three days’. In France in those days, a few months before they were actually called up to serve, every male on the land had to undertake three days of testing and medicals (hence the term). And so it was that this conscript arrived at Vincennes on a motorbike. It was the strangest ‘bike’ of them all... an imaginary one.

	Everywhere the conscript went, it was on his motorbike—from starting it up, revving it, and engaging the gear to accelerating out of sight. Wherever he was sent, it was the same thing: vroom, vroom. He even parked his bike very carefully before joining the others at the table for his meals. The same routine was observed when he went to bed on the first night after checking out the petrol, the oil, the tire pressure, and putting on the protective cover, not even forgetting the anti-theft chain.

	During the first day, everybody in the camp thought it was obvious: this guy was trying to put on insanity to get out of his military obligations, but they all had a good laugh nonetheless. Even the officers had a field day. The next morning, when the guy started up his bike again, to the rising annoyance of some people, things started to get more serious, as a short joke is usually a better joke. The officers took a tough stand on the poor guy when, to their amazement, they’d discovered that he’d answered all the silly tests he had undertook the day earlier with a motorbike theme. The bike was the true centre of the universe, and the sun, the planets, the galaxies, and the moon were all either filling stations, garages, bike shops, and spark plugs. He even had renamed the star formations, which became the wheel, the fork, the muffler, the saddle, the horn, and the handlebars, and a mention of the coming of ‘Harley’s comet’.

	So, things went from bad to worse. People were starting to wonder whether to laugh, to detest, or to admire him, and at least one person made his opinion clear. As the Hell’s Angel took the queue for his breakfast, a witless and red-faced roughneck, a smelly peasant, the swine, punched the bikie on the nose. The poor man fell off his bike, but managed to keep his composure. Noticing that some petrol was pouring out of his nose—I mean, you’ve heard the term petrol-head—he dragged his wounded bike to the infirmary, where he spent the morning repairing it. The afternoon session of the tests is classified ‘top secret’, and wouldn’t be known to the public for another twenty years, as it contained some truly poetic descriptions of the wars of bikie gangs which are thought to be potentially dangerous for the ordinary people’s imagination.

	The evening of the second day was to be known as ‘The Great Escape’, in honour of the great scene in that film where Steve McQueen escapes on his bike. The only difference was that this one was contained within the perimeter of the walls of the old castle at Vincennes, but the similarities cannot be mistaken: this was for real. The sentinels at the gate of his dreams were under orders to stop him at any cost. The poor man was being pursued by a cavalry of officers galloping on imaginary horses, for how else could one catch a bikie on full throttle? There is even one of the nurses running high with a butterfly net. This scene seems, in my mind, to have been stolen from a Federico Fellini film! This beautiful man riding the ghost of a Harley Davidson is now being cheered by the hundreds of conscripts assembled in the square. You could hear the ‘ha!’ and the ‘ho!’ as if from a single voice as the crowd reacted to the unfolding scene, knowing the tragic end already. The bikie, nearly out of petrol, tried to make his beloved Electra Glide Harley fly over the wall, but instead, the poor man gets tangled in the butterfly net and crushes his bike at the base of the rampart. This is where he is finally stopped in a brief silence, where one can perceive an infirm breathing of the cavalry horses coming from the mouths of the officers, followed by a gigantic ovation as they stand him up and escort him back to the infirmary, while one of the nurses pushes with great pain his imaginary bike behind him.

	At the end of the second day, going into the dark silence of the night, every one of the witnesses present during that memorable chase goes to sleep happy, but a bit confused at the rider’s state of mind. The third and last day, to which a great number of French people already know the concluding coup de théâtre (though I am certain they’ve never heard the story told this way—please let me know if you did), started well into the middle of the night with the repair of the bike by this honourable man. The next morning at the canteen, nobody assaulted him, but quite the opposite. Many of the conscripts gave him a pat on the back, and a few of them shook his hand. Someone even offered to wash his Harley for him, promising to polish the chrome so brightly that the bike would shine in the darkest alley even without its lights on. Others were already dreaming about acquiring such a noble motorcycle.

	When the time to say farewell to all came, the pale rider with a broken nose and a glimpse of a smile at the corner of his mouth stood up, engaged his mount, and double-checked the presence of his just-given document that released him forever from military service. He caressed it in the heart pocket of his sleek biker’s jacket, folded neatly next to the bloodied handkerchief soaked in the gasoline perfume, and turned the ignition on, then decided to kick-start the beast instead. And as the sounds of the imaginary Harley Davidson shook the castle of Vincennes for the last time, feeling the pressure of the hundreds of eyes riveted on the eagle on his back but not looking back, the Easy Rider look-alike went down the cobble-stoned road to the suspended bridge at the only entrance of the castle slowly, as if he was really absorbing the moment for posterity. The men at the gate presented arms and saluted him like a commanding officer, and though he didn’t dare respond to the salutes, neither did he seem to disapprove. As he rode down past the drawbridge of the castle, he did the unthinkable. A hundred yards past the moat, he slowed down, came to a rest and slowly, ever so gently, got off the bike for the last time. He lifted it up on the resting bar … then started to go away from it all. You could feel the regret of his action, looking rather lost in his leather suit, like a Hell’s Angel on foot.

	He had hardly gone ten yards when a guard called up, “Hey, Easy Rider! You forgot your bike!”

	To which this incredible man—some would later say this seer, this transcendental missionary—turned around and replied in a deep voice that nobody had heard from him before:

	“Not at all. I am simply leaving it behind for those who want to use it!”

	Mimicking a throw of the imaginary keys to the guard at the gate, he quickly got lost forever in the milling crowd.

	If you ever go to Vincennes Castle, please check if a statue of the bike has yet been erected near the gate. If not, well, you can still imagine it parked neatly under the watchful eye of the sentinels at the suspended bridge of the entrance of the castle, silent as a brilliant star in the Zen solitude of a distant galaxy.


The Reading of the Play

	 

	 

	A few days after hearing the story of the pale rider, I was taken to Vincennes in a jeep, and with the help of the sergeant in charge, I was allowed to jump all the queues of conscripts. What was supposed to take the whole day only took two hours. The turning point, my stroke of luck, came in the form of which of the psychologists I was going to be sent to. The sergeant knew exactly which of the shrinks was my best chance, and after saying a few words to the man in charge at the dispatch, a little while later, I was called up to get ready.

	They took the handcuffs off me and pushed me inside an office where I met this nonchalant sort of a guy, feet on the table, who asked me to sit down.

	He simply said, “Do you want to do it or not?”

	“What?”

	“Don’t try to influence me with this master’s thesis of yours. Do you want to do it? Yes, or no?”

	“No.”

	So, he reached across to a rubber stamp and tattooed the form with Incapacity to Serve in the Armed Forces. This was to be, in the end, the difference between a long term in jail or freedom. The guy must’ve written a good report later, because at the trial, I was given a non-lieu, which basically means ‘non-event’ (or insufficient charges). It was as simple as that.

	The good Colonel had probably said in his report to leave the decision to me, but it had been a very hard stand to take. I was torn between a child’s promise and the reality that everybody has an obligation to his country. This was not helped by the duality within myself: Nicky and I were not always united in our beliefs, but had in common a deep love for our country of birth. The umbilical cord, one could say. Even if one dares to criticize her, the fact remains that we were born attached to her at birth, and it will stay this way until we die. Even if one decides to live in exile for the rest of one’s life, one can never change his or her birthplace—and so, the ‘blank’ on the script for the military situation is fully accepted by the recipient of the play to be valid, concise, and just. It goes without saying that the ‘blank’ for decorations is also sanctioned to be valid, but the public surely should be asking themselves: if someone had decorations of any sort, either real or fictitious, why should they ever be mentioned on an Order of Provisional Detention? If a man had been awarded the Légion d’honneur for acts of greatness, or simply because he noses somebody who knows somebody, how would that fact look beside a charge for, let’s say, cruelty to animals (human or otherwise)? Rape? Incest? Buggery with or without violence, possibly with an underage person? Murder? Thievery? Illicit use of narcotics? It doesn’t make much sense, as it can only stain the decoration (and the person) along with it. Most people in that position would rather have a blank. The meaning of that question escapes us, and I’m sure a lot of you prisoners out there would agree!

	The invisible condemnation that makes up the last of these ‘blanks’ is to be the final loud whistle, signalling the end of this game of rehearsal and closing the first act. The relieved author, realizing he will never make it to Broadway, stands to give the one and only applause. In my mind, the ‘blank’ in the condemnations field is worth any decoration that the French Government could invent, ranging from the Légion d’honneur, the Rosette (the purple-red rosebud, the drop of blood, some would say the ‘blood of the others’, worn like the vindication of a vampire society at the base of the stiff necks of half-senile and brown-nosed gentlemen), to the more down to earth medal of the Biggest Wanker in the World.

	This last blank—I insist, Grenouille, and don’t make me regret it—is my slap on your face with a pinkish glove. It is a slap to you, Her/Sir Paul Froggy the First, instructing judge, from a little guy like me, a bastard to whom you didn’t allow a mother’s name. From a French untouchable who managed to (barely) survive your orphanages, your spurious pseudo-mental institutions, your fucking paedophilic reformatories, your French gulag, your concentration youth camps … yes, from me, who it seems only deserved the ‘ass’ end of your Assistance Publique for being born on the wrong side of the fence, evermore receiving the rough end (and again the ‘ass’ end) of indifference from the broken wings of the French Assemblée Nationale. This insignificant blank, this brilliant, vibrantly abstract incoherence, this prophetic anomaly, is my way of proudly saying to you, with a well-acted posh English accent, “Uuh, jolly good show, Grenouille, really.”

	The most interesting part is where we see the dot at the end of the last sentence. Pretty much on par with your own participation, isn’t it? And thank you for the memories! I’m so thrilled about it that I almost feel like sending you these very bad verses, but somehow, I’m afraid your snigger will make me believe myself to be guilty.

	This short poem is so bad,

	It belongs in tHe cELL.

	Jingle of keys, a turning lock,

	The slamming gate shuts,

	Then footfalls abate.

	And the pendulum swings…

	I know, Nicky. It’s pretty bad. I’m now at the age where I’ve got to prove that I’m just as good as I (n)ever was—as a poet, that is, if perhaps not in other fields—and not make the young mistake of ‘knowing it all’ again if I am to avoid a literary masochism of the worst kind in the cell. May the ghosts discard this painful, sentimental doggerel attempt and all the prose and cons of this strange autobiography, perhaps a waste of time for this patient world of readers. Perhaps I should try my luck with vice versa: in a naked cell, dirty poems are all the rage of the trade. How about a limerick?

	Nicky, please don’t laugh. Be nice to me. I realize the one you choose is far better, even if you are not the author©. Did you really have to add, ‘I’m typing this slowly because I know you don’t read very fast’?

	A flea and a fly in a flue,

	Were trapped and knew not what to do.

	“Let’s flee,” said the fly.

	“Let’s fly,” said the flea.

	So, they flew through a flaw in the flue.

	It’s good, even very good. Did you mean to suggest it applies to us? And which one would you have been when you flew over the cuckoo’s nest? The fly, or the flea? Never-mind the bollocks. Yes, Nicky, you wish Jean Genet were sharing this cell. He would be very welcome as an elder brother from the Assistance Publique, as he was with so many in the past and in so many countries. He would’ve written far better verse, as he was un poète maudit, a real poet. A good writer, unlike others...

	While I was going throughout all of that in my mind, I got up and called on the interphone. I am in need of medication. My toothache is so bad at the moment that my left eye is just about closed and the pain is driving me ‘nuts’, to the point I am considering banging my head against the wall to ease the pressure. For the third time, I ask the guard if he could do something about it. I have been begging for the past hour for some painkillers. He answers me now that he can’t do anything until the morning, warning me not to disturb him again, to use a cold compress, and to go back to bed.

	Neness gets on the interphone and gives him a serve like a pimp to his stray breadwinner, and the Corsican, who hardly says a word, gets into the frame. He is murdering, kicking the heavy door with such violence that the whole cell is shaking, the whole prison. In a rage, I grab my chair and smash it on the glass window just above my bed. To my amazement, the glass gets cracked. I must have hit the weak point, or a fault. I didn’t think this was possible. The glass is at least half an inch thick, the unbreakable type. I notice the chair is in bits. Maybe I am unaware of my own strength.

	All of a sudden, hell breaks loose as the heavy door opens and three, maybe four guards almost fighting to get inside push Jean and Neness onto their beds, swinging their truncheons. I’m left there in the middle of the cell, still holding the twisted remains of a once-proud specimen of a penitentiary chair in my hands in total disbelief. It wouldn’t had taken them more than two minutes to arrive, but remember, I am only the resident zombie. Then, like a stalemate, a truce, the calm before a storm, the eye of the cyclone, everything goes quiet in the cell, though one can hear a lot of noise in the other cells.

	A chief arrives and addresses Neness, who with a nod tells me to drop what I’ve got in my hands. I certainly oblige. The argument goes on and Neness is my good lawyer, arguing with fervour and with style, almost mimicking the foxy barrister to a tee with the strutting pigeon stance, his hands on his inflated chest, but only when he is not waving them with a Gaelic fervour. With panache, he turns the whole argument around in my favour, and the great chief orders someone to the infirmary. Less than five minutes later, I am given the painkiller that they couldn’t get before.

	The odd situation diffused, everybody in turn comes to have a look at the glass-shattered window; the impossible deed. Before they leave, I’m told that the next day, I will face the judiciary. By now, I couldn’t care less, and start to doze off as the pain slowly recedes. When the lights go off again, I can’t help admiring the thousand moons rays on the spiderweb-like smashed window above my head. It mesmerizes me to the point that I get up on the bed and, in the exact and precise way one picks a wallet out of an unsuspecting pocket, I take off from the diamond-pattern window a thin and sharp piece of glass, resplendent in the moonlight. I put it in my mouth like the host is taken in church and go back to bed, rolling up in my blanket not unlike some lonely insect stuck in the web, waiting anxiously for the nurse-spider to arrive. In no time at all, the night cross-dressed in dreams, and the very dark clothes of shadowy nightmares consume me.


The first solitary cell

	 

	 

	The next morning, I am rudely awakened and taken by two guards to the waiting room of the internal judiciary. They make me wait there for over three hours. Strange, isn’t it? Despite the non-existent protection and lack of a sense of justice within the compounds of the penal system, one can be assured of a prompt and merciless judiciary within it. It sends a truly politically and morally charged message. I am finally called to step inside and my first impression of the scene is a vision of a priest with two altar boys. I’m tempted to do a genuflection, but I restrain myself. I decide instead to be bold, yet faithful; respectful, but iconoclastic when I address them, almost like preaching to the perverted.

	Everything seems to go along pretty well. The chief who came into the cell at that very crucial moment last night is present as well. He must be on overtime. To my disbelief, he is actually defending me, re-enacting and repeating word for word the very same courting pigeon dance, hands on chest as Neness, my good lawyer, with almost the same garlic and Gaelic fervour and flavour. I’m just about to give him a standing ovation and ask for an encore when the sentence is given, like the Sanctus on Good Friday.

	“Due to some extenuating circumstances, and acceptance by the offender of the fact that when one loses his temper, the argument is lost, the very lucky prisoner is to be immediately given a mere three-day term in solitary confinement.”

	This, believe me, is a very light sentence. That ‘priest’ must have been in a good mood, this perhaps after sampling a fine vintage ‘mass wine’. I can only compare it to the number of Ave Maria’s and Pater Noster’s I used to cop at the confessional during my orphanage days when, during the solitary confinement of my lonely nights, I used to (ooh, such a great sin) touch myself, even, God knows why, try to masturbate. The village priest was very pressing to hear in that confessional the details, the reason, the real purpose of such ‘unchristian’ behaviour—and by some strange coincidence, the more details given, the fewer the ‘Pater Ave Noster Maria’s’ were to be served & dictated upon in absentia. Glorious onanism, amen.

	Accepting my fate philosophically, the ‘wallopers’ take me to the lift on my way to the top floor of that building, where the confinement cells are situated. While in that lift, I can’t help but spare a thought for the memory of the coloured man who, only a few months earlier, lost his own life in that lift on his way up to his sentence in confinement. The newspapers reported later that the poor man had smashed his head so badly against the walls that he’d been taken to hospital, where he ultimately succumbed to his wounds. That investigation was still underway and the prison’s disturbance at this unfortunate ‘accident’ had already died of silent, premature indifference, although the ‘question’ of how he’d managed to inflict on himself such terrible injuries while being escorted by three guards remained a mystery.

	After being escorted by five screws now, joining together at the happy arrival of a new ‘guest’, I am walked to the entrance of my cell and ordered to strip off completely. Here, they undertake the most idiotic search I have ever been subjected to in my whole life. They make me do all sorts of things, ranging from coughing, to the duck walk, and the frog leap. These must be leftover techniques from the manuals the Gestapo passed over to the French Militia during the war.

	Two of the screws’ faces stick in my mind. One of them does not seem to really enjoy himself as much as the others, almost like he is being taken for a ride. He has on his face a very large, deep purple birthmark that overflows onto a short, whiter shade of his non-narcissistic persona. The other one, with the protracted sneer, must be younger than me, even at twenty-four. This makes me wonder why anyone would choose to impose on himself a prison term, even for the money. After all, he might still be there ‘screwing’ for his thirty-five years’ long service bonus, or early retirement, but he is actually in jail all that time, confined within the prison walls. Even if he goes home at the end of the day, he’s still half of his waking life, and perhaps some of his dreaming in ‘custody’ & all this added up is probably more than what anyone would get for murder, with or without attenuating circumstances, methinks, in what may be a self-indulgent ventilation of a private spleen.

	After that search, this young screw and his ‘tribe’ invite me to step inside the cell. I can’t help remembering the story of a man who, during his honeymoon in some remote islands of the eastern coast of India—somewhere on the Andaman and Nicobar Islands—had, in a ‘fit of rage’, killed his ‘newly-wed wife’. Accepting full responsibility for his actions, and very remorseful to have brought with him the legacy of a decadent Western society to such a ‘primitive’ place where this ‘superior’ behaviour is unheard of, this man, a German, was sentenced by their local chiefs and other dignitaries to the maximum penalty under their laws: banishment to a remote island for a duration of ten years.

	Ten years later, a German television crew happened to be in that vicinity, and hearing about this German, they decided to ‘check him out’. They had difficulty finding the place that no-one there had the inclination to visit or take liberty to disclose the location, but finally, that crew landed in a semi-tropical island, where this guy was serving his capital punishment. To their amazement, they interviewed this ‘stranger’, who now had difficulty speaking his own native language. He also had converted, so it seemed, to the Muslim religion. He invited the crew to his hut where they met his two wives, and later took them to a guided tour of his day-to-day prison life, introducing them to the coconut trees, the freshwater spring, an old rainbow boat, his fishing gear, the rainforest, and his couple of kiddies.

	By the end of the day, when the hour was getting late, they left him there, as it was his wish. He asked them to pass his regards to his family, but not to reveal the exact place where he was ‘serving his sentence’. The interesting aspect of that story was the fact that, although the convicts had the chance to go back to their former lives at the end of their purgatory, some of them didn’t even bother. Also, there did not seem to be any wardens, police, solitary confinement, or walls, but only the shadow ‘spectre’ of their own attitude towards each other, which would in fact determine how hard their true sentence was going to be.

	Well, my good and missing star, what a difference between that and the civilized world of the penitential era I am presently reliving in front of your eyes! But let’s be a bit more specific. From outside, you would be looking at a normal prison door, which is solidly built and requires two sets of keys to open. Once that door is opened, you step up on a three-foot wide slab, the same length of the whole cell. In front of you there is a grill that slides from right to left, also requiring another set of keys, and from there, inside is your solitary space: basically, a cage, roughly eight feet long by four feet wide. On an elevated step at the left end corner is a true Turkish-delight-style toilet, more like a hole in a slab, as the lone sanitary facility. Above this are two push-type taps to operate, one for control of the flushing of wastes & the other, with the help of a short nozzle perfectly positioned above that hole, dictating the flow of drinking water. In both cases, one has to put a lot of pressure on those taps to get any good result, as if you had to really earn it. It should also be noted that it is where you have to, by design, clean yourself. The cell does not have an opening window; instead, a return air vent is installed. In the ceiling, an embedded light fitting diffuses a soft incandescent light, left on twenty-four hours a day. The only fresh air entering that room sinews in from under the heavy door situated on the left corner, and about three feet from the grill.

	The first thing I noticed when entering that cell was the dampness, and the cold living in it. Even after I was fully dressed, I could not stop shivering on for hours. Also, to add to my misery, I thought I detected the ping of death hovering about like a vulture. I could not be mistaken, as I had in the past learned to recognize its presence as a very young child. The first time I’d felt it was when, as a toddler, I’d wished I could quickly die while being beaten into a dark corner. Instead, I had discovered the existence of my twin personality (Dom and Nicky). Perhaps I’d invented it then and there on the spot: created a dissociation in order to survive the full blast of the blows, split or die, in a reflex of survival. Either way, we had divided and got stuck with it. It was simple; one took the blows while the other looked on, detached and trying to help in the best possible way.

	The second time I felt the ping was as a four-year-old, stricken with fever, abject neglect, and loneliness. The body of the mind was swollen with hallucinations, the whole world spinning out from the orphanage dormitory, alone, with the odd clicking and wriggling noise, almost like a quiver of impatience emanating from out of space… then, that tunnel appeared, the only possible passage to the far and beyond, old death reborn in the endless sky. But something held me back, like a single thread. I wished it would break until I realized that it was Nicky, refusing to come with me, managing to pull me out of there with great difficulty.

	Later, it came again as an eleven-year-old after a ‘failed suicide attempt’, when I’d pulled the trigger of a gun and missed myself, the ping betrayed by a magical trick. There were other occasions when I’d felt dithering death of old, standing by for others. At fourteen, a psychologist came very close to pinpointing, with the help of some smart tests, the double existence of a particular association in our case. I remember both feeling and hearing the distinct ping of death again that day like a weird warning, not really sure why at the time. The next day, I found out this young doctor had died suddenly overnight.

	In the future, by the time I’m writing this story, there will have been several other occasions when a clear warning was written in advance. My guess is that many people can address those signs far better than I, and it is probably destiny that I should miss the one that really counts, making a poor mockery of my so-called ‘predilections’. Now I know, however, that it would be in return a subtle poetic justice.

	The first night in that hole was like hell on earth. I was cold and feverish, and although I’d been given some painkillers, an old toothache was throbbing with such violence I thought my left eye was going to pop out at any moment from the pressure of the infection. I couldn’t sleep at all until the early hours of the morning, when the time arrived to take the mattress out of that cell for the rest of the day (as it took almost the whole surface of the cell’s living space). I tried to argue my case with the guard, seeking permission to keep it for the rest of the day, but he refused. I insisted, hoping to appeal to a possible human side for a pink-clink exception, but could not ‘skim the cream’ out of his humanity and finally told him to get lost. He ran out to get help from a couple of his mates and they quickly got inside the cell, using their obvious advantage with some nicely executed hits & kicks while I was trying desperately to hang on to the mattress. I finally lost interest in it, the legally acceptable and authorized knocks waking me up to the hopelessness of the situation.

	As soon as they left, I realized that I had lost the plot, and my decision was made on the spot to terminate my sufferings once for all. I am not trying to make an excuse for what most people would find to be the most cowardly act of it all: preferring death to life. Dying, in my case, would’ve been deliverance, for I did not have a single reason to live anymore. I was by then really smelling like a sorry loser. My future looked every bit as grim as my past had, and if one could at the last moment of his life make a pact with the devil, I’m sure and certain that my last wish—to get rid of the whole human race, all of them and me included— would’ve actually made him run away and hide, because this would’ve taken away his happy playground, his purpose, unmasking him and revealing his true identity. Perhaps the devil & god are the same person, the perfect transvestite, and the concept of a single and unique god is purely a human invention, speculative imagination, a conspicuous reality, concocted-conceited-concerted-convenient-conformable-congenial-conspiracy like the Magna Carta, Bill of Rights, déjà vu constitutions, holy scriptures, Playboy Magazine, and all the other results of a self-inflicted orgasm gained through mental masturbation.

	In the likely event of me being wrong, and a single unique god existing after all, may I dare to suggest that we should perhaps get rid of her/him (a transsexual necessity for gender equality, a compulsory transfiguration nowadays), especially if it’s true that we prototypical humans were created in his/her own image. Faith is the important factor, and it doesn’t matter what the recipient of that faith is, whether it’s the Manitou, Buddha, the Phallus, J.C. on the cross, the Great Spirit, any prophet, Vishnu, the Virgin Mary, Satan, or a brazen salami*. It could almost be anything you like, tabernacle and other barnacles. It’s a BYO! It’s all right, as long as you don’t try to impose it on others like the conquistadors and their crosses, armed with bayonets goring and exterminating the Incas and Aztecs, or the dreadful Inquisition, accusing everyone of heresy and then burning them at the stake and confiscating their wealth. No wonder the Vatican is, per capita, the richest country in the world. Even today, in Lebanon, Northern Ireland, Bosnia, Kashmir, and too many other places, that faith is mixed in with the hard-line of some religious beliefs and kills, assassinates, blows up to pieces, and even worse, pollutes the minds of our children with their violence, all in the holus-bolus name of faith and belief. What else could it be?

	While this cacophony is going on in my mind, I am now lying in foetal position on the floor with my back facing the door, still shivering with cold and fever. This cell has a freezing soul—that’s why the ghosts don’t hang around here. It is the ultimate altar on the icy marble. It’s so cold in here that my hair hurts. With my hand shaking from the hostility around, I gather from my mouth that piece of glass, which escaped all their searches. This is truly a beautiful moment of inner peace. I know I’ve got plenty of time, with around five hours before lunchtime. I estimate that it will take ‘less than half an hour’ to bleed oneself to death. The supreme power to cancel one’s captivity. I have chosen to attack a big blue vein in my left inner elbow, because it will look from the guards’ view like I was asleep or resting with my head in my hand. The sleeping and the dead are identical twins to others, and I will die without a guilty soul.

	Death is just a state of mind. Some people are dead long before they die, and in the end, death makes us equal, even if my views are as welcome as a banjo in a Requiem Dei Mass. I have not a single regret, and neither can I blame this action on anybody but myself. It was my fate to have been one of the loneliest children the world has ever known. It is a cruel fact that I have never called anybody Mum or Dad, not even once, from the orphanage days and beyond. Worst of all, I was never given the mere sign of motherly, tender affection that I craved so much by anyone during my entire childhood. Nothing came to sweeten my imagination—and even now, nothing! I can’t remember ever ‘getting a hug’, not a single one during my entire childhood, nor a kiss on the cheek, nor even the tender terms of affection normal people use in everyday language. Not even ‘simple’ words like darling, sweetie, my love, or sonny. Not even the sound of everyday sentences like: ‘do not catch cold, my little one’; ‘give us a smile, you little rascal’; ‘I will always protect you, my son’; ‘don’t be late after school, honey’; ‘beware of the seven dwarves’; ‘let me wipe your nose & give you a hug’. Nothing… no, not even once.

	I cannot remember getting a single squeeze of affection until I embraced my first girlfriend at the age of thirteen, and by then, in the eyes of disappearing childhood, I was peculiar indeed, already a very old man inside. That’s how it felt: like an organ grinder with a sad song from the voices of the night. This cannot make sense to anyone. It is not even possible to try to imagine the loneliness of the child that I was. I sincerely hope that I was the only one who ever had to suffer that kind of adversity, or perhaps the last one in the world, but that thought is no less depressing than the alternative. Life is a thought, a mysterious fact of existence, just being there, simply existing, not much else but much more still. The content of that thought is your personal journey, and can also be discarded as having the weight of a bursting bubble on a golden sandy shore, or disregarded in favour of an experience of life, here and now, that’s all … but what about those who want to go meet death fair and square, discarding that experience of life as it happens, perhaps joining the ‘here and now’ to some ‘there and then’, or whatever it is, so what?

	Now, I have a blind date with Destiny. Where is she? Strange … I can’t feel any physical pain. Cutting through the skin was quite easy, but I have discovered how tough and rubbery a vein is. Of course, I’m limited by the actual size of that shard of glass. I wish a better way had been offered to serve the purpose of my determination, but that rhetorical question, like a paradox with this apparent contradiction, is not making the task any easier.

	While this is happening, Nicky’s wondering, what are they going to do with the wasted corpse? I’m without any next of kin—well, at least no one will ever come to claim me as a living (or even dead) relative. I did not choose it to be that way. This was to be my fate, for whatever reason, if ever one will be needed. I will accept all the consequences, all of them, without a sense of shame or regret, away from the obvious, indicating of some kind of predetermined digression that I am always prepared to occupy within myself.

	But what about Nicky? I realize I haven’t said enough to him, and I want him to know how much he meant to me. Since the time I discovered him as my inner twin, I have never looked back. He has been my only friend, my only family, from a true confidant to the most intimate companion I had so craved as a child, the inescapable guide and a substitute for everything else. He saved ‘my life’ at about one-and-a-half years old, and again at four and seven. Though I consider myself to be the more dominant half, per the Dom in our name, he has to be congratulated for being the better half in our relationship.

	In fact, Nicky, we are going home, where we were before we were born. Come to think of it, perhaps there will be some other form of life at the end of time. Since there is no time without life, maybe that rebirth will be instantaneous? As far as the corpse is concerned, nobody will ever come to claim it, since no one came to visit me even while I was still alive. It would’ve been a very good vehicle considering the knocks it received, and the abject neglect, but I can’t blame the manufacturers for that. It was a good, sound model, but unfortunately it took the wrong road; a lonely and winding road in an inhospitable land where some silly accidents happened along the way. Finally, because it used a different fuel substitute than the rest of the fleet, it was locked up to rot and die in a deserted garage, out of sight, without a sound, with no name left or worth recording on registration papers, a wreck coming to a solitary end.

	Let it be known that my wish is for the corpse be taken to Canigoo Meatworks, and disposed of in such a way that the dogs at the pound get a good supper. This would let me be remembered—please, let’s hope for the last time—in some silent but potent dog-fart. My own bad breath has triggered all these strange thoughts about strong smells; it stinks. I’m already decomposing, and it makes the strong smell of death seem a very sweet perfume. Hurry up, I am thinking to myself. I want to shorten the path from birth to death, to drown myself in the black ink of the eternal night. But I have broken the bit of glass inside the wound. There is already a nice little puddle of dark blood on the thirsty floor, but at that rate, it will take far too long. I am really getting into it this time. I’ll cut it, even if I have to use my front teeth to do it.

	Look at the positive side. Early death is deliverance, like passing through some icy palaces in white silence, where death has spent its miserable life. Why make so much fuss over it? Were you worried about your birth? In the pangs of another one, what difference does it make? It’s the only true truth, and pure tranquillity in its blackest suit. No more toothache; no more fucking freezing cold; no more—

	“Hey, you.”

	The voice comes out of nowhere. My first thought is that it’s coming from the shithole. I freeze as if I’m asleep, but the door swings open and the screw is now standing there, at the grill. I turn my head towards him. He is the one with the birthmark, on the left side of his face.

	I’m just about to ask him to leave me alone when he shouts, “Stand up!”

	But I don’t move. He runs away, and two minutes later, there are five of them standing there, looking at me.

	One of them, obviously a chief, is passing the orders.

	“OK fellows, you know your job. I don’t want any marks, as it’ll mean an inquiry.”

	They slide the grill open as I get up. One of the thugs’ shoulder-charges me, and I fall on my backside. Another one manages to get behind me and puts me in a headlock while the third one grabs my testicles, and giving them a half turn. A fourth is trying to twist one of my arms behind my back. I can’t believe that we all fit in there. It is mayhem.

	I am kicking, not because I want to fight them, but simply because I cannot breathe and am trying to kick away the swine holding to my family jewels, who is at about a three-quarter turn now. The headlock is released slightly to allow me a breather, and I relax a bit… but then my head get twisted in a flash, and I black out completely.

	 


Rainbow Girl

	 

	 

	I wake up, back to my nightmare with a strong chloroform smell hanging around like a bad fart in a diver suit. I’m now un saucisson, tied up like a sausage, on a massage table. The local practitioner is about to inject me with a syringe, which put me once again out of my misery. This time, it is the sight of a padded cell which welcomes me back to the land of the living, but with a twist—a straitjacket surrounding my upper body. I’m naked except for a white, three-quarter-length gown loosely covering the rest of my body. I’m feeling on cloud nine, but I am very thirsty, so I get up, hardly managing to stand on my feet. I kick the door to make my presence known, and with the world spinning around me, I return to lay on the bed. At least I am warm now, and this makes for a hell of an improvement.

	Somebody is now entering the cell. He is an old guy who looks like he was just reading a newspaper or something, because he’s still got his reading glasses on.

	Looking at me from over the top of the half-size spectacles, he lifts his head as to ask, “What do you want?”

	I tell him that I’m thirsty, so he gets a plastic cup and mixes some water with medication and helps me to drink it. I ask for some more water, please, and he lets me drink a couple more cups. I thank him for it and promptly go back to sleep. Sometime later, and I have no idea if it’s still daytime or the middle of the night, I am awakened by the presence of somebody sitting very close to me. I manage to focus, and to my astonishment, there is this young woman, cross-legged in what seems to be a nurse’s uniform. In one hand, she’s holding some thick soup in a bowl with a plastic spoon in it. With her free hand, she invites me to sit on the side of the bed. She is like an apparition, with that semblance of a nice smile on her face. Does she know that she is going to haunt all my lonely nights for some time to come? I am already feeling this effect in her presence, under the white gown. I feel—no, I must be fantasizing—that she’s not wearing anything under her dress, as if she’d been trying to level things out with my own condition. Then, as she starts feeding me like a baby, I am made aware of the freshness of her scent. The perfume she’s wearing reminds me of misty ferns in a fog-like evaporation from les fleurs du mal, or poppies. This is made even more flippant by the rottenness of my own stench, which either appears or resurfaces during the showing of her beautiful heart.

	I dare to ask, “Chanel Number 5?”

	“Close,” she answers. “Number 19!”

	She has the most smiling eyes I have ever seen. She feeds me with such grace and attention that I wish I could smile, but I have either forgotten how or haven’t got the courage, and it wouldn’t be appropriate anyway. Before leaving me, she makes me drink some medication, more water, and decides to wash my face with a flannel. She actually comes and stands in front of me with her legs pressing my right leg from both sides, undertaking the unbelievable task with a tenderness I have never ever experienced before in my entire lonely existence. The thought of kissing her hands quickly surfaces in my mind, but this I feel would have been like, or even worse than, rape.

	Dear young lady, I would like you to know that this episode, insignificant for everyone else but myself, gave me back some esteem for the human race at the time when it was really needed, and I’d like to thank you by telling you that I will always carry your pure memory in my heart, and beyond if I’m allowed. You knew that being shown pity would have been the worst insult that a man in a straitjacket could’ve endured, and this is not obvious to many people. Real angels don’t need wings; just a tiny reminder.

	Dreams are strange things. Some of them stick in your mind more than reality. No wonder that certain people believe that when we are awake, everything is illusion, and that our real life is in our dreams. As soon as the young lady left the room, I closed my eyes and started to doze off. In less than a blink of both eyes, the ‘dream’ has started already. Although she’s now next door, I’m still attached to her beautiful eyes, as if a film negative has impregnated my wandering psyche. At first, I’m being sucked towards the pupil of her smiling eye, and as I get closer and closer, I can see the golden flakes sparkling in the hazelnut-brownish background of the tawny iris of her left eye before I dive into that black hole, holding my breath like I was diving into a swimming pool. It is the best, blackest black I have ever seen, even blacker than the centre of a fire, even the soul of flame itself.

	With a twist of the body of the mind, I now turn to the left and see, almost feel, colours. Still holding my breath, though not knowing why, I feel myself rising in a now beautiful violet gaze that fades as a rose withers, gradually changing to purple as I descend, seeming to be of a deeper purple as I go further down. Unable to hold onto the long breath anymore, I have started now to release air in silent bubbles in a rather repetitive way through my mouth, in little jet-like bursts at a time, until I’ve just about run out of air. The moment of truth has arrived: like a drowning person who has to decide whether to take a big gulp of liquidized death or slowly let the water enter their lungs, I am faced with a similar dilemma, but quickly find my own very personal solution. I have started to swallow through my nose, like one should do with any great Cognac or elixir, but in reality, it is only the ozone of the air that makes its way down inside my lungs. One only needs a little of this superbly concentrated elixir; in fact, in a minute of our time, only about one ‘breather’ is required to experience in turn the equivalent of maybe ten big & deep breaths of normal air.

	Please do not try this yourself—you’re not deranged. Remember, this is only a vague recollection of a strange dream, and not a detailed scientific paper written in order to obtain a Ph.D. in dreaming.

	Soon after, I discover the settling effect that this ‘weird method’ is having, as if I’m getting an increasing knowledge of déjà vu, perhaps from my time in the womb. Now, very sure of myself, I decide to go wandering about. One does not need to swim, or to use any physical effort of any kind. It is simple, so simple; just use the ‘full wisdom’ of your mind. The journey can take as long as one wants, as quick as a flash or drawn out for an eternity. There are two things I notice: first, there is a spiralling form as I move, and the second, there exists a law within that does not allow me to ‘jump’ a colour. I can only go from violet, to purple, to blue, to green, to yellow, to orange, to red… back and forth as many times as I like, at the speed I choose, and I don’t have to go always in the same direction. I can come back from blue to purple, but I can’t go to salient green from violet unless I pass through purple and blue, and so forth. Perhaps with more practice, one could. I do not know, but it seems unlikely, as in the colours of a rainbow.

	The colours are nothing like those I am used to in a normal way of life. They remind me of my subconscious blackouts at an early age when being beaten on the head with a great deal of violence, at which time I had experienced an odd staggering, pinning sensation from some of the colours’ pulsation. Since those early days, I have always wanted to know what a person who was blind from birth’s idea of colours might be. Is it simply an absolute darkness, unconscious blackness? But since black is a colour, does that mean that total blindness is, in fact, in the realm of nothingness?

	Coming back to that dream, one could say that I am now descending down her colours, and they are, all of them, more beautiful than the next. They also seem to have a ‘meaning’: like purple knowledge; blue emotion—and what a beautiful blue she’s got; the green ego; the never-satisfied yellow, which I feel is her brightest colour; the sweet yet bitter ‘holy orange’ stigma; and the deepest and most profound red subconscious unimaginable, all bathed in endless, restful cosmic light. She is like a rainbow. In the dream, I also manage to feel or translate the intensity of some of the colours into several physical feelings. The blue becomes a tightening of the throat, like when someone is very emotional; violet is the rational mental analysis, or the eternal fire; the red is the burning passion that, if allowed to snake its way up to meet orange, will create a meltdown of the celestial body; and the black down below, so dense and uncompromising, is what hangs onto that burning red. That cosmic black is immensely infinite, so much so that it completes the revolution, or the ring, right up to and above the incandescence of light as it goes through the spectrum.

	I would later in life realize that all these findings have already been documented in an overwhelming number of old scriptures in India, the Vedas, and the even older oral tradition of the Aryan culture called the ‘Wheels of Life’. There is also the belief in Hindu tradition that the universe is made of sound, and that those colours have a ‘seed sound’ which resonates with each particular colour, like crystal glass vibrates to a soprano voice or tuning forks. Thus, in similar manner, a colour has a buzz of its own, and that passage ‘to and from’ those colours produces ‘melodies’ of intense variation. The pitch is loud enough to evoke senses of the kind already mentioned above: blue emotion vibrates higher than the green centre of selfishness, but less than the purple hues of hypnosis screaming in my ears when I first found the path through her left eye.

	In that first moment, in the shock of the unfamiliar experience, I had almost fled back into my own. But for reasons that may be related to a third kind of knowledge, I was quickly brought to a peaceful acceptance, as if the eye were in a welcoming state of reciprocal exchange, accepting the intrusion and harmonizing with me in tune. I have no idea what an expulsion would’ve felt like, as this is the realm of dreams, and unravelling the mysteries of that landscape is an endless discovery for the ages (and perhaps the only path to the true reason for our existence).

	This story is far more than a simple recollection of a dream. May the reader be welcomed back to the hazards of sleep, escaping into the shadows of the mind.

	Once given the freedom of passage, a natural craving preceded my moves. Above the high pitch of violet wisdom was an almost impossible to accept, blinding white scream. It did not seem to want me to cross its threshold, perhaps not yet, or never & forever. But it was not that important at the time. I had realized the meaning in the bubbles’ release: it was my fear that I was getting rid of. And with that, a rosary of musical colours had come to muse in tunes of different colours, my moves in spirals of feeling through a fluid of sound. The sounds were coming from the unique murmur of life that many seers have whispered about since time immemorial, the same guttural sound every shaman of old faith has been trying to capture in imitation, in many alternatives of pitch frequency, whether throaty or nasal, that very same unique black pitch, almost starting as a steady, but rather large, wavelength of unknown frequency that changes in modulation as you float through the colours.

	One can, if they so desire, make a symphony of sounds of their own accord just by moving around, and the feelings will also come along in light. The sounds change in frequency, but not in amplitude, which seems to be constant from the original pulsating feed. I have since been awakened to another phenomenon, though it is one that certainly does not deepen my understanding: in truth, there are some other particular loops that override a given frequency in feedback, making it go from a uniform hue of a certain colour to one with noticeable shades of intensity in the affected area… though this only happens when one tries to move faster than the pace set by the original resonance.

	Again, please forgive the vague explanation, as I have to deal with my own negative feedback while recounting this rather odd story.

	Roaming around aimlessly with no real purpose except for the novelty of it all, I feel now that I am getting very tired, so I decide to rest in her sensational body for a while. Her orange womb seems an appropriate place as I again fantasize that this is where she wishes for me, perhaps even invites me to come, to lay there as an incubus. After a while—time being impossible to judge in a dream, it could take me a split-second to visualise a whole odyssey or might take all night to cross a grey, rain-swept street when all the buildings around me are crumbling down—something very strange is happening in there. I’m sure—no, I’m positive that my body is being massaged by an ochre colour, to the point that I believe I’m being propositioned by the passage to her inner body… or is it the outer body? Regardless, it is like having furtive intercourse with her. It’s very hard to make any sense whatsoever of the purpose of all this, and really, who cares? It is so wonderfully nice that I surrender in ecstasy, and soon, far too soon, I climax.

	I suddenly wake up to notice that it is also actually happening in real life, while still tied up in the straitjacket. There’s nothing I can do about it, not that I would want to anyway; it is not an unreasonable position to wake up in, nor is it the first time I’ve had a wet dream, and I hope it won’t be the last. But this is different. It’s so real. Better than real. The whole ‘dream’ was so graphic in its intensity that I doubt very much it was only a product of my wicked imagination. It reminded me of my very first one, and every male should remember at least that one.

	While still enjoying the delicious aftermath of that dream, it occurs to me that less than twenty-four hours ago, I was happy to do away with my life without a single shadow of regret. Life must, and will, go on, even if it has to explode out of a man in chains, or a man in a straitjacket who a few hours earlier wanted to die. So, if yesterday was a good day to die, what does that make today out to be but not a bad day to live?

	It must be morning now. I can hear the noises people make when getting up, even through the padding of the cell. The sounds of kitchen trolleys and the smell of coffee and bread are slipping under the door. I’m so hungry I could eat a horse. A horse! My kingdom—well, my cell—for a horse! But anything with chocolate will do. The door opens and a prisoner enters, carrying a tray with café au lait and some thick bread, buttered and jammed. The guy almost drops the tray when he sees me. I must look like Lazarus, with the triple bypass ops coming out of his vault. There is blood everywhere on the gown as a result of the cut at the elbow, never to be stitched, and one side of the mean jacket is saturated, partly because my nose had been bleeding during that night.

	You see, I had been stupid enough to try to ‘nose Butt’ the fisted hand of one of the screws during the vile struggle, and my left eye is completely closed, that whole side of my face all swollen. Adding the wet patch from that dream, it must have looked like the apparition of a horny devil. All that remained was to roll in my own waste, and I would’ve won first prize.

	The garçon (waiter) manages to drop the tray on the table without spilling too much of it and then, talking with his mouth almost closed like any good prisoner quickly learns how to do, he asks me: “What happened to you?”

	To which I answer in the same manner, “Don’t ask me; I only work here!”

	This silly bon mot certainly made his day. As he walks out laughing, he stops and asks the guard, “How is he going to eat his breakfast?”

	I’m about to ask for a straw, or maybe an intravenous drip, but I stop myself. I’d had my joke for the day. When the round is finished, the door reopens, and the prisoner helps me eat breakfast. When they change the gown for a long and clean one, I’m bold enough to ask for a shower, but am told ‘later’.








	The Dentist & Jojo

	 

	 

	That morning, they take me to a dentist. He’s not the regular one. It could be an improvement; I’m thinking to myself … but I was wrong once again. Without anaesthetic, he proceeds to extract three teeth with such force and brutality that I thought he’d broken my lower jaw. When I ask him for an encore, this beautifully lobotomized French specimen can’t believe his ears.

	“Come on,” I say. “Pull them all out.”

	It’s his turn to loosen his jaw. He’s gonna trip on it, if he’s not careful. His answer is as exquisite as his looks: “You stink!”

	“No wonder. I haven’t had a decent wash in many days! What’s your excuse?”

	This time, I think I’ve gone too far. He’s going to strangle me right now, and I deserve it. But he can’t do it in front of the guards. That’s what saves me. Instead, he unties me from the dentist’s chair and goes on calling me some names that I would never dare to repeat. As I’m being escorted back to my cell, the words still ringing in my ears, I can’t help but think of Jojo.

	During the Algerian war, in retaliation for some atrocity the FLN (Algerian Freedom Fighters) had committed against French nationals, the French Army created the 11th Shock Regiment. This elite squadron, nicknamed the gégène squad, was formed from members of a military school known for its rabid racism. Its job was to use ‘the artichoke technique’ to extract vital information from Fellagha prisoners, and they became very good at it. This is nothing unusual: most modern armed forces have the knowledge and expertise to do the same. The will to use it, however, is a different matter altogether.

	The 11th became a sort of culture as its members were transported from post to post, wherever they were ‘needed’. Everywhere they went, they took generators with them. One reason for this was to power the electrodes they attached to their ‘patients’’ testicles, and surely you can easily visualise the rest. The fellouzes always talked: in between gégène sessions, one could have his nails pulled out, his fingers cut off one by one, an eye spooned out, and maybe a couple teeth as well. None of it really mattered, because as soon as they talked, they were to be shot dead anyway. But to endure a lot a suffering in hope for a miracle is human nature … just as much as it is to inflict such pain on fellow human beings.

	Judging by the reports, and the sheer size of the mass graves that are still being dug up in Algeria to the present day, there was no shortage of men like those of the 11th. The reason the thought occurs to me now is this: these people are living here among us. Some of the Officers and politicians who approved and sanctioned those practices were probably given the Rosette, the ultimate French decoration, aptly known as the ‘drop of blood’. Many of them would have kids. What would they tell them about their past? These are more of the men I refer to in my earlier description of the Légion d’honneur, who should be made to apologise to those who earned their medals on numerous champ d’honneurs (honourable battlegrounds); those who rightfully earned them for ‘honourable deeds’ during peacetime.

	How does society recycle or retrain people like these? Under what criteria and references were they chosen in the first place? Did they use dummies or human corpses to train them, perhaps provided by Canigoo Meatworks? Were there any real exams or certificates of competency given, to be used as references for the secret service’s ‘rainbow smokescreen’ ventures in future? Were they pensioned off with promised bonuses and retirement at the end of the war, or did they go straight into some of the crack police forces, like the ‘anti-gang’? If they failed the vicious exams, would they be allowed into the CRS (French anti-demonstration forces), where it’s often said they have to swear they will beat anyone to a pulp if ordered to do so, except perhaps their own mother (?).

	Perhaps some of them studied law and later became some juge d’instruction, or resurfaced as a midnight dentist in an obscure prison ward. Of course, it is unfair of me to make any comparison whatsoever … but bear in mind that this is my insanity.

	I am at this time being pushed back into my cell, like any good spiritual prisoner. You may consider these words my morning graces, similar to the Gregorian hymns sung by the Monks of San Sebastian (at least in fervour and devotion). If my chants have a strong French ambiance, it’s meant to be that way, if only to bring to the text the authenticity dictated upon me by the chimerical brotherhood of the cell.

	Unwarranted or not, it was the insults this ‘dentist’ had used freely which had influenced the flavour of this morning’s graces. They’d reminded me of a man called Jojo, who used to frequent a humdrum establishment, where I’d worked at for a while, when I was twenty, named Chez Nous (also known as Four Gooses) a local restaurant, but also one of the only bars open until 2 am, giving me the task of the fermeture (closing time) often having to send drunks home and the sisters back into the streets to earn their keeps, or whatever. When drunk and unable to face the bottom of a bottle alone, Jojo would entertain the other regular customers (and anyone willing to listen) with stories of his dark past, sometimes shouting everybody a drink to ensure himself an audience. He spoke with such ‘passion’ that you felt that he was reliving those foul events in front of you, down to the minute details. You could almost hear the electrodes sparking on the testes, testing your senses—and if you couldn’t, he would make the noise for you, as well as the chopping sounds. He’d even perfected the grimaces of the terrible pain those poor people had endured.

	Don’t think for one moment that Jojo was enjoying himself. One could feel that he thought by telling his awful stories, they would somehow disappear—and maybe they did for a little while, but they always came back from the songs of the night to haunt him. Seen with clarity through the white winters of his mind, he’d hoped the pictures would be refocused, even re-touched, from the photographic negatives. Even after many years of habitual screening in an attempt to smudge the red blood flowing from wounds, the purple and white severed limbs, the yellow sparks illuminating orange smoke on burning flesh, the green terror rising from pinkish throat, and the hues of blue murder, even in black and white, no amount of artificial derivatives, alcohol, or any other mind-bending medication could attenuate the images. It was as useless as taking a pinch of salt back to the sea.

	The other customers of Chez Nous, most of whom knew of Jojo’s fate, were made up of pros, pimps, and drunks, as well as the odd lost soul looking for company when all the other bars had closed. One day, he tried to invent the story that one of his mates had actually cooked some fingers with a couple testes for breakfast, eating them like sausages and eggs. This could not have been true: it was a lie coming from a deranged mind. The patient ‘clients’ of the establishment protested to the utterly stupid joke, and one of the ‘girls’, a big, blonde penguin in a fur coat by the name of Colette, hit him with her handbag. After that, she said an impossible thing that I am still trying to understand to this day, like a mental liability gone decidedly off-message (but perhaps you can read minds better than me):

	“You’d be the sort of guy who’d plot to sodomize Mary Poppins, wouldn’t you?”

	It was a mind-blowing statement that stretched the limits of comprehension. Mind you, Colette had to walk the back streets, and was often harassed by les moeurs (the vice squad) on suspicion of solicitation. She used to do stop-overs at Chez Nous at intervals where, in the refuge of alcohol, she often went into soliloquy dementia. I could only assume that such a proclamation had come after seeing a good movie and being offered a klink (or kinky link). Perplexed as many were, I had to show Jojo the door and send him straight home.

	Another of Jojo’s silly puns that seemed to stick in your mind was when he solemnly categorically said there were two types of people, he detested above all: the racists, and the (&%#@*%), a word I will not repeat here (suffice to say it was a derogatory term used to describe all people of African origin). I’ll be damned if this insanity was not the same thing that made him go cuckoo every half hour, but the utter stupidity of his remark did not appear to worry him when I tried to tell him that some racial slurs were ‘out of fashion’ in the world today. He would, for humanity’s sake, try to correct some of his obvious ‘slips of the tongue’ every now and then, swapping out the derogatory term used above with ‘black and white Negroes’. Quite sensible, I thought, but head-shaking nevertheless.

	Once, Jojo ordered un petit noir, an espresso, and asked me if he actually say this in a patronizing voice. He later went on to repeat the same question when ordering un petit blanc, a small glass of ordinary white wine (like muscadet, sauvignon blanc, etc.). This exchange made me wish I was still known as ‘the mute’ … but that’s a story for another time.

	On another occasion, he told us the story of when he’d been dismissed from a so-called intelligence gathering room in Algeria after being told to send an SOS in Morse code [*** --- ***] and casually asking his proud officer, “How do you spell that?” I’m sure there was more than meets the eye and sore ears to his recollection of facts; for all his offensive humour, he was responsible for some real lingo pearls. In fact, I now have some doubts about him being totally warped in the head.

	This brings me to the point d’appui, the base of the argument that I wanted to make: our man Jojo’s insults, strange swear words, and stupid expressions were situational and/but geographically unique to one who’d had to ‘question’ the fellouzes, but I had juxtaposed a neat connection between his insults and the ones the dentist had used against me. Had this come about because I’d been strapped to a chair in a straitjacket, covered by a gown like those Arabs wore, with a swollen face and a closed eye? After having some of my teeth pulled, perhaps I was lucky the dentist hadn’t blinded me with that scalpel when I’d asked him for an encore. Believe me, I wouldn’t be using that silly and empty bravado again in a hurry!

	Such a connection is not a farfetched theory when one knows that the French not only have 345 different types of cheese, as De Gaulle once reminded us, (“How can you govern a people that has 345 types of cheese to choose from?”), but they also have as many dialects, argots, and local lingoes. Just about every trade has their own jargon: the bakers, butchers, fishmongers, and so-and-so’s all had (and maybe still have) their own distinct dialect.

	If it’s true that every Englishman is an island, then it’s also true that every Frenchman lives in a different country. I’m not surprised when people who visit France don’t know what to make of it. They are the most abstract, individualistic people on the face of the earth, and give full credence to the saying plus de quatre une bande de cons: more than four, a bunch of idiots! Let me emphasize quickly that this is not a derogatory text against the good people of France; after all, I am (or was) one of these distinctive French citizens. What unites all of this, and all of them—myself included—is a very profound, very deep and intense love of our country … even when one feels like saying some bad things about it!

	






Beber

	 

	 

	The previous page has somehow rekindled some earlier memories. I have plenty of time to burn in this lovely and warm padded cell of mine, so if you don’t mind keeping me company in this imposed alienation, we’ll go back in time to the streets of Paris in ’69. Vive la France!

	We find ourselves in a very French car—a two-horsepower Citroën 2CV van, to be precise—driven by an ageless plumber. He was the typical Parisian driver of those days, driving straight down the middle of the road (or on the footpath if he could not find a better alternative) as if he had to find a pissoir (public urinal) in a hurry. While at the wheel of his prehistoric and dilapidated van, he was the king of the road, and he expected to be treated as such. In a sense, that’s exactly what people did, because they would (sensibly) avoid his van for fear that the rust might be contagious. That, and the ample evidence he’d been involved in a lot of prangs.

	There were hardly any panels still alive and well on The Beast: the two front mudguards were missing entirely, so when it rained, one would get the slimy spray from the road on the windscreen. But that did not deter Albert, or Beber to his mates, and also fil à plomb (plumb bob) as he was wildly and widely known in our 15th Paris district. ‘Charge!’ was his favourite motto, used as he drove ferociously towards the agent de police (dignified, sulking penguins) standing in the middle of the road. The poor Inspecteur Clouseau, demoted to policeman, had to run for his life with the flappers of his black and white cape fluttering like a petrified penguin. One could perceive a rolling whistle from the mouth of that agent as we passed, pitch black as he brandished his white truncheon in warning of reprisal. But Beber could not see that, because there was no rear vision mirror on the van, nor obviously on the missing panels. And as for its truly malevolent registration plates … either it did not have any, or whatever was left of them was wholly indecipherable. Being the legend that he was, everyone in that 15th arrondissement in Paris knew who he was anyway.

	One of his favourite passe-temps when driving on a grey, rainy day was to go straight to the puddles on the side of the road and splash unfortunate passers-by with the old Paris slime, that oozing fluid from the gutter, timing it to perfection. In those days, Beber was at the peak of his puddle-splashing career! The tempo, the soft footwork, the pas de deux and pas de chat, and the moreish last touch of his pas perdus were frankly enchanting to eyewitness. He was the Nureyev of the ‘ballet of pedals’ in my dreams. Move over, Gene Kelly singing in the rain … here comes Beber, the plumb bob, in all his devilment glory.

	Today, his tutu is on fire. Beber in a tutu—now that’s a real thought! He is faced off against his nemesis: the banker look-alike; the snob-ass; the guy with the Prince de Galles three-piece suit and executive bowler hat; the wannabe honourable gentleman, flashing his wealth like a peacock’s tail. Then, the elegant and beautifully dressed Aristocratic Lady comes into view, umbrella held high as she takes Fifi the poodle for a sniff, wee, or poo in any order they like. Perhaps trying to gather Aristo-Lady in his fishnet stockings, not knowing or realizing that she fancied the reliable manhood of a tradesman over the toc (imitation) of a déjà vu nouveau riche, the silly bankster lifts his bowler hat to show Aris-Lady his boldness.

	Not unlike a wheeling dragster, Albert ‘The Last of His Kind’ Beber comes tearing around the corner, sending the haunting roar of that épouvantable bête (appalling beast) out into the black-set cobblestone street. Unbeknownst to the bankster, the Ari-Lady recognizes The Beast from an earlier rainy day, mistaking the sly surprise on her face, and the warning it carried, for the tu viens, chéri? (are you up to it, darling) that the fille du port (harbour hooker) offers to the marins rentrant au port (sailors coming to the harbour), so he rotates his balding, still-smiling head at this precise moment, as Ari-Lady grabs Fifi in haste and turns her back on him, when The Beast hits the huge puddle with such intensity and accuracy that a tidal wave washes over everything in its spray, giving the Hon. Gentleman of the Sperm Bank the full blast of the vile spit from the masses, courtesy of Beber and the extreme left of The Beast.

	Of course, Beber has picked the biggest, filthiest oozing puddle one could imagine, like an unnatural blue-green oil spill on the dead Black Sea. I can still see the bankster’s face of surprise tainted with the heave from that street of no hope, contrasted with the once pink, now-coffee-coloured petit tailleur of A-Lady. The scene reminded me of the unforgettable meeting of Mademoiselle Coco Chanel and the Duc of Westminster on that wet beach at Deauville, when they first fell in love beneath such dreamy weather with a tic from a mystic wave. Although I can appreciate the funny side of it, I am a little bit disgusted with Albert dit Beber, the abominable flic-flac man, on this one … but there’s nothing that can stop him laughing now, hooting and guffawing in breathy intervals. His laughs sound like the tuberculosis coughs of a smoking muffler, which he manages to synchronise with the bad vibrations from the steering wheel—and when I say vibrations, I mean that the whole vehicle shakes as soon as it moves.

	Thanks to the incredibly soft suspension of those old Citroëns, there’s a rotating effect inside the van that makes you feel like you’re on the inside of a washing machine. Somehow, the inside of the van is in even worse shape than the outside. The back section of the beastly van is filled to the ceiling with rubbish like, broken bidets, toilet bowls, and seats, sewerage pipes, sinks with taps, and bits of copper and lead. There’s even an inflatable rubber doll, the first I’ve ever seen. My guess is that one of his clients must’ve asked for a repair service.

	Unbelievably, among the spare tires, grimy tools, and leaking containers of different acids, there is also a black and white cat living in that garbage. As the van is now moving, he is hiding somewhere, probably inside a section of gutter pipe. It would not surprise me at all if there were some rats in there as well! Either way, Beber is happy, and still chortling.

	Attempting to describe Beber would be like trying to explain the English game of cricket to the average Frenchman: it would take far too long, and you’d be asked to repeat yourself time and time again. All you really need to know is that he isn’t a picture of health. As a matter of fact, he’d be the perfect specimen for the anti-tobacco-and-alcohol lobbyists. With the timeless and rude memory of a face that could stop a clock, he’d be a top deterrent!

	One of the particularities of this exquisite prototype of a French family in those days is the way he savours and munches at the remains of a cigarette butt in his mouth. Come to think of it, I have never seen him pick a new one from a packet. It has always seemed like the same old half-burned, half-chewed yellow Gitanes papier maïs remnant, fastened there at the burnt corner of his coughing orifice. He lights it briefly with the sound of burning grease mixed with slobber, takes a puff or two, and then lets it die of unnatural causes next to the huge wart on the right side of his mouth that, in a sad joke, someone once compared to a ‘clitoris-like haemorrhoid’.

	I never liked it when people made derogatory remarks about Beber. It was only ever behind his back; they wouldn’t dare say anything to his face. He was known—and rightly so—as France’s best and (worst) living encyclopedia of outspoken words. In the last fifty years, he had accumulated and stored in his brain every cursing and blaspheming word imaginable. This included choice words in Italian, Arabic, Portuguese, Spanish, Russian, Slavic, German, African, Norse, Vietnamese, English, Gaelic, Scots, Welsh, and even Australian, all from people who’d had some influence directly or indirectly over the French people during his lifetime. This also covered those in dialect, or patois, from all corners of the hexagon (France), and all of this without being much of a reader of anything other than the Holy Bible.

	I’m forced to leave Albert for now: the door of the cell has opened, and there is a ‘top knob’ entering the padded room. I stand up, but am still unable to give him a salute of any kind. I let him do the introduction, and we talk for some time. He appears to be a decent fellow, but I’m thinking to myself, if he stays here any longer, I’m going to start charging rent! When he is finished with the usual crap a man in his position feels that he has to deliver, he wishes me good luck, and makes the gesture of shaking my hand … suddenly awakening him to the fact that I am still in the straitjacket. He storms out of the room and I can hear him giving some loud instructions right there in the corridor.

	When he comes back, I can see in his absorbing eyes that he disapproves of the way things have gone for me. Perhaps he is a father of a young man my age. Nevertheless, I shift my eyes from his, as I could not permit any sort of pity whatsoever. No—you can all stick your pity up your Khyber Pass! People in general would agree with me that this is not the way to behave in front of anyone in any position of ‘weakness’. All I wish is to be treated as an equal, because that is the way (I hope) I would always treat any person, regardless of their rank, colour, belief, or background. One does not need the blessed help of religion for that.

	Things are starting to move in the right direction now. They get rid of the jacket and I am taken to the shower room, where I try to wash away the smell of death that I can still feel around me. They take me to a new cell, where a male nurse looks after my wounds and gives me a mouth disinfectant. Later on, I am given a good meal with some more medication, and I go back to my bed to resume my dreaming.

	We are now leaving the grey, rainy days behind us. Thanks to the change of scenery in my new cell, I decide that it is springtime in Paris, when everything seems so different from the misery of winter. For one more week, I am eighteen years old in the ‘May in Paris’ that has been celebrated in many songs and books. It used to be the place that any good American wanted to come back to after death.

	The English word for Spring is, in my view, better than the French Printemps. It better describes the season of youth in the steps of the Jolie mademoiselle, the sparkling sun dreaming through their clothes and flashing in their reborn smiles. I have a rendez-vous with Beber at 9 am, Chez Freddy, rue (street) Violet—a couple of blocks from my living quarters at the time. As I enter the café, I am welcomed by Beber in a new pair of overalls. I can’t believe my eyes. It must be true; this really is the silly season. I was so used to seeing him alternate between the two pairs of overalls he owned, neither of which I could remember ever seeing clean. It was like when one was filthier than the other, it was time to swap them, and by the end of that process, they were so stiff with the dry crust, dirt, slime, and the other indescribable things a plumber has to roll around in that, I am sure, he had to jump to get into them in the morning. Unless, of course, he slept in them, which was entirely possible.

	It occurs to me then that I’ve never seen him wearing anything else, even on the Sundays, I’d seen him going to church once or twice at the Holy Mother of Immaculate Faith. Underneath his new overalls, however, he still has that same black collar on the only white shirt that he owns. Beber never considered himself to be a blue-collar worker; black was his colour, and to a certain degree, it was mine too (if in different ways). Flying the drapeau noir (black flag) of Anarchy, many of my good friends were Anarchists—the boudoir, non-violent type, at least. I also liked dreaming about black holes in mysterious, unknown cosmos, and loved black suspenders and stockings—in particular, the ones with the seams at the back on a nice pair of legs. I’d been disturbed by the play The Blacks, and the famous All Blacks were (and still are) my favourite rugby union team. But this was spring, and on this marvellous, sunny day, Beber’s nose was beaming more than usual.

	Our man had started his ‘daily muscadet run’ a bit earlier than normal, looking to be ‘half a bubble’ off plumb already. Again, spring was really responsible in its ‘call to the wild’ message, and if I had known in advance what sort of the day it was going to be for our Albert, I would have joined him, and proposed la tournée des grands ducs (a drunken orgy) instead. Alas, one cannot change what is written in advance, and that day was tattooed already in the whites of his crossed blue eyes among the blood shots. But I did not look in them. Instead, I ordered a petit noir coffee and devoured a couple of croissants. This bistro was one of only a few places where people knew I could speak. In most of the other places, I was known as le muet, or the mute, as I only used rudimentary sign language to get by.

	I don’t make any excuses for the way I behaved in those days; it was only a knee-jerk reaction from a very strange childhood. Silence had become my native tongue, and really, it was not that unheard of. There have been many people who, during their lives, have shut out the reality of their unwanted (but no less true) circumstances, and that was simply my way of doing so. Even Edith Piaf was thought to have been blind from four years of age, when for over three years she’d been left to be raised in a brothel by her grandmother after her parents couldn’t look after her. She wasn’t technically blind, as much as it was a case of the blind leading the blind.

	Yes, there were times where I didn’t feel like talking at all, and this could last for considerable intervals. I used to think most people talked too much anyway, making them unable to listen. At the beginning of our odd association, Beber thought I was speech defective, and did all the talking for both of us. He must have seen me responding silently to many people with some native-American-like sign language, but he nevertheless felt compelled to answer me with some new signs of his own (though I’d never pretended to be deaf). He even tried to include some swearing signs in his attempts to express himself more precisely. This went on for quite some time until I couldn’t take it anymore and told him in a neutral voice to “cut the crap out.”

	In surprise, he’d dropped his favourite out-of-date cigarette butt from his stunned mouth and tried to camouflage himself from the laughs of those present, on all fours on the floor of the bar pretending to search among the sawdust and the smudge for those ghastly remains. To be fair to Albert the Great, he never held any resentment for me after that. Quite the opposite, he insisted I carry on with the ‘prank’, and became a willing accomplice of my insanity. Soon after, he took me to all the drinking holes that he knew of one by one, and there were rather a lot of them, introducing me as his protégé.

	Behind the swearing and the dirty overalls, my mate Beber had a heart of pure gold. I never once heard him use his ‘skill’ to ridicule, undermine, or denigrate any race or culture— on the contrary, he was quick to take the short side of the oppressed, even though it often got him entangled in some logical and rational cul-de-sac in the topic being debated. But whenever that happened, he had the perfect Houdini escape act at his disposal: the most graphically pornographic songs in verse that any Frenchman has ever known. The memory of his ‘songs’ makes me blush even today in the cell. When our Beber erupted in ‘singing’ in the middle of a discussion, I knew he’d arrived at the limits of the grey matter in his skull. He would change the station in the foggy wavelengths of his brain, fine-tuning it with a loud burp to clear his throat and then turning up the volume, bursting out in that very special voice of his. It was to me so reminiscent of the deep-void sound of a shrapnel-riddled drum, beaten to death by a twelve-year-old drummer boy in the bloody Waterloo sunset.

	Today was destined to be the day that history would repeat itself for me old mate Albert, though with a twist. After sinking three more muscadets in the time it took me to finish a coffee and two croissants, Beber decided to hit the open road with The Beast. We are, I’m told, stopping en coup de vent (for a quickie) at Chez Auguste, rue A. Bartholdi (named after the sculptor of the Statue of Liberty). When we arrive, we can’t find a parking spot, but nothing deters our Beber. He pushes his way into a space hardly wide enough for the length of a push-bike with some help from The Beast, pushing and shoving other parked vehicles until he settles the problem by reversing perpendicularly to the other cars, leaving the dirty nose of The Beast’ poking out halfway into the road. Before we enter the bistro, Beber gets out of his pocket a bogus parking fine and places it on the windscreen. We proceed in closing the doors with the utmost care, not wanting to disturb the evident rust or the cat.

	Chez Auguste is your typical proletarian troquet, where what you buy could be just as important as whom you buy it from. The barmaid, Sophie, is wearing today a ray of sunshine on her clothes. She looks as inviting as a French tart in the patisserie window. She is not what one would call a real beauty—no, she is better than that! She has the look, and that voluptuous sensuality, mixed with a zest of vulgarity that makes many men desire her instantly.

	As we enter, we are greeted with a horn by Louis, another plumber and another real character. Louis has had his vocal cords removed during an operation of the throat, leaving him with a tracheotomy hole at the base of his neck. He can hardly talk out of it, except for a lot of gurgles and passing fart sounds. I guess the reason he is nicknamed ‘Louis’ is because he carries a golden foghorn-like trumpet that he uses to attract attention. He can’t play a tune, but he gets by with it. He holds his breath while his chin blocks the opening, and when all puffed up in the cheeks, he slides the tiny instrument into the orifice and makes himself understood.

	As soon as we arrive, I hear him ordering three Gewürztraminer, an excellent white wine from Alsace. This must be his birthday shout, which would make him a horny Taurus, crisscrossed with the Gemini Blues. Sophie is already pouring the exquisite nectar into some tall forest-green emerald glasses as we come close to her to admire the true-to-life, very low-cut top she is wearing this morning. Every breath she takes is adventurous, making everyone contemplate and hope that her perfect, chubby-cheeky twins might pop out their pink noses for a breath and a standing ovation. Sophie could play the role of the typical French maid in any suggestive or fantasizing movie: she has the colours, the curves, the chic cheek, and the imagination that would win her an Oscar if given the chance.

	She greets us with a scarlet-red smile, erupting with the fumes of her musky perfume and giving me an expertly overdone, midnight-black-blue-shaded mascara wink. She then proceeds towards the other end of the bar with that walk that makes the male audience want to fall to their knees and pray to the virgin Madonna for the sophisticated sins they’re all longing to one day commit with her. If only they knew the truth … but I will never tell them. Besides, this is one of the estaminets (drinking holes) where I am known to be mute. Even if I did tell them that Sophie is a pearl, they would not believe me, and it is none of their business anyway.

	I have decided to use the word ‘pearl’ rather than any other term, since it is easy to view anyone with a contraire lifestyle in a derogatory light. Pearl has a more subtle meaning. For one, they have an unusual reflective aura, leaving others to ponder why a beautiful girl would glitter away from all glimpses of male adulation, only to shine like a diamond in the sky among other pearls (and perhaps a few other precious jewels and liberated souls). A pearl is born within an oyster when an invading organism is bathed in a saline medium, sparkling with countless washes of salty, crystalline water. It could be said that these repetitive flushes are the oyster trying to dislodge the intruder, but it only ends up coating the object with nacre in the long process of forming a pearl. They say that, in essence, pearl development is the oyster’s way of neutralizing a threat … or simply being contraire in nature.

	I am hoping you fall into the category of people who will ask, ‘how could I know this?’ I’m glad if you do, but before I answer, let’s experience the call of spring and the wonder of Sophie just a little bit longer. She really is in top spellbinding form today (and from the luxury of my actual internment) I simply admire her. A patron, tired of his wasted so-sophism, has thrown the sopping towel of love on the floor of the bar. Sophie proceeds to pick it up, her sensational silky legs straight and endless on her red stiletto shoes, her back turned to the glittering eyes of her flock. She gathers that handkerchief of love in a low, slow motion, exposing black suspenders and mauve, lavender-laced knickers under her black raven miniskirt freakum dress, as if to say to Louis, ‘happy birthday, big boy!’ Poor Louis has lost his trumpet, and from the noises muffling out of his orifice, I’m worried he might be having an apoplexy. He recovers quickly, but poor Beber is still crossed-eyed, his huge red arteries pumping with such force that I can see the gros points noir (big black heads) on his pif (nose) trying to escape. I’m game enough to pat him on the back—after all, he has got a new pair of black overalls on.

	Sophie is already recharging the tall (but soon empty) spring-green glasses. It is my shout, so I give her a tenner, and she later brings me back two fivers from the till on the sly. I feel a bit embarrassed, but not too much. I know she likes me and respects my silence, but I’ve never been certain if she knows I can speak. I’d first met her around six months ago, having been given the job of doing some electrifying electrical work in her apartment. She lived at Square Violet—the very same building in which the famous Brigitte Bardot grew up. A violet square bubble among mimosas in full mystery, it was no wonder they were all so beautiful in mauve. For a couple of weeks, I’d worked there as silent as a Sioux. This was how I’d met Sophie’s older girlfriend, who was as stunning as she was, but in a different way. They’d been very nice to me, though I must have looked rather strange to them. I’d wondered if my boss, Jacky Perez, had had a word with them prior the start of the job. Maybe she’d known as much about me as much as I now knew about her, and if so, that was fine with me. I wished she had been my sister, as I would have liked to befriend her a lot more.

	While I was working in her apartment, I had tried to know her better just by looking around—but never touching anything, as I’ve never liked anyone who opens a drawer, even out of idle curiosity. With the help of the bric-à-brac exposed everywhere, and the numerous photographs pinned on the walls of her doll house and/or scattered around among the mantelpieces, I had somewhat managed to picture her vivid life. Her wealthy parents live in a castle-like mansion that, from the photos, I guessed is in the Loire Valley district. She has an older sister, who is now married with a couple kids, and a younger brother. As a child, she’d been an outstanding ballet dancer, and I felt that perhaps her now-girlfriend, a well-known ballet dancer choreographer, had been either her teacher or the étoile (star) of the school. She had once been fiancée to a man who I instantly disliked, even though I could not see his face anywhere. All the photos where he was supposed to have been had only transcendental, neatly-cut silhouettes in his place. Some of the group photos have a cigarette burn hole wherever his face would’ve been, and on one, she’d replaced him with a portrait of Boris Karloff in Dracula makeup.

	Her girlfriend is of legendary beauty, but Sophie does not need that tartish look to be attractive. She is extremely beautiful au naturel. Sophie—this being her nom de guerre—now works part-time and on-call for (in her words) the ‘Manpower Agency’, but I feel she does not do it for the money, nor to pay for her studies. No—the wages she gets can’t even cover the cost of the multitude assortment of multi-coloured knickers that are strewn about everywhere in her apartment. Strangely enough, nothing is out of place.

	The apartment reminded me of a beautiful poem, where each individual word could not be changed, re-touched, moved, or substituted. It had to be appreciated in its entirety, and in its singularity. There were only a few pieces of furniture, but what was there was exactly the right choice, in the right amount. Her clothes were displayed with the nonchalance that you could only see in some boudoir-like, avant-garde shops: things like a white, red, and black silk scarf caressing the scar on Beethoven’s deaf bust; the thousand-and-one-night candles of all colours from Ali Baba’s cave, splendidly illuminating the inside of the shockingly pink antique marble fireplace; the old magic Persian carpet in front of it where at night, Sophie & Friend frolicked half naked in the soft rustling of satin; the Bohemian glasses that sparkled with the reflection of the mille feux; the smiling jade Buddha; the precious stones encrusted narghilé; the hot smell of papier d’Arménie (incense paper); the luminous crystal ball’s flickering gold glow; the silver-mesh miniskirt; the lamé skin-top, indolently discarded on an old pirate’s camphor trunk; the once-pink, now-coffee-stained Coco Chanel petit tailleur … No! I was just having you on with the last one. But who knows?

	I feel I should not reveal any more of what is, after all, her privacy, but this was also my first real contact with the normal surroundings of a woman of stature. What surprised me the most was the fact that any time she moved something to allow me some access, because I dared not touch a thing, she would relocate them in a very precise manner, where they looked at least as nice (if not better) than before. One such relocation was a tricolour pair of patriotic bleu-blanc-rouge panties (that I presumed she wore on the 14th of July), raising it onto the elongated nose of a wood-painted Pinocchio puppet. I thought it was the perfect place for it, so I smiled, and that made her happy for the rest of the day.

	She spent most of her time studying in a room full of books while her girlfriend worked most of the day. I always wondered if she teased the guys at the bar for the upkick that they will never get close to her, almost the perfect revenge. She was very cruel; every hour, she would disappear, then come back with a different colour to flash at the bar, like the plat du jour. Was it an act of love to tease, or an act of hate to please? Only Sophie could answer that, because one day, she stopped teasing and became a solicitor (which one could argue is not much of a change of scenery or function). Right now, in my cell, I wish she’d been a top barrister defending my case against Judge Grenouille.

	I have to get Beber on his way, as it is already ten thirty, and we have a new job to do chez les snobarbs, as he put it (in the rich 16th arrondissement). Unfortunately, Beber has been baited by a joker who has named us the ‘Karl Marx brothers’, presumably because of the mute and the horn, which one could appreciate as a third-grade joke at best. What had really got Beber’s tutu on fire and knickers in a twist (now, that’s another thought) was the misleading ‘Karl’ in front of it. I had once tried to read some of the man’s ‘best’ novels, and even liked some of it, but had to reject his ideas for being far too inhuman, and the fact that his projection of an ideal society was too boring to contemplate. Our unjust societies are by no mean faultless, but they are certainly better than what he’d proposed they should be.

	“Being black or blue-collar workers does not classify us to the distinct ranks of cocos (communists),” our spokesman Beber says to the joker, who is lucky that Sophie is listening, because mon ami tries not to swear in the near presence of the stronger sex (lest he get the finger and the door).

	And so the argument goes on, with Jimi Hendrix on the jukebox. Everybody can hear some tit bits of it: too much confusion, no relief, a wine, ploughman, barefoot servants, wild cat, watchtower, princes, and so on. I manage to get his attention with hand signs, as if to say, ‘let’s not talk falsely now; the hour is getting late’. Detecting the aroma of tarragon chicken coming from the kitchen, we shake Louis’ golden trumpet goodbye and wave a loving hand to Sophie, who replies with a cerise-flavoured kiss carried through the air and another sassy, killer wink. As for what happens next … could you not have picked a better time to ask? Some of us might’ve liked to stay a bit longer in Sophie’s company. But today is special, as I have already hinted: something really dreadful and ghastly is going to unfold before your mesmerized, perhaps unbelieving eyes, and to reveal this to you, I am required to buffer its impact. First, I give you the strange cushion of another, once-foreign language. Second, the absorbency of over forty-five years of recovery that I needed in order to tell you this tall tale. Third, the prison walls, and the reality of a solitary cell where I was quite prepared to die without a sound, and from where I am now dreaming in my insanity in order to record for my personal posterity, for your eyes only, once and for all, what happened. You can imagine how painful this is for me. In order to get you in the right frame of mind, I’m prepared to let you sit there silently between me and Beber after you’ve removed the proverbial condom-obstructed hand bassinet with leaking taps from the seat, placing it … wherever you can in the back of The Beast without disturbing the cat.

	We have crossed Boulevard de Grenelle, and I have lifted open the window on my side to let some fresh air in and dilute the stench of cat piss, et les crottes de rat (rat poo), and the oozing acid on the floor. From the rue du Commerce, we turn right into Ave Émile Zola, leading us to cross one of my favourite poems, le pont Mirabeau (Mirabeau Bridge). For Beber and myself, going over that bridge to the rive droite from our beloved rive gauche really feels like leaving your country.

	We go up the hill and turn right into rue F. David. True to his reputation, Beber is driving in the middle of the road, trying (if possible) to block anyone in his by now merry way who would dare to overtake him and The Beast. But remember, there is no rear-vision mirror, so Beber cannot see behind him. This is probably why this cheeky red Morris overtakes The Beast on the passenger side in a flash. These little cars are really fantastic for big city living, and they were in those days every snob, up-and-coming-dandy, and just about everybody else’s dream car. The little red rooster is already a hundred meters in front of us, but it has to stop at the just-changing traffic lights. A furious Beber, as fast as he can, stops The Beast so close to this car that the lone guy sitting inside it is actually closer to me than Beber himself.

	On the spot, Beber unleashes the worst unimaginable insults the world has ever heard. He is almost standing in the trembling car, leaning towards me to my extreme unhappiness. I am being showered with saliva and bits of chewed tobacco reeking of the now putrid leftovers of muscadet and regurgitated Gewürztraminer, and it is the most challenging scent I have ever smelt, and this includes the mean sewers of Calcutta. Added to the pre-existing foul drain stench of The Beast, I am wondering how you could remain sitting solid there between me and Beber, even in a hypothetical and conceivably dissociated manner. I am just about to bail out without a proper parachute, but the two vehicles are almost touching, and I can’t swing open the door more than four inches. Sorry, reader: we are like a couple parvenues for the coarse hymns of the braying fields of Sodom, and the seldom-mentioned ape shite of ancestral degeneration. Perhaps you are already visualizing the duct tape over Beber’s mouth, sealing away the bestial smell of the swamp, the spitting image of tripe and onions.
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